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Gillian Rose has provided a welcome overview of the state of the field. Visual 
Methodologies succeeds both as an introductory text, certain to be widely adopted in 
the classroom, and as a sophisticated refresher course for those who have followed 
the rapid maturation of this remarkable interdisciplinary discourse. Added material 
on the latest advances in digital technology brings this latest edition to the cutting 
edge of visual culture studies.
Martin Jay , Ehrman Professor, University of California, Berkeley

Visual Methodologies is an indispensable resource for anyone working with visual 
materials. It offers practical guidance and expert theoretical orientation on how to 
approach, think about, and interpret visual culture, ranging from archival photography 
and documentary film to websites and social media. An important aspect of this book 
is the attention paid to audiences and viewing publics, as well as to the ethical demands 
of visual research. In this new edition, Gillian Rose brings the book fully up to date 
with contemporary developments in media arts and digital culture, and explores the 
new possibilities for visual research made possible by developments in software and 
data analytics. Whether you are new to studying visual culture or a seasoned expert 
seeking to refine your approach, Visual Methodologies has you covered.
Christoph Lindner, Professor o f Media and Culture, University o f Amsterdam

Visual Methodologies is an indispensable book for teaching and understanding meth
ods in visual culture. Clear, comprehensive, and lucid, it makes accessible the how, 
why, and what of different methodological approaches in ways that elucidate paths to 
better research and argument. The constantly changing terrain of visual culture today 
makes many demands on scholarly and theoretical approaches, and this fourth edition 
does not disappoint, with updated concepts and an explanation of digital methods. As 
an introduction of methods in cultural studies, communication, and visual culture 
research, this book is unparalleled. It is essential reading for anyone writing an MA 
thesis of doctoral dissertation.
Marita Sturken, Professor of Media, Culture and Communication, New York 
University

Visual Methodologies is an essential book for all students, researchers and academics 
interested in visual culture. The book has always had an interdisciplinary research, 
making it an adaptable, meaningful text. With this new edition, the application of 
Visual Methodologies is made even more vital given its coverage of digital technologies 
and our expanded engagement with the image through complex and nuanced visual
ization of everything online. This extends not only our daily perception of the visual, 
but creates new ground through which to understand ourselves and our relationship 
to others. Visual Methodologies treats the emergence of this with passion, providing a 
theoretical and methodological framework that is accessible, engaging and exciting. 
Adrienne Evans, Principal Lecturer in Media and Communication, Coventry 
University



Through its previous editions Visual Methodologies has undoubtedly become a 
profoundly influential text. Through a series of telling and careful revisions it has 
been significantly updated in response to changing visual cultures. This edition 
refreshes and reinvigorates what was already a lively, revealing and vital text. Not 
least, this updated edition responds directly to changes in digital cultures and the new 
possibilities of visual engagement and communication. It is the ideal guide to teaching 
and researching with visual methods.
David Beer; Reader in Sociology, University of York

Gillian Rose has done it again. This indispensable guide to visual methodologies 
improves with each edition. Extensively updated and revised, there is a new emphasis 
here on the circulation of images through varied technologies and the potential for 
digital methods to reveal patterns in the movements, translations and social value of 
such images. The reader comes away not only with practical knowledge for designing 
research questions and methods, but crucially with an enhanced understanding of the 
theoretical foundations and ethical considerations which underpin the most valuable 
and insightful visual analyses. This is not simply a ‘how to’ methods book.
Katy Parry, Lecturer in Media and Communication, University of Leeds

For the last 15 years, Rose’s Visual Methodologies has been an exceptionally influen
tial and invaluable text for those wishing to engage with visual research methods, 
with each new edition evolving and building upon the strengths of the previous. This 
fourth edition is no exception. With an expanded coverage of new media, Rose’s 
revised work encompasses a comprehensive and detailed overview of imaginative 
approaches and engagements with visual materials that are readily accessible for 
undergraduate and postgraduate researchers. Moreover, this new edition effectively 
addresses many of those pressing questions often asked by student researchers, not 
only in terms of the practical aspects of using critical visual methods, but also in rela
tion to the dissemination of research through visual techniques. In short, this fourth 
edition represents a welcome expansion of an already definitive introductory text on 
critical visual methods.
James Robinson, Lecturer in Cultural Geography, Queen's University Belfast

Gillian Rose’s Visual Methodologies remains the authoritative introductory text on 
the methods of visual research. Conveying the richness and excitement of visual cul
ture research, Rose expertly navigates across a range of methodologies, explaining in 
detail their particular usefulness and limitations through practical examples. For any
one already familiar with Visual Methodologies, this fourth edition offers a significant 
reworking of previous content. This includes a discussion of digital methods for 
online imagery and expansion of digital media examples, the production and use of 
images for research dissemination and, most significantly, the inclusion of the cite of 
circulation within the framework that Rose presents for the analysis of visual culture.



As such, Rose demonstrates the evolving nature of visual research and its methods, 
and reminds us of the passion involved in its study. It is a must buy for students and 
scholars alike.
Julie Doyle, Reader in Media and Communication, University of Brighton

One and half decades after its first edition, Visual Methodologies continues to posi
tion itself as key reading for anyone who is looking for a solid, accessible and 
systematic introduction to the increasingly popular but complex domain of image 
analysis and visual culture research. Gillian Rose deserves much praise for her sus
tained and highly successful efforts to keep this core text in critical visual analysis as 
fresh and relevant as ever. This fourth edition includes discussions about the newest 
visual and digital technologies and their interrelated practices. But the author has also 
thoroughly revisited and refined the book’s overall structure to better guide the unini
tiated reader through this kaleidoscopic and somewhat confused area of study.
Luc Pauwels, Professor of Visual Research Methods, University of Antwerp

Clear, comprehensive, theoretically informed, and now fully updated and revised, 
Visual Methodologies is an excellent guide to the rapidly growing field of visual 
research.
Theo van Leeuwen, Emeritus Professor, University of Technology, Sydney

There is simply no better resource or inspiration for conducting, analyzing, and 
disseminating visual research than Gillian Rose’s Visual Methodologies. Her theo
retical clarity about visual culture and power relations is seamlessly woven into her 
discussion and evaluation of a wide range of research methods. The breadth, depth, 
and detail of the exemplary research upon which she draws to elucidate the differ
ent approaches increases with each revised volume, and the 4th Edition is no 
exception. Rose has given us a comprehensive, wise, and rigorous guide for doing 
visual research that will invigorate the field and its practitioners.
Wendy Luttrell, Professor o f Urban Education, Graduate Center, City University of 
New York
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PREFACE: INTRODUCING THE 
FOURTH EDITION

This fourth edition of Visual Methodologies contains some significant differences 
from its predecessor.

As with its third edition, several of these changes have been driven by the develop
ment of digital technologies. The range of digital media it discusses has expanded to 
include Twitter and Instagram. The chapter on content analysis now includes a discus
sion of ‘cultural analytics’, which is a term used to describe the analysis, by software, 
of huge numbers of online images. There are two new chapters. The first is on ‘digital 
methods’ in relation to online images; while this chapter is more speculative than sub
stantive, it points to a significant area in which visual methods will develop in the next 
few years. The second is a chapter on making images as a way of disseminating the 
results of a research project, and it discusses data visualisations, photo-essays, films 
and interactive documentaries. The book’s framework for discussing contemporary 
visual culture and the methods for interpreting has also changed. It is now based on 
four sites, not three: the site of the production of images, the image itself, its circu
lation and its audiencing. Adding the site of circulation seemed necessary in order to 
assess how different methods address the mobility of digital images across many kinds 
of social media and image-sharing platforms and devices. I hope all these changes will 
continue to help social researchers both explore and use images in creative ways.

Gillian Rose 

Cambridge, July 2015



AN INTRODUCTION TO VISUAL 
METHODOLOGIES

The first edition of this book was written mostly during 1999; this fourth edition has 
been prepared fifteen years later. The need to engage critically with visual culture -  both 
historical and contemporary -  seems no less pressing now than it was when the book 
was first being written, and many scholars continue to make their own significant con
tributions to the field (Beer, 2013; Casid and D’souza, 2014; Cubitt, 2014; Grace, 2014; 
Hartley, 2012; Howells and Negreiros, 2012; Jenkins et al., 2013; Joselit, 2012; 
Manghani, 2013; Manovich, 2013; Rettberg, 2014). The number of guides to possible 
methods of interpreting visual culture has increased too (Banks and Ruby, 2011; Bates, 
2014; Bell, Warren, and Schroeder, 2014; Gaimster, 2011; Hughes, 2012; Jordanova, 
2012; Mannay, 2016; Margolis and Pauwels, 2011; Pink, 2012; Reavey, 2011; Tinkler, 
2012); there is also now a journal called Visual Methodologies. But this book remains 
unique in the breadth of its attempt to discuss and evaluate systematically a wide range 
of methods for doing research with visual materials. It is addressed to the undergraduate 
student who has either found some intriguing visual materials to work with, or who 
wants to make some to work with, or who is excited by the visual culture literature and 
wants to do a research project that engages with some of its arguments.

The first chapter of this book remains an overview of different theoretical approaches 
to understanding visual culture. These theoretical debates are diverse and often com
plex. They can also be rather abstract. In contrast, a particular concern of mine is to 
encourage the grounding of interpretations of visual materials in careful empirical 
research of the social circumstances in which they are embedded (Rose, 2012). This is 
not because there is some essential truth lurking in each image, awaiting discovery 
(although we will encounter the latter claim in some of the early chapters of this 
book). As Stuart Hall says:

It is worth emphasising that there is no single or ‘correct’ answer to the question, 
‘What does this image mean?’ or ‘What is this ad saying?’ Since there is no law 
which can guarantee that things will have ‘one, true meaning’, or that meanings 
won’t change over time, work in this area is bound to be interpretative -  a debate 
between, not who is ‘right’ and who is ‘wrong’, but between equally plausible, 
though sometimes competing and contesting, meanings and interpretations. The 
best way to ‘settle’ such contested readings is to look again at the concrete example 
and try to justify one’s ‘reading’ in detail in relation to the actual practices and 
forms of signification used, and what meanings they seem to you to be producing. 
(Hall, 1997a: 9)



XX ii AN INTRODUCTION TO VISUAL METHODOLOGIES

Interpreting images is just that: interpretation. But my own preference -  which is 
itself a theoretical position -  is for understanding visual images as embedded in the 
social world and only comprehensible when that embedding is taken into account. As 
Hall suggests, though, it is still important to justify your interpretation, whatever 
theoretical stance you prefer. To do that you will need to have an explicit methodol
ogy, and this book will help you develop one.

The book does not offer a neutral account of the different methods available for 
interpreting visual materials, though. There are significant differences between various 
theories of the visual. In the first chapter, I agree with those scholars who argue that 
the interpretation of visual images must address the social effects of images: effects 
that images can achieve by being both meaningful and affective. That position has 
certain implications for the way in which I subsequently assess the various methods 
the book discusses. For example, while quantitative methods can be deployed in rela
tion to these sorts of issues (as Chapter 5 will suggest), nonetheless the emphasis on 
meaning, significance and affect in Chapter l ’s overview suggests that qualitative 
methods are more appropriate. Indeed, every chapter here except Chapter 5 and 
Chapter 11 explores qualitative methodologies. More broadly, Chapter 1 also makes 
some specific suggestions about why it is important to consider visual images care
fully, why it is important to be critical about visual images, and why it is important 
to reflect on that critique. These three issues are developed in Chapter 1 into three 
criteria for what I term a ‘critical visual methodology’. By ‘critical’ I mean an approach 
that thinks about the visual in terms of the cultural significance, social practices and 
power relations in which it is embedded; and this means thinking about the power 
relations that produce, are articulated through, and can be challenged by ways of see
ing and imaging. Those criteria then provide the means by which the various methods 
in this book are evaluated. Using these criteria, for each method I ask: How useful is 
it in achieving a critical methodology for visual images? Chapter 2 elaborates a more 
practical framework for approaching images in this way.

Chapters 4 through to 12 each discuss one method that can be used to interpret 
visual materials, and the sorts of visual materials each chapter draws on to explore 
that method is dictated by what best exemplifies the method’s procedures, strengths 
and weaknesses. So while the book covers a wide range of visual materials -  listed in 
Table 3.1 in Chapter 3 -  there are also plenty that this book does not discuss. There 
are no discussions of maps, film posters, arts-based visual methods, graphic novels, 
medical imaging or diagrams, for example. What the book does do, though, is discuss 
each method in some depth.

Chapters 4 through to 11 all focus on methods that work with found images; that 
is, images that already exist, and which you can explore as part of some sort of research 
project. However, Chapter 12 focuses in more detail on another approach to researching 
with visual images, which is those methods that involve making visual images as a way 
of answering a research question. Such visual research methods have exploded in 
popularity over the past decade, and are now found across a great many disciplines, 
being put to use to answer a vast range of research questions that very often have
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rather little to do with the visual per se. Chapter 12 approaches these methods in rela
tion to some of the debates and discussions that the previous chapters have raised in 
relation to found images.

Chapter 13 discusses another aspect of visual research methods that is gaining 
popularity: the dissemination of research results using images. It looks at a variety of 
ways that this can be done, including infographics, photo-essays, films and interactive 
documentaries. Digital technologies have made making these sorts of things much 
easier (and cheaper) then ever before, and online platforms -  whether a personal web
site or a site like Vimeo -  make them more accessible to more people than ever before 
(in theory at least). Some researchers are using these sorts of visual materials to try to 
reach new audiences in new ways, and Chapter 13 discusses some of the issues that 
these efforts raise, if they are understood in relation to critical visual methodologies.

Chapter 14 discusses visual ethics. Ethics in research is about the conduct of the 
researcher. It concerns their own integrity and the sort of relations they have with the 
objects or people they are researching. In many university systems, anyone wanting to 
undertake research has to have their research proposal vetted by their university’s 
ethics review board. Chapter 14 discusses some of the ethical issues involved in doing 
research with visual materials specifically, and argues that many of those issues are 
important to consider whether you are working with found images or images gener
ated as part of your research project. The concluding chapter then rehearses the main 
arguments of the book, and considers the usefulness of mixing different methods.

To start using this book, begin with Chapters 1 and 2, which will help you make 
sense of the other chapters. Chapter 3 explains how the book is organised in more 
detail, and will also help you to get the most out of the subsequent chapters’ discus
sions of methods.

The book also has a companion website, at https://study.sagepub.com/rose4e. There 
is a section at the end of Chapters 3 through 14 that indicates which part of the web
site is relevant to that chapter.

My last comment concerns the limits of a book like this. This book offers some 
guidelines for investigating the meanings and effects of visual images. But the most 
exciting, startling and perceptive critics of visual images don’t, in the end, depend 
entirely on their sound methodology, I think. They also depend on the pleasure, thrills, 
fascination, wonder, fear or revulsion of the person looking at the images and then 
writing about them. Successful interpretation depends on a passionate engagement 
with what you see. Use your methodology to discipline your passion, not to deaden it.

https://study.sagepub.com/rose4e
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RESEARCHING WITH VISUAL 
MATERIALS: A BRIEF SURVEY

Choosing a research methodology means developing a research question and the 
tools to generate evidence for its answer; both of these should be consistent with a 
theoretical framework. There are, of course, a very large number of philosophical, 
theoretical and conceptual discussions of visuality and images. This chapter gives 
a brief survey of some of the key arguments and debates in the past thirty years 
or so, to help you develop a theoretical framework for your own work. It also 
introduces the framework that this book will use to assess the usefulness of various 
methods; this is called a ‘critical visual methodology’ . The chapter is divided into 
three sections:

1. The first section discusses a range of literature that explores the importance of the 
visual to contemporary Western societies.

2. The second offers a broad analytical framework for understanding how images have 
social effects.

3. And the third suggests some more specific criteria for a critical approach to visual 
materials.

1.1 An Introductory Survey of T h e  Visual'

This section explores a number of the key concepts which have developed as ways of 
understanding visuality and images.

1.1.1 Culture and representation
Beginning in the 1970s, the social sciences experienced a significant change in their 
understanding of social life. While this change depended on a number of older traditions 
of social and cultural analysis -  especially the Marxist critique of mass culture offered 
by Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, and the development of ‘cultural studies’
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by a group of scholars at Birmingham University in England -  during the 
1980s in particular it gathered force, pace and breadth. The change is 
often described as the ‘cultural turn’. That is, ‘culture’ became a crucial 
means by which many social scientists understood social processes, social 

culture identities, and social change and conflict. Culture is a complex concept, 
but, in very broad terms, the result of its deployment has been that many 
social scientists are now very often interested in the ways in which social 
life is constructed through the ideas and feelings that people have about 
it, and the practices that flow from those. To quote one of the major con
tributors to this shift, Stuart Hall:

Culture, it is argued, is not so much a set of things -  novels and 
paintings or TV programmes or comics -  as a process, a set of prac
tices. Primarily, culture is concerned with the production and 
exchange of meanings -  the ‘giving and taking of meaning’ -  between 
the members of a society or group ... Thus culture depends on its 
participants interpreting meaningfully what is around them, and 
‘making sense’ of the world, in broadly similar ways. (1997a: 2)

Those meanings may be explicit or implicit, conscious or unconscious, 
they may be felt as truth or as fantasy, science or common sense; and they 
may be conveyed through everyday speech, elaborate rhetoric, high art, 
TV soap operas, dreams, movies or muzak; and different groups in a 
society will make sense of the world in different ways. Whatever form 

representations they take, these made meanings, or representations, structure the way 
people behave -  the way you and I behave -  in our everyday lives.

This sort of argument can take very diverse forms. But many writers 
addressing these issues argued that the visual is central to the cultural 
construction of social life in contemporary Western societies. We are, 
of course, almost constantly surrounded by different sorts of visual 
technologies -  photography, film, video, digital graphics, television, 
acrylics, for example -  and the images they show us -  TV programmes, 
advertisements, snapshots, Facebook pages, public sculpture, movies, 
closed circuit television footage, newspaper pictures, paintings. All these 
different sorts of technologies and images offer views of the world; they 
render the world in visual terms. But this rendering, even by photo
graphs, is never innocent. These images are never transparent windows 
onto the world. They interpret the world; they display it in very particu
lar ways; they represent it. Thus a distinction is sometimes made between 

vision vision and visuality. Vision is what the human eye is physiologically 
capable of seeing (although it must be noted that ideas about that capa
bility have changed historically and will most likely continue to change: 

visuality see Crary, 1992). Visuality, on the other hand, refers to how vision is
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constructed in various ways: ‘how we see, how we are able, allowed, or 
made to see, and how we see this seeing and the unseeing therein’ (Foster, 
1988: ix). Another phrase with very similar connotations to visuality is 
scopic regime (Metz, 1975). Both terms refer to the ways in which both 
what is seen and how it is seen are culturally constructed.

For some writers, the visual is the most fundamental of all senses. 
Gordon Fyfe and John Law (1988: 2), for example, claim that ‘depiction, 
picturing and seeing are ubiquitous features of the process by which most 
human beings come to know the world as it really is for them’, and John 
Berger (1972: 7) suggests that this is because ‘seeing comes before words. 
The child looks and recognizes before it can speak’. (Clearly these writers 
pay little attention to those who are born blind.) Other writers, however, 
prefer to historicise the importance of the visual, tracing what they see as 
the increasing saturation of Western societies by visual images. Many 
claim that this process has reached unprecedented levels, so that 
Westerners now interact with the world mainly through how we see it. 
Martin Jay (1993) has used the term ocularcentrism to describe the apparent 
centrality of the visual to contemporary Western life.

This narrative of the increasing importance of the visual to contempo
rary Western societies is part of a wider analysis of the shift from 
premodernity to modernity, and from modernity to postmodernity (for 
example, see Mirzoeff, 1999: 1-33; Sturken and Cartwright, 2009). It is 
often suggested -  or assumed -  that in premodern societies, visual images 
were not especially important, partly because there were so few of them 
in circulation. This began to change with the onset of modernity. In par
ticular, it is suggested that modern forms of understanding the world 
depend on a scopic regime that equates seeing with knowledge. Chris 
Jenks (1995), for example, makes this case in an essay entitled ‘The 
Centrality of the Eye in Western Culture’, arguing that ‘looking, seeing 
and knowing have become perilously intertwined’ so that ‘the modern 
world is very much a “ seen” phenomenon’ (Jenks, 1995: 1, 2).

We daily experience and perpetuate the conflation of the ‘seen’ with 
the ‘known’ in conversation through the commonplace linguistic 
appendage of ‘do you see?’ or ‘see what I mean?’ to utterances that 
seem to require confirmation, or, when seeking opinion, by inquiring 
after people’s ‘views’. (Jenks, 1995: 3)

Barbara Maria Stafford (1991), a historian of images used in the sciences, 
has argued that, in a process beginning in the eighteenth century, the con
struction of scientific knowledges about the world has become more and 
more based on images rather than on written texts; Jenks (1995) suggests 
that it is the valorisation of science in Western cultures that has allowed

scopic regime

ocularcentrism
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everyday understandings to make the same connection between seeing and 
knowing. However, that connection was also made in other fields of mod
ern practice. Richard Rorty (1980), for example, traces the development of 
this conflation of seeing with knowing to the intersection of several ideas 
central to eighteenth century philosophy. Judith Adler (1989) examines 
tourism and argues that between 1600 and 1800 the travel of European 
elites was defined increasingly as a visual practice, based first on ‘an over
arching scientific ideology that cast even the most humble tourists as part 
of ... the impartial survey of all creation’ (Adler 1989: 24), and later on a 
particular appreciation of spectacular visual and artistic beauty. John Urry 
(1990) has sketched the outline of a rather different ‘tourist gaze’, which 
he argues is typical of the mass tourism of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries (see also Pratt, 1992). Other writers have made other arguments 
for the importance of the visual to modern societies. In Discipline and 
Punish: The Birth of the Prison (1977) Michel Foucault explores the way 
in which many nineteenth century institutions depended on various forms 
of surveillance (Chapters 8 and 9 here examine the methodological impli
cations of his work); and in his study of nineteenth century world fairs and 
exhibitions, Timothy Mitchell (1988) shows how European societies rep
resented the whole world as an exhibition. Deborah Poole (1997) has 
traced how this modern vision was thoroughly racialised in the same 
period. In the twentieth century, Guy Debord (1983) claimed that the 
world has turned into a ‘society of the spectacle’, and Paul Virilio (1994) 
argues that new visualising technologies have created ‘the vision machine’ 

visual culture in which we are all caught. The use of the term visual culture refers to this 
plethora of ways in which the visual is part of social life.

While it is important to note the argument made by W.J.T. Mitchell 
(1986, 1994) that images and language are inextricably entangled, it 
nonetheless has been argued that modernity is ocularcentric. It is argued 
too that the visual is equally central to postmodernity; Nicholas Mirzoeff 
(1998: 4), for example, has proclaimed that ‘the postmodern is a visual 
culture’. However, in postmodernity, it is suggested, the modern relation 
between seeing and true knowing has been broken. Thus Mirzoeff (1998) 
suggests that postmodernity is ocularcentric not simply because visual 
images are more and more common, nor because knowledges about the 
world are increasingly articulated visually, but because we interact more 
and more with totally constructed visual experiences. Thus the modern 
connection between seeing and knowledge is stretched to breaking point 
in postmodernity:

Seeing is a great deal more than believing these days. You can buy an 
image of your house taken from an orbiting satellite or have your 
internal organs magnetically imaged. If that special moment didn’t
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come out quite right in your photography, you can digitally manipu
late it on your computer. At New York’s Empire State Building, the 
queues are longer for the virtual reality New York Ride than for the 
lifts to the observation platforms. Alternatively, you could save your
self the trouble by catching the entire New York skyline, rendered in 
attractive pastel colours, at the New York, New York resort in Las 
Vegas. This virtual city will shortly be joined by Paris Las Vegas, 
imitating the already carefully manipulated image of the city of light. 
(Mirzoeff, 1998: 1)

This is what Jean Baudrillard (1988) some time ago dubbed the simula
crum. Baudrillard argued that in postmodernity it is no longer possible to 
make a distinction between the real and the unreal; images have become 
detached from any certain relation to a real world with the result that we 
now live in a scopic regime dominated by simulations, or simulacra.

The development of digital new media has a special place in these dis
cussions (Gane and Beer, 2008). While computing has a long history -  the 
Analytical Engine’ which Charles Babbage began designing in 1833 has 
some claim to be the first computer -  many commentators argue that the 
emergence of a wide range of digital production, storage and communica
tion devices over the past twenty years has significantly changed visual 
culture. They argue not only that these inventions account in large part 
for the pervasiveness of visual images in Western societies now -  because 
they make images so easy to make and share -  but also that the nature of 
digital images is changing contemporary visualities. This claim is built on 
the difference between analogue images and digital images, and in particu
lar on the difference between the technologies underlying the production 
of an image (see Figure 1.1). Analogue images are created through tech
nologies that have a one-to-one correspondence to what they are 
recording. Photography is an obvious example: an analogue photograph 
is created by light falling onto chemicals which react to that light to pro
duce a visual pattern. Whether we are looking at an image of a leaf made 
by leaving that leaf on a sheet of light-sensitive paper in the sunshine, or 
at a famous photograph, like Figure 2.2, taken with a relatively complex 
single lens reflex camera, they are both analogue photographs because 
both have a direct, physical relationship to a continuous pattern of light 
generated by objects.

Digital images, on the other hand, have no one-to-one correspondence 
with what they show. This is so for at least two reasons. First, the images 
produced with a digital camera are made by sampling patterns of light, 
because in a digital camera light falls on discrete light-sensitive cells. 
There is thus ‘a minute gap between samples which the digital recording 
can never fill’ (Cubitt, 2006). Secondly, that pattern of light is converted

simulacra 
new media

analogue

digital
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Amplitude

FIGURE 1.1A 
Diagram showing 
the difference 
between digital 
and analogue 
signals

FIGURE 1.1B 
Image of Barack 
Obama from a 
website protesting 
at his decision to 
extend the cut-off 
date for analogue 
television

FIGURE 1.1C 
Image from the 
(now defunct) 
website
getdigitaltelevision.
com

These three images are very different representations of the difference 
between analogue and digital technologies. They were all found on the web in 2010
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into binary digital code by the digital camera’s software, and that binary 
code is then itself converted into different kinds of output. Of course, 
most cameras use a combination of hardware and software to convert the 
code back into an image to be viewed on a camera or computer or phone 
screen, but this is a programmed process rather than an inevitable conse
quence of using the light-sensitive technology embedded in a digital 
camera. In fact, since the pattern of light generated by what is being pic
tured has become computer code, that code can be used to produce all 
sorts of different things. As Sean Cubitt notes:

from the standpoint of the computer, any input will always appear as 
mathematical, and any data can be output in any format. Effectively, 
an audio input can be output as a video image, as text, as a 3D model, 
as an instruction set for a manufacturing process, or another digital 
format that can be attached to the computer. (2006: 250)

The same image file can thus be materialised in many different forms, 
which may well invite different ways of seeing it: as a billboard; on a 
website; in a smartphone app. Moreover, digital images can also be edited 
very easily. It is this mutability of the digital image that for many scholars 
is its defining quality.

For some, the difference between analogue and digital images is profound. 
David Rodowick (2007), for example, has argued that images made with 
digital cameras should not be called photographs. For him, the chemical 
process that creates analogue photographs gives them a unique quality 
which digital images do not and cannot have, such that ‘one feels or intuits 
in digital images that the qualitative expression of duration found in photog
raphy and film is missing or sharply reduced’ (2007: 118). In this sense, he 
argues that analogue photography is a specific medium, with particular 
visual qualities immanent in its analogue technology.

1.1.2 Materiality and affect
Indeed, for some time now in the literature on visual culture, there has 
been an emphasis on the materiality of the media used to make and carry 
visual images, inspired by a range of theorists, including Bruno Latour and 
Friedrich Kittler. In this work, the specific effects of a material object -  a 
printed analogue photograph, for example -  are understood through onto
logical claims about its inherent nature (Packer and Crofts Wiley, 2012). 
There are different inflections to this claim. Sometimes the emphasis is on 
the way that a specific technology -  the analogue camera, say -  has a direct 
effect on the nature of the image it produces. This is the argument made 
by Rodowick (2007), and has also been argued at length by Kittler (1999).

materiality
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Other authors suggest that the material qualities of technologies offer a 
affordances limited number of possibilities -  or affordances -  for how they can be used, 

but that humans can choose between those possibilities. Sean Cubitt’s 
(2014) recent history of visual technologies takes this position, as does 
Fernando Rubio (2012) in a study of work by the American artist Robert 
Smithson called Spiral jetty (see Figure 1.2). Rubio suggests that, in fact, it 
wasn’t only Smithson who made Spiral jetty: so too did the rocks and 
rubble that form Spiral jetty, the water of the lake it extends into, the 
ground pressure, the dumper trucks that carried the rocks ... the physical 
properties of all of these were active partners in Smithson’s creative process, 
allowing him to do some of the things he wanted but preventing him from 
doing others. Rubio thus argues more generally that ‘artistic production is 
a form of practice that emerges and unfolds from a material engagement 
within the world’ (Rubio, 2012: 147; see also Rubio and Silva, 2013).

Robert 
Smithson's 
Spiral Jetty, 
built in 1970 
into the Great 
Salt Lake, Utah 
© Estate of 
Robert Smithson/ 
DACS, London/ 
VAGA, New York 
2015

The last couple of decades have in fact seen extended bodies of work 
emerge that explore the agency of material objects and the particularities 
of digital media, and often both at the same time. Both these bodies of 
work have questioned the utility of the notion of representation. At the 
end of the twentieth century, and inspired both by the work of philoso
phers such as Gilles Deleuze and of information theorists such as Claude 
Shannon and Warren Weaver, as well as by the growth in digital media 
(visual and otherwise), a number of scholars began to argue for a different
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understanding, not just of particular types of images like digital photo
graphs, but of contemporary visual culture itself. For Katherine Hayles 
(1999), the proliferation of digital technologies invites a different way of 
thinking about how we are human, no less; indeed, she argues we are 
becoming posthuman because of the increasingly intense flows of informa
tion occurring now between humans, animals and machines. She sees these 
flows as ‘a co-evolving and densely interconnected complex system’ 
(Hayles, 2006: 165; Thrift, 2008), the scale and intensity of which has been 
immeasurably enhanced by development of high-speed computers and the 
Internet. Rodowick (2001) argues that these flows -  in the extent and inten
sity of their dispersal, and in their ability to constantly reform coded 
information from one output to another -  demand a specifically Deleuzian 
response, and it is this that challenges the usefulness of the concept of rep
resentation. This is because, according to Ambrose (2007), Deleuze’s

creative ontology of becoming ceaselessly strives to go beyond mere 
surface fixities associated with the ‘actual’ (for example the existing 
conditions of current culture and society) in the effort to assemble a 
conceptual discourse capable of conveying pre-individual impersonal 
forces, energies, fluxes, flows and sensations that actual socio-historical 
situations occlude, reify and domesticate into rational orders, concep
tual systems and cliched patterns of representation and intellegibility 
(2007: 118).

These ‘pre-individual impersonal forces, energies, fluxes, flows and sensa
tions’ are termed affect in Deleuzian work, and this approach has had a 
significant impact on how some scholars theorise visual culture, in rela
tion to both digital and analogue images. While some theorists equally 
interested in the energies and sensations of digital images draw more on 
phenomenological philosophies than on Deleuze, this broad concern with 
the experiential has produced two particularly significant effects for theo
rising images.

First, the affective emphasis on embodiment rejects the distinction 
between vision and visuality so central to the cultural turn. Vision is as 
much corporeal as cultural in this work. Mark Hansen’s (2004) discus
sion of digital art, for example, claims that the human body becomes 
especially important in relation to digital images, and argues for ‘the 
refunctionalization of the body as the processor of information’ (Hansen, 
2004: 23). Indeed, bodies in this kind of work are understood as highly 
sensitive, sensorimotor information processors in constant, energetic rela
tion with other human and nonhuman information processors. In 
affective work there is thus an emphasis on ‘a dynamism immanent to 
bodily matter and matter generally’ (Clough, 2008: 1).

posthuman

affect
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Secondly, the posthuman is not a person engaging with the world by interpreting 
and exchanging meanings (the figure evoked by Stuart Hall at the very beginning 
of this chapter). Understanding the posthuman in this sort of work does not 
involve the exploration of meaning, but rather the perceptual, the experiential and 
the sensory. Indeed, geographer Nigel Thrift (2008) has for some time been 
describing this sort of theory as ‘addressing the nonrepresentational’ . 
Nonrepresentational work is interested in articulating the perceptual, bodily and 
sensory experience created in encounters with specific materials (Beugnet and Ezra, 
2009). As Laura Marks says, ‘to appreciate the materiality of our media pulls us 
away from a symbolic understanding and toward a shared physical existence’ 
(Marks, 2002: xii). Marks (2000, 2002) is a leading exponent of this affective 
approach to visual imagery. Like Hansen (2004), her arguments draw on both 
affective and phenomenological philosophical traditions. She describes watching 
artists’ analogue videos, for example, as ‘an intercorporeal relationship’, suggest
ing that the video is as much a body as she is (Marks, 2002: xix). Her aim is not 
to interpret what the videos mean, but to find richness and vitality in the images; 
hence she says that there is ‘no need to interpret, only to unfold, to increase the 
surface area of experience’ (Marks, 2002: x).

Lor all their theoretical differences, however, it could be argued that theories of 
both representation and affect have one thing in common: a commitment to a 
close engagement with specific images. Whether carefully unpacking layers of 
representational references, or sensitively responding to corporeal affects, all the 
scholars discussed so far take a very attentive stance towards their materials. An 
important, emerging methodological question, however, is whether such an atten
tive stance by visual culture scholars is sustainable, at least in relation to the very 
large numbers of images that are now to be found on various online social media 
sites and elsewhere. The numbers are mind-boggling, and given current growth 
trends, always underestimated -  in late 2014, 60 million photographs were uploaded 
to Instagram, 350 million onto Lacebook, and 400 million onto Snapchat every 
day, while a hundred hours of video were uploaded to YouTube every minute; and 
on a much smaller but still massive scale, museums and galleries around the world 
are digitising their entire collections and making them available online. This is the 
visual culture equivalent of the ‘big data’ currently preoccupying much of the social 
sciences. If visual culture scholars are to grasp what’s going on in these huge image 
collections, it is now often claimed that close, attentive reading alone is unlikely 
to be effective. Where would you start, and how would you ever finish? Some 
scholars -  in the digital humanities as well as the social sciences -  are therefore 
arguing that new methods are needed, methods which use software to analyse 
these huge numbers of images. Such methods might be the digital equivalents of 
existing methods, and Chapter 5 will discuss a digitised version of content analy
sis. Others, though, will use the uniquely digital affordances of softwares to create 
what Richard Rogers (2013) argues are ‘natively digital methods’, as Chapter 11 
in this book will discuss.
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1.1.3 Debates
None of these stories about the increasing extent and changing nature of 
visual culture in modernity and postmodernity are without their critics, 
however (see for example the debates in the journal October [1996] and 
the Journal of Visual Culture [2001, 2003]).

Two points of debate, for example, are the history and geography of 
all these accounts of visual culture. Jeffrey Hamburger (1997), to take 
just one example, argues that visual images were central to certain 
kinds of premodern, medieval spirituality, and Ella Shohat and Robert 
Stam (1998) have argued forcefully against the Eurocentrism that per
vades many discussions of ‘the visual’. These arguments have only 
gained momentum in recent years. The academic discipline of art his
tory, for example, has been debating ‘art and globalisation’ for some 
time (Elkins et al., 2010; see also Casid and D’Souza, 2014): wondering 
if its foundational concepts, grounded as they are in both Western phi
losophy and Western art practice, can be relevant to artworks created 
in different visual cultural traditions; devising expanded approaches 
that claim to encompass all kinds of art production everywhere (Davis,
2011); thinking about how to displace its Eurocentrism with insights 
from other philosophical and arts traditions; and worrying about erect
ing an overly-clear distinction between ‘The West’ and elsewhere. On 
the latter point, as many anthropologists have also pointed out, visual 
objects (not always seen as proper ‘art’ by Europeans) have been stolen, 
traded and gifted between places for hundreds of years (indeed, archae
ologists would say for thousands of years). Anthropologist Poole 
(1997) uses the term visual economy to refer to the way in which visual visual economy 
objects are made mobile through many different kinds of exchange, 
sometimes commodified, sometimes not, being given different mean
ings and having different effects as they move through different places.
Artists, photographers, filmmakers and so on have, of course, often 
also travelled. Boundaries between distinct visual cultures are thus 
impossible to draw.

The argument that a shift in visual culture is being driven by the 
digitalisation of much visual imagery has also been challenged. As Lev 
Manovich (2001) has pointed out, many forms of digital imagery 
actually reproduce the visual conventions of other media. A lot of 
popular digital animation films, for example, still use the visual and 
narrative structures typical of Hollywood animations made with ana
logue film. A lot of family photography continues to perform as it 
always has done, despite the use of digital technologies for taking, 
displaying and sharing family snaps (Rose, 2010). In their book on 
visual culture, Richard Howells and Joaquim Negreiros (2012) insist
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that digital technologies simply offer new ways of delivering images 
that leave their content and meaning unchanged.

There are also debates about the social relations within which these visu- 
alities are embedded, and particularly about the effects of simulacra. 
Baudrillard, for example, has often been accused of uncritically celebrating the 
simulacrum without regard for the often very unequal social relations that 
can be articulated through it. Deleuze has also been criticised for his inatten
tion to the power relations that define what is representable and what lies 
beyond representation. In contrast, the work of Donna Haraway (1991) is 
still taken by many as a salutary reminder of what is at stake in contemporary 
ocularcentrism (see also Clough, 2008; Lister and Wells, 2001; Sturken and 
Cartwright, 2009). Like many others, Haraway (1991) notes the contempo
rary proliferation of visualising technologies in scientific and everyday use, and 
she characterises the scopic regime associated with these technologies thus:

Vision in this technological feast becomes unregulated gluttony; all 
perspective gives way to infinitely mobile vision, which no longer 
seems just mythically about the god-trick of seeing everything from 
nowhere, but to have put the myth into ordinary practice. (1991: 189)

Some scholars of digital media suggest that digital technologies are only 
enhancing this apparent ability to be everywhere and see everything. Film 
scholar Thomas Elsaesser, for example, has discussed the resurgence of 3D 
Hollywood movies as examples of what he describes as the ‘new default 
value of digital vision’ (2013: 240). This vision is immersive; it is a fluid, 
three-dimensional space into and through which movement is expected 
(think of the flying scenes in Avatar, or Maleficent, or any superhero movie, 
where the camera swoops and flies in and over huge landscapes) and space 
is fluid, scaleable and malleable. Rather than offering a fixed viewpoint to 
its user, this digital vision invites us to enter into spaces by ‘doing away with 
horizons, suspending vanishing points, seamlessly varying distance, unchain
ing the camera and transporting the observer’ (Elsaesser, 2013: 237; see also 
Hayles, 2012; Uricchio, 2011; Verhoeff, 2012, see Figure 1.3).

FIGURE 1.3 
Movie still 
from Robert 
Stromberg's 
2014 film 
Maleficent 
© Walt Disney
Pirti ire*«;
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Films made with analogue technologies also managed to simulate flying, of 
course, but the argument here is that digital technologies are making immersive 
spaces both more intensely vivid and also much more pervasive. Manovich (2013) 
has recently argued that the software packages that are now used to create every
thing from advertisements, movie special effects to artworks, computer 
games architectural visualisations all work in a similar way: by combining 
different animated elements in a virtual three-dimensional space. Fie suggests that 
this software structure may be creating ‘the new “ global aesthetics” ’(Manovich, 
2013: 179) of highly detailed, immersive and intense images that have no frame. 
Several kinds of visual media have been discussed in these terms, for example the 
intense ‘wowness’ music videos, which take viewers not through stories but 
through pathways in an extended and convoluted space (Vernallis, 2013). James 
Ash (2015) describes in detail some of the techniques used by computer game 
designers to immerse players into the game environment. Several authors also sug
gest that we are looking at such immersive images differently. Instead of a printed 
paper map, say, proffering signs on its surface for attentive reading either by a 
researcher or someone trying to find their way somewhere, in a Google map we 
move from map to satellite view, zoom in and scale back, look at a 
photo of a street and return; instead of reading a painting or a photograph that 
does not change its form as we do so, in an online archive we scroll, zoom, crop, 
download, follow links, share. Digital images very often invite not contemplation, 
but action -  navigation into the larger mass of images of which they are a part, 
‘keeping an eye out for where to move or what to do next’ (Verhoeff, 2012: 13; 
Casetti, 2013).

Does this mean that the ‘god-trick’ described by Haraway is becoming 
even more embedded in everyday visuality? Well, the everyday navigation of digi
tal media is not necessarily empowering, of course (Leszczynski, 2015), and 
Haraway is concerned to specify the social power relations that are articulated 
through this particular form of visuality. She argues that contemporary, unregu
lated visual gluttony is available to only a few people and institutions, 
in particular those that are part of the ‘history of science tied to militarism, capi
talism, colonialism, and male supremacy’ (Haraway, 1991: 188; see also 
Clough, 2008). She argues that what this visuality does is to produce specific 
visions of social difference -  of hierarchies of class, race, gender, sexuality, 
and so on -  while itself claiming not to be part of that hierarchy and thus to be 
universal. It is because this ordering of difference depends on a distinction between 
those who claim to see with universal relevance, and those who are seen and
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categorised in particular ways, that Haraway claims it is intimately related to the 
oppressions and tyrannies of capitalism, colonialism, patriarchy and so on. Given 
work done since Haraway made this argument, it is now possible to say that these 
processes of visual categorisation can be both representational -  by giving specific 
meanings to images -  and non-representational -  by producing particular experi
ences from images (see, for example, Ash, 2015; Clough and Halley, 2007).

focus
It is im portant to th ink about how power relations are also at play in what is 
made visible. This becomes particu la rly  evident th inking about the events that 
have followed the publication in various European magazines of cartoons 
depicting the prophet Muhammad. Most versions of Islam prohibit images of 
Muhammad. When a Danish magazine printed such cartoons in 2005, there 
were protests and dem onstrations around the w orld, and in 2015 twelve people 
died in a violent attack on the offices of a French sa tirica l magazine which had 
also carried cartoons satirising Islam by picturing Muhammad. Subsequent 
debates about free speech, secularism  and religion were complex, but cer
tainly made it clear that th inking about the social power relations in which 
images are embedded must now consider what is or is not appropriate to make 
visible in the firs t place. A fter the m urders of the French cartoonists in 2015, 
fo r example, several comm entators suggested that they were able to publish 
such cartoons because the Muslim population in France is largely poor and 
excluded from  the cu ltu ra l m ainstream, so th e ir religious convictions could be 
ignored more easily.

For many theorists of both representation and non-representation there is thus a 
critical imperative to examine in detail how certain institutions mobilise specific 
forms of visuality to see, and to order, the world (Mirzoeff, 2011). Regardless of 
whether one dominant visuality denies the validity of other ways of representing 
social difference, Haraway insists that there are indeed other ways of seeing the world. 
If one dominant visuality is organising information and visual cognition to create 
specific flows, then Hayles (2006), for example, argues that other flows are possible. 
Similarly, Hito Steyerl (2012) suggests that the immersive visuality of many digital 
images may be the latest incarnation of the god trick; but it may also allow for other, 
less domineering, more provisional and more situated kinds of seeing. For Haraway, 
Hayles and Steyerl, as for many other writers, then, the dominant scopic regime of 
(post)modernity -  whether analogue or digital -  is neither a historical inevitability, 
nor is it uncontested. There are different ways of seeing the world, and the critical task
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is to differentiate between the social effects of those different visions. All 
these arguments make clear the necessity of understanding what social 
relations produce, and are reproduced by, what forms of visuality, and 
Section 1.2 explores this argument more fully.

1.1.5 Visual research methods
Before moving on, though, this chapter needs to pause and remark on 
one specific example of the increasing ubiquity of visual images in 
Western culture. In the grand scheme of things, it is a rather small 
aspect of contemporary visual culture, but it is particularly pertinent 
to this book’s discussion of research methods. It is the increasing use 
of research methods in the social sciences that use visual materials of 
some kind, sometimes to explore questions about visuality, but more 
often as a means of exploring an aspect of social life: attitudes to ill
ness, for example (Frith and Harcourt, 2007), or feelings about living 
in an informal settlement (Lombard, 2013). The use of images by 
social scientists has, in fact, a long history. Both anthropology and 
human geography have used visual images as research tools for as long 
as they have been established as academic disciplines: mostly photo
graphs, diagrams and film in the case of anthropology (Banks and 
Ruby, 2011; Pink, 2013), and photos, maps and diagrams in the case 
of geography. Visual sociology is a more recent development; although 
the earliest sociological journals carried photographs for a short 
period before the First World War, it was not until the 1960s that a 
book by an anthropologist encouraged some sociologists to pick up 
their cameras again (Collier, 1967). Recent years, however, have seen 
a proliferation of visual methodologies being used across the social 
sciences (see for example: Banks, 2008; Bell, Warren, and Schroeder, 
2014; Emmison et al., 2012; Gaimster, 2011; Hamilton, 2006; Hughes, 
2012; Knowles and Sweetman, 2004a; Margolis and Pauwels, 2011; 
Pink, 2012, 2013, 2015; Pole, 2004; Prosser, 1998; Reavey, 2011; 
Spencer, 2011; Stanczak, 2007; Theron et al., 2011; Thomson, 2008; 
Tinkler, 2012).

These visual research methods can use already-existing images, 
from the mass media for example; or images can be made by the 
researcher; or they can be made by the people being researched. 
Sometimes the images are treated as research data that does not, or 
should not, be reproduced when research results are written up; some
times, in contrast, it is argued that images are the only way the results 
should be conveyed, and there are now social science scholars who

visual research 
methods
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have films, websites and photo-essays, as well as books and journal articles, as an 
integral part of their academic work. To date, many of these visual research meth
ods use film and photography; but as digital methods are being developed, 
software-generated visualisations are also emerging as ways of presenting and 
interpreting data. Oddly, little of this work engages explicitly with the sorts of 
debates that this chapter has thus far been summarising, although it is certainly 
possible to detect parallels between discussions about contemporary visual culture 
and the various ways in which social scientists have used images (Rose, 2014). 
Some social scientists approach images as representational, for example, while others 
focus more on their affective qualities. And many social science researchers work
ing with images are concerned about the sorts of questions raised by Haraway’s 
account of visuality: debates about how images are part of the power relations 
between researcher and researched are framed as a discussion about research eth
ics. This book addresses two of the most commonly used types of visual research 
methods in Chapter 12. Chapter 13 discusses using or making images as a way of 
disseminating research findings, while the ethics of doing visual research is dis
cussed in Chapter 14.

So far, this chapter has given you an overview of what I see as the key aspects of 
the literatures currently exploring the visual. What I now want to do is to explain 
how the structure of this book draws on elements of those literatures to make sense 
of the proliferation of both images and ways to study them in recent years.

1.2 Understanding the Social Effects of Visual M aterials

Visual culture critics have concentrated their energies on critically examining the 
effects of visual images already out there in the world, already part of visual cul
ture, and Chapters 4 to 11 of this book discuss a range of methods for 
understanding such ‘found’ images. As I have already suggested, theorists of the 
cultural turn, with their emphasis on representation, have now been joined by 
theorists more concerned with the affective (other reviews can be found in 
Barnard, 2001; Evans and Hall, 1999; Heywood and Sandywell, 2012; Howells 
and Negreiros, 2012; Manghani, Piper, and Simons, 2006; Manghani, 2013; 
Mirzoeff, 2009; Rampley, 2005). Each of these bodies of work draws on a range 
of different theorists and philosophers, and each has its own internal debates and 
disagreements; moreover, the work of some philosophers and theorists is used to 
make arguments for both representation and non-representation. This diversity 
obviously makes generalising about studies of visuality a difficult task. Nevertheless, 
I am going to suggest that there are five aspects of the recent literature that engage 
with visual culture which I think are valuable for thinking about the social effects 
of images.
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1.2.1 Visualising social difference
The first point I take from the literature on ‘visual culture’ is its concern for the way in 
which images visualise (or render invisible) social difference. As Fyfe and Law (1988: 1) 
say,‘a depiction is never just an illustration ... it is the site for the construction and depic
tion of social difference.’ One of the central aims of ‘the cultural turn’ in the social 
sciences was to argue that social categories are not natural but instead are constructed. 
These constructions can take visual form, a point that has been made most forcefully 
by feminist and postcolonial writers who have studied the ways femininity and black
ness have been visualised. An example would be Tanner Higgin’s (2009) discussion of 
the massively multiplayer online role-playing game (MMORPG) World of Warcraft. 
Tanner’s topic is the representation of race in World of Warcraft and he approaches it 
by noting not only that the characters in most computer and video games are white, but 
also that‘black and brown bodies, although increasingly more visible within the medium, 
are seemingly inescapably objectified as hypermasculine variations of the gangsta or 
sports player tropes’ (Higgin, 2009: 3). He then explores various reasons for the ‘com- 
monsense notion that Blacks are not heroes, paladins, or mages’ and what he sees as the 
consequent lack of black bodies in World of Warcraft (Higgin, 2009: 6). He notes that 
the game itself gives players white avatars by default, and that black skin choices are very 
limited; he discusses the importance of whiteness to the literary genre of high fantasy that 
games like World of Warcraft are related to; and he suggests that

when one sees a race called ‘human’ within a MMORPG and it is westernized as 
well as White with different shades of color for diversity (but nothing too Black), a 
powerful assertion is made. This assertion is that humanity will only be understood 
within the fantasy world if it is primarily coded White. The player base has affirmed 
this understanding by choosing largely White human avatars in order to match the 
discursive framework set up by these racial logics. (Higgin, 2009: 11; see also 
Nakamura 2002, 2008, 2009, 2014)

Higgin concludes that, ‘because video games both model and shape culture, there is a 
growing danger and anxiety that some games are functioning as stewards of White 
masculine hegemony’ (2009: 3).

Hence Fyfe and Law’s general prescription for a critical approach to the ways images 
can picture social power relations:

To understand a visualisation is thus to enquire into its provenance and into the 
social work that it does. It is to note its principles of inclusion and exclusion, to 
detect the roles that it makes available, to understand the way in which they are 
distributed, and to decode the hierarchies and differences that it naturalises. (Fyfe 
and Law, 1988: 1)
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Looking carefully at images, then, entails, among other things, thinking 
about how they offer very particular visions of social categories such as 
class, gender, race, sexuality, able-bodiedness and so on.

1.2.2 How images are looked at
Secondly, writers on visual culture, among others, are concerned not 
only with how images look, but also with how they are looked at. This 
is a key point made by Maria Sturken and Lisa Cartwright’s (2009) 
book on visual culture, which they title Practices o f Looking. They 
argue that what is important about images is not simply the image itself, 
but how it is seen by particular spectators who look in particular ways. 
Sturken and Cartwright (2009) take their inspiration on this point in 
part from an influential book written in 1972 by John Berger, called 
Ways of Seeing. Berger’s argument there is important because he makes 
clear that images of social difference work not simply by what they 
show but also by the way of seeing that they invite. He uses the expres

ways of seeing sion ways of seeing to refer to the fact that ‘we never look just at one 
thing; we are always looking at the relation between things and our
selves’ (Berger 1972: 9). His best-known example is that of the genre of 
female nude painting in Western art. He reproduces many examples of 
that genre (see Figure 1.4), pointing out as he does so the particular 
ways they represent women: as unclothed, as vain, as passive, as sexu
ally alluring, as a spectacle to be assessed.

Berger insists though on who it is that does the assessing, who this kind 
of image was meant to allure:

In the average European oil painting of the nude, the principal pro
tagonist is never painted. He is the spectator in front of the painting 
and he is presumed to be a man. Everything is addressed to him. 
Everything must appear to be the result of his being there. It is for 
him that the figures have assumed their nudity. (Berger, 1972: 54)

Thus for Berger, understanding this particular genre of painting means 
understanding not only its representation of femininity, but its construc
tion of masculinity too. And these representations are in their turn 
understood as part of a wider cultural construction of gendered differ
ence. To quote Berger again:

One might simplify this by saying: men act and women appear. Men 
look at women. Women watch themselves being looked at. This 
determines not only most relations between women and men but
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also the relation of women to themselves. The surveyor of woman in herself is male: 
the surveyed female. Thus she turns herself into an object -  and most particularly 
an object of vision: a sight. (Berger, 1972: 47, emphasis in original)

While later critics would want to modify aspects of Berger’s argument -  most obvi
ously by noting that he assumes heterosexuality in his discussion of masculinity and 
femininity -  many critics would concur with his general understanding of the connec
tion between image and spectator. Images work by producing effects every time they 
are looked at.

Much of this work in visual culture argues that the particular ‘audiences’ (this 
might not always be the appropriate word) of an image will bring their own inter
pretations to bear on its meaning and effect. Not all audiences will be able or 
willing to respond to the way of seeing invited by a particular image and its par
ticular practices of display (Chapter 10 will discuss this in more detail). Taking an 
image seriously, then, also involves thinking about how it positions you, its viewer, 
in relation to it.

Sh e  is  no t naked  a s  sh e  is .
Sh e  is  naked  a s  th e  sp e cta to r  se e s  her.

O ften  a s  w ith  th e  fa v o u rite  su b je c t  o f S u sa n n a h  
and the E ld e rs  th is  is  the  ac tu a l them e o f th e  p ic tu re . W e  
join the E ld e rs  to  sp y  on S u sa n n a h  tak in g  her bath . Sh e  lo o k s  
back at u s  looking  a t  her.

In an o th er ve rs io n  o f th e  su b je c t  by T in to re tto , 
Susannah is  looking  a t  h e rse lf  in a m irro r. T h u s  sh e  jo in s  the  
sp e cta to rs  o f h e rse lf.

T h e  m irro r w a s  o ften  used  a s  a sym b o l o f th e  
v an ity  o f w o m a n . T h e  m o ra liz in g , h o w ever, w a s  m o stly  

h y p o c rit ica l.

Y o u  p ainted  a n aked  w o m a n  b e cau se  you enjoyed lo o king  at  
her, you put a m irro r  in he r hand and you ca lled  th e  painting  
Vanity, th u s  m o ra lly  co n dem n in g  th e  w o m a n  w h o se  n a k e d n e ss  
you had d ep icted  fo r  yo u r o w n  p le a su re .

T h e  real fu n c t io n  o f th e  m irro r w a s  o th e rw ise . It 
w a s  to  m a ke  th e  w o m a n  co n n ive  in treatin g  h e rse lf  a s , f i r s t  

and fo re m o st, a s ig h t .

T h e  Ju d g e m e n t o f P a r is  w a s  an o th er th em e w ith  
th e  sam e  in w ritte n  idea o f a m an or m en lo o king  at naked  

w o m en .

Double-page spread from John Berger's Ways of Seeing (Penguin Books 1972: 50-1)
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1.2.3 Differentiating visual cultures
Thirdly, there is the emphasis in the very term ‘visual culture’ on the embeddedness of 
visual images in a wider culture. Now, ‘culture’, as Raymond Williams (1976) famously 
noted, is one of the two or three most complicated words in the English language. It has 
many connotations. Most pertinent to this discussion is the meaning it began to be given 
in various anthropological books written towards the end of the nineteenth century. In 
this usage, culture meant something like ‘a whole way of life’, and even from the brief 
discussion in this chapter so far you can see that some current writers are using the term 
‘visual culture’ in just this broad sense. Indeed, one of the first uses of the term ‘visual 
culture’, by Svetlana Alpers (1983: xxv), was precisely to emphasise the importance of 
visual images of all kinds to many aspects of seventeenth century Dutch society. In this 
sort of work, it is argued that a particular, historically specific visuality was central to a 
particular, ocularcentric culture. In using the notion of culture in this broad sense, how
ever, certain analytical questions may become difficult to ask. In particular, culture as a 
whole way of life can slip rather easily into a notion of culture as simply a whole, and 
the issues of differences within that culture -  and its connections to other cultures -  can 
become obscured. This is certainly evident in the recent debates generated by cartoons 
showing the prophet Muhammad, when ‘the West’ and ‘Islam’ were sometimes mistak
enly described as separate and monolithic ‘cultures’ or ‘civilisations’.

In order to be able to deal with questions of social difference and the power relations 
that sustain them, then, a notion of culture is required that can also address questions of 
social difference, social relations and social power. One means of keeping these sorts of 
differentiations in the field of visual culture in analytical focus is to think carefully about 
just who is able to see what and how, where and with what effects. Indeed, W.J.T. Mitchell 
(1994: 420) argues that this is precisely the question that a concern for representation 
poses: ‘Who or what represents what to whom with what, and where and why?’ Berger’s 
(1972) work is in some ways exemplary here. An image will depend on a certain way of 
seeing for its effects, as he argued in relation to female nude painting. But this effect is 
always embedded in particular cultural practices that are far more specific than ‘a way 
of life’. So Berger talks about the ways in which nude paintings were commissioned and 
then displayed by their owners in his discussion of the way of seeing which they express. 
Describing a seventeenth century English example of the genre, he writes:

Nominally it might be a Venus and Cupid. In fact it is a portrait of one of the king’s 
mistresses, Nell Gwynne ... [Her] nakedness is not, however, an expression of her 
own feelings; it is a sign of her submission to the owner’s feelings or demands. (The 
owner of both the woman and the painting.) The painting, when the king showed it 
to others, demonstrated this submission and his guests envied him. (Berger, 1972: 52)

It was through this kind of use, with its specific audience and their established way of 
interpretation, that this type of painting achieved its effects. The seeing of an image thus 
always takes place in a particular social context that mediates its impact. It also always 
takes place in a specific location with its own particular practices. That location may be
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a king’s chamber, a Hollywood cinema studio, an avant-garde art gallery, an archive, a 
sitting room, a street. These different locations all have their own economies, their own 
disciplines, their own rules for how their particular sort of spectator should behave, 
including whether and how they should look, and all these affect how a particular 
image is seen (Rose, 2012). These specificities of practice are crucial in understanding 
how an image has certain effects, particularly when the ‘same’ image, circulating digi
tally, can appear in very different kinds of places.

1.2.4 The circulation of images
The way in which so many images now circulate online leads to the fourth element 
which I think can be usefully drawn out of current work on visual culture. Visual objects 
have always circulated between different places: from the artist’s studio to the king’s 
picture gallery; from a child’s birthday party to a photo developing lab to a photo frame 
on a mantelpiece (Rose, 2010); from a makeshift studio in Mumbai to an archive in 
London. And ever since the invention of technologies of mass reproduction, images of 
visual objects have also been made and circulated. The German Marxist cultural critic 
Walter Benjamin wrote about this in the 1930s, exploring what he thought were the 
effects of photographing art objects so that most people came to ‘see’ such objects 
through photos of them rather than through directly experiencing them (Benjamin, 
1973). There have therefore always been important questions to ask about how images 
circulate in the visual economy, why, and with what effects. Those questions remain 
necessary to pose to the massive numbers of images that are now ‘shared’ on various 
social networking sites (Beer, 2013). As Chapters 5 and 11 will discuss in more detail, 
online sharing is no less complex than any other kind. The processes of circulation are 
therefore the fourth aspect of work on visual culture that is important to consider when 
thinking about the social effects of images.

1.2.5 The agency of ¡mages
Finally, there is an insistence that images themselves have their own agency. In the words 
of Carol Armstrong (1996: 28), for example, an image is ‘at least potentially a site of 
resistance and recalcitrance, of the irreducibly particular, and of the subversively strange 
and pleasurable’, while Christopher Pinney (2004: 8) suggests that the important ques
tion is ‘not how images “ look” , but what they can “do” ’. An image has its own 
materiality, if you like, and in the search for an image’s meaning it is therefore important 
not to claim that it merely reflects meanings made elsewhere -  in newspapers, for 
example, or gallery catalogues. It is certainly true that visual images very often work in 
conjunction with other kinds of representations. It is very unusual, for example, to 
encounter a visual image unaccompanied by any text at all, whether spoken or written 
(Armstrong, 1998; Wollen, 1970: 118); even the most abstract painting in a gallery will 
have a written label on the wall giving certain information about its making, and in
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certain sorts of galleries there will be a sheet of paper giving a price too, 
and these make a difference to how spectators will see that painting, 

image/text W.J.T. Mitchell (1994) coined the term image/text as a way of emphasis
ing the interrelation of images and written texts. So although virtually all 
visual images are mixed in this way -  they always make sense in relation 
to other things, including written texts and very often other images -  they 
are not reducible to the meanings carried by those other things. The col
ours of an oil painting, for example, or the visible decay of video tape 
(Marks, 2002), or the blurriness of a badly made Internet meme, will all 
carry their own peculiar kinds of visual resistance, recalcitrance, argu
ment, particularity, banality, strangeness or pleasure.

Thus I take five major points from current debates about visual culture 
as important for understanding how images work: an image may have its 
own visual effects; these effects, through the ways of seeing mobilised by 
the image, are crucial in the production and reproduction of visions of 
social difference; but these effects always intersect with the social context 
of viewing, with how the image is circulated, and with the visualities 
spectators bring to their viewing.

1.3 Three Criteria for a Critical Visual 
M ethodology

Given this general approach to understanding the importance of images,
I can now elaborate on what I think is necessary for a ‘critical approach’
to interpreting found visual images. A critical approach to visual culture:

•  takes images seriously. I argue here that it is necessary to look very care
fully at visual images, and it is necessary to do so because they are not 
entirely reducible to their context. Visual images have their own effects.

•  thinks about the social conditions and effects o f images and their 
modes of distribution. The cultural practices that create and circulate 
images both depend on and produce social inclusions and exclusions, 
and a critical account needs to address both those practices and their 
cultural meanings and effects.

•  considers your own way o f looking at images. This is not an explicit 
concern in many studies of visual culture. However, if, as Section 1.2 
just argued, ways of seeing are historically, geographically, cultur
ally and socially specific, and if watching your favourite movie on 
a DVD for the umpteenth time at home with a group of mates is not 
the same as studying it for a research project, then -  as Mieke Bal 
(1996, 2003; Bal and Bryson 2001) for one has consistently argued -  
it is necessary to reflect on how you as a critic of visual images
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are looking. As Haraway (1991: 190) says, by thinking carefully about where we 
see from, ‘we might become answerable for what we learn how to see’. Haraway 
also comments that this is not a straightforward task (see also Rogoff, 1998; 
Rose, 1997). Several of the chapters will return to this issue of reflexivity in order 
to examine what it might entail further, and Chapter 14 will discuss the related 
issue of the ethics of using images in your research.

The aim of this book is to give you some practical guidance on how to do these things; 
but I hope it is already clear from this introduction that this is not simply a technical 
question of method. There are also important analytical debates going on about visu
alises. In this book, I use these particular criteria for a critical visual methodology to 
evaluate both theoretical arguments and the methods discussed in all the chapters, 
including visual research methods.

Having very briefly sketched a critical approach to images that I find useful to work 
with and which will structure this book’s accounts of various methods, the next chapter 
starts more explicitly to address the question of methodology.

Summary

Visual imagery is never innocent; it is always constructed through various practices, 
technologies and knowledges. A critical approach to visual images is therefore 
needed: one that thinks about the agency of the image, considers the social practices 
and effects of its circulation and viewing, and reflects on the specificity of that 
viewing by various audiences, including the academic critic.

Further Reading

Stuart Hall, in his essay ‘The Work of Representation’ (1997b), offers a very clear 
discussion of the debates about culture, representation and power. A collection of 
some of the key texts that have contributed towards the field of visual culture has 
been put together by Jessica Evans and Stuart Hall as Visual Culture: The Reader 
(1999). The Handbook of Visual Culture is a very useful collection of essays on dif
ferent aspects of visual culture, with a substantial introduction by its editors 
(Heywood and Sandywell, 2012). The collection of essays edited by Diarmuid 
Costello and Jonathan Vickery called Art: Key Contemporary Thinkers (2007) con
tains some very useful essays on a range of philosophers and theorists, including 
Adorno, Barthes, Baudrillard, Bourdieu, Deleuze, Foucault, Mitchell and Pollock. And 
for some provocations on the difference that digital technologies may make to cul
tural analysis, take a look at John Hartley’s book Digital Futures for Cultural and 
Media Studies (2012).
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TOWARDS A CRITICAL 
VISUAL METHODOLOGY

As should be evident from the previous chapter, the theoretical sources 
that have produced the recent interest in visual culture and visual research 
methods are philosophically, theoretically and conceptually diverse. This 
chapter will try to acknowledge some of that diversity, while also devel
oping a framework for exploring the almost equally diverse range of 
methods that scholars working with visual materials can use. The frame
work developed is based on thinking about visual materials in terms of 
four sites: the site of production, which is where an image is made; the 
site of the image itself, which is its visual content; the site(s) of its circu
lation, which is where it travels; and the site where the image encounters 
its spectators or users, or what this book will call its audiencing. This 
chapter examines those sites in some depth, and explains how they can 
be used to make sense of theories of visual culture and of the methods 
used to engage with it. It has five sections:

1. The first discusses the four sites in a little more detail.
2. The second looks at ways of understanding the site of the production 

of visual materials.
3. The third looks at approaches to the visual materials themselves.
4. The fourth explores ways of understanding how visual materials 

circulate.
5. And the fifth examines the sites where visual materials are audienced.

2.1 Introducing the Four Sites of a Critical Visual 
M ethodology: Production, the Im age Itself, 
its Circulation and its Audiencing

Interpretations of visual images broadly concur that there are four sites at 
which the meanings of an image are made: the site(s) of the production of 
an image, the site of the image itself, the site(s) of its circulation, and the
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site(s) where it is seen by various audiences. I also want to suggest that audiences 
each of these sites has three different aspects. These different aspects I will 
call modalities, and I suggest that there are three of these that can contrib- modalities 
ute to a critical understanding of images:

• technological. Mirzoeff (1999: 1) defines a visual technology as ‘any technological 
form of apparatus designed either to be looked at or to enhance
natural vision, from oil paintings to television and the Internet’. A 
visual technology can thus be relevant to how an image is made but 
also to how it travels and how it is displayed.

• compositional. Compositionality refers to the specific material quali- compositional 
ties of an image or visual object. When an image is made, it draws on
a number of formal strategies: content, colour and spatial organisation, 
for example. Often, particular forms of these strategies tend to occur

FIGURE 2.1 
The sites 
and modalities 
for interpreting 
visual materials
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together, so that, for example, Berger (1972) can define painting of the 
nude in the Western art tradition in terms of its specific compositional 
qualities. Chapter 4 will elaborate the notion of composition in rela
tion to paintings.

social •  social. This is very much a shorthand term. What I mean it to refer 
to is the range of economic, social and political relations, institu
tions and practices that surround an image and through which it is 
seen and used.

Figure 2.1 shows one way of visualising the intersections of sites and 
modalities. (The fact that all three modalities are found at all four sites, 
though, does suggest that the distinctions between sites are less clear 
than my sections and diagram here might imply.)

Many of the theoretical disagreements about visual culture, visualities 
and visual objects can be understood as disputes over which of these

Photograph by 
Robert 
Doisneau/ 
Rapho Gamma, 
Camera Press 
London
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sites and modalities are most important, how and why. The following sections will 
explore each site and its modalities further, and will examine some of these disagree
ments in a little detail. To focus the discussion, and to give you a chance to explore 
how these sites and modalities intersect, I will often refer to the photograph repro
duced as Figure 2.2. Take a good look at it now and note down your immediate 
reactions. Then see how your views of it alter as the following sections discuss its sites 
and modalities.

2.2 The Site of Production

All visual representations are made in one way or another, and the circumstances of 
their production may contribute towards the effect they have.

Some writers argue this case very strongly. Some, like Friedrich Kittler (1999), for 
example, would argue that the technologies used in the making of an image deter
mine its form, meaning and effect. In the case of the photograph in Figure 2.2, it is 
perhaps important to understand what kind of camera, film and developing process 
the photographer was using, and what that made visually possible and what impos
sible. The photograph was made in 1948, by which time cameras were relatively 
lightweight and film was highly sensitive to light. This meant that, unlike in earlier 
periods, a photographer did not have to find subjects that would stay still for seconds 
or even minutes in order to be pictured. By 1948, the photographer could have stum
bled on this scene and ‘snapped’ it almost immediately. Thus part of the effect of the 
photograph -  its apparent spontaneity, a snapshot -  is enabled by the technology used.

Another aspect of this photograph, and of analogue photographs more generally, is 
also often attributed to its technology: its apparent truthfulness. Here, though, it must 
be noted that critical opinion is divided. Some critics (for example Roland Barthes, 
whose arguments are discussed in Chapter 6) suggest that photographic technology 
does indeed capture what was really there when the shutter snapped. Others find the 
notion that ‘the camera never lies’ harder to accept. From its very invention, photogra
phy has been understood by some of its practitioners as a technology that simply 
records the way things really look. But also from the beginning, photographs have been 
seen as magical and strange (Slater, 1995). This debate has suggested to some critics that 
claims of ‘truthful’ photographic representation have been constructed. Chapter 9 here 
will look at some Foucauldian histories of photography which make this case with some 
vigour, and propose that we see this photograph as a snapshot of real life more because 
we expect photos to show us snippets of truth than because they actually do. This photo 
might have been posed: the photographer who took this one certainly posed others, 
which nevertheless have the same ‘real’ look (Doisneau, 1991). Thus the apparently 
technological effects on the production of a visual image need careful consideration, 
because some may not be straightforwardly technological at all. Nonetheless, it is often 
very useful to understand the technologies used in the making of particular images, and 
at the end of the book you will find some references that will help you do that.
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The second modality of an image’s production is to do with its com- 
positionality. Some writers argue that it is the conditions of an image’s 
production that govern its compositionality. This argument is perhaps 

genre most effectively made in relation to the genre of images a particular 
image fits (perhaps rather uneasily) into. Genre is a way of classifying 
visual images into certain groups. Images that belong to the same genre 
share certain features. A particular genre will share a specific set of 
meaningful objects and ways of showing them. Thus, the page of the 
website selling prints of this Doisneau photograph has an arrangement of 
images and text that is very typical of many websites now (see Figure 2.3). 
At the top of the page there are, among other things, a number of links to 
other parts of the site, including the Login and View Cart links so com
mon to commercial sites, and a Search box. There are also some animated 
images, again a very common strategy on many websites to make the site 
visually interesting, and a number of still images/texts that you can click 
on to lead you to other parts of the site. Finally, at the bottom, there are 
some more ‘practical’ links via words, to the ‘Contact us’ page and the 
‘Moneyback guarantee’ page (other commercial sites often have their 
terms and conditions down here); and also there is the copyright line 
that tells you who owns the copyright of the site, as well as a link to the 
agency who designed it. It helps to make sense of the significance of ele
ments of an individual image if you know that some of them recur 
repeatedly in other images, so you may need to refer to other images of 
the same genre in order to explicate aspects of the one you are interested 
in. Many images play with more than one genre, of course, and a useful 

remediation term here in relation to new media is remediation, coined by Jay Bolter 
and Richard Grusin (1999) to describe the way in which digital tech
nologies were drawing on the generic conventions of other media but 
also creating their own genres too. Many books on visual images focus 
on one particular genre, and some are listed in the bibliographies at the 
end of this book.

But what sort of genre does the photograph in Figure 2.2 fit into? 
Well, it fits one genre but has connections to some others, and knowing 
this allows us to make sense of various aspects of this rich visual docu
ment. The genre the photo fits most obviously into, I think, is that of 
‘street photography’. This is a body of work with connections to 
another photography genre, that of the documentary (Hamilton, 1997; 
see also Pryce, 1997, for a discussion of documentary photography). 
Documentary photography originally tended to picture poor, oppressed 
or marginalised individuals, often as part of reformist projects to show 
the horror of their lives and thus inspire change. The aim was to be as 
objective and accurate as possible in these depictions. However, since 
the apparent horror was being shown to audiences who had the power
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Screenshot of
photographers
gallery.com

to pressure for change, documentary photography usually pictures the 
relatively powerless to the relatively powerful. It has thus been accused 
of voyeurism and worse. Street photography shares with documentary 
photography the desire to picture life as it apparently is. But street pho
tography does not want its viewers to say ‘Oh how terrible’ and maybe 
‘We must do something about that.’ Rather, its way of seeing invites a 
response that is more like ‘Oh how extraordinary, isn’t life richly mar
vellous?’ This seems to me to be the response that this photograph, and 
many others taken by the same photographer, asks for. We are meant to 
smile wryly at a glimpse of a relationship, exposed to us for just a sec
ond. This photograph was almost certainly made to sell to a 
photo-magazine like \u  or Life or Picture Post for publication as a 
visual joke, funny and not too disturbing for the readers of these maga
zines. This constraint on its production thus affected its genre.

The third modality of production is what I have called the social. Here 
again, there is a body of work that argues that these are the most impor
tant factors in understanding visual images. Some argue that visual 
imagery is shaped by the economic processes in which cultural production 
is embedded. One of the most eloquent exponents of this argument is 
David Harvey. Certain photographs and films play a key role in his 1989 
book The Condition of Postmodernity. He argues that these visual rep
resentations exemplify postmodernity. Like many other commentators,
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Harvey defines postmodernity in part through the importance of visual images to post
modern culture, commenting on ‘the mobilization of fashion, pop, art, television and 
other forms of media image, and the variety of urban life styles that have become part 
and parcel of daily life under capitalism’ (Harvey, 1989: 63). He sees the qualities of this 
mobilisation as ephemeral, fluid, fleeting and superficial: ‘there has emerged an attach
ment to surface rather than roots, to collage rather than in-depth work, to superimposed 
quoted images rather than worked surfaces, to a collapsed sense of time and space rather 
than solidly achieved cultural artefact’ (Harvey, 1989: 61); and Harvey has an explana
tion for this which focuses on the latter characteristics. He suggests that contemporary 
capitalism is organising itself in ways that are indeed compressing time and collapsing 
space. He argues that capitalism is more and more ‘flexible’ in its organisation of produc
tion techniques, labour markets and consumption niches, and that this has depended on 
the increased mobility of capital and information; moreover, the importance of consump
tion niches has generated the increasing importance of advertising, style and spectacle in 
the selling of goods. In his Marxist account, both these characteristics are reflected in 
cultural objects -  in their superficiality, their ephemerality -  so that the latter are nothing 
but ‘the cultural logic of late capitalism’ (Harvey, 1989: 63; Jameson, 1984).

To analyse images through this lens you will need to understand contemporary eco
nomic processes in a synthetic manner. However, those writers who emphasise the 
importance of broad systems of production to the meaning of images sometimes 
deploy methodologies that pay rather little attention to the details of particular images. 
Harvey (1989), for example, has been accused of misunderstanding the photographs 
and films he interprets in his book -  and of economic determinism (Deutsche, 1991).

Other accounts of the centrality of what I am calling the social to the production of 
images depend on rather more detailed analyses of particular industries that produce 
visual images, and the political as well as the economic context in which those indus
tries operate. David Morley and Kevin Robins (1995), for example, focus on the 
audiovisual industries of Europe in their study of how those industries are implicated 
in contemporary constructions of ‘Europeanness’. They point out that the European 
Union is keen to encourage a Europe-wide audiovisual industry partly on economic 
grounds, to compete with US and Japanese conglomerates. But they also argue that the 
EU has a cultural agenda too, which works at ‘improving mutual knowledge among 
European peoples and increasing their consciousness of the life and destiny they have 
in common’ (Morley and Robins, 1995: 3), and thus elides differences within Europe 
while producing certain kinds of differences between Europe and the rest of the world. 
Like Harvey, Morley and Robins pay attention to both the economic and the cultural 
aspects of contemporary cultural practices. Unlike Harvey, however, Morley and Robins 
do not reduce the latter to the former. This is in part because they rely on a more fine
grained analytical method than Harvey, paying careful attention to particular companies 
and products, as well as understanding how the industry as a whole works.

Another aspect of the social production of an image is the social and/or political 
identities that are mobilised in its making. Peter Hamilton’s (1997) discussion of the 
sort of photography of which Figure 2.2 is a part explores its dependence on certain
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postwar ideas about the French working class. Here though I will focus on another 
social identity articulated through this particular photograph. Here is a passage from 
an introduction to a book on street photography that evokes the ‘crazy, cockeyed’ 
viewpoint of the street photographer:

It’s like going into the sea and letting the waves break over you. You feel the 
power of the sea. On the street each successive wave brings a whole new cast of 
characters. You take wave after wave, you bathe in it. There is something excit
ing about being in the crowd, in all that chance and change. It’s tough out there, 
but if you can keep paying attention something will reveal itself, just a split 
second, and then there’s a crazy cockeyed picture! ... ‘Tough’ meant it was an 
uncompromising image, something that came from your gut, out of instinct, raw, 
of the moment, something that couldn’t be described in any other way. So it was 
TOUGH. Tough to like, tough to see, tough to make, tough to understand. The 
tougher they were the more beautiful they became. It was our language.

(Westerbeck and Meyerowitz, 1994: 2-3)

This rich passage allows us to say a bit more about the importance of a certain kind of 
identity to the production of the photograph under discussion here. To do street pho
tography, it says, the photographer has to be there, in the street, tough enough to 
survive, tough enough to overcome the threats posed by the street. There is a kind of 
macho power being celebrated in that account of street photography, in its reiteration 
of‘toughness’. This sort of photography also endows its viewer with a kind of tough
ness over the image because it allows the viewer to remain in control, positioned as 
somewhat distant from and superior to what the image shows us. We have more infor
mation than the people pictured, and we can therefore smile at them. This particular 
photograph even places a window between us and its subjects; we peer at them from 
the same hidden vantage point just like the photographer did. There is a kind of dis
tance established between the photographer/audience and the people photographed, 
then, reminiscent of the patriarchal way of seeing that has been critiqued by Haraway 
(1991), among others (see Section 1.1.3). But since this toughness is required only in 
order to record something that will reveal itself, this passage is also an example of the 
photograph being seen as a truthful instrument of simple observation, and of the eras
ure of the specificity of the photographer himself; the photographer is there but only 
to carry his camera and react quickly when the moment comes, just like our photogra
pher snapping his subject. Again, this erasure of the particularity of a visuality is what 
Haraway (1991) critiques as, among other things, patriarchal. It is therefore significant 
that of the many photographers whose work is reproduced in that book on street pho
tography, very few are women. You need to be a man, or at least masculine, to do street 
photography, apparently. However, this passage’s evocation of ‘gut’ and ‘instinct’ is 
interesting in this respect, since these are qualities of embodiment and non-rationality 
that are often associated with femininity. Thus, if masculinity might be said to be cen
tral to the production of street photography, it is a particular kind of masculinity.
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Finally, it should be noted that there is one element active at the site 
of production that many social scientists interested in the visual would 
pay very little attention to: the individual often described as the author 
(or artist or director or sculptor or so on) of the visual image under 
consideration. The notion that the most important aspect in understand
ing a visual image is what its maker intended to show is sometimes 

auteur theory called auteur theory. However, most of the recent work on visual mat
ters is uninterested in the intentions of an image’s maker. There are a 
number of reasons for this (Hall, 1997b: 25; see also the focus in Section 
4.3.6). First, as we have seen, there are those who argue that other 
modalities of an image’s production account for its effects. Secondly, 
there are those who argue that, since the image is always made and seen 
in relation to other images, this wider visual context is more significant 
for what the image means than what the artist thought they were doing. 
Roland Barthes (1977: 145-6) made this argument when he proclaimed 
‘the death of the author’. And thirdly, there are those who insist that the 
most important site at which the meaning of an image is made is not its 
author, or indeed its production or itself, but its audiences, who bring 
their own ways of seeing and other knowledges to bear on an image and 
in the process make their own meanings from it. So I can tell you that 
the man who took this photograph in 1948 was Robert Doisneau, and 
this information will allow you, as it allowed me, to find out more infor
mation about his life and work. But the literature I am drawing on here 
would not suggest that an intimate, personal biography of Doisneau is 
necessary in order to interpret his photographs. Instead, it would read 
his life, as I did, in order to understand the modalities that shaped the 
production of his photographs.

2.3 The Site of the Im age

The second site at which an image’s meanings are made is the image itself. 
Every image has a number of formal components. As the previous section 
suggested, some of these components will be caused by the technologies 
used to make, reproduce or display the image. For example, the black and 
white tonalities of the Doisneau photo are a result of his choice of film 
and processing techniques. Other components of an image will depend on 
social practices. The previous section also noted how the photograph 
under discussion might look the way it does in part because it was made 
to be sold to particular magazines. More generally, the economic circum
stances under which Doisneau worked were such that all his photographs 
were affected by them. He began working as a photographer in the pub
licity department of a pharmacy, and then worked for the car manufacturer
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Renault in the 1930s (Doisneau, 1990). Later he worked for Vogue and for the Alliance 
press agency. That is, he very often pictured things in order to get them sold: cars, fash
ions. And all his life he had to make images to sell; he was a freelance photographer 
needing to make a living from his photographs. Thus his photography showed com
modities and was itself a commodity (see Ramamurthy, 2009, for a discussion of 
photography and commodity culture). Perhaps this accounts for his fascination with 
objects, with emotion, and with the emotions objects can arouse. Just like an advertiser, 
he was investing objects with feelings through his images, and, again like an advertiser, 
could not afford to offend his potential buyers.

However, as the previous chapter noted, many writers on visual culture argue that 
an image may have its own effects that exceed the constraints of its production (and 
reception). Some would argue, for example, that it is the particular qualities of the 
photographic image that make us understand its technology in particular ways, rather 
than the reverse; or that it is those qualities that shape the social modality in which it 
is embedded, rather than the other way round. The modality most important to an 
image’s own effects, however, is often argued to be its compositionality.

Pollock’s (1988: 85) discussion of the Doisneau photograph is very clear about the 
way in which aspects of its compositionality contribute towards its way of seeing (she 
draws on an earlier essay by Mary Ann Doane [1982]). She stresses the spatial organ
isation of looks in the photograph, and argues that ‘the photograph almost uncannily 
delineates the sexual politics of looking’. These are the politics of looking that Berger 
explored in his discussion of the Western tradition of female nude painting. ‘One 
might simplify this by saying: men act and women appear\ says Berger (1972: 47). In 
this photograph, the man looks at an image of a woman, while another woman looks 
but at nothing, apparently. Moreover, Pollock insists, the viewer of this photograph is 
pulled into complicity with these looks.

it is [the man’s] gaze which defines the problematic of the photograph and it 
erases that of the woman. She looks at nothing that has any meaning for the 
spectator. Spatially central, she is negated in the triangulation of looks between 
the man, the picture of the fetishized woman and the spectator, who is thus 
enthralled to a masculine viewing position. To get the joke, we must be complicit 
with his secret discovery of something better to look at. The joke, like all dirty 
jokes, is at the woman’s expense. (Pollock, 1988: 47)

Pollock is discussing the organisation of looks in the photograph and between the 
photograph and us, its viewers. She argues that this aspect of its formal qualities is the 
most important for its effect (although she has also mentioned the effect of spontaneity 
created by the out-of-focus boys playing in the street behind the couple, remember).

Such discussions of the compositional modality of the site of the image can produce 
persuasive accounts of a photograph’s effect on its viewers. It is necessary to pause 
here, however, and note that there is a significant debate among critics of visual cul
ture about how to theorise an image’s effects. Pollock’s interpretation of the Doisneau
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photograph depends on paying very close attention to its visual and spatial structure 
and effects. However, hers is only one way to approach the question of an image’s 
effects, and other critics advocate other ways.

As the previous chapter discussed, there are a number of approaches to visual images 
now which emphasise the importance of the sensory -  or affective -  experiencing of 
images. Scholars such as Laura Marks and Mark Hansen emphasise the embodied and 
the experiential as what lies in excess of representation; hence their insistence on the 
power of the image itself and for the need to intensify the experiencing of images. Some 
art historians, like Caroline Van Eck and Edward Winters (2005), argue that the essence 
of a visual experience lies in its sensory qualities, qualities studiously ignored by Pollock, 
in her essay on Doisneau at least; Van Eck and Winters (2005: 4) say that ‘there is a 
subjective “ feel” that is ineliminable in our seeing something’, and that appreciation of 
this ‘feel’ should be as much part of understanding images as the interpretation of their 
meaning, even though they find it impossible to convey fully in words (see also Elkins, 
1998; W.J.T. Mitchell, 1996, 2005a). In terms of affect, Richard Rushton (2009) 
emphasises the implications of Deleuze’s arguments about the power of cinematic 
images in particular:

Deleuze throws down a quite extraordinary and risky challenge: that we lose 
control of ourselves, undo ourselves, forget ourselves while in front of the cinema 
screen. Only then will we be able to loosen the shackles of our existing sub
jectivities and open ourselves up to other ways of experiencing and knowing. 
(Rushton, 2009: 53)

Thus there are a range of ways in which visual culture theorists have conceptualised 
the workings of the site of the image itself; subsequent chapters will develop their 
methodological implications.

2.4 The Site of Circulation

It is hard to imagine an image of any kind that does not move away from the place in 
which it was produced. The distinction being made here between the site o f ‘production’ 
and the site of ‘audiencing’ implicitly assumes this: the term ‘site’ is being used as a 
conceptual tool but it also suggests that there are actual sites in which the production 
of images takes place, which are distinct from those in which audiencing takes place.

This is true for many kinds of image. The studio of the artist, or the cutting room 
of the film editor, is not where a painting or a film is usually viewed by anyone other 
than those people also involved in the painting’s or film’s production. The painting or 
the film moves, once it is finished, to another site, in order to go on display to various 
kinds of audience: it moves to an art gallery, or a cinema. Thinking about this move
ment as a site of circulation is to focus on how and where that movement takes place. 
What technologies are used to make an image move? Does that movement change the
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compositional qualities of an image? What social, economic or political 
processes are shaping that movement?

The various technologies that carry an image or visual object from 
one location to another are diverse, obviously. Some are delivery sys
tems that don’t affect the materiality of object being moved, and here 
we might think of the ships, lorries and planes that carry artworks 
between exhibitions and galleries. Some kinds of image are designed to 
be easily portable: the small altarpieces and prayer books that were 
taken from castle to castle by the European medieval elite, for example.

Other transportation technologies are more imbricated in the material
ity of the image. Take a film, for example: ‘Any film inevitably acquires a 
variety of accents and looks as it makes its way through local censorships, 
print deteriorations, language dubbing or subtitling, colorizing, lexicon- 
ing, overscanning, panning and scanning, the PG, 3D and the airline 
versions, the director’s cut and the individual manipulations of contrast, 
brightness, aspect ratio, and white balance by television set owners’ 
(Geuens, 2013: 50). Digital images in particular are always mediated by 
a complex range of software and hardware, in their production but also 
in their circulation (and display). A digital image file -  created, say, by a 
digital video camera at a wedding -  will have to travel through various 
hardware and software before it becomes visible on a computer screen for 
editing. It may then be exported in a different format, onto a DVD, say, 
or as a different kind of image file, perhaps compressed, to be shared on 
YouTube, or it may be zipped to be sent as an email attachment. It then 
goes through another set of software and hardware to be viewed by the 
wedding guests: the DVD is played on a TV, the YouTube video is watched 
on a mobile phone, the zip file is decompressed and watched on a com
puter screen. All of these conversions and translations, made in order to 
make the video travel from the wedding to its guests, can alter the image: 
its resolution, its colours, even its ability to be seen at all, if the zip attach
ment is too large for the recipient’s email inbox or the DVD was made in 
the wrong format for the TV.

Moreover, it is also important to understand that many of the online 
platforms through which digital images are shared have their own, 
internal processes which shape how images can be shared. The huge 
numbers of images on Facebook, YouTube, Google Images and the rest 
are sorted by algorithms. An algorithm is a set of rules to solve a specific 
(computing) problem. They can do all sorts of things, but, as an example, 
they are particularly important in the creation of search results. When 
you search for an image on a website like Google Images, the search 
results are not listed randomly or logically, for example by name, or 
date of upload. Instead, they are listed according to a series of algo
rithms that order those results. For example, you might see the photos

algorithms
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that correspond to your search terms listed in order of the photos with 
the most ‘likes’ first, then perhaps those with the most comments, then 
those that most other people have looked for, and then perhaps those 
most closely related to your previous searches. That is, algorithms tailor 
your search results. Algorithms, then, are one example of how the tech
nologies that circulate images can affect that image.

The circulation of an image may also affect its compositional quality.
A famous example of this argument was made by the Marxist cultural 
critic Walter Benjamin in the 1930s. He noted that, in an era of mass 
photography, most people would encounter an artwork not directly in a 
gallery, say, but through its photograph, in a book or a newspaper that 
they might be reading at home for leisure. He suggested that this 
changed the impact of that artwork. Experiencing it as a photograph 
and not as an original meant that the artwork lost its aura, according to aura 
Benjamin: it lost its glow of authority, authenticity and unattainability 
(Benjamin, 1973; see also Hansen, 2008). The Doisneau photograph, as 
it is reproduced in Figure 2.2, has probably lost some of the impact a 
larger and sharper version would have, printed up for an exhibition in 
a gallery, and certainly the power of its precise demonstration of a certain 
kind of gendered gaze was lessened when I saw all the other photographs 
Doisneau took through the same window -  different men and women 
looking in different ways at the two canvases in the window -  in my 
Google Image search.

And finally, the circulation of an image is also affected by all sorts of 
social, cultural, political and economic considerations that will influence 
its movement through the visual economy. As the previous chapter 
pointed out, it is difficult to imagine a visual object that has never 
moved at all, and many have moved repeatedly and over long dis
tances. Their movement will have happened as part of many different 
kinds of social and other processes. To take just three examples: Susan 
Sontag (1979: 8) points out that family photos have always been ‘a 
portable kit of images that bears witness to connectedness’ when fam
ily members no longer live together; James Ryan (1997) describes the 
colonial imperatives that framed the photographs taken by British 
explorers in Africa and brought back to the Royal Geographical Society 
in London in the late nineteenth century; and I have discussed how the 
family photographs reprinted by UK newspapers in the aftermath of 
bomb attacks in London in 2005 encouraged a very particular form of 
public mourning (Rose, 2010). These examples suggest that photo
graphs moving from place to place can be part of significant social, 
cultural and political processes -  family, Empire, and what Roger 
Luckhurst (2003) calls ‘traumaculture’. Travelling images can be part of 
many other such processes, in many different ways. Copyright law, for
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example, also affects the circulation of images; the Doisneau photo
graph, here, is owned by his estate, and the publishers of this book had 
to pay for the right to reproduce it here.

2.5 The Site of Audiencing

Images circulate, then, but they also land in specific places, where they are 
seen by people: their audiences. John Fiske (1994), for one, suggests that 
this is the most important site at which an image’s meanings are made, 
because audiences are not always the passive recipients of an image’s 

audiencing meaning. He uses the term audiencing to refer to the process by which a 
visual image has its meanings renegotiated, or even rejected, by particular 
audiences watching in specific circumstances. One of the most significant 
aspects of digital media now is the way that, once an image file has been 
uploaded to a server, it can become visible to people in very many differ
ent places and contexts, with often unintended results. Once again, I 
would suggest that there are three aspects to the process of audiencing.

The first is the compositionality of the image. Several of the methods 
that we will encounter in this book assume that the formal arrange
ment of the elements of a picture will dictate how an image is seen by 
its audiences. Pollock (1988), too, claims that the Doisneau image is 
always seen as a joke against the woman, because the organisation of 
looks by the photograph coincides with, and reiterates, a scopic regime 
that allows only men to look. It is important, I think, to consider very 
carefully the organisation of the image, because that does have an effect 
on the spectator who sees it. There is no doubt, I think, that the Doisneau 
photograph pulls the viewer into a complicity with the man and his fur
tive look. But that does not necessarily mean the spectator sympathises 
with that look. Indeed, many of my students often commented that the 
photograph shows the man (agreeing with Pollock, then, that the photo
graph is centred on the man) as a ‘lech’, a ‘dirty old man’, a ‘voyeur’. That 
is, they see him as the point of the photograph, but this does not make 
the photograph an expression of a way of seeing that they approve of. 
Moreover, that man and his look might not be the only thing that a par
ticular viewer sees in that photograph, as I’ll suggest in a moment. Thus 
audiences make their own interpretations of an image.

Those theories that privilege the technological site at which an 
image’s meanings are made similarly often imply that the technology 
used to make and display an image will control an audience’s reaction. 
Again, this might be an important point to consider. How does seeing 
a particular movie on a television screen differ from seeing it on a 
large cinema screen with 3D glasses? What are the differences between
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looking at the photograph in Figure 2.2 when it was first published in a magazine, 
from looking at it framed in an art gallery, to looking at it on a website offering a 
print of it for sale (Figure 2.3)? This is especially important if you are paying atten
tion to how an image circulates between different places. A digital image file, for 
example, can be seen -  can be materialised -  in quite different forms: as a billboard 
poster, for example, as well as on a company’s website for viewing on mobile 
phones. So there are technological questions concerning the size, contrast and stab
ility, for example, of the image (as Hayles [2004: 74] points out, an image on a 
digital screen is constantly being refreshed by screen hardware).

Audiencing also involves a number of other important questions about how an image is 
looked at differently in different contexts. You don’t do the same things while you are surf
ing through a website gallery at home as you do when you are in a gallery looking at 
framed photographs. While you are looking at a computer screen you can also be listening 
to music, eating, comparing one site to another, answering the phone; in a gallery there will 
be no background music, you are expected to remain quiet, not to touch the pictures, not 
to eat... again, the audiencing of an image thus appears very important to its meanings.

The social is thus perhaps the most important modality for understanding the audi
encing of images. In part this is a question of the different social practices that 
structure the viewing of particular images in particular places. Visual images are 
always practised in particular ways, and different practices are often associated with 
different kinds of images in different kinds of spaces. A cinema, a television in a living 
room and a canvas in a modern art gallery do not invite the same ways of seeing. This 
is both because, let’s say, a Hollywood movie, a TV soap and an abstract expression
ist canvas do not have the same compositionality or depend on the same technologies, 
but also because they are not engaged with in the same way. Popcorn is not sold by 
or taken into galleries, generally, and usually soaps are not watched in contemplative, 
reverential isolation. Different ways of relating to visual images define the cinema and 
the gallery, for example, as different kinds of spaces. You don’t applaud a sculpture 
the way you might do a film, for example, but applauding might depend on the sort 
of film and the sort of cinema you see it in. This point about the spaces and practices 
of display is especially important to bear in mind given the increasing mobility of 
images now; images appear and reappear in all sorts of places, and those places, with 
their particular ways of spectating, mediate the visual effects of those images.

Thus, to return to our example, you are looking at the Doisneau photograph in 
a particular way because it is reproduced in this book and is being used here as a 
pedagogic device; you are looking at it often (I hope -  although the work on audi
ences suggests you may well not be bothering to do that) and looking at it in 
different ways depending on the issues I am raising. But many of Doisneau’s pho
tographs have been reproduced in quite different formats. You would be 
encountering this photograph very differently if you had been sent it as a postcard. 
Maybe you would merely have glanced at it before reading the message on its 
reverse far more avidly; if the card had been sent by a lover, maybe you would see 
it as some sort of comment on your relationship ... and so on.
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There is actually surprisingly little discussion of these sorts of issues in the litera
ture on visual culture, even though ‘audience studies’, which most often explore how 
people watch television and videos in their homes, has been an important part of 
cultural studies for some time. There is an important and relevant body of work in 
anthropology too, which explores what effects images have when they are gifted, 
traded or sold. Chapter 10 of this book will explore these two approaches to the 
site of audiencing in more detail. As we will see, these approaches rely on research 
methods that pay as much attention, if not more, to the various doings of images’ 
viewers than to the images themselves. This is because many of those concerned 
with audiences argue that audiences are the most important aspect of an image’s 
meaning. Thus they can, on occasion, like those studies that privilege the social 
modality of the site of production of imagery, use methods that don’t address visual 
imagery directly.

The second and related aspect of the social modality of audiencing images concerns 
the social identities of those doing the watching. As Chapter 10 will discuss in more 
detail, there have been many studies which have explored how different audiences 
interpret the same visual images in very different ways, and these differences have 
been attributed to the different social identities of the viewers concerned.

In terms of the Doisneau photograph, it seemed to me that as I showed it to stu
dents over a number of years, their responses changed in relation to some changes in 
ways of representing gender and sexuality in the wider visual culture of Britain from 
the late 1980s to the late 1990s. When I first showed it, students would often agree 
with Pollock’s interpretation, although sometimes it would be suggested that the man 
looked rather henpecked and that this somehow justified his harmless fun. It would 
have been interesting to see if this opinion came significantly more often from male 
students than female, since the work cited above would assume that the gender of its 
audiences in particular would make a difference to how this photo was seen. As time 
went on, though, another response was made more frequently. And that was to won
der what the woman is looking at. For in a way, Pollock’s argument replicates what 
she criticises: the denial of vision to the woman. Instead, more and more of my stu
dents started to speculate on what the woman in the photo is admiring. Women 
students began quite often to suggest that of course what she is appreciating is a 
gorgeous semi-naked man, and sometimes they’d say that maybe it’s a gorgeous 
woman. These later responses depended on three things, I think. One was the increas
ing representation over those few years of male bodies as objects of desire in 
advertising (especially, it seemed to me, in perfume adverts); we got more used to 
seeing men on display as well as women. Another development was what I would 
very cautiously describe as a highly uneven but sometimes noticeable increase in the 
popularity of feminism among young women. And a third development might be a 
greater tolerance of diverse sexualities. Now of course, it would take a serious study 
(using some of the methods I will explore in this book) to sustain any of these sug
gestions, but I offer them here, tentatively, as an example of how an image can be 
read differently by different audiences: in this case, by different genders and sexuali
ties and at two slightly different historical moments.
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What I have just described is an example of different meanings being 
made from the same image: I have suggested how Figure 2.2 can be inter
preted differently by different people. A further aspect of audiencing 
involves audiences developing those other meanings by producing their 
own materials -  visual and in other media -  from what they see. A good 
discussion of this phenomenon can be found in Henry Jenkins’s (1988, 
1992,2006, 2008) studies of the fans of various cult TV programmes and 
films in the United States: American Idol, Survivor, the Matrix films, Star 
Trek, among others. He explores the ways in which these fans engage 
with their favourite TV series or film, to the extent that they actually 
rework the imagery and narrative of their favourite show, and in so doing 
create new (or new-ish) visual materials with their own meanings. This 
could involve simply using a recording to study specific parts of a TV 
series in order to develop a complex elaboration of the series’ storyline; 
or it could involve putting together a fanzine or fan website, or writing a 
new script for a TV episode, individually or collectively; or creating some
thing with the same characters and basic scenario but in a different 
medium, for example as a comic, a cookbook or a Lego animated film 
(try searching ‘Lego’ and ‘Star Wars’ on YouTube).

Now, of course, it is not only fans who put the characters of films and 
TV series into a range of different media. For some time now, the producers 
of films and television series have also been doing the same thing: to take 
just one recent example, the release of the film Avatar was accompanied by 
computer and handheld console games, figurines, an official film website, 
t-shirts, novels, posters and much more. As a result, those blue Na’vi folk, 
or approximations of them, could be seen in all sorts of places other than 
the film during 2009, put there by both 20th Century Fox and fans as well 
as by various satirists and jokesters (Figure 2.5). For Jenkins (2008), that 
spread was part of a broader condition of contemporary visual culture that 
he calls convergence. Convergence is not driven by technologies:

Convergence does not depend on any specific delivery system. Rather, 
convergence represents a paradigm shift -  a move from medium- 
specific content toward content that flows across multiple media 
channels, toward the increased interdependence of communications 
systems, toward multiple ways of accessing media content, and 
toward ever more complex relations between top-down corporate 
media and bottom-up participatory culture. (Jenkins, 2008: 254)

Convergence culture, he says, undoes any consistent relation between 
content and the medium that delivers it, and between producers and 
audiences. Things like the N a’vi, for example, are no longer confined to 
films and to the publicity for films, like the poster in Figure 2.5a; they 
travel well beyond that, and are created in many different situations.

convergence
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Poster for the film
Avatar; 2009
© Twentieth Century Fox Film 
Corporation

Ben Stiller as a Na'vi, 
presenting the Oscar for Best Makeup 
in 2010

Image from an online tutorial on how to 
turn any digital photo of a face into a Na'vi face using 
the photoediting software Photoshop
Source: SolarShine at webdesign.org

Two protestors at the annual general 
meeting of a mining company proposing to mine the 
sacred mountain of the Dongria Kondh tribe in India
© Marc Cowan/Survival. Survival International supports the 
right of tribal peoples worldwide, helping to defend their 
lives, protect their lands and determine their own futures.
For more information, films and photographs log onto www. 
survivalinternational.org

A few Na'vis, suggesting some aspects of convergence culture
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discussion
The notion of ‘convergence culture’ was debated in a special issue of the journal 
Cultural Studies in 2011 (Hay and Couldry, 2011); Jenkins (2014) responded in 
the same journal.

The Doisneau photograph in Figure 2.2 has certainly been caught up in 
convergence culture. I have already noted that many of his photographs 
have been made into postcards, posters and cards. Although this has not 
happened to this particular photograph, as far as I know, it has become part 
of slide shows uploaded onto two of the largest photo- and video-sharing 
websites, Flickr and YouTube. Flickr has it on the pages of several individu
als and there is also a Flickr group called ‘Hommage a Doisneau’, while on 
YouTube you can watch a slideshow of Doisneau photographs including 
this one, accompanied, if you wish, by what to my ears is a rather cheesy 
soundtrack of accordian music. Sadly, I could not find this particular pho
tograph converted into a Lego scenario, but what is possibly Doisneau’s 
most famous photograph has been given the Lego treatment (Figure 2.6).

Copio d'orte
L e g o -
Hom m age
Robert
Doisneau, by
Marco Pece
(Udronotto),
created in
2008 and
downloaded
from Flickr in
2010 (www.flickr.
com /photos/
udronotto/
1442352518/)
© Marco Pece 
(Udronotto)

http://www.flickr
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discussion
It is worthwhile pausing here and noting what the concept of convergence means 

medium for the notion of a medium, because it has implications for understanding the 
technological modality of both production and audiencing.

For media theorist Marshall McLuhan, writing in the 1960s, a medium is the 
technology used to transmit messages (McLuhan, 1964). Thus television is a 
medium, regardless of whether it was showing a soap opera made for TV or a 
Hollywood movie, and inherent to it were specific effects. For McLuhan, that 
meant that ‘the medium is the message’ ; for Howells and Negreiros (2012) in 
contrast, as noted in Chapter 1, it means that the medium is simply how an 
image is delivered, which is distinct from, and irrelevant to, its meanings. Usage 
of the term ‘new media’ can follow the latter logic, since ‘new’ is often used 
simply as a synonym for ‘digital’ . And as Chapter 1 noted, some critics, like Sean 
Cubitt (2006), suggest that ‘new media’ in this sense is just too broad a category 
to be meaningful.

The term ‘medium’ , though, can be used to refer to a combination of a technol
ogy and a specific kind of cultural text, such as ‘news’ or ‘soap opera’ , because 
in the era of mass media, particular kinds of technologies tended to carry their 
own sorts of texts. So a medium is also often understood as both the technology 
of transmission and the sort of images it carries; hence Jenkins’ (2008: 254) 
reference above to ‘medium-specific content’ . Roger Silverstone (1994) called 
this the ‘double articulation’ of the notion of medium. A medium is both an image 
and its support: a TV news programme and the television, a canvas and the paint.

W.J.T. Mitchell, however, has developed an even more expansive definition of 
‘medium’ . For him, a medium consists of ‘the entire range of practices that make 
it possible for images to be embodied in the world as pictures’ (Mitchell, 2005a: 
198). So fine art paintings, for example, are ‘not jus t the canvas and the paint, 
but the stretcher and the studio, the gallery, the museum, the collector, and the 
dealer-critic system’ (2005a: 198). This definition of medium depends not only 
on the technology of circulation and the images it carries, but also on the social 
institutions and practices that keep that alignment of technology and image in 
place. Gane and Beer (2008) have attempted to recuperate the term ‘new media’ 
by defining it in a similarly expanded manner: their argument is that new media 
should be understood in terms of networks, information, interfaces, archives, 
interactivity and simulation, which is also an effort to align what is carried, how it 
is carried, and how people encounter it. This expanded notion of a medium is 
certainly useful for a critical visual methodology because it focuses on what an 
image shows, how it is showing it, and to whom -  all important questions if the 
social effect of an image is to be ascertained.

Many relatively longstanding alignments between visual content, mode of trans
mission and audiencing are robust and persist, so that we can still call television 
or painting a ‘medium’ in this expanded sense. However, under the conditions of 
convergence culture, many other alignments of image, transmission and audience 
are also proliferating. Images can be transmitted via many different technologies; 
the same technology can show very different kinds of images; audiences can
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watch the same thing via different transmission technologies, or different things 
on the same technology. So to see a movie, you no longer have to go to a cinema 
to see it projected onto a screen from film stock; you can also watch it on your 
TV from a DVD, or on your iPod. To look at a van Gogh painting, you no longer have 
to go to the art gallery where the original is hung on display; you can also see it 
on the gallery’s website, or indeed on a pencil case, key ring, tea towel or mouse 
mat; and there are ‘Na’vis’ in all sorts of places (see Figures 2.5 and 10.4).

If an image is produced -  Figure 2.2, say, an analogue photograph most 
likely intended for publication in a mass circulation magazine -  and is then 
transmitted (via a commercial, web-based photography gallery, for example) 
then some scholars want to make a distinction between the ‘original’ medium 
and an image’s subsequent incarnations as it travels. Rodowick, for instance, 
distinguishes between a medium and its ‘mode of transm ission’ (Rodowick, 
2007: 32). For others, though, like Jenkins, convergence makes the notion of 
an original medium harder to sustain. He is more interested in exploring how 
something -  meaning content of some kind -  plays itse lf out across multiple 
media -  meaning multiple technologies of transm ission. Both positions, inter
estingly, find M itchell’s (2005a) expanded notion of a medium hard to sustain.

There are, then, two aspects of the social modality of audiencing: the social prac
tices of spectating, which include not only looking at images but also creating 
variations of them; and the social identities of the spectators. Some work, however, 
has drawn these two aspects of audiencing together to argue that certain sorts of 
people do certain sorts of images in particular ways. Sociologists Pierre Bourdieu and 
Alain Darbel (1991), for example, have undertaken large-scale surveys of the visitors 
to art galleries, and have argued that the dominant way of visiting art galleries -  
walking around quietly from painting to painting, appreciating the particular 
qualities of each one, contemplating them in quiet awe -  is a practice associated with 
middle-class visitors to galleries. As they say, ‘museum visiting increases very strongly 
with increasing level of education, and is almost exclusively the domain of the culti
vated classes’ (Bourdieu and Darbel, 1991: 14). They are quite clear that this is not 
because those who are not middle class are incapable of appreciating art. Bourdieu 
and Darbel (1991: 39) say that, ‘Considered as symbolic goods, works of art only 
exist for those who have the means of appropriating them, that is, of deciphering 
them.’ To appreciate works of art you need to be able to understand, or to decipher, 
their style -  otherwise they will mean little to you. And it is only the middle classes 
who have been educated to be competent in that deciphering. Thus they suggest, 
rather, that those who are not middle class are not taught to appreciate art; that 
although the curators of galleries and the ‘cultivated classes’ would deny it, they have 
learnt what to do in galleries and they are not sharing their lessons with anyone else. 
Art galleries therefore exclude certain groups of people. Indeed, in other work 
Bourdieu (1984) goes further and suggests that competence in such techniques of 
appreciation actually defines an individual as middle class (see also Bennett, 2009).



46 VISUAL METHODOLOGIES

In order to be properly middle class, one must know how to appreciate art, and how 
to perform that appreciation appropriately (no popcorn please).

The Doisneau photograph is, again, an interesting example. Many reproductions of 
his photographs could be bought in Britain from a chain of shops called Athena (which 
went out of business some time ago). Athena also sold posters of pop stars, of cute 
animals, of muscle-bound men holding babies, and so on. Students in my classes would 
be rather divided over whether buying such images from Athena was something they 
would do or not -  whether it showed you had (a certain kind of) taste or not. I find 
Doisneau’s photographs rather sentimental and tricksy, rather stereotyped -  and I 
rarely bought anything from Athena to stick on the walls of the rooms I lived in when 
I was a student. Instead, I preferred postcards of modernist paintings picked up on my 
summer trips to European art galleries. This was a genuine preference but I also know 
that I wanted the people who visited my room to see that I was ... well, someone who 
went to European art galleries. And students tell me that they often think about the 
images with which they decorate their rooms in the same manner. We know what we 
like, but we also know that other people will be looking at the images we choose to 
display. Our use of images, our appreciation of certain kinds of imagery, performs a 
social function as well as an aesthetic one. It says something about who we are and 
how we want to be seen.

These issues surrounding the audiencing of images are often researched using meth
ods that are quite common in qualitative social science research: interviews, ethnography 
and so on. This will be explored in Chapter 10. However, as I have noted above, it is 
possible and necessary to consider the viewing practices of one spectator without using 
such techniques, because that spectator is you. It is important to consider how you are 
looking at a particular image and to write that into your interpretation, or perhaps 
express it visually. Exactly what this call to reflexivity means is a question that will recur 
throughout this book, and Chapter 14 discusses some of the ethical issues that arise 
when working with visual images.

Sum m ary

As the previous chapter argued, a critical visual methodology must be concerned 
with the social effects of the visual materials it is studying. This chapter has argued 
that the social effects of an image or set of images are made at four sites -  the sites 
of production, the site of the image itself, the site of its circulation, and the site of its 
audiencing -  and there are three modalities to each of these sites: technological, 
compositional and social. Theoretical debates about how to interpret images can be 
understood as debates over which of these sites and modalities is most important 
for understanding an image, and why. These debates affect the methodology that is 
most appropriately brought to bear on particular images; all of the methods
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discussed in this book are better at focusing on some sites and modalities than 
others. Their sites and modalities will structure all the subsequent chapters’ 
discussions of methods.

Further Reading

Sturken and Cartwright’s Practices o f Looking (2009) is an excellent overview of 
many approaches to visual culture, and of many of its empirical manifestations in the 
affluent world today. Although they do not use the terminology of sites and modali
ties, their discussions could certainly be read in those terms. It is nicely complemented 
by Sunil Manghani’s Image Studies: Theory and Practice (2013), which has a clear 
and helpful account of some of the key theories for understanding visual culture.



3
HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

The previous chapters’ discussions of what could constitute a critical visual methodology 
might have seemed rather abstract. However, they play a key role in this book, because 
they provide the framework with which I will assess the strengths and weaknesses of 
the methods this book examines. All of the following chapters that discuss a method, 
or variations of a method, do so by examining some particularly revealing examples of 
its application, which are each chapter’s ‘key examples’. But how, you may be wonder
ing, do you start to work out which of these methods is best suited to your particular 
research concerns? In other words, how are you going to make use of this book?

This chapter does some practical work in helping you explore methodologies for 
working with visual materials in six sections:

1. The first shows you how to read this book on the basis of the sites and modalities 
you are interested in.

2. The second shows you how to read it on the basis of the visual materials you are 
interested in.

3. The third explains how this book works in relation to other books on visual 
culture.

4. The fourth describes the structure of each chapter.
5. Then there is a brief discussion about finding your images.
6. And finally, an even shorter note on referencing and reproducing your images.

I imagine that the users of this book might be of two broad types: those that approach 
it comprehensively, and those that approach it selectively.

Some readers may want to read this book from beginning to end, evaluating all the 
methods it discusses, carefully assessing my arguments, and reaching their own deci
sion about which method best suits their purposes. I’m sure many authors dream of 
such thorough and attentive readers; however, authors are also readers themselves, 
and we know that there is another, and probably far more common, approach to 
books: reading them selectively. If you are a selective reader, that might be because 
you already have a sense of what your analytical approach to visual culture is and, 
therefore, which sites and modalities you want to investigate. Or you might be a 
selective reader because you have already found some images you want to work with, 
and you want to know what the best method is to do this. The next two sections 
suggest how each of you might best use this book.
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Whichever kind of reader you are, though, you should read Chapter 14 on the eth
ics of visual research. Although explicit discussions of research ethics happen more 
often in the social sciences than the humanities, the ethics of sourcing and reproducing 
visual materials is something that all researchers working with such materials should 
pay attention to.

3.1 Reading this Book Selectively on the Basis of Sites 
and M odalities

If you are reading this book on this basis, you have already done enough preparatory 
reading to have a sense of which site(s) of visuality you are interested in, whether that 
is the production of image, the image itself, its circulation or its audiencing, and you 
want to know which methods are most appropriate for focusing on it. After all, if you 
think that the audience is the most important site at which the meaning of an image is 
made, and that the social is that site’s most important modality (these are theoretical 
choices), there is no point inadvertently choosing a method that focuses mostly on the 
production processes or the technologies of the image you are concerned with.

Almost all the methods discussed here focus on some sites and modalities and not 
others. There are very few studies of visual culture that attempt to examine all the 
sites and modalities outlined in the previous chapter in equal depth; most are driven 
by their theoretical logics to concentrate on one site in particular. Some of those that 
do examine more than one site suffer (I think) from a certain analytical incoherence, 
as I suggest in Chapter 5; others, like some of the in-depth ethnographies mentioned 
in Chapter 10, are analytically coherent but researchers rarely have the time or 
resources to pursue all sites and modalities. Thus, for both practical and theoretical 
reasons, engaging with the debates in visual culture means deciding which site and 
which modalities you think are most important in explaining the effect of an image.

Table 3.1 is an attempt to suggest which of the various methods discussed in this 
book focus most directly on which sites and modalities. The table format implies that 
several methods -  though not ethnography -  neatly sit at the intersection of just one 
site and modality. In reality this is rarely the case, as the discussions in each chapter 
here will make clear. However, as a starting point for reviewing different methods, 
locate the site/modality you are most interested in on the table, and see what methods 
it suggests are most appropriate. You can then turn to the relevant chapter.

It is also important to realise that you do not then have to slavishly follow the 
method indicated in Table 3.1. For example, if you are interested in the site of audi
encing in its social modality, the obvious methodological route would be to follow 
audience studies and use a combination of interviews and ethnography. However, they 
are not the only productive methodologies that might be deployed; Charles Goodwin 
(2001), for example, uses ethnomethodology (a method not discussed in this book) to 
produce a very fine-grained account of how looking is structured in highly skilled
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ways by people in their everyday interactions. Nonetheless, beginning with the sort of 
method most commonly used with the materials you are interested in will at least give 
you a starting point for thinking about what method might work best for you.

The sites, modalities and methods for interpreting found visual materials

technological

modality

compositional social

production ethnography ethnography ethnography 
discourse analysis 1

the im age  
itse lf

0 )
- F
*v/>

compositional analysis compositional analysis 
content analysis 
cultural analytics 
semiology 
psychoanalysis

social semiotics 
discourse analysis II 
ethnography

circulation digital methods compositional analysis ethnography

audiencing ethnography ethnography ethnography 
audience studies 
digital methods

3.2 Reading this Book Selectively on the Basis of Having  
Found Som e Im ages

On the other hand, you may want to read this book selectively because you have found 
some images that you want to explore, or you have a question about some aspect of 
contemporary or historical ways of seeing that you want to try to answer. In this case, 
you might find it most helpful to begin by looking at the method that has been used 
most often in relation to the material you have.

Many of the methods discussed in this book tend to have been applied more to some 
sorts of images than others. Sometimes there is a fairly obvious (if not always watertight) 
reason for this. For example, the anthropological approach to images as visual objects 
mentioned in Chapter 10 has looked more at photographs and fine artworks than at 
other kinds of visual materials. This is for two reasons, I think. One is that these schol
ars found much of their theoretical inspiration in anthropological theories of exchange, 
and hence are very interested in the mobility of visual objects; and certain sorts of pho
tos and artworks are obviously objects that can and do travel particularly easily and 
often. A second reason is that this work has a strong interest in the impact of colonial
ism on patterns and processes of exchange, and anthropological photographs and the 
trade in so-called ‘primitive’ or indigenous art are excellent examples with which to 
work towards a postcolonial reading of visual culture. Other examples of particular
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methods being deployed in relation to specific sorts of visual materials are less easy to 
understand, however. For example, audience studies, also discussed in Chapter 10, have 
focused almost entirely on the audiencing of television programmes and videos. Why? 
Chapter 10 offers one or two reasons, but none of them is completely satisfying. I can 
not see any compelling reason that explains why television should have dominated audi
ence studies to the extent that it has; indeed, examining the interpretative work done by 
audiences of films or glossy magazines or museum exhibits would seem to be just as 
valid, given the theoretical arguments underpinning audience studies.

Even when there do seem to be good reasons why a method is applied to one sort 
of visual material rather than another, though, it is important to think carefully before 
deciding that you too will apply the same method to the same sorts of materials. It 
may be that approaching the same visual images from a different methodological 
direction will yield much more interesting results. Each chapter points out in its open
ing section what other methods have been applied to the sorts of visual materials 
explored in its main examples.

Bearing those caveats in mind, Table 3.2 lists the methods discussed in this book 
and the sorts of images to which they have been most often applied. If you already 
have some images you want to work with, find them (or something like them) in this 
list, see what methods have been used to interpret them, and start with the chapters 
on those methods. Again, that doesn’t mean you have to use those methods -  but they 
will most likely provide a starting point for thinking methodologically.

A summary of the methods and visual materials discussed in each chapter

method visual materials

Chapter 4 compositional interpretation fine art paintings (and video games and films)

Chapter 5 content analysis 
cultural analytics

any sort of images but in large numbers: newspapers, 
magazines, selfies

Chapter 6 semiology and social semiotics advertising (and fine art and films)

Chapter 7 psychoanalysis films (and the mass media)

Chapter 8 discourse analysis 1 a wide range of still images, including book illustrations, 
maps, photographs, paintings and cartoons

Chapter 9 discourse analysis II institutions that display visual images and objects, for 
example museums and art galleries

Chapter 10 ethnographic methods television audiences

Chapter 11 digital methods digital objects like tweets and Instagram photos

Chapter 12 visual research methods photography, video, collage, maps and drawing

It is obvious from Table 3.2 that, to repeat a point made in the Preface, there are many 
sorts of visual objects that this book does not examine. Again, this can only serve as encour
agement to sever any automatic link between a method and an image. A method should be 
used for its interpretative possibilities, not because of conventional ways of using it.
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3.3 Why You Should Also Read Books Other Than this 
One

If you want to interpret visual materials successfully, there are at least two other sorts 
of reading you need to be doing.

First, you will have to engage with the theoretical arguments underpinning the 
method you eventually choose. Methods do not work in isolation; they depend on 
understandings of how meaning is made, and you will need to appreciate those under
standings in order to make the method work well.

Secondly, there is another sort of preparation that is needed, regardless of theo
retical starting point, methodological implications or visual materials. All of these 
methods require some sorts of contextual knowledge about the imagery you are 
interested in. It is always important to know something about all aspects of the 
image you want to research; even if the audience is your main analytical focus, it 
is often useful to know something about the production of the image too. So before 
you utilise any of the methods the following chapters discuss, look at the bibliogra
phies at the end of the book to help you find some background material, and use the 
other resources at your disposal too: libraries, databases, reading lists and so on. 
Search for what others have written on the medium in which you are interested and 
on the genres you think are relevant to the images you are concerned with. If you 
have an ‘artist’ of some kind as the producer of your images, look for what has been 
written by or about them.

To get you started, each chapter here concludes with some recommended extra read
ing about the method discussed; and at the end of the book there are lists of reading 
about specific kinds of visual materials.

3.4 How Each Chapter Works

In terms of using this book, each chapter shares a similar structure:

•  The very beginning of each chapter tells you what key examples are discussed by the 
chapter.

•  The chapter proper then opens with a more or less brief introduction to the method 
and its theoretical context.

•  The theoretical context is then elaborated in more detail.
•  The method is described -  particular aspects of some methods are given special atten

tion in some chapters, for example reflexivity or locating images.
•  Throughout each chapter, there are boxes that ask you to focus on trying out specific 

parts of the method, and boxes that discuss some of the method’s complexities. Key 
terms -  both conceptual and technical -  are highlighted in bold.

•  Each chapter’s final section is an assessment of its method’s strengths and weaknesses 
in relation to the critical visual methodology developed in Chapter 1.
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• There is a summary box which lists what sorts of visual materials the method is most 
often applied to, the sites and modalities it addresses most directly, the method’s key 
terms, and its strengths and weaknesses as I have assessed them.

• And finally, there are some suggestions for further reading about the method the 
chapter discusses, and a description of the further resources to be found on the book’s 
companion website.

The repetition of this structure for each method will make the book easy to use, I hope.
There is also a list of all the key terms used throughout the book situated at its 

very end.

3.5 A Quick Word on Finding Your Im ages

If you have not already found the images with which you want to research, the possi
bilities are endless. There are contemporary exhibitions, galleries, magazines, cinemas, 
TV shows, videos, social media platforms, and webpages; there are historical archives 
and museums. The books listed in the bibliographies at the end of this book may also 
provide some ideas. If you find just one image that intrigues you, that’s a good start. 
You can find more related images by searching for published work on the artist who 
made that first image, or on the genre to which it belongs. If it is a historical image, 
contact its owners, and make use of archivists; they are almost always extremely helpful 
and knowledgeable. To track down specific images, there is the Picture Researcher’s 
Handbook (Evans and Evans, 2006).

There are also many image banks on the Internet now, including Google Images -  
which searches for images on webpages -  and many sites devoted to archiving images 
specifically, including (partly) commercial sites like Getty Images and non-commercial 
ones like the British Film Institute’s Online Archive or the Smithsonian Institution’s site. 
All these sites offer huge numbers of still and moving images; but remember, for a 
research project you need to think carefully about exactly how you want to use the 
images you can find on these sites. Some of these websites show you images designed to 
be shown on websites. In this case, you are looking at a version of the image in the 
medium it was designed for; and you will probably want to think more about that 
medium as part of your analysis. However, many websites show you digital versions of 
images that were made for a different medium. A Google Images search will retrieve 
images made specifically for webpages, but also a lot of images that appear on webpages 
but were originally made for somewhere else. For example, it will show you paintings 
that appear on museum or art gallery websites, and analogue photographs that have 
been digitised in order to appear on web-based archives.

If you use an online image bank and your study is not about images on the web, 
but rather about, say, sixteenth century Dutch genre paintings or 1940s Hollywood 
film noir, you need to think about how you are using these image banks. Images 
change as they move across media; and looking at a painting, or watching a film, is
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not the same on a computer screen as in a church or a cinema, as Chapter 1 and 2 
both pointed out. In that case, it might be better to use these websites as starting 
points for locating images that you then look at in detail elsewhere. It might be that 
Movieclips.com is very helpful as a way of finding out what films are useful for your 
study, but it might not be the place you decide you actually want to watch them 
(especially as it offers only clips); you might well decide you should watch the whole 
films on DVD, or try to find a cinema that is screening them instead. Similarly, if you 
are interested in sixteenth century Dutch genre paintings, Google Images will show 
you loads, but you should use that as a starting point to then find out more about 
the artists and the images, including going to see some of the paintings that Google 
Images shows you. Chapters 5 and 8 discuss more of the pros and cons of using 
online databases to source visual materials.

3.6 Another Quick Word, on Referencing and  
Reproducing Your Im ages

Once you have found your images, there are a number of considerations to bear in 
mind in relation to their eventual use in your essay or dissertation. First, you need to 
be able to reference them in as clear a manner as you would reference any other 
source material. That is, you need to record as much of the following sort of informa
tion as possible. For a painting, for example, you will need the name of the artist who 
made the image and its date, the title of the piece, the date of its creation, the materi
als from which it is made, its dimensions, its condition, its current location, and its 
accession number (if it is now in a collection). For an advertisement in a magazine, 
perhaps you would need the name, date, volume number and place of publication of 
the magazine, plus the number of the page on which the advert appeared and its size; 
or, if you know about the whole campaign of which this advert is a part, you need to 
make systematic reference to the different parts of that campaign. For a website, you 
need its address and the date you accessed it.

Secondly, you need to consider the precise format in which you will interpret your 
images. In particular, how much material beyond the image itself will you need? 
Surrounding text can make a big difference to a picture’s interpretation. The Doisneau 
photograph discussed in Chapter 2, for example, has been given three different titles 
by the various books it has been reproduced in: ‘A Sidelong Glance’, ‘Painting by 
Wagner in the window of the Galerie Romi, rue de Seine, Paris 6e, 1948’, and ‘An 
Oblique Look’. Each encourages a rather different interpretation. Other aspects of an 
image’s format are important too. If you are studying a painting, is it important that 
you see the original, or is a reproduction good enough? Should you be concerned with 
its original site of display, or is seeing it in a gallery adequate? If it’s an advertisement, 
how important is it to know what was printed next to it in a magazine? Some of these 
concerns depend on what theoretical position you are adopting. Knowing where an 
advert appeared in a magazine would be more important if you were using discourse
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analysis (Chapter 8), for example, than if you were using compositional interpretation 
(Chapter 4) or content analysis (Chapter 5). However, they can be crucial regardless 
of your particular method.

When you come to write up your research, you should also consider the relation 
between your own text and the images you have been working with. It is always 
important to show the reader what you are discussing. But do you want to use the 
images simply to illustrate your argument? Do you want to try to convey something 
of their own agency? Do you want them to make their own arguments, by making a 
photo-essay for example? In Ways of Seeing, John Berger (1972) offers essays consist
ing entirely of images; you might feel that some of the things you want to say about 
your images are better shown as a photo-essay. Chapter 13 discusses this as a method 
in some detail. Or you could annotate your images with text and other images as John 
Berger (1972) also does (see Figure 1.4 in Chapter 1).

Finally, it is always useful to bear in mind how you might reproduce the images you 
are researching. Don’t crop or otherwise tamper with the reproduction without making 
your intervention clear to your reader (if you have cut an image down to show a small 
part of it, say it’s a ‘detail’ of the work). Scanning printed images into digital format or 
using images downloaded from the web can be very useful: digital images can easily be 
cropped if necessary and inserted into written text, though the resolution of screenshots 
is often poor. If you have the skills, you may even want to consider producing your work 
as a website: this format will permit much higher standards of visual reproduction than 
a piece of work in print, and of course they also allow you to integrate moving images 
into your work. Chapter 13 discusses ways of disseminating research using images.

If these sorts of reproductions are for private research purposes only, there is usually 
no problem with copyright. However, if you think you might publish your work, or 
distribute it in some way -  by putting up a website, for example -  then you are legally 
obliged to obtain permission from its copyright holders to reproduce it. Chapter 11 has 
more on copyright, and Jeremy Rowe (2011) has written a useful guide to pictures and 
the law. Reproduction for publication often entails paying a fee to the copyright holders 
too, and you will need your sources clearly recorded to do this.

And now, on to the nitty-gritty of interpreting visual materials.

COMPANION WEBSITE

Visit https://study.sagepub.com/rose4e for:

• Links to online archives and image databases, from TV adverts to magazines to photo

graphs. If you’re searching for some interesting images to work with, you’re bound to find 

something there.
• Links to blogs written by leading visual culture scholars. Blogs are a great way to 

explore the ideas and interests of academics, as they're usually written quite accessibly, 
and they often carry the germs of new ideas well before they appear in print.

https://study.sagepub.com/rose4e


4
'THE GOOD EYE'
LOOKING AT PICTURES USING 
COMPOSITIONAL INTERPRETATION

key example: a review written by a journalist of an exhibition of seventeenth- 
century paintings in the National Gallery, London.

The chapter also looks at using compositional interpretation in relation to 
film and computer gam es.

4.1 Com positional Interpretation: An Introduction

The first criterion for a critical approach to visual imagery outlined in Section 1.3 was 
the need to take images seriously. That is, it is crucial to look very carefully at the 
image or images in which you are interested, because the image itself has its own 
effects. These effects are always embedded in social practices, of course, and may well 
be negotiated by the image’s audiences; nevertheless, it seems to me that there is no 
point in researching any aspect of the visual unless the power of the visual is acknowl
edged. As Norman Bryson (1991: 71) says of paintings, ‘The power of the painting is 
there, in the thousands of gazes caught by its surface, and the resultant turning, and 
the shifting, the redirecting of the discursive flow.’ Paintings, like other visual images, 
catch the gazes of spectators and affect them in some way, and they do so through 
how they look.

But how can you describe how an image looks? This chapter explores one approach 
which offers a detailed vocabulary for expressing the appearance of an image. I have 
chosen to call this approach ‘compositional interpretation’. This is a term I have invented 
for describing an approach to imagery that has developed through certain kinds of art 
history, and especially in relation to painting in the Western tradition of fine art. I needed 
to invent a term because the method has tended to be conveyed by example rather than 
by explication (some exceptions to this generalisation include Acton, 2008; D’Alleva, 
2010; Gilbert, 1995; O’Toole, 1994; Taylor, 1957). This method depends on what Irit 
Rogoff (1998: 17) calls ‘the good eye’; that is, a way of looking at paintings that is not 
methodologically explicit but which nevertheless produces a specific way of describing
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paintings. The ‘good eye’ pays attention to what it sees as high art, and 
refuses to be either methodologically or theoretically explicit. It thus 
functions as a kind of visual connoisseurship:

Connoisseurship involves the acquisition of extensive first-hand 
experience of works of art with the aim, first, of attributing works 
to artists and schools, identifying styles and establishing sources 
and influences, and second, of judging their quality and hence their 
place in a canon. (Fernie, 1995: 330)

Developing the ‘good eye’ of an art connoisseur requires much of a cer
tain kind of what the previous chapter described as ‘contextual 
information’. Specifically, you need a lot of knowledge about particular 
painters, about the kinds of painting they did, about the sorts of visual 
imagery they were looking at and being inspired by. All this is then used 
by the ‘good eye’ to assess paintings for their ‘quality’. Thus composi
tional interpretation claims to look at images for ‘what they are’, rather 
than for, say, what they do or how they were or are used. The ‘good eye’ 
therefore looks mostly at the site of an image itself in order to under
stand its significance, and pays most (although not exclusive) attention 
to its compositional modality.

As this is an approach long-established in art history, it is most often 
used in relation to one of the sorts of objects that art historians have 
traditionally studied -  paintings. Flowever, as many accounts of art 
history as an academic discipline make clear (see for example Costello 
and Vickery, 2007; Pooke and Newall, 2007), this is by no means the 
only approach to understanding art images: indeed, many art historians 
rather disparage connoisseurship as a method. As a method for develop
ing a critical visual methodology along the lines sketched in Chapters 1 
and 2, compositional interpretation has its limitations. Visual images do 
not exist in a vacuum, and looking at them for ‘what they are’ neglects 
the ways in which they are produced and interpreted through particular 
social practices. Bryson makes this clear when he adds two qualifica
tions to his comments quoted above about the power of the painting. 
First, he says, ‘my ability to recognise an image ... is ... an ability which 
presupposes competence within the social, that is socially constructed, 
codes of recognition’ (Bryson, 1991: 65). Secondly, ‘the social forma
tion isn’t ... something which supervenes or appropriates or utilizes 
the image so to speak after it has been made; rather, painting ... 
unfolds from within the social formation from the beginning’ (Bryson, 
1991: 66). In its focus on the image itself, compositional interpretation 
neglects both socially specific ways of seeing and the visual representa
tion of the social; hence the fact that very few academic art historians

connoisseurship
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use it unaccompanied by methods discussed elsewhere in this book, such as semiotics, 
psychoanalysis or discourse analysis. Moreover, compositional interpretation does not 
reflect on its own practices. This chapter will therefore be able to pay little attention 
to these two aspects of a critical visual methodology.

However, precisely because it is not especially concerned with questions of represen
tation, compositional interpretation -  of a kind -  does seem to be the method of choice 
for some of those theorists of visual culture concerned to emphasise the affective and 
the nonrepresentational. Deleuze himself gave extensive attention to cinema, and 
developed a rich vocabulary for understanding its spatial, visual and temporal struc
tures. Deleuzian methodologies for understanding film are thoroughly discussed 
elsewhere -  for example, by Ronald Bogue (2003) and Patricia Pisters (2003) among 
others -  and this chapter will not repeat that work. However, those scholars of visual 
culture who are interested in the embodied experiencing of digital art, like Mark 
Hansen (2004), or art video (whether digital or analogue), like Laura Marks, do seem 
to use an approach similar to compositional interpretation. Recall Laura Marks’s 
(2002: x) claim from Chapter 1, for example, that there is ‘no need to interpret, only 
to unfold, to increase the surface area of experience’. Elements of compositional inter
pretation provide one way to increase the experiential, embodied response to visual 
images, because the method entails close attention to all aspects of the image itself; it 
is one way in which ‘sense experience can be learned and cultivated’ (Marks, 2000: 23). 
This chapter will thus suggest that compositional interpretation is the method of choice 
for the more phenomenologically inclined visual culture critic.

This chapter will use as its main example of compositional interpretation a review 
written by Adrian Searle of an exhibition of self-portraits by Rembrandt van Rijn, a 
Dutch painter who was born in 1606 and died in 1669. Searle’s review is reprinted 
here, with two of its five illustrations. Read it now; I will return to it throughout this 
chapter in order to discuss specific aspects of compositional interpretation as a method.

‘I can think of no room of paintings in the world so moving’

Adrian Searle is astounded by Rembrandt’s self-portraits

It is night in the National Gallery. The lights are off. The machines that sniff the humidity 
and check the temperature are quietly ticking over, the alarm system is primed. The 
guards make their rounds, and outside in Trafalgar Square the clubbers are waiting for 
the night bus home. From tomorrow morning the queues will be forming for the exhibition 
‘Rembrandt By H imself, which brings together almost all of Rembrandt’s self-portraits, 
the paintings, etchings and drawings he made of himself over the entirety of his artistic 
career. But for now I imagine Rembrandt’s self-portraits, looking out into the twilit empty 
rooms in the Sainsbury Wing. I know they’re there.

I think of his ghost, with what Picasso called ‘that elephant’s eye of h is’ , that bulbous 
nose and the head with its curls spilling from under a mob cap, a turban, a plumed
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beret, a helmet. Rembrandt young, porcine and adenoidal; Rembrandt old 
as the painter-king. Rembrandt grimacing open-mouthed into a mirror 
as he draws on an etching-plate. Rembrandt dressed as an Oriental 
Potentate, Rembrandt in a cloak and Rembrandt as a beggar. I think 
of his multiple selves looking out into the dark, painting him self as 
though he were already a figure from history ...

Looking at late Rembrandt, we think we can tell how it is to be old, 
to have been old then, in 1669, prematurely aged at 63. What we are 
looking at is an old man with old skin in an old painting with a cracked 
and sallow surface, Rembrandt in the soft yellowing light, the last bright 
highlights in his eyes. It is almost impossible to look at Rembrandt’s 
paintings of himself without regarding them as the a rtis t’s meditations 
on mortality, as a dialogue with himself conducted with a heart-break
ing truthfulness and candour. That is how we are accustomed to read 
these self-portraits, as we look into their painted space, now three-and- 
a-half centuries old. We think we are looking at the painter as much as 
the paintings, seeing the man himself in his own self-image, and in the 
brushwork that created it. The paint molten, distressed, frank, concen
trated, cursory, darkened, yellowed, translucent and papery. The 
painted surface at times as worn and slovenly as an old man’s table, 
as though the painting itse lf were evidence of human fortitude and 
endurance. The catalogue essays can’t dispel this view, but they set 
Rembrandt’s self-portraiture within a context that tempers our pro
jected existential feelings about it. It is odd, isn’t it, that Rembrandt 
painted himself so often in clothing from the dressing-up box of the 
previous century -  a rag-bag property-box of costumes, outlandish 
headgear, brocades and 
cloaks -  and yet that he 
should also be a painter 
whose tim elessness and 
contemporaneity continues 
to strike us so forcibly ...

But what scholarship can
not do, finally, is to dispel 
the disquiet Rembrandt’s 
paintings arouse, the sense 
that Rembrandt was both 
unrepeatable and inescap
able as a painter of himself.
He painted and drew with a 
candour -  at least, we sup
pose it was candour -  about 
what was happening to his 
appearance as he got older.
Perhaps he saw himself as

Self Portrait, 
1629 (oil on 
panel) by 
Rembrandt 
Harmenszoon 
van Rijn 
(1606-69)
© Isabella 
Stewart Gardne 
Museum, Bosto 
MA, USA/The 
Bridgeman 
images
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FIGURE 4.2 
Self Portrait, 
aged 51,1657 
by Rembrandt 
Harmenszoon 
van Rijn 
(1606-69)
© National 
Galleries Scotland

Later, he tries on all 
manner of costumes, and 
grows in stature and solid
ity with every one. He 
paints the spots on this 
cheek and that inescapa
ble great nose. He goes on 
to paint himself in all his 
guises, but he ends up 
painting himself, both with 
a sort of grandeur, and with 
what we can only see as 
humility.

a ‘type’ , no less than his 
paintings were ‘types’ , 
and saw his own face as 
a vessel of universal char
acteristics -  melancholia 
and black bile marking his 
like a map ...

‘Rembrandt By H im self is undoubtedly going to be a blockbuster, 
although it is a much smaller show than Monet at the Royal Academy, 
with only 30 painted self-portraits by the artist -  over some of which, the 
question of attribution still hangs -  as well as his numerous etchings of 
himself, in numerous states, and works by Rembrandt’s pupils, and 
paintings which might be seen as precursors to the a rtis t’s works, such 
as the National’s ‘Portrait Of A Man’ , by Titian, assumed by some to be 
Titian himself.

Apart from the two self-portraits by Carel Fabritius, Rembrandt’s most 
talented pupil (who was accidentally blown up when a gunpowder factory 
exploded in Delft), most of these works are unnecessary to the show. 
They are makeweights. But there’s nothing to truly argue with here. I can 
think of no other room of paintings in the world at this moment (apart 
from the room of Goya’s black paintings in the Prado) so moving and 
disquieting as the central gallery of the Rembrandt show, containing the 
self-portraits of the last half of his career. Standing in this room I real
ised that you can’t review Rembrandt. Rembrandt reviews you.

Extracted from ‘Here’s looking at me’ , The Guardian, 8 June 1999, page 
12 of arts supplement

Compositional interpretation is also a useful method because it does 
offer a way of looking very carefully at the content, form and experiencing 
of images; and the successful deployment of many of the other methods
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discussed in this book -  methods centrally concerned with questions of 
representation that I think are more appropriate for a critical visual 
methodology -  nonetheless rely, initially, on the detailed scrutiny of the 
image itself. As well as art paintings, then, this chapter offers an 
approach to moving images -  film -  and takes a few glances at video- 
games. It will occasionally draw on writers whose work has in many 
ways distanced itself from more traditional art history approaches, but 
who still offer useful methodological pointers.

The chapter has four sections:

1. The first is this introduction.
2. The second looks at how compositional interpretation considers the 

technologies and the production of images.
3. The third looks at how compositional interpretation approaches the 

site of the image itself.
4. And the final section assesses compositional interpretation as a 

method for a critical visual methodology.

4.2 Com positional Interpretation: Technologies 
and the Production of the Im age

Despite its lack of methodological explicitness, then, compositional 
interpretation is a very particular way of looking at images. It focuses 
most strongly on the image itself, and although it pays most attention 
to its compositionality, it also pays some attention to its production. 
As Joshua Taylor (1957: 70) notes, the only reason for paying much 
attention to the technologies of an image’s production is ‘when a knowl
edge of the technique helps in describing the particular characteristics of 
the work’.

In art connoisseurship, a note is usually made of aspects of the 
social modality of its production: who commissioned it, why, who 
painted it, and what then happened to it before it ended up in its cur
rent location. The various owners and locations of a painting are 
known as its provenance, and discovering the provenance of an image 
will reveal the sites of its circulation. However, connoisseurship is 
more concerned to explore the compositional modality of its produc
tion, when it identifies the influence of other artists in a particular 
work, for example.

Usually, attention is focused mostly on the technological modality of 
the making of an image. As the discussion of technologies in Chapter 2 
noted, it can be important to know with what material and technique 
an image is made, because this can affect the impact an image has.

provenance
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Taylor (1957) provides some very useful discussions of the various tech
nologies that have been used to produce visual images. He explores the 
particular qualities of both certain media -  drawing, paintings, graphic 
arts, sculpture and architecture -  and the different ways in which these 
can be deployed. His discussion of painting, for example, examines the 
techniques of fresco, watercolour, tempera, oil, encaustic and collage. 
James Monaco (2009) examines the various technologies of moving 
images in similar detail, and Chapters 1 and 2 have already discussed at 
some length the debates about the difference between images produced 
by analogue technologies and those produced by digital technologies.

focus
W here does S earle 's  essay re fe r to the e ffect of the use of o il paints on 
R em brandt’s po rtra its?  W hat e ffects does his descrip tion  of the o ils  have?

A more specific issue in relation to many kinds of digital imagery is 
functionality what Michael Nitsche (2008) calls their functionality. Nitsche is dis

cussing computer games, and describes functionality as ‘the interactive 
access and underlying rules determining what the player can do in the 
game space and what the space can do to adjust that’ (Nitsche, 2008: 
7). Functionality is defined by the rules built into a computer game by 
the designer and programmer, and they clearly shape what the game 
looks and feels like to a significant degree. Finding out what these rules 
are could be an important part of the compositional interpretation of a 
computer game. Another component of computer games emphasised by 

structure Nitsche is structure. For Nitsche (2008: 7), the structure of a computer 
game is given by ‘the events a player causes, triggers, and encounters 
inside a videogame space’. While the structure is in part a consequence 
of how the player plays the game, it is also an effect of the rules embedded 
in the game’s software at production stage. Computer game structure 
can only be investigated by playing the game repeatedly; and indeed, 
most scholars of computer games also seem to be keen players.

4.3 Com positional Interpretation:
The Com positionality of the Im age Itself

Compositional interpretation pays most attention to the compositionality 
of the image itself. This section breaks down the compositionality seen by



'THE GOOD EYE' 63

the ‘good eye’ into a number of components. This is a schematic device, 
however, since in practice few of these components are completely distinct 
from each other. Indeed, the notion of composition refers to all these 
elements in combination.

4.3.1 Content
When looking at an image for itself, a starting point could be its content. 
What does the image actually show? This might seem a very obvious 
question not worth spending much time on, and for some images it will 
indeed be a very simple question. For others, though, it will not. 
Sometimes this difficulty will arise from the formal complexity of the 
image. For example, some viewers of the Doisneau photograph repro
duced as Figure 2.2 need a bit of time to work out that the photographer 
is inside the gallery looking out into the street. Moreover, some images 
picture particular religious, historical, mythological, moral or literary 
themes or events, as Acton (2008) discusses (Section 8.3.2 will explore 
a method -  iconography -  whose aim is to decode the conventionalised 
visual symbols used to refer to such themes and events). Take some time 
to be sure about what you think an image is showing; this may lead you to 
consider its genre. A painting with a nude as its main subject refers 
to the genre of female nude painting that John Berger (1972) discusses 
(see Figure 1.4); and Chapter 2 discussed the parts of Robert Doisneau’s 
photograph reproduced in Figure 2.2 that suggest it has a relation to the 
genres of documentary and street photography. The ‘portrait’ is also a 
particular genre of painting.

For other sorts of image, there is a different kind of difficulty in 
working out what the image actually shows. I am thinking of moving 
images. Most critics of film analyse films using a DVD so they can 
play, replay, pause and review all parts of the film to develop their 
analysis. Computer games, though, pose a different challenge. The 
structure of many computer games is such that the number of possible 
images in any one game is immense. There are the rules and definitions 
that guide each element, but also the rules and definitions that guide 
all the possible interactions between elements, so that ‘any movement 
at any point and any specific interaction at that point change the 
[game’s] condition ... Any small change in a pattern might be the dif
ference between glorious victory and miserable failure and will trigger 
a different move of the opponent’ (Nitsche, 2008: 20). As Nitsche 
(2008: 19) explains, it is because of these complexities that such games 
have to be played in order to be interpreted. However, a research pro
ject on computer game imagery still needs to analyse specific parts of 
a game. There seem to be two possibilities here, both of which involve 
sampling images as you play. One strategy is to sample still images:

composition
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•  William Sims Bainbridge (2010), for example, calculates he spent 
over 2,300 hours in the World of Warcraft in 2007 and 2008. He 
created seventeen characters, had two accounts and two computers; 
and captured around 22,000 screenshots from his computer screens 
as he played (Bainbridge, 2010: 18). He says he took screenshots 
because they recorded both the visual image on the screen and the 
talk between the players; he does not comment on exactly when and 
why he took specific shots, however. He then created a folder for each 
of his characters and put the relevant screenshots there, later arrang
ing them by topic and analysing them (although he says nothing 
about that analysis stage either).

The other strategy for sampling constantly changing computer games is 
to make clips:

•  Alan Brooksby (2008) was interested in the representation o f ‘health’ 
in computer games and assumed that players’ avatars would best 
show this. He thus decided to play each of ten games for two hours 
and then, two hours in, he videoed 15 minutes of play on his com
puter screen. The resultant ten, 15-minute clips of play were what he 
analysed.

Different ways of sampling make different assumptions about what is 
important to analyse in a computer game. Both of these examples 
assume that it is the images that are most important in a computer 
game, not its structure or functionality. Chapter 5 has something more 
to say about the implications of different kinds of sampling strategies.

4.3.2 Colour
Colour is another crucial component of an image’s compositionality. 
Taylor (1957) offers three ways of describing the colours of a painting:

hue

saturation

value

•  hue. This refers to the actual colours in a painting. Thus the dominant 
hues used in the Rembrandt portraits reproduced for Searle’s review 
are browns, blues, and orange-tinted yellow.

•  saturation. Saturation refers to the purity of a colour in relation to its 
appearance in the colour spectrum. Thus saturation is high if a colour 
is used in a vivid form of its hue, and low if it is nearly neutral. The 
blue and yellow colours in the review’s illustrations are low, but the 
browns are high: rich and intense.

•  value. This refers to the lightness or darkness of a colour. If a colour 
is in its near-white form, then its value is high; if in its near-black
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form, its value is low. The browns, blacks and some of the blues in 
the illustrations have low value: they are all dark. But other blues, 
and yellows, seem to have quite high value.

These terms can describe the colours used in a painting, or any other 
kind of visual image. But it is also necessary to describe the effects of the 
colours in an image. Colour can be used to stress certain elements of an 
image, for example. The yellows in particular in the illustrations to 
Searle’s essay seem to have quite high value, because they are often 
where the light falls in the painting; but of course since these are por
traits, the high value of the face colours serves to draw our attention to 
the point of portrait paintings, the face.

There is also the question of how harmonious the colour combination 
of a painting is. There have been many theories about what colours com
bine most harmoniously with each other, and John Gage (1993) offers a 
very full account of the different ways in which colour has been under
stood ‘from antiquity to abstraction’, as the subtitle of his book says. For 
our purposes here, however, it is sufficient to consider whether the colours 
of a painting rely on contrasts or on the blending of similar value, satura
tion or hue. The Rembrandt illustrations appear very harmonious since 
they have a limited range of colours that blend into each other; even the 
blue is a muted contrast to the brown since, like the browns, it is mostly 
of low saturation. Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen (2006: 228-35) 
also suggest that the combination of hues, values and saturations of an 
image affect how realistic audiences will imagine that image to be. If the 
colours look the same as a colour photograph of the same subject would, 
then our sense of its realism is heightened, they suggest.

FIGURE 4.3 
Screenshot from 
the computer 
game Halo: 
Reach (2010), 
showing 
atmospheric 
perspective.
This is also an 
example of 
remediation, as 
the computer 
game is copying 
a convention 
first developed 
in Western 
landscape 
painting



66 VISUAL METHODOLOGIES

atmospheric
perspective

geometrical
perspective

Colour can also work to suggest an effect of distance in a painting, or 
other image, especially in landscape paintings. In that genre, the hues 
used often become more bluish as a means of suggesting the way a land
scape recedes. This is known as atmospheric perspective (see Figure 4.3).

4.3.3 Spatial organisation
All images organise their space in some way, and there are two related 
aspects of this organisation to consider -  the organisation of space 
‘within’ an image, and the way the spatial organisation of an image 
offers a particular viewing position to its spectator. This offer is part of 
an image’s way of seeing.

This subsection’s discussion begins with a consideration of the spatial 
organisation of still images.

First, think about the spatial organisation within a still image (Acton 
[2008: 1-76] has a useful discussion of this). Take a look at the three- 
dimensional forms of an image. How are these arranged in relation to 
each other? Are some forms connected in some way to others by vectors, 
while others are left isolated? How? What about the lines of the forms 
and their connections? Which directions do they follow? Are they fluid 
curves or jagged fragments? What sort of rhythm do they have: static or 
dynamic? What are the effects of these things? Kress and van Leeuwen 
(2006: 79-87) have an interesting discussion of images such as dia
grams, flow charts and maps that explores how their elements are 
conventionally structured in relation to each other.

Then consider the space in which these forms are placed. Think about 
width, depth, interval and distance. Is this space simple, or complicated? 
In answering this question, it is important to understand something 
about perspective, which is the method used in Western art to make a 
two-dimensional image look as if it shows three-dimensional space. 
Perspective, like colour, has a long history in Western discourse, and 
there is more than one kind of system of perspective (Acton, 2008: 
29-46; Andrews, 1995; Edgerton, 1975; Elkins, 1994; Kress and van 
Leeuwen, 2006). Section 4.3.2 has already mentioned that colour can be 
used to convey distance in landscape painting. This section considers 
geometrical perspective, and this too has its variations. However, there 
are some basic principles that provide starting points for thinking about 
the space represented by an image. Perspective depends on a geometry 
of rays of vision, and your eye is central to this geometry (several per
spective systems assume that the viewer of a scene is a single point and 
thus that you have only one eye). The level of your eye is always the 
same as the horizon of a painting. It is also the level at which the rays
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eye level

FIGURE 4.4 
Geometrical 
perspective: 
Eye levels

eye level

FIGURE 4.5 
Geometrical 
perspective: 
Distance

FIGURE 4.6
Geometrical
perspective:
Multiple
vanishing
points
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of vision converge at what is called the vanishing point. Figure 4.4 
shows what difference your eye level makes to the representation of a 
paved area if you were sitting, first, on the ground and then on a high 
wall, according to this kind of perspective. Now let’s see what happens 
if some basic building blocks appear in this scene, one close to us and 
one further apart (Figure 4.5). Finally, Figure 4.6 shows what happens 
if there are two different eye levels and two different vanishing points in 
an image of blocks.

Paintings can have different effects depending on their manipulation 
of this kind of perspective. In relation to Figure 4.6, for example, since 
one eye is assumed to be normal in this geometrical system, the space 
constructed with two eye levels seems strange and incoherent. Other 
paintings try to shift the spectator’s point of view through their use of 
perspective. For example, using a very low eye level might represent the 
way a child sees the world, and Pollock (1988: 65) suggests that Mary 
Cassatt painted some of her canvases with this effect in mind (see 
Figure 4.7). Or a low eye level might suggest that the painting was 
made to be seen from below, and this is the case with, for example, 
Masaccio’s crucifixion (Figure 4.8), painted in about 1427 as a fresco 
on the wall of the church of Santa Maria Novella in Florence, where 
the congregation would sit beneath it (Edgerton, 1975).

FIGURE 4.7 
Little Girl in a 
Blue Armchair, 
1878 by Mary 
Cassatt

Perspective thus provides a means of representing three-dimensional 
space on a two-dimensional surface. It dominated Western painting for 
centuries, from its first explication in the fifteenth century to its rejec
tion by some painters in the early twentieth. Although now it is only one 
means among many of organising its space, it can provide a benchmark 
for thinking about the representation of space in any particular image.
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focus
How do the Rembrandt portra its use 
geometrical perspective? Do we 
look down on the painted figure, or 
up to him?

A useful way to explore these 
aspects of the spatia l organisation 
within an image is to try  to draw a 
summary diagram of the image 
you are looking at (see Taylor 
[1957] and Kress and van Leeuwen 
[2006: 135, 137] fo r some exam 
ples). Look fo r lines that show the 
edges of th ings; extend them , and 
see where and how they in tersect. 
The R em brandt i l lu s tra t io n s  
reproduced here are perhaps too 
simple in te rm s of th e ir spatia l 
organisation to make th is  a w o rth 
while exercise; but you m ight try  
making a s im p lified  version of the 
painting reproduced as Figure 8.1, 
which is a m arriage p o rtra it of 
Giovanni A rn o lfin i and Giovanna 
Cenami, painted in 1434 by Jan 
van Eyck. Try extending the lines 
of the floorboards, the w ind ow sill 
and the bedstead, fo r exam ple. 
James Elkins (1991) has explored 
the use of perspective in th is  
painting through jus t such a d ia
gram of its  converg ing and 
diverging lines. Compare his to 
yours. Crucifixion (fresco), 1427, by

Masaccio

This discussion of perspective brings us to the second aspect of the 
spatial organisation of an image that it is necessary to consider. This is 
the way in which the picture also offers a particular position to its view
ers. We have already seen this process at work in our discussion of the 
Doisneau photograph in Chapter 2. The elements ‘inside’ that photo are
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arranged in such a way that they construct a particular viewing position 
‘outside’ the photo (and this makes the distinction between ‘inside’ and 
‘outside’ difficult to sustain). The Doisneau photograph aligns the spec
tator with the look of the man. Michael Ann Holly (1996) has argued 
that it is this positioning of the viewer that is most important when 
thinking about how visual images have their own effects. She calls the 

logic of position offered to a viewer by an image its logic of figuration. In rela- 
figuration tion to the painting in Figure 4.7, for example, we can say that its logic 

of figuration places us low down in the painted room, inviting us to 
adopt a child’s point of view. In asking ‘what the work of art does for 
us’ (Holly, 1996: xiv), Holly argues that it is the spatial and temporal 
organisation of a painting which structures its effects most profoundly; 
‘legislated and predicted by the spatial and temporal organisation of the 
visual field: we stand where the works tell us to stand and we see what 
they choose to reveal’, she says (Holly, 1996: 9). Kress and van Leeuwen 
(2006: 114-49) talk in similar terms about the ways images can be seen 
as designing the position of the viewer through, in part at least, their 
spatial organisation.

Kress and van Leeuwen (2006: 124-49) also explore the effects of 
the spatial organisation of visual images on the position of the viewer. 
They examine the effects of geometrical perspective in some detail. 
They suggest, for example, that the angle between the spectator and 
what is pictured produces particular effects, with frontal angles engag
ing the viewer more with what is pictured than oblique angles. They 
also explore the effects of apparent differences in height between the 
spectator of an image and what is pictured: if the viewer is positioned 
by the image’s perspective to look down on it, Kress and van Leeuwen 
(2006: 140-8) argue, they are given some sort of power over its subject 
matter; if they look up to it, then they are positioned as in some way 
inferior to it; and if they look at it at the same level, then a relationship 
of equality between spectator and pictured is suggested. They also look 
at other aspects of the spatial organisation of images, with distance, for 
example, suggesting that pictures of people in close-up usually offer a 
relation of intimacy between the person pictured and the spectator 
(Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006: 124-9). Searle assumes this in his dis
cussion of the Rembrandt portraits. However, an exception to this 
latter claim suggests that these sorts of generalisations must always be 
carefully examined in relation to specific images: think for example of 
the use of police mugshots in newspaper reports of crimes, where the 
close-up format of the mugshot suggests precisely a big difference 
between the person pictured -  the criminal -  and the person looking - 
the innocent newspaper reader. In this case too, though, the spatial



'THE GOOD EYE' 7i

organisation of the composition is a crucial element of the relationship 
between an image and its audiences.

Mieke Bal (1991: 158-60), on the other hand, advocates concentrat
ing less on the spatial organisation of an image, and more on the visual 
organisation of looks and gazes in her notion of the focalisers of an 
image. She points out that all paintings have a range of viewers: 
addressed, implied and represented. Each focalises -  or looks -  in their 
own way (see also Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006: 116-24). They look 
in a particular way, at specific things. The relations of looks between 
them - who can see what and how -  can tell us much about how the 
image works to catch our gaze. This is in part how the discussion of the 
site of the image itself in Chapter 2 approached the photograph by 
Robert Doisneau reproduced as Figure 2.2. If an external focaliser -  a 
spectator -  can look in the same way at the same things as a focaliser in 
the picture, then the spectator’s identification with the image will be 
strong, says Bal. Nitsche (2008) explores this point in relation to a cou
ple of computer games.

In the game Prince of Persia: The Sands of Time, the Prince is both the 
hero and the narrator, and the game’s structure follows the events he 
remembers; as a result, the events and some camera positions are con
trolled by the game rather than by the player in order to align the player 
with the Prince (Figure 4.9). In contrast, the strategy computer game Age 
of Mythology gives players an aerial view of the battlefield and the ability

focalisers

FIGURE 4.9 
Screenshot 
from the 
computer game 
Prince o f Persia: 
The Forgotten 
Sands (2010), 
showing how 
its external 
localisation is 
very close to 
that of the 
Prince
Courtesy of The
Escapist
Magazine
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to instantly reposition as events unfold (Figure 4.10). These different exter
nal focalisations produce two very different effects. Bal’s logic suggests that 
a player would be more caught up in Prince of Persia than Age of 
Mythology because they are focalising with the Prince; Kress and van 
Leeuwen, however, might counter that the power offered by the aerial view 
is more seductive and enjoyable.

FIGURE 4.10 
Screenshot 
from the 
computer 
game Age o f 
Mythology 
(20021
demonstrating 
that its 
external 
focalisation 
is a point of 
view not 
shared by any 
of the game's 
character

focus
What position are we offered by the logic of fig u ra tio n  and the foca lisers  of the 
Rem brandt p o rtra its?  What account does Searle give of th is  position? Through 
th e ir  use of g eom etrica l perspective, the R em brandt p o rtra its  position us as 
looking at the same level as the pa in ter; we n e ith e r look down onto his image 
nor up at it. In tha t spatia l sense we are at the same level as him . And we look 
at him in the way tha t he seem s to be looking at us -  d irectly.

Searle develops th is  sense of d irectness and equa lity  between the a rtis t 's  s e lf-  
image and our view  of it in p a rtic u la r ways. Searle  says tha t these are pa in tings
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done by a man in d ia logue w ith  h im se lf; we as specta to rs  are now in the place 
of the m ir ro r  tha t R em brandt m ust have used to m ake these p ic tu res of h im 
self. But he also suggests th a t R em brand t's  face is ‘a vessel of un iversa l 
characteristics ' th a t he painted w ith  'ca n do ur'; the a rtis t 's  honesty, his d ire c t
ness in confron ting  his own im age and now us, mean th a t his p o rtra its  touch us 
now in ‘m oving and d is q u ie tin g ’ ways. Indeed, such is the s tre n g th  of 
R em brandt’s gaze, Searle even tua lly  c la im s tha t he is review ing us, not the 
other way round.

Thus Searle glosses aspects of the spatia l o rganisation and foca lisation  of these 
portraits in specific ways. He gives a p a rtic u la r m eaning to them . He suggests 
that they are an expression not only of R em brand t’s q ua lities  -  his honesty -  but 
also of ours, since in looking at his p o rtra its  we are forced to confron t the fact 
that we too w ill age and die. R em brandt's  honesty in confron ting  his ageing 
makes us honest and face ours. Thus he c la im s the p o rtra its ' pow er depends on 
showing the com m onalities  between us in the late tw e n tie th  centu ry  and 
Rembrandt in the seventeenth.

The spatial organisation of an image is not innocent. It has effects and 
it produces a specific relation between image and spectator. (These are 
not uncontroversial claims, however; Chapter 10 in particular will 
emphasise that particular spectators may not take up the position 
offered to them by an image.)

The spatial organisation of film and video requires further descriptive 
terminology. James Monaco (2009: 91-249) offers a detailed vocabu
lary for describing both spatial and temporal organisation of moving 
images, and this chapter draws heavily on his very useful discussion. The 
spatial organisation of a film is called its mise-en-scène. A mise-en-scène mise-en-scène 
is a result of decisions about what to shoot and how to shoot it. Monaco 
(2009: 205) suggests that what is shot involves looking at how the film 
frame is used, and that how it is shot concerns the structure of the shots 
themselves.

There are three aspects of the framing of film scenes that Monaco 
(2009) calls attention to. The first of these is the screen ratio. The screen ratio 
screen ratio is the ratio between the height of the projected image and 
its width: that is, the screen ratio describes the shape of the screen. In 
classic Hollywood movies -  those made in the Hollywood studio sys
tem of the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s -  the screen ratio was 1:33:1.
Monaco (2009: 206) suggests that this proportion facilitated directors 
and audiences focusing on faces and dialogue. In the 1950s, the arrival



74 VISUAL METHODOLOGIES

screen frame

screen planes

multiple images 
superimpositions

shot distance

of widescreen, with screen ratios of 2:33:1 or more, was parallelled by 
more landscape shots, location shooting and action movies. The second 
aspect of framing, according to Monaco (2009), is how the screen 
frame works. If the action is filmed in such a way that the space beyond 
the screen frame is important, then the screen frame is open. Open 
screen frames are often used in horror and thriller films, where the 
suspense builds because the audience knows or suspects someone or 
something is lurking outside the screen frame, outside what we or the 
film’s characters can actually see. If, on the other hand, the scene makes 
no reference to the space beyond its own frame, the screen frame is 
closed. A closed screen frame can be used to suggest a particular mood 
or emotion. For example, in Steven Soderbergh’s film Ocean's Eleven 
one of the characters is making money in LA teaching poker to film 
stars. There is a long scene early in the film of one of his lessons, and 
the confined space of its closed screen frame manages to imply how 
restrictive and boring the character finds his work. Finally, Monaco 
(2009: 210-12) discusses the screen planes. There are three of these, 
and they intersect. The frame plane is how forms are distributed across 
the screen; the geographical plane is how forms are distributed in three- 
dimensional space; and the depth plane is how the apparent depth of 
the images is perceived.

Also in relation to the frame, Monaco (2009) points out that a frame 
can contain multiple images if it is split, or images can be shown as 
superimpositions, through techniques such as double exposure. 
Sometimes this is done as a sort of visual in-joke (as when the film The 
Incredible Hulk uses multiple images to reference the original source of 
the Hulk story, which was a comic). Sometimes it is done to make a 
connection between different characters: Oceans Eleven does this, 
when, after the first few minutes of the film has introduced us to one 
main character, a wipe to the right stops half-way across the screen (the 
next section explains wipes), revealing the second main character eat
ing a burger; for a moment their two images are seen side-by-side, 
before a second wipe to the right obscures the first character and takes 
us into the second character’s story and how the two meet to work 
together again.

The second aspect of moving images’ mise-en-scene is their shots. 
Shot distance refers to how much of a figure is shown by a particular 
shot, and a shot can be an extreme long shot (where the figure is in the 
far distance), a long shot, or a full, three-quarters, medium, head and 
shoulders or close-up shot. Monaco (2009: 221-3) tentatively suggests 
some of the effects that frequent use of one or other of these sorts of 
shots might produce in a particular film. The repeated use of close-ups, 
for example, may produce a sense of claustrophobic intensity, while
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long shots may imply alienation and emptiness. However, as Monaco 
himself comments, these sorts of generalisations about the effects of the 
spatial organisation of images always need to be assessed carefully in 
relation to specific images.

The focus of shots is also important. Deep focus is when the fore
ground, middle ground and background of a shot -  all of the frame’s 
geographical plane -  are in focus. Shallow focus is when one of these 
grounds is more in focus than others. Shallow focus is sometimes used 
to direct attention to a particular character or event in a scene; for 
example, in Oceans Eleven, again, there is a dialogue scene between the 
two main characters in which the focus repeatedly shifts from one to the 
other as they talk with each other. Focus can also be sharp or soft. 
Monaco comments that certain kinds of focusing may have particular 
effects. Soft focus may be used to create a romantic or nostalgic feel to 
a scene, for example. But again, the precise effects of a particular kind 
of focus may not correspond to these sorts of generalisations.

The angle of shots also needs to be considered. The angle of approach, 
for example: is it square or oblique? The angle of elevation matters too: 
it can be overhead (looking right down onto the scene), high-angle, eye- 
level or low-angle (looking up at the scene). The shot may also ro//, 
which is when the horizon of the image changes its angle, although 
Monaco notes that this is rare, since it disrupts the union between cam
era and audience that cinema especially very often tries to maintain.

The point of view adopted by shots is also crucial to a film’s effects. 
The camera may adopt the point of view of a particular character, for 
example, and in Chapter 7 we will see what use Hitchcock made of this 
device in his film Vertigo. The reverse-angle shot is a particular case of 
the camera adopting characters’ points of view. It is very often used to 
show a conversation between two people: one is seen talking or listening 
from approximately the other’s viewpoint as the other listens or talks. An 
example of this technique was the conversation between villain (Robert 
De Niro) and cop (A1 Pacino) in Michael Mann’s Heat: their conversa
tional confrontation in the movie was shot entirely with reverse angles 
so the viewer never saw the two men in the same frame together, an 
indication of the divisions between them perhaps. The camera may also 
adopt what Monaco (2009: 234) calls the ‘third person9 shot, in which 
‘the camera often seems to take on a character of its own, separate from 
those of the characters’. In classic Hollywood movies, the opening point 
of view is very often a particular sort of this third person shot. It is an 
establishing shot, which works to give the audience the information they 
need about place, time and character before the narrative begins.

Finally, Monaco offers a number of terms that refer to the way that 
the camera itself moves in film images. The camera can revolve while

focus

angle

point of view
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pan

tilt
roll

tracking shot 
crane shot

zoom shot

montage

editing

remaining stationary, or it can physically move. There are three kinds of 
shots possible when the camera revolves: the pan, when the camera 
moves along a horizontal axis, perhaps along the horizon of a land
scape; the tilt, when it moves along a vertical axis, perhaps moving from 
the head to the feet of a character; and the roll, which has already been 
noted. When the camera itself moves, the shot is a tracking shot if the 
line it follows is horizontal, and a crane shot if the line it follows is ver
tical. An example of a tracking shot mentioned by Monaco (2009: 237) 
is the opening shot of Robert Altman’s film The Player. This is a very 
long tracking shot which is also an establishing shot, as it moves 
through the lot of a Hollywood studio introducing location and charac
ters to the audience. Finally, there is the zoom shot, which is similar to 
a tracking shot but is made by a stationary camera. In a zoom shot, the 
figure in a scene remains the same size while the surroundings appear to 
be moving through changes in size.

Finally, there is a connection to be made here to the discussion in 
Chapter 1 about a distinctively digital form of visual spatial organisa
tion. Recall Thomas Elsaesser’s claim that a ‘new default value of digital 
vision’ is emerging (2013: 240) that is evident in many different visual 
genres. His particular example is the recent resurgence in 3D cinema. 
Elsaesser acknowledges that it is difficult to feel totally immersed in a 
3D space while also sitting in a cinema seat, though, and Nitsche (2008) 
argues that the spatial organisation of computer games is different from 
other sorts of digital and non-digital moving images, including film, 
precisely because it encourages a more ‘immersive’ sense of space. 
Nitsche (2008) suggests that this is because the spatiality of computer 
games are not created ‘as foregrounded spectacles based on visual cues 
such as perspective and parallax but as presented spaces that are 
assigned an architectural quality’ (Nitsche, 2008: 3), which do offer 
greater feelings of immersion to players than can films, even 3D films 
(see also Ash, 2015).

4.3.4 The montage of film
Montage is another term related to the composition of moving images, 
and refers to the temporal organisation of a film. If a film’s mise- 
en-scène is a result of decisions about what to shoot and how to shoot 
it, according to Monaco (2009: 239) its montage is how those shots are 
put together; that is, how they are presented. Another term for montage 
is editing. As Monaco (2009) comments, the vocabulary for describing 
different montage techniques is much less well developed than that 
which can be used to describe frames and shots. (A quite distinct aspect
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of the temporal organisation of a film is its narrative; describing its 
narrative structure can also be an important way of interpreting a film.)

In classic Hollywood cinema, and in many of its commercial products 
today, the principle behind montage is the maintenance of an impression 
of both narrative flow and spatial coherence. The kind of editing used 
to achieve this is known as continuity cutting. Shots are edited in order 
to allow the clear development of the story and to maintain a realistic 
representation of the spaces which the narrative occupies. There are 
many ways in which this is done, and as audiences of films we take 
many of them for granted. Establishing shots and reverse angles, for 
example, are seen as realistic ways of showing place and characters. 
Editing techniques like jump cuts, for example, when two completely 
unrelated images are spliced together, were rare in classic Hollywood 
cinema, because we do not perceive the world like that (although as 
Monaco [2009] comments, many of the techniques we see as represent
ing realistically how we see the world bear little resemblance to how we 
do actually look).

The jump cut is one sort of connection, or cut, that can be made 
between shots. It is an example of an unmarked cut, where one image 
ends and another starts. Other sorts of connections are the fade, where 
an image fades to black, the dissolve, which superimposes a fade in over 
a fade out, the /ns, in which the image is reduced in size by an encroach
ing border circle, and the wipe, mentioned in the previous section, where 
one image removes another. Oceans Eleven has a striking dissolve cut 
too, which fades out of focus (not to black) on a bunch of red balloons 
being sold in a street in Las Vegas and fades in again to the same bunch 
of balloons being carried through a casino. The rhythm of cuts, deter
mined by how long each shot is held, may also be important in 
considering a film’s effects. Jose Arroyo (2000) comments on the effects 
of a certain rhythm of cuts in the first Mission: Impossible film, in a 
scene where our hero is suspended by wires from the ceiling of a high- 
security room, attempting to steal a computer disk; as he hangs, a bead 
of sweat drops from him onto the pressure-sensitive floor. This is filmed 
in a series of short, sharp cuts, to build suspense, interspersed with 
longer slow-motion shots as the sweat drop falls. Arroyo (2000: 25) 
says that ‘the combined effect [of these shots] is sublime. The slow 
motion fixes our gaze with awe; the quick cuts rush us headlong into 
terror.’ Indeed, Monaco comments that a series of progressively shorter 
scenes is a technique often used to accumulate tension as a narrative 
climax develops. Monaco (2009: 244-6) also spends some time on the 
complicated schema for describing montage developed by Christian 
Metz (1975), a rare example of an attempt to formulate a typology for 
all montage possibilities, and rather elaborate as a result.

narrative
structure

continuity
cutting

cut
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focus
Steven S o d e rb e rg h 's  f ilm  O ceans Eleven  is a s lic k  H ollyw ood th r i l le r ,  
su p e rb ly  shot and ed ited  to m a in ta in  the  flo w  of its  s to ry , w h ich  fo llo w s  a 
group of conm en as they a tte m p t to s te a l m illio n s  of d o lla rs  fro m  the  va u lt 
of a Las Vegas casino. (The s o u n d tra c k  is a lso  c ru c ia l to  its  flo w  and sty le  
[see M onaco, 2009: 2 35 -9 ].)

Watch Oceans Eleven on DVD. Choose a chap ter at random  and describe it using 
the vocabulary presented here.

You will have found that describing all the shots and edits of even a small part of 
a film is very time-consuming. This raises an interesting question for the composi
tional interpretation of moving images, which Section 4.3.1 rather glossed over: how 
do you choose which shots and edits to discuss when you are describing the film?

4.3.5 Sound
Sound is also crucial to many moving images, especially movies. Monaco (2009: 
235-9) suggests that there are three types of sound: environmental, speech and music. 
Environmental sounds are noise effects, whether ‘real’ or artificial, and they can be 
crucial to a movie’s expressive content. The music soundtrack of a movie is also fun
damental to its effect. A final example from Oceans Eleven makes this point. The 
opening scene has one of the main characters, Danny Ocean, in prison, facing his 
parole board. When asked what he intends to do if he is given parole, he doesn’t 
answer; instead, the soundtrack music begins that will accompany the gang through 
their con, clearly suggesting that Danny has planned the con already and it is what he 
will do if released.

Monaco (2009: 238) also suggests three overlapping ways in which the relation 
between the sound and the image of a film can be considered. The source of the sound 
can be in or out of the frame. Parallel sound is sound that is actual, synchronous with 
and related to the image. In contrast, contrapuntal sound is commentative, asynchro
nous and opposes the image.

4.3.6 Light
The light shown in both still and moving images is clearly related to both its col
ours and its spaces. What type of light an image shows -  candlelight, daylight, 
electric light -  will clearly affect the saturation and value of its hues and the illu
sion that geometrical perspective realistically represents three-dimensional space
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can be enhanced or called into question by the use of light sources. 
The apparent realism of The Arnolfini Portrait (see Figure 8.1) is 
increased, for example, by the dominant source of light coming from 
the window and the way all the shadows in the painting are consist
ent with this. Light can also be used to highlight certain elements of 
a painting, as we have seen in the case of the Rembrandt portraits. 
Light is also central to creating the mood or atmosphere of an image, 
which takes this part of the chapter to its final subsection.

4.3.7 Expressive content
The ‘mood’ or ‘atmosphere’ of an image is both difficult to explain, 
often, and also crucial to compositional interpretation as a method. An 
important part of compositional interpretation is the evocation in writ
ing of the ‘feel’ of an image, or what, after Taylor, I will call its expressive 
content. Taylor (1957: 43-4) describes an image’s expressive content as 
‘the combined effect of subject matter and visual form’. Separate con
sideration of expressive content is necessary because breaking an image 
into its component parts -  spatial organisation, montage, colour, con
tent, light and so on -  does not necessarily capture the look of an image. 
Instead, what may be needed is some imaginative writing that tries to 
evoke its affective characteristics. As an example, here is the art histo
rian Erwin Panofsky writing about the Arnolfini portrait reproduced as 
Figure 8.1:

In a comfortably furnished interior, suffused with a warm, dim 
light, Giovanni Arnolfini and his wife are standing represented 
in full-length ... The husband gingerly holds the lady’s right 
hand in his left while raising his right in a gesture of solemn 
affirmation. Rather stiffly posed and standing as far apart as the 
action permits, they do not look at each other yet seem to be 
united by a mysterious bond ... (1953: 201-2)

Panofsky uses terms like ‘comfortably’, ‘gingerly’ and ‘solemn’ which 
would be difficult to produce relying solely on the list of concerns this 
chapter has offered, yet they seem necessary elements in any account of 
this painting.

The notion of expressive content is important in many discussions of 
film and computer games too; indeed, Jesper Juul (2010: 45) argues that 
attractive expressive content is fundamental to successful computer 
games. Nitsche (2008: 7) uses the term ‘presentation’ to refer to the 
expressive content of computer games, while Juul (2010) uses the term

expressive
content
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Screenshot 
from the 
hardcore 
computer 
game Coll 
of Duty: World 
of Wor (2008)

juiciness juiciness. In his discussion of juiciness, Juul distinguishes between hard
core games -  which require high levels of time, skill and commitment, 
and are usually played on computers or game consoles -  and casual 
games, which are short, interruptible, easy to learn and often played on 
mobile phones. He suggests that in hardcore games, the sensory and 
visceral feelings provoked tend to be focused on events happening 
within the game (Figure 4.11). Casual computer games, on the other 
hand, tend to make their expressive appeal directly to the player, giving 
them an immediate and pleasurable experience (Figure 4.12).

Screenshot 
from the 
casual 
computer 
game
Be/'ewe/ed 2 
(2004)
© PopCap 
games, Inc.
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The work of scholars interested in the embodied and sensory experi
encing of images also depends on conveying their sensory engagement 
with an image. Marks (2002: xii), for example, describes her approach 
to visual images as mimetic, in that she wants to get ‘close enough to the 
other thing to become it’. Her task is then to convey how that closeness 
makes her feel in her critical writing: ‘I search the image for a trace of the 
originary, physical event. The image is connective tissue ... I want it to 
reveal to me a continuity I had not foreseen, and in turn reveal that to 
you’ (Marks, 2002: x). Laura Marks (2002: xxii) describes this kind of 
criticism as a ‘radical formalism’, which pays such close attention to the 
form - or composition -  of an image that it goes beyond representation 
and towards ‘a trace of an originary event’. Marks also describes her 
approach as haptic, a term also used by Hansen (2004: 12) to emphasise 
the way bodies can be experienced in new ways through such close 
encounters with images. Hansen’s (2004) discussion of new media is 
based entirely on his encounters with various artworks and his philo
sophical convictions; in his writing, his own embodied experiences 
become the content of these works. After visiting an exhibition with 
work by the art collective Mongrel, for example, Hansen (2004: 151) 
says, ‘As I now reflect on the experience, I can see more clearly still how 
the play between image, voice, and the spatialized data field was instru
mental to the affective impact of the work’. His experience becomes ‘the 
experience’, and that experience allows him to describe and explain the 
affective impact of Mongrel’s work.

Can paying so much attention to the experiencing of an image be con
gruent with a critical visual methodology concerned with the social 
effects of imagery? Paying close attention to images can seem very much 
like the traditional form of connoisseurship, in which an informed and 
sensitive individual pronounces on the meaning or value of an art image. 
This similarity is not helped, according to Patricia Ticineto Clough 
(2008), by Hansen’s insistence in particular on the body being the centre 
of his critical practice. Because, of course, when using compositional 
interpretation to get close to an image, ‘the’ body is not some generic 
body, but the specific body of the critic. While Marks (2002) does reflect 
on how her own sensory perceptions are specific to herself, there is no 
sign of such reflexivity in Hansen’s work.

focus

formalism

haptic

Return to S earle 's review  one m ore tim e. The expressive content of the 
Rem brandt p o rtra its  is ce n tra l to his discussion of them . Pick out the m om ents 
in his text when he evokes it.
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Searle’s efforts to articulate the expressive content of the Rembrandt 
self-portraits are interesting because they explicitly reject (or marginalise) 
other ways of relating to the paintings. He suggests that both the gallery 
and the catalogue are somewhat irrelevant next to the extraordinary 
effects of the portraits. This tactic is typical of the connoisseurship cen
tral to the ‘good eye’. Only the ‘quality’ of the paintings matters; 
everything else -  all the other sorts of interpretative apparatus brought 
to bear on them -  is insignificant.

But of course Searle, too, is bringing an interpretative apparatus to 
bear on the portraits; the ‘good eye’ is itself an interpretative technique. 
This apparatus assumes that only the paintings are important, to begin 
with. But his discussion of them also draws on at least two other assump
tions regarding great art. One is that it is produced by something called 

genius genius: a marvellously gifted individual who can rise above the specifici
ties of his circumstances to touch what are apparently the fundamental 
concerns of human life (see Battersby [1994] for a critique of the notion 
of genius, particularly the way it is a masculinised category). And the 

Art other is that art -  A rt -  can speak directly to this humanity in everyone.
Victor Burgin summarises this understanding of Art and genius thus:

Art is an activity characteristic of humanity since the dawn of civili
sation. In any epoch the Artist, by virtue of special gifts, expresses 
that which is finest in humanity ... the visual artist achieves this 
through modes of understanding and expression which are ‘purely 
visual’ ... This special characteristic of art necessarily makes it an 
autonomous sphere of activity, completely separate from the every
day world of social and political life. The autonomous nature of 
visual art means that questions asked of it may only be properly put, 
and answered, in its own terms -  all other forms of interrogation are 
irrelevant. (1986: 30, emphasis in original)

Hence Searle’s assertion that galleries and catalogues are irrelevant in 
relation to the Rembrandt portraits; because these portraits are Art, 
only his, and our, humanity matters. In this view, art is seen as cross- 
cultural, with universal appeal. In the introduction to their book on 
Visual Culture (1994), Norman Bryson, Michael Ann Holly and Keith 
Moxey make clear the difference between approaches to visual images 
that depend on this notion of Art, and the approach to visual images 
that the contributors to their book adopt:

Instead of seeking to promote and sustain the value of ‘great’ art 
by limiting discussion to the circumstances of the work’s produc
tion and to speculation about the extraordinary impulses that may
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have characterized the intentions of its makers, these contributors examine the 
work performed by the image in the life of culture ... Instead of applying a 
Kantian aesthetic, according to which value is an intrinsic characteristic of the 
work of art, one capable of being perceived by all human beings regardless of 
their location in time and place -  a recognition that depends only on one’s status 
as a human being -  these writers betray an awareness that the aesthetic value of 
a work depends on the prevailing cultural conditions. They invest the work with 
value by means of their appreciation of its meaning both in the cultural horizon 
of its production and its reception. (Bryson et al., 1994: xvi)

Thus, while the connoisseurship usually accompanying the exercise of ‘the good eye’ 
denies the cultural specificity of Art, the notion of visual culture addresses that 
specificity directly.

Thus the expressive content of an image is always necessary to consider. However, 
Chapter 2 suggested that not all visual culture critics agree on its significance, and it 
may be important that your reaction to it does not obscure other, possibly more 
important issues concerning the meaning of the image.

4.4 Com positional Interpretation: An Assessm ent

Compositional interpretation offers ways of describing the content, colour, spatial organ
isation, mise-en-scene, montage, light and expressive content of various kinds of still and 
moving images. This is very useful as a first stage of getting to grips with an image that is 
new to you, and it remains useful as a way of describing the visual impact of an image. In 
its concern for the spatial organisation of an image, moreover, compositional interpreta
tion may also begin to say something about an image’s possible effects on a spectator.

However, in relation to the criteria for a critical visual methodology spelled out in 
Chapter 1, compositional interpretation has many shortcomings. While the interest of 
art historians in the provenance of artworks may direct some attention to the circulation 
of an image, the method in general does not encourage discussion of the production of 
an image (other than of its technological or compositional modalities), nor of how it 
might be used, understood and interpreted by various viewers. Thus compositional 
interpretation can end up relying on notions of connoisseurship, or genius, or Art, for 
example, as Searle’s essay does, that simply cannot get to grips with the concerns of the 
previous chapter about the specificities of particular visualities. And with its unprob- 
lematised concern for visual images ‘as they are’, compositional interpretation does not 
allow for reflexive consideration of the particularity of any interpretation. Seltzer (2009: 
109) makes this point in relation to ‘the current affective turn in academic criticism’, 
which can produce what he rather witheringly calls ‘sensibility criticism’. Indeed, com
positional interpretation’s implicit reliance on the heightened sensitivity of the critic to 
the expressive content of images can be ‘ultimately egocentric and narcissistic’ 
(Boothroyd, 2009: 339). Compositional interpretation thus needs to be combined with
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other methodologies in order to address these latter sorts of issues. In his discussion 
of film, for example, Monaco (2009) also uses terms drawn from semiology (see 
Chapter 6) to explore how films carry meanings.

Summ ary: Com positional Interpretation

•  associated with:
Compositional interpretation can (and should) be used in relation to any sort of 
image, but its roots lie in a certain tradition of art history, and at continues to be 
used on its own most often in relation to paintings.

•  sites and modalities:
Compositional interpretation pays some attention to the production of images, 
especially their technologies, but is mostly concerned with the image itself in its 
compositional modality.

•  key terms:
According to compositional analysis, some of the key components of a still image 
are its content, colour, spatial organisation, light and expressive content. Moving 
images can be described in terms of their mise-en-scene, montage and functionality.

•  strengths and weaknesses for a critical visual methodology:
This method demands careful attention to the image, which is crucial for any 
discussion of images. A disadvantage of this method is its uninterest in the social 
practices of visual imagery.

Further Reading

Joshua Taylor’s Learning to Look (1957) is very useful for still art images, while James 
Monaco’s How to Read a Film (2009) is excellent for approaching film, television and 
video images (and also covers far more ground than just compositional interpretation).

COMPANION WEBSITE

Visit https://study.sagepub.com/r0 se4 e fon

• Links to a range of podcasts by art historians, many using compositional interpretation 

to explore different kinds of fine art from contemporary to medieval.
• An interactive online exercise based on a painting by the Italian Renaissance artist Titian, 

which gives you a chance to practise making your own interpretation guided by the art 

historian Catherine Belsey.

https://study.sagepub.com/r0se4e


5
CONTENT ANALYSIS AND 
CULTURAL ANALYTICS
FINDING PATTERNS IN WHAT YOU SEE

key example: a book by Catherine Lutz and Jane Collins which analyses 
nearly six hundred of the photographs published in the magazine National 
Geographic between 1950 and 1986.

Other examples discussed in less detail in the chapter include studies of 
computer gam es and Instagram photographs.

5.1 Content Analysis and Cultural Analytics:
An Introduction

This chapter discusses two methods for analysing large numbers of images.
The first of these is content analysis. Content analysis is a method of analysing 

visual images that was originally developed to interpret written and spoken texts. 
In one way, content analysis stands in sharp contrast to the method examined in 
the previous chapter. Whereas compositional interpretation is methodologically 
silent, relying instead on that elusive thing called ‘the good eye’, content analysis 
is methodologically explicit. Indeed, it is based on a number of rules and pro
cedures that must be rigorously followed for the analysis of images or texts to be 
reliable (on its terms); these concern the selecting, coding and quantitative analysis 
of large numbers of images. It was first developed as a research method in the 
interwar period by social scientists wanting to analyse the journalism of the emerg
ing mass media, and was given a further boost during the Second World War, when 
its methods were elaborated in order to detect implicit messages in German 
domestic radio broadcasts (Krippendorff, 2013) -  hence its explicit quantitative 
methodology, through which, it was claimed, analysis would be rigorous, reliable 
and objective.

EVA
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mass media Content analysis’s close attention to the mass media -  television, 
newspapers and radio -  occurred not only because it was seen as a way 
of generating objective data about these new phenomena, however, but 
also because it was a method that could address the sheer scale of those 
media. The reach of the mass media in the interwar period was unprec
edented; they were broadcast or sold to thousands if not millions of 
people every day of the week, every month of the year. If it was impor
tant to understand what The newspapers’ were saying, or what The 
radio news’ was broadcasting, an analysis based on looking at a few 
issues of a paper, or listening to a few programmes, was clearly at risk 
of being unrepresentative. Appropriate methods of analysis had to 
reflect the scale at which the mass media operated, it was argued, and 
similar arguments are now made in relation to the vast numbers of 
digital images on the Internet (Burgess and Green, 2009; Hartley, 2012; 
Manovich and Douglass, 2011; this argument will be addressed again 
in Chapter 11).

Indeed, a version of content analysis has recently been developed by 
Lev Manovich which harnesses the processing power of computers in 
order to analyse tens of thousands of digital images, including social 
media images. He calls this method cultural analytics. Cultural analytics 
is an ‘automatic computer-based method to describe large numbers of 
cultural objects quantitatively’ (Manovich and Douglass, 2011: 325), 
and it is part of a larger shift towards the use of computational methods 
in the digital humanities (Hall, 2013).

In various forms, then, content analysis remains an important visual 
research method, because it can deal with large amounts of data. 
However, the congruence between mass or social media and content 
analysis or cultural analytics is by no means inevitable; there are many 
other methods for interpreting mass media texts and images other than 
content analysis. Many of these other methods are qualitative rather 
than quantitative. Semiology, for example, which this book discusses in 
Chapter 6, has been used in relation to the photographs and advertise
ments carried by newspapers and magazines; so too has the type of 
discourse analysis discussed in Chapter 8. The mass media have also 
been examined from the perspectives of their audiences, as Chapter 10 
discusses at some length. Content analysis, then, is just one option to 
consider if you are working with mass or social media images. 
Conversely, content analysis can be applied to materials other than 
those found in mass or social media; cultural analytics has been used on 
paintings and manga comics, for example.

While it is true that the software programmes of cultural analytics can 
analyse very large numbers of images, the practicalities of accessing and 
storing images at such a scale are significant and this chapter assumes
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that most of its readers will be able to work with a few hundred images at most. Its 
key example is therefore a content analysis of nearly 600 of the photographs printed 
in the magazine National Geographic over nearly three decades, by Catherine Lutz 
and Jane Collins (1993).

Lutz and Collins (1993) use content analysis as a useful way of dealing manually 
with relatively large numbers of images. Their defence of content analysis also sug
gests that content analysis can be useful for the visual critical methodology outlined 
in Chapter 1 of this book:

Although at first blush it might appear counterproductive to reduce the rich mat
erial in any photograph to a small number of codes, quantification does not 
preclude or substitute for qualitative analysis of the pictures. It does allow, however, 
discovery of patterns that are too subtle to be visible on casual inspection and pro
tection against an unconscious search through the magazine for only those which 
confirm one’s initial sense of what the photos say or do. (Lutz and Collins, 1993: 89)

This passage is worth expanding on, particularly as it also underpins the justification 
for cultural analytics. First, Lutz and Collins are suggesting that content analysis can 
reveal empirical results that might otherwise be overwhelmed by the sheer bulk of 
material under analysis, and Manovich and Douglass (2011) also argue that cultural 
analytics can reveal patterns that would not be visible to lone researchers exploring a 
handful of images.

Secondly, Lutz and Collins are insisting that content analysis can include qualita
tive interpretation. Content analysis and qualitative methods are not mutually 
exclusive. Some discussions of content analysis argue, on the contrary, that its defini
tion of ‘reliable’ equates reliability with quantitative methods of analysis (Ball and 
Smith, 1992; Neuendorf, 2002; Slater 1998). However, as Krippendorff (2013) makes 
clear in his discussion of content analysis, content analysis also involves various 
qualitative procedures. Instead of focusing on the question of quantification, 
Krippendorf’s definition of content analysis emphasises two different aspects of the 
method: replicability and validity (these terms will be defined in Sections 5.2.2 and 
5.2.3 respectively). In line with the broad approach to visual images outlined in 
Chapter 1, he insists that content analysis is a way of understanding the symbolic 
qualities of texts, by which he means the way that elements of a text always refer to 
the wider cultural context of which they are a part. Content analysis aims to analyse 
those references in any one group of texts in a replicable and valid manner.

And finally, Lutz and Collins also suggest that content analysis prevents a certain 
sort of ‘bias’. Cultural analytics, as a type of content analysis, makes the same claim: 
it is a method for analysing images that does not rely on pre-existing interpretative 
categories. Content analysts are therefore concerned to avoid searching through 
images in order only to confirm what they think they already know about them. They 
suggest that this danger can be avoided by following the rules of content analysis, 
which force a researcher to be methodologically explicit rather than rely unknowingly
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on ‘unconscious’ strategies. Being so up-front about your research procedures is a sort 
of reflexive research strategy, then. Their argument thus coincides at this point with 
the third criterion for a critical visual methodology that Chapter 1 outlined: the need 
to be as methodologically explicit as possible in order to make your own way of see
ing as evident as possible.

Content analysis and its variations do have some weaknesses in the sorts of interpre
tative work they can do with visual images, however. There are aspects of visual imagery 
which they are not well equipped to address. They focus almost exclusively on the 
compositional modality of the site of the image itself. They therefore have very little to 
say about the production, circulation or the audiencing of images, and the uninterest in 
audiences has perhaps been the most persistent criticism of this method. In this sense, 
they are paradoxically very much like compositional interpretation, which has little to 
say about the audiencing, circulation and production sites of meaning-making either. 
Some critics also argue that neither content analysis nor cultural analytics are capable 
of dealing with the cultural significance of images (Hall, 2013). This latter criticism, it 
seems to me, depends on how successfully the links between the content of the images 
undergoing content analysis and their broader cultural context are made. If those links 
are tenuous, then this final criticism is also valid.

This chapter examines content analysis in four sections:

1. The first is this introduction.
2. The second explores the key stages in a content analysis.
3. The third briefly summarises the key stages of the cultural analytics process.
4. And the fourth section assesses the usefulness of the kinds of evidence it produces, 

using the criteria for a critical visual methodology outlined in Chapter 1.

5.2 Four Steps to Content Analysis

The method of content analysis -  and its variations, like cultural analytics -  is based 
on counting the frequency of certain visual elements in a clearly defined population 
of images, and then analysing those frequencies. For content analysis, each aspect of 
this process has certain requirements in order to achieve replicable and valid results.

5.2.1 Finding your images
As with any other method, the images chosen for a content analysis must be appropri
ate to the question being asked. Take computer games, for example. These games are 
constituted by the images on the screen, of course, but also, it might be argued, by the 
image on their box, by their advertisements and by their websites. Which content is 
most relevant to addressing your research questions? The previous chapter mentioned 
Alan Brooksby’s (2008) study of the representation o f ‘health’ in computer games, and
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his decision to analyse 15 minutes of play in each of ten games. He chose to record 
those 15 minutes after playing each game for two hours. Another study of computer 
games was concerned with their representation of female bodies; this one collected the 
bestselling games across nine major platforms, and took screenshots of all the female 
characters to analyse (Martins et al., 2009). For Miranda Burgess and her colleagues 
(Burgess et al., 2007), though, analysing computer games by using images from the 
game itself assumes that the most significant content of a computer game is seen when 
a game is played. Their study was concerned with how gender and violence are rep
resented by computer games, and especially with how such representations might 
impact upon young children. Young children may never get to play Halo or Grand 
Theft Auto -  but they might see the boxes of those games lying around in their home. 
So Burgess and her team decided to analyse the covers of computer games, not the 
games themselves, downloading the images of 225 computer game box covers from a 
popular online store (Burgess et al., 2007: 422).

Lutz and Collins describe their research question thus:

Our interest was, and is, in the making and consuming of images of the non- 
Western world, a topic raising volatile issues of power, race, and history. We 
wanted to know what popular education tells Americans about who ‘non-Western- 
ers’ are, what they want, and what our relationship is to them. (Lutz and Collins, 
1993: xii)

Given that research question, they then explain why they chose National Geographic 
as an appropriate source of images:

After much consideration, we turned to the examination of National Geographic 
photographs as one of the most culturally valued and potent media vehicles shap
ing American understandings of, and responses to, the world outside the United 
States. (Lutz and Collins, 1993: xii)

They point out that National Geographic is the third most popular magazine 
subscribed to in the USA; each issue is read by an estimated 37 million people world
wide. They also note that in its reliance on photography, it reflects the importance of 
the visual construction of social difference in contemporary Western societies (see 
Figure 5.1).

Unlike many other of the methods this book will discuss, however, content analysis 
places further strictures on the use of images. To begin with, content analysis must 
address all the images relevant to the research question. This raises questions for con
tent analysts about the representativeness of the available data. If, for example, you 
are interested in tracing the increasing acceptability of facial hair on bourgeois men 
in the nineteenth century, you may decide that the most appropriate source of images 
for assessing this acceptability are the popular magazines that those men would have 
been reading. If, however, you find that a 20-year run of the best-selling of those
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magazines is missing from the archive you have access to, you face a 
serious problem in using content analysis: your analysis cannot be rep
resentative since your set of relevant images is incomplete.

Many content analyses rely on some sort of sampling procedure in order 
to make their dataset manageable. Sampling in content analysis is subject 
to the same concerns it would be in any quantitative study. It should be 
both representative and significant. There are a number of sampling strat
egies described in Krippendorff (2013). They include:

•  random: Number each image from 1 onwards, and use a random num
ber generator to pick out a significant number of images to analyse.

•  stratified: Sample from subgroups that already exist in the dataset, 
choosing your image from within each subgroup again by using a 
clear sampling strategy.

•  systematic: Select every third or tenth or nth image. Be careful that the 
interval you are using between images does not coincide with a cyclical 
pattern in your source material, otherwise your sample will not be rep
resentative. For example, in a study of weekday newspaper advertisements, 
choosing every fifth paper might mean that every paper in your sample 
contains the weekly motoring page, which might mean that your sam
ple will contain a disproportionate number of adverts for cars.

•  cluster: Choose groups at random and sample from them only.
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Which sampling method -  or which combination of methods -  you 
choose will depend on the implications of your research question. If 
you wanted to sample the full range of television programmes in 
order to explore how often people with disabilities were given air
time, for example, you might use a stratified sampling procedure 
which involves stratifying a whole year’s programming into week
days and time slots and then randomly selecting one programme for 
each time slot out of the 52 possibilities.

focus
If you were interested in the representation of Edinburgh in contem porary p icture 
postcards, a random  sam ple w ould be an appropriate  sam pling strategy. But th is 
raises some interesting questions about how you access a representative random  
sample of that so rt of imagery. How w ould you do that?

Would you go into every shop in Ed inburgh 's  m ain to u r is t s tre e t -  the Royal 
Mile -  and buy five cards at random , and if so, how? W ould you contact a ll the 
postcard m anufac tu re rs  and ask them  to send you copies o r cata logues of th e ir  
current postcards, and se lect from  there?

Think about w ha t you w an t yo u r postcards to be rep re sen ta tive  of. W hile  the 
la tte r m ethod w ou ld  be m ore rep re sen ta tive  of c u rre n t postcard  p roduction , 
the fo rm e r w ou ld  be m ore rep re sen ta tive  of the  cards m ost o ften  on sale.

There are no hard-and-fast rules for deciding what size your sample 
should be. Sample size depends in part on the amount of variation 
among all the relevant images. If there is absolutely no variation, a 
sample of one will be representative. If though there are a whole range 
of extreme variations, the sample size must be large enough to contain 
examples of those extremes. There are also practical considerations, 
however, in considering sample size. The sample should not be so large 
that it overwhelms the resources you have available for analysing it. In 
their study of National Geographic, Lutz and Collins chose one photo 
at random from each of the 594 articles on non-Western people pub
lished between 1950 and 1986 (Lutz and Collins, 1993: 88). This was a 
stratified sampling procedure, since they were choosing an image from 
subgroups, in this case the groups of photos contained in each article; 
and it also produced a manageable number of photos that they and their 
two research assistants could analyse.
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5.2.2 Devising your categories for coding
Having selected a sample of images to work with, the next stage is to 
devise a set of categories for coding the images. ‘Coding’ means attach
ing a set of descriptive labels (or ‘categories’) to the images. This is a 
crucial stage. As Slater (1998: 236) notes, much of the rigour of classic 
content analysis relies on the structure of categories used in the coding 
process, because the categories should be apparently objective in a num
ber of ways and therefore only describe what is ‘really’ there in the text 
or image. More recent users of content analysis like Lutz and Collins 
(1993) develop their categories in relation to their theoretical concerns 
so that their categories are immediately more obviously interpretative. 
This is one of their tactics that allows them to make their claim that 
content analysis and qualitative analysis are not mutually exclusive, 

codes The coding categories (‘codes’) used must have a number of charac
teristics regardless of their putative status as descriptive or interpretative, 
however. They must be:

•  exhaustive: Every aspect of the images with which the research is 
concerned must be covered by one category.

•  exclusive: Categories must not overlap.
•  enlightening: As Slater (1998: 236) says, the categories must produce ‘a 

breakdown of imagery that will be analytically interesting and coherent’.

Achieving a list of coding categories that satisfies these criteria is 
extremely difficult. When faced with a large number of images, their 
sheer richness is likely to be overwhelming. For advertisements or TV 
programmes, the written or spoken text will also need coding, and so 
too may background music. As Lutz and Collins (1993: 89) say, the 
process of reducing the rich material in any photograph to a series of 
codes is just that: a reduction in which much will be lost. The key 
point to remember, though, is that the images must be reduced to a 
number of component parts that can be labelled in a way that has 
some analytical significance. That is, the codes used must depend on a 
theorised connection between the image and the broader cultural con
text in which its meaning is made. ‘Theorised’, because making this 
connection entails drawing on a theoretical and empirical understand
ing of the images under consideration. Thus the connection between 
text, context and code requires careful thought, and it is on the integ- 

valid rity of this link that the codes can be judged valid (Krippendorff, 2013: 
129). A starting point is the research question driving the content
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analysis. What coding categories does that suggest? Some may be obvious. For 
more, though, it is necessary to return to the wider theoretical and empirical litera
ture from which the research question has been formulated. Are there arguments 
there that suggest other codes? This return to the broader context of the research 
question will hopefully ensure that the categories eventually decided upon are 
‘enlightening’. Further codes might suggest themselves from the familiarity you 
already have with this particular set of images. Does anything strike you as interest
ing, unusual or unexpected about them that might bear further analysis?

The coding categories developed by Lutz and Collins (1993: 285) depend on a 
particular theoretical literature about ‘power, race, and history’. Each of the 598 pho
tographs in their sample was coded for:

1. world location
2. unit of article organization (region, nation-state, ethnic group, other)
3. number of photographs including Westerners in an article
4. smiling in a photograph
5. gender of adults depicted
6. age of those depicted
7. aggressive activity or military personnel or weapons shown
8. activity level of main foreground figures
9. activity type of main foreground figures

10. camera gaze of main person photographed
11. surroundings of people photographed
12. ritual focus
13. group size
14. Westerners in photograph
15. urban versus rural setting
16. wealth indicators in photograph
17. skin colour
18. dress style (‘Western’ or local)
19. male nudity
20. female nudity
21. technological type present (simple handmade tools, machinery)
22. vantage (point from which camera perceives main figures).

focus
Think about these categories. Are they exhaustive? Are they exclusive?
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Lutz and Collins (1993) are fairly clear about the connection between these cod
ing categories and their initial research question. Their question is formulated by 
drawing on a large body of work that examines how the West has seen and pictured 
people in the non-Western world. Some of the key texts they cite include Sarah 
Graham-Brown’s (1988) book on photographs of women taken by European travel
lers in the Near East, Sander Gilman’s (1985) study of racial stereotypes, Elizabeth 
Edwards’ (1992) edited collection on anthropologists’ uses of photography in the 
nineteenth century, and Christopher Lyman’s (1982) work on photographs of native 
American peoples. Drawing on this body of work, they argue that, in very broad 
terms, Westerners have represented non-Western peoples as everything that the West 
is not. (Hence their use of the term ‘non-Western’ .) This structure of representation 
is complex; it draws on a wide range of discourses and varies both historically and 
geographically, and Lutz and Collins address various aspects of this complexity in 
their book. However, to take one example of how their codes connect to this under
standing of certain parts and peoples of the world as the opposite of the West, much 
of the literature they draw on suggests that, historically, non-Western peoples have 
been represented by Westerners as ‘natural’ . The West sees itself as technologically 
advanced but therefore also alienated from nature; thus non-Westerners are repre
sented as technologically less advanced and as closer to nature. Non-Westerners are 
thus often pictured as using little or so-called primitive technologies, for example, 
being more spiritual, more in tune with the environment and their bodies, wearing 
fewer clothes. These analyses inform a number of Lutz and Collins’s codes: 12 
(ritual focus), 15 (urban versus rural setting), 19 and 20 (male and female nudity) 
and 21 (technological type present). Given the way their codes flow from a wider 
set of ideas about power and representation, it is clear that many of their codes are 
likely to be enlightening, and so it proves. For example, they point out that National 
Geographic represents non-Western people as either natural or as modern, but very 
rarely as both. It is as if non-Westerners can only be the opposite of, or the same as, 
the West.

As well as being enlightening, though, exhaustiveness and exclusivity must also be 
considered when coding categories are being formulated. The only way to ensure that 
the categories fulfil these latter two requirements is to try them out on the images. 
Putting the initial categories to use in a trial run on a few of your sample images will 
almost certainly reveal overlaps between categories and relevant elements of images 
not covered by categories. The categories must be revised and tried again until they 
are exhaustive and exclusive. Oddly, the list of codes used by Lutz and Collins (1993), 
at least as it is reproduced in their book, do not seem to fulfil these other requirements 
of content analysis coding. There seem to me to be some instances of overlap, for 
example. Thus ‘surroundings of people photographed’ seems to overlap with ‘urban 
versus rural setting’; and perhaps ‘ritual focus’ overlaps with ‘dress style’, since ritual 
would only be seen as such (on the theoretical arguments that Lutz and Collins draw 
on) if it was in local dress.
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discussion
The coding categories used by Lutz and Collins are quite elaborate. However, 
there might be research questions that could be answered with much more simple 
coding categories. Rebekah Willett (2009) was interested in what people videoed 
with their cameraphones, for example. She interviewed ten research participants, 
who also gave her 177 videos to examine, which she categorised into just four 
groups: ‘personal documentary’ , ‘non-personal documentary’ and ‘public perfor
mance’ , those not fitting a category simply being classed as ‘other’ . While her 
discussion includes specific examples from each of these categories, even her 
simple scheme nonetheless helps her to convincingly characterise such videos 
as records of fleeting, emotional, dynamic moments that help build both memo
ries and social relationships.

The codes discussed so far also all relate to the content of the image itself. 
However, you may wish to code other aspects of the image, depending on your 
research question.

A study of YouTube by Jean Burgess and Joshua Green (2009), for example, 
was keen to get a sense of jus t how much of YouTube was generated by ordinary 
folk uploading their own video efforts, and how much was generated by large -  or 
even small -  media corporations. This was part of their interest in how YouTube 
fits into the broader landscape of media change. So three of the codes they used 
on their sample 4,320 videos were ‘user-generated’ (ordinary folk), ‘traditional’ 
(media corporations) and ‘uncertain’ . These codes referred to who was doing the 
uploading onto YouTube and not what they were uploading; thus an illegal copy of 
a Simpsons episode uploaded by a fan counted as ‘user-generated’ , while an 
episode uploaded by Fox (the corporation who produce The Simpsons) counted as 
‘traditional’ . (Chapter 11 will return to this study, as it is also an example of 
digital methods.)

And one more point about coding: as Chapter 1 noted, images very rarely 
appear on their own. This is especially true of images in the mass media. These 
are almost always accompanied by text, voice or music, which can radically alter 
the meaning of the image. If you were undertaking an analysis of the photographs 
in a print newspaper, you need to consider whether it is important to code the 
captions of photos, the headlines of the piece the photo illustrates, the full art
icle, or all of them.

The codes of a content analysis therefore do not have to refer only to the visual 
content of an image.

5.2.3 Coding the images
My queries about the Lutz and Collins categories raise the issue that content analysis 
tries to obviate, which is that different coders might interpret what seem to be the 
same codes in different ways. In order to avoid this possibility, according to content
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analysis, the coding categories must be completely unambiguous. They 
must be so clearly defined that different researchers at different times 
using the same categories would code the images in exactly the same 

replicable way. This, it is claimed, makes the coding process replicable. A content 
analysis should take various steps to ensure this replicability. Codes 
must be defined as fully as possible and a pilot study should ensure that 
two different coders using the same codes produce the same results from 
the same set of images. If they do not, the codes must be refined so that 
they do. Further tests of coder reliability may also take place during the 
research process, as Philip Bell (2001) discusses at some length. Lutz and 
Collins (1993: 88) say that the photographs in their study were coded 
independently by two coders, with 86 per cent agreement between them 
after the final codes had been agreed. The disagreements were resolved 
by discussion, they say. Their categories must therefore have been 
defined much more fully than the list they reproduce in their book.

Then the coding proper begins. The application of any set of coding cat
egories must be careful and systematic. Each image must be carefully 
examined and all the relevant codes attached to it. This process is both tedi
ous and extremely important. It needs a great deal of attention, otherwise 
the danger of ‘unconscious’ lapses looms, but it can also be rather boring.

Practically, there are different ways to record your coding. You might do 
it manually, with an index card for each image on which you note the 
codes you think are relevant to it (perhaps in some abbreviated form), or 
you might be able to create a dedicated database or set up a computer 
spreadsheet to record this information. The advantage of the latter meth
ods is that they will make subsequent quantitative analysis easier, especially 
if you want to do more than just count up totals (see next section).

5.2.4 Analysing the results
The sample of images is now coded. Each image has a number of codes 
attached to it. The next stage is to count them, in order to produce a 
quantitative account of their content. Cultural analytics software will 
do this for you, and present the results in a variety of ways.

Otherwise, the simplest way to count the codes is to produce fre
quency counts, which can be absolute or relative (the latter expressed as 
a percentage of the total number of images, for example). If you are 
using a spreadsheet, producing frequency counts is very easy; make sure 
that you don’t count everything simply for the sake of it, though. 
Choose the important frequencies only, deciding which are important by 
referring to the broader theoretical and empirical framework with 
which you are working.
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A common use of frequencies is to compare them with some other 
value, and Kimberley Neuendorf (2002: 167-90) offers a useful guide 
to a range of ways of doing this. A comparison can be made across 
time, for example, in a graph. Lutz and Collins (1993: 40) do this for 
their code 3 (number of photographs including Westerners in an arti
cle). (This code too seems rather odd: their codes were apparently 
applied to one photograph randomly chosen per article, but this code 
refers not to a photograph but to the article.) This shows a striking 
decrease in the number of times Westerners were shown in National 
Geographic photographs after the mid-1960s (see Figure 5.2).

In making sense of this drop, Lutz and Collins again turn to their 
contextual understanding of National Geographic. They suggest that, 
unlike some other photo-magazines, National Geographic consistently 
avoids presenting images of conflict. Yet the 1960s were a period of 
conflict both in the USA and elsewhere, and of conflict moreover 
focusing on precisely the issues of ‘race, power, and history’. Both the 
civil rights movement in the USA and anti-colonial struggles elsewhere 
in the world, particularly in Vietnam, made the relations between West 
and non-West, black and white, especially troubled. National Geographic 
responded by removing pictures that showed West and non-West, black 
and white, in contact. Thus the illusion of social harmony could be pre
served. Lutz and Collins (1993: 120) also compare frequency counts 
across space using bar charts, pointing out that the distribution of 
National Geographic articles does not follow the distribution of 
world population, but rather the geopolitical interests of the USA (see 
Figure 5.3).

FIGURE 5.2 
Average 
number of 
National 
Geographic 
photographs 
with Westerners 
in non-Western 
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1950-86 (Lutz 
and Collins, 
1993: 40)
© University of
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FIGURE 5.3 
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A more sophisticated analysis can be developed by exploring the 
relations between different coding categories. This can be done qualitativ
ely and quantitatively. Quantitative measures of possible relationships 
between categories include associations, cross-tabulations and correla
tions between two variables, and multivariate analyses between more. 
Krippendorff (2013) offers guidance here. The study of computer 
game box covers (Burgess et al., 2007), for example, tests a number of 
correlations between representations of gender and violence and in the 
process develops a rich account of this sort of image: ‘Males were 
almost five times more likely to be portrayed as the primary character 
(N = 140) than the females (N = 30) (c2 = 69.88, df = 1, p <.0001)’ 
(2007: 424-5); ‘Physical objectification of females occurred on 47.4% 
(N = 35) of the covers and ... for males, physical objectification 
occurred in 13.5% (N = 21) of the covers’ (2007: 425); ‘Female char
acters were significantly more likely to be portrayed as busty/ 
super-busty than their male counterparts were to be portrayed as mus- 
cular/super-muscular (z = 4.568, p <.0001). 49% of the females were 
portrayed as either busty (N = 19) or super-busty (N = 32), while 
25.7% of the male characters were portrayed as muscular (N = 37) or 
super-muscular (N = 61)’ (2007: 426); ‘Covers were almost four times 
more likely to portray males as violent (65%, 102/156) than females
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(38%, 28/74), z = 3.937,p c.O l’ (2007: 426). From this, the conclusion is drawn 
‘that, in spite of their less frequent representation, female characters were dramati
cally more likely to be negatively portrayed. This negativity ranged from their 
relative lack of action to their physical portrayal’ (Burgess et al., 2007: 427).

Lutz and Collins use quantitative correlations at certain points in their book. They 
note, for example, that ‘ritual tends to be depicted in color (c2 = 3.008, df = 1, p 
=.083)’ (Lutz and Collins, 1993: 94). The correlation between colour and ritual sug
gests that these are exotic people living spectacular lives; as they say, ‘color is the 
vehicle of spectacle’ (Lutz and Collins, 1993: 94). But they mostly seem to rely on 
qualitative interpretations of the relations between their categories. They say that 
from their content analysis of National Geographic, four overarching themes 
emerged. These were the depiction of third world people as exotic, idealised, natu
ralised and sexualised. Now, none of these themes appears directly in the list of 
coding categories deployed by Lutz and Collins. Instead, they were reached by amal
gamating some of those codes on the basis of the theoretical and empirical literature 
their study was drawing on. Thus ‘idealised’ was formed from a number of codes: 
‘smiling in a photo’, ‘group size’, ‘aggressive activity ... ’ and ‘wealth indicators’. 
Given the number of smiling portraits, the prevalence of pictures of small groups, the 
rarity of pictures of aggression, and the dominance of pictures of work and middle- 
class social groups, Lutz and Collins conclude that third world people are presented 
as‘idealised’: ‘gentle natives and wars without brutalized bodies’ (Lutz and Collins, 
1993: 98). Thus non-Westerners are not shown as ill or very poor or hungry: instead 
they are given the qualities that the North American National Geographic would like 
to see: happy, not too badly off, hard-working, content. In this way, Lutz and Collins 
elaborate the symbolic meanings carried by National Geographic.

Thus content analysis is a technique the results of which need interpreting through an 
understanding of how the codes in an image connect to the wider context within which 
that image makes sense. To do that requires not just quantitative skills but also qualitative 
ones. Even an advocate of quantitative, computerised content analysis like Robert Weber 
(1990: 69) has to acknowledge that ‘time, effort, skill, and art are required to produce 
results, interpretations, and explanations that are valid and theoretically interesting’.

5.3 Doing Cultural Analytics

This section offers a brief account of the principles underlying a cultural analytics 
research project.

First, you must gather the images you want to analyse: these must be in digital 
format. Advocates of cultural analytics say that one of its strengths is that, given it is 
an automated process, it is in fact possible to analyse every single image in a relevant 
population no matter how large, as long as they are accessible digitally. Sampling is 
therefore not necessary.
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discussion
If you are in terested  in analysing the im ages tha t appear on webpages, o r on 
YouTube, o r on socia l media, accessing those im ages is not always s tra ig h tfo r
ward (Lewis et al., 2013). For exam ple, there  are various free so ftw are  packages 
tha t w ill  au tom atica lly  scrape those im ages from  th e ir  w ebsites and download 
them  to your com puter; but if they only scrape the im ages you w ill  not be able 
to analyse captions, com m ents and o the r su rround ing  text. Some p la tfo rm s, 
like  Facebook, do not a llow  im ages to be downloaded; and there  are also copy
rig h t and ow nersh ip  issues to consider. C hapter 11 d iscusses accessing social 
media im ages in m ore depth.

Once you have collated your images, you process them using software that can be down
loaded from the Software Studies Initiative website: the software will extract various 
features from each image. Automated visual pattern recognition like this is an area to which 
both academic and commercial researchers are devoting a lot of energy right now, given 
how important images currently are to both social life and online shopping. What can cur
rently be identified using such software includes grey tones, colours, the curvature and 
orientation of lines, brightness, texture, composition, and combinations of these, and 
this is what underpins the smile detection software in digital cameras and the face rec
ognition software in desktop photoediting applications. The aspects of an image that 
can be identified in this kind of analysis are totally dependent on what the software can 
recognise in the image file. Thus while a software package might very effectively identify 
the colours of dresses in a collection of online images, currently it would have much

greater difficulty in consistently 
identifying ‘dress style’ because 
a ‘style’ is a combination of 
very many different elements. 
The validity of its cultural ana
lytics’ coding, then, is currently 
less sophisticated than manual 
content analysis can be.

The next stage of the cultural 
analytics process is that more 
software will then create visuali
sations of the results of the data 
extraction process carried out 
on your images. Cultural ana
lytics has a distinct approach to 
analysing its results: it visualises

New York San Francisco

The Phototrails project: New York and San 
Francisco as pictured by 50,000 Instagram photos, 
organised by hue mean (radius) and brightness mean 
(perimeter), http://phototrails.net/
Source: Nadav Hochman, Lev Manovich, Jay Chow/Phototrails.net

http://phototrails.net/
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The 4535 
covers of 77/ne 
magazine 
published 
between 1923 
and 2009, with 
the magazine's 
red borders 
removed,
httpS://WWW.
flickr.com/
photos/
culturevis/sets/
7215762252
5012841

hem, often compiling tiny thumbnails of each image into various kinds of 
:ollages (see Figure 5.4). These are often striking images in their own right 
)ut, as with any content analysis, their significance needs elaborating by 
:areful contextualisation and explanation. Figure 5.5 effectively forces us

httpS://WWW
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to ask what a city looks like now, in the age of social media photography, I think, 
whereas the cultural significance of the data in Figure 5.5 is less clear to me.

discussion
Figures 5.2, 5.3 and 5.4 all show the results of content analyses in visual 
form. Representing these forms of analysis visually is often more striking for 
a reader than a list of numbers. Indeed, one of the interesting things about 
cultural analytics is its experiments in presenting its data. Chapter 13 will 
discuss data visualisation in more detail.

5.4 Content Analysis and Cultural Analytics:
An Assessm ent

Content analysis offers a clear method for engaging systematically with large numbers 
of images. And it is not simply a quantitative method; clearly, every stage of content 
analysis, from formulating the research question, to selecting images, to developing 
coding categories, to interpreting the results, entails decisions about meaning and 
significance. Ball and Smith (1992) and Bell (2001) both suggest that content analysis 
is pretty much useless for understanding the cultural meaning of the visual compo
nents it analyses, and Hall (2013) suggests slightly more tentatively that the same 
might apply to cultural analytics. But the main case study explored in this chapter 
disputes this claim, I think. The analysis offered by Lutz and Collins (1993) suggests 
that, especially if the coding of images is carefully formulated, content analysis can 
indeed be used to interpret the cultural meaning of images. So too does the study by 
Yukari Seko (2013) on images of self-harm on Flickr (which also has a very clear 
description of the content analysis undertaken).

However, to the extent that content analysis and cultural analytics do indeed depend 
on quantitative analysis, some difficult questions about their usefulness for a critical 
visual methodology remain. First, it is important to remember that numbers do not trans
late easily into significance. There is a tendency in content analysis and cultural analytics 
to assume that if something occurs very often, it is more important than something that 
occurs rarely. As Weber (1990: 72) and Ball and Smith (1992) note, this is not necessarily 
the case. Something that is kept out of the picture may nonetheless be extremely signifi
cant to its meaning. I am not making the point here that there is a single reality that 
visual images only selectively represent. Rather, I mean to suggest that certain represen
tations of what is visible depend on other things being constructed as their invisible 
opposite; and content analysis is incapable of addressing these invisibilised others.
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Moreover, content analysis does not discriminate between occurrences of a code: 
that is, it cannot discriminate between an aspect of an image that exemplifies a 
code perfectly, and one that is only a weak example of it. Thus simple frequencies 
may be problematic to interpret. A further problem arises when the difficulty that 
content analysis has in handling the context of its coded image components is con
sidered. Content analysis breaks an image into parts and has no way of handling 
any interconnections that may exist between its parts, other than by statistical cor
relation. These are probably not the best ways to understand how images work. 
Lutz and Collins (1993) demonstrate this when they turn not to statistical tests but 
to theoretical accounts to pull together some of their codes into overarching themes 
that form the basis of their analysis of the National Geographic photographs.

There is also another problem produced by the fragmentation of an image when it 
undergoes coding, which is the inability of content analysis to articulate what compo
sitional interpretation would call the expressive content of an image. It is very hard to 
evoke the mood or the affect of an image through codes. Cultural analytics arguably 
fares rather better on this point, though, because its montages retain the original image 
and - as Figure 5.4 shows -  its visualisations can show quite striking colour effects.

Finally, there are the broader issues in analysing visual images that content analysis 
cannot address. Content analysis focuses on the image itself. But there are the three 
other sites at which an image’s meanings are made: the site of its production, the site 
of its circulation, and the site of its audiencing. Neither content analysis nor cultural 
analytics have much purchase on these sites.

Lutz and Collins (1993) acknowledge this limitation and try to overcome it by 
using other research methods to access the way meaning is made at two of these other 
sites. At the site of National Geographic production, they conducted interviews with 
the magazine’s photographers and editors, to gain an understanding of the social and 
compositional modalities of production. As for the site of audiencing, as section 5.2.3 
pointed out, in its concern for coder replicability, content analysis assumes that differ
ent viewers can see the same image in the same way; while in the case of cultural 
analytics, the human coder is replaced by a piece of software. Neither method has any 
interest in audience creativity. So to explore the site of National Geographic audienc
ing, Lutz and Collins conducted group interviews with National Geographic readers 
in which they discussed particular photographs. What they found was that at each site 
the meanings given to the photographs varied.

Nor does content analysis address the circulation of images between different 
sites. Are National Geographic's images seen differently in different places, as well 
as by different readers? And there is a more serious absence in the analyses of 
images from social media sites like Instagram in cultural analytics, I think. Take 
another look at Figure 5.4, which shows montages of 50,000 photos of New York 
and San Francisco, uploaded onto Instagram and visualised by their saturation and 
hue. The visualisations offered in this project’s collages are zoomable -  that is, online, 
it is possible to zoom into their component images and then zoom back out again to 
the overall pattern. This zoomability occludes a key aspect of their organisation by
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Instagram, though, which is precisely their integration into social networks. Instagram 
is a highly complex series of networks algorithmically shaped by ‘likes’ and ‘followings’, 
location and privacy settings. The circulation of Instagram images therefore follows 
certain patterns, which cultural analytics does not show (although see Salah et al. 
[2013] for an attempt). While it reveals some things, then, cultural analytics does not 
thus far seem able to address the complex circulations of social media imagery.

Further issues are raised if we recall the claim, made on behalf of both cultural 
analytics and content analysis, that their discovery of patterns and trends is somehow 
objective. This removes any need on the part of researchers to be reflexive in any way 
other than by reporting their method in detail; any other form of reflexivity is not part 
of these methods because they assume that they are objective. But what does that sug
gest about the other meaning-makers, like the ones Lutz and Collins interviewed, for 
example? That their interpretations are more unconscious? Less valid? Lutz and 
Collins (1993) deny that they are implying this. But their defence of content analysis 
leaves that lingering impression nonetheless.

Sum m ary: Content Analysis

•  associated with:
Content analysis is used to analyse large numbers of images. Most typically it is 
used in relation to mass media images found in newspapers and magazines, or on 
television and on social media platforms.

•  sites and modalities:
Content analysis focuses most on the image itself in its compositional modality.

•  key terms:
Key terms for content analysis are validity and replicability, in relation to the 
development and use of coding categories.

•  strengths and weaknesses as a critical visual methodology:
Content analysis provides clear guidelines for dealing with large numbers of 
images consistently and systematically. But it has no way of dealing with those 
sites at which the meanings of images are made other than that of the image 
itself. Nor, apart from its methodological explicitness, does it demand reflexivity 
on the part of the researcher.

Further Reading

For a clear discussion of content analysis, consult Neuendorf’s The Content Analysis 
Guidebook (2002). Gary Hall (2013) offers a sympathetic but critical account of 
cultural analytics which makes several points that are relevant to content analysis 
more generally.
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COMPANION WEBSITE

Visit https://study.sagepub.com/rose4e for:

• Links to online tutorials that say more about how to undertake content analyses, and to 

the Global Media Monitoring Project, which uses content analysis to conduct surveys of 

the gender balance in the media globally.
• Links to the Software Studies Initiative, the main home of cultural analytics, headed 

by Lev Manovich. The Software Studies Initiative site has all sorts of examples and 

resources - including free software -  that will enable you to conduct your own cultural 

analytical study.
• Exercises where you can practise both content analysis -  particularly coding both what 

images show and what they do not -  and cultural analytics.

https://study.sagepub.com/rose4e
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SEMIOLOGY: LAYING BARE 
THE PREJUDICES
BENEATH THE SMOOTH SURFACE 
OF THE VISIBLE

key examples: the chapter looks at several studies applying semiological 
approaches to advertisements and advertising, including Judith Williamson’s 
classic Decoding Advertisements.

The chapter also briefly looks at applying semiology to the design of brand- 
name shops.

6.1 Sem iology: An Introduction

This chapter examines an approach to visual images which has been much more 
prominent than either compositional interpretation or content analysis in the devel
opment of the debates about the visual that were briefly reviewed in Chapter 1. This 
method is semiology (sometimes also called social semiotics). Its prominence is due 
in part to the fact that semiology confronts the question of how images make mean
ings head on. It is not simply descriptive, as compositional interpretation appears to 
be; nor does it rely on quantitative estimations of significance, as content analysis at 
some level has to. Instead, semiology offers a very full box of analytical tools for 
taking an image apart and tracing how it works in relation to broader systems of 
meaning. Semiology is also influential as an approach to interpreting the materials of 
visual culture because it draws upon the work of several major theorists whose 
impact on the social sciences since the 1960s has been immense. Judith Williamson’s 
(1978) classic semiological study Decoding Advertisements, for example, cites 
Althusser, Barthes, Benjamin, Berger, Brecht, Foucault, Freud, Gramsci, Lacan, Lévi- 
Strauss, Marx and Saussure at the end of her book, and this is a roll-call of many of 
the twentieth century’s most important critical writers.

Semiology is thus embedded in a rich and complex series of ideas whose implica
tions are still bearing valuable fruit: a significant recent development, for example, is
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social semiotics (Hodge and Kress, 1988; Jewitt, 2009; Kress, 2010; van 
Leeuwen, 2005). The most important tool in any semiological box is the 
‘sign’: semiology means ‘the study of signs’. As art historians Mieke Bal 
and Norman Bryson (1991: 174) say in their defence of semiology, 
‘Human culture is made up of signs, each of which stands for something 
other than itself, and the people inhabiting culture busy themselves mak
ing sense of those signs.’ This position is quite close to that of Stuart Hall, 
quoted at the beginning of this book’s opening chapter, and semiologists 
of various kinds have made key contributions to the critique of repre
sentation. In particular, semiology has an elaborate analytical vocabulary 
for describing how signs make sense. A semiological analysis entails the 
deployment of a highly refined set of concepts that produce detailed 
accounts of the exact ways the meanings of an image are produced 
through that image.

Semiology offers a certain kind of analytical precision, then. As was 
noted in the previous chapter, so too does content analysis. And, again 
like content analysis, a certain sort of semiology claims to be a scientific 
approach to the analysis of meaning. Content analysis is said to be a 
science because it is quantitative, replicable and valid. These are not the 
grounds on which some advocates of semiology as a science claim semi
ology as a science, however. Semiologists depend on a definition of 
science that contrasts scientific knowledge with ideology (this distinc
tion is usually elaborated with reference to the Marxist theorist Louis 
Althusser). Ideology is knowledge that is constructed in such a way as 
to legitimate unequal social power relations; science, instead, is knowl
edge that reveals those inequalities. This use of the term ‘ideology’ is 
evidence of the formative influence of Marxism on semiology. Marx and 
Engels famously claimed in The German Ideology that ‘the ideas of the 
ruling class are in every age the ruling ideas’, and here are Robert Hodge 
and Gunther Kress defining ideology in the introduction to their book 
Social Semiotics:

In contemporary capitalist societies as in most other social forma
tions there are inequalities in the distribution of power and other 
goods. As a result there are divisions in the social fabric between 
rulers and ruled, exploiters and exploited: such societies exhibit 
characteristic structures of domination. In order to sustain these 
structures of domination the dominant groups attempt to represent 
the world in forms that reflect their own interests, the interests of 
their power. (Hodge and Kress, 1988: 3)

ideology

Ideology is those representations that reflect the interests of power. In 
particular, ideology works to legitimate social inequalities. Semiology, 
then, is centrally concerned with the social effects of meaning; hence
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Margaret Iversen’s (1986: 84) description of semiology as ‘laying bare the prejudices 
beneath the smooth surface of the beautiful’ .

Williamson (1978) argued that one of the most influential ideological forms in 
contemporary capitalist societies is advertising. She claimed that advertisements are 
ubiquitous and thus appear autonomous. Robert Goldman agrees: ‘Ads saturate our 
lives,’ he says, and he goes on, ‘yet, because ads are so pervasive and our reading of 
them so routine, we tend to take for granted the deep social assumptions embedded 
in advertisements: we do not ordinarily recognise them as a sphere of ideology' 
(Goldman, 1992: 1; see also Goldman and Papson, 2011). Both Williamson and 
Goldman choose to use semiology as a method that can help them penetrate the 
apparent autonomy and reality of adverts, in order to reveal their ideological status. 
This chapter follows Williamson’s early example and also explores semiology as a 
method for critical visual analysis in relation to advertising. However, it is important 
to note that many other methods can be used to analyse advertisements; and since all 
forms of semiology are concerned with the making of meaning, semiology is an 
approach that can be applied to all kinds of visual materials (Bignell, 2002).

Writing in the 1970s, and influenced by the work of Althusser, Willliamson (1978) 
claimed that her critique of the ideology of advertising was itself non-ideological; 
rather, it was (Althusserian) science. Many semiologists writing more recently, how
ever, are much more circumspect than Williamson in claiming that their knowledges 
are objectively true. Hodge and Kress (1988) suggest that any knowledge that sanc
tions a particular form of social organisation must be described as ideological. Thus 
knowledge that legitimates the social position of dominant groups is ideological; but 
so too are those knowledges of other possibilities for social organisation that are held 
by dominated groups. To capture this ‘double and contradictory’ notion of ideology, 
they prefer to use the term ‘ideological complex’: ‘a functionally related set of contra
dictory versions of the world, coercively imposed by one social group on another on 
behalf of its own distinctive interests or subversively offered by another social group 
in attempts at resistance in its own interests’ (Hodge and Kress, 1988: 3).

The implication of this argument is that the critical goals of semiology are just as 
ideological as the adverts or whatever are being critiqued; the difference between 
them is in the social effects of the knowledges each depends on, not its truth status. 
Bal and Bryson (1991) offer another version of this argument, simply pointing out 
that since all knowledge depends on signs, all knowledge is vulnerable to semiological 
reinterpretation, including that of the semiologists themselves. Elsewhere Bal (1996) 
has described this as a process of ‘double exposure’. When a critic writes about, let’s 
say, a video, not only is the video interpreted and exposed to interpretation; the inter
pretation is also on display, exposing the critic’s ideas to interpretation by others. As 
she says, there are ‘intricacies between ... academic subjectivity and the subject matter 
it purports to analyse’ (Bal, 1996: 7). Bal therefore acknowledges the importance of 
the third criterion outlined in Chapter 1 for a critical visual methodology, and tries to 
be reflexive about her own viewing practices. This reflexivity is not ubiquitous among 
semiologists, however: although Williamson (1978) offers a personal account in the
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preface to her book of why she was interested in writing about adverts, 
Decoding Advertisements is not reflexive in the way that Bal (1996) 
advocates.

Williamson’s (1978) early account of ideology in advertising focuses 
on class relations in both their ‘real’ and ‘ideological’ forms. In her book, 
though, she also recognises the centrality of gender to how adverts are 
constructed; and another development in more recent semiological studies 
is the way in which the construction of many forms of social difference 
are explored: class, gender, race, able-bodiedness and so on. Semiology 
assumes that these constructions of social difference are articulated 
through the working of signs in images themselves. Many semiological 
studies therefore tend to concentrate on the image itself as the most 
important site of its meaning. Its focus on signs means that semiology 
always pays very careful attention to the compositional modality of 
that site; but its concern for the social effects of an image’s meaning 
mean that some attention is also paid to the social modality of that site. 
However, a significant number of semiologists prefer to emphasise what 
this book is calling the social modality at other sites. Bal and Bryson 
(1991: 184), for example, emphasise above all the site of an image’s 
audiencing, arguing that semiology ‘is centrally concerned with recep
tion’, and social semiotics emphasises what this book is calling the social 
modality at all sites of meaning-making. As Theo van Leeuwen says:

In social semiotics the focus [has] changed from the ‘sign’ to the 
way people use semiotic ‘resources’ both to produce communica
tive artefacts and events and to interpret them -  which is also a 
form of semiotic production -  in the context of specific social situ
ations and practices. (2005: xi)

Section 6.3 of this chapter will consider what Hodge and Kress (1988: 1) 
call ‘mainstream’ semiology, mostly using examples drawn from maga
zine advertising, while social semiotics will be explored in Section 6.4.

This introduction is suggesting, then, that semiological approaches 
can fulfil the criteria for a critical visual methodology that were outlined 
in the first chapter of this book. They offer a range of tools for looking 
at images carefully; they are centrally concerned with the ways in which 
social difference is created; and at least some of their practitioners advo
cate a reflexivity in their deployment. However, as an approach 
semiology also has its drawbacks. Semiology of whatever stripe is con
ceptually elaborate. Each semiological term carries substantial theoretical 
baggage, and mainstream semiology and social semiotics have both 
developed their own, quite distinct analytical vocabularies (for a recent 
example developed in relation to photojournalism, see Caple [2013]).

social semiotics
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This terminological precision accounts for the analytical precision of semiology. It 
also accounts, however, for a certain density of terminology that is not always easy 
for the novice to grasp. Don Slater (1998) offers another criticism: that for all its 
analytical richness, semiology does not offer a clear method for its application. This 
chapter therefore focuses more on suggesting some ways to do semiology than on 
elaborating its theoretical implications. The chapter has five sections:

1. The first is this introduction.
2. The second examines how to choose images for a semiological study.
3. The third discusses mainstream semiology, especially its various discussions of the sign;
4. The fourth explores social semiotics.
5. And the final section assesses the strengths and weaknesses of semiology as a critical 

visual methodology.

6.2 Choosing Im ages for a  Sem iological Study

Semiological studies require extensive knowledge of the type of image the case studies 
will examine. Judith Williamson (1978: 9) tells her readers that she arrived at the 
University of California at Berkeley to take a course on popular culture in the mid- 
1970s with ‘a bulging file of advertisements collected over many years’ that eventually 
provided the illustrations for her book. Goldman (1992: 2) says he was ‘watching ads 
for over decade’ before writing his book, and in a more recent study looking at how 
advertisements picture the ‘landscapes of capital’, he notes that his analysis is based 
on 2,400 TV ads that were digitised, coded and transcribed, but says no more about 
his methods (Goldman and Papson, 2011). None of these authors suggests they had 
a rigorous sampling procedure, as a content analyst would; and nor do they say how 
they chose which of these many adverts to discuss in detail as examples in their books.

This uninterest in justifying the selection of images to be analysed is shared by social 
semiotics too (Kress, 2010; van Leeuwen, 2005). There are two reasons for this, I think. 
The first is that semiologists of any sort seem to choose their images on the basis of 
how conceptually interesting they are; they select images that will make their point 
well. The second is that all kinds of semiology are concerned to analyse processes of 
meaning-making that are socially significant. Mainstream semiology chooses to look 
at advertisements, for example, because they are core to the ideologies structuring 
contemporary society; social semiotics has undertaken many studies of classrooms of 
different kinds, again focusing on a key location in the reproduction and contestation 
of contemporary ideologies. There is no concern among semiologists to find images 
that are statistically representative of a wider set of images, for example, as there is in 
content analysis. Thus semiology very often takes the form of detailed case studies of 
relatively few images, and the case study stands or falls on its analytical integrity and 
interest rather than on its applicability to a wide range of material.
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discussion
When Judith Williamson worked on Decoding Advertisements during the 1970s, the 
location of advertisements was fairly straightforward. The vast majority were found 
in the mass media -  in newspapers, magazines, television and radio -  and on bill
boards. Advertising has changed, to an extent, over the past three decades though, 
and three of these changes have implications for locating adverts to analyse (Leiss 
et al., 2005).

First, new kinds of advertising can now be found across the Internet. Many 
advertising campaigns build their own websites, rely on webpages to carry 
their TV adverts, and even commission short film s for viewing on videosharing 
sites like YouTube. And some new kinds of adverts have emerged that are 
unique to that medium -  in particular, the ‘banner ad’ that s its  atop many a 
webpage (Bermejo, 2009; Spurgeon, 2008). These sorts of advertisements 
often animate their text as well as their visuals, which emphasises the need 
to consider both text and image in the analysis of found visual materials, but 
also, as Carey Jewitt (2005: 321) points out, blurs the very distinction 
between text and image.

Secondly, many Internet adverts are no longer designed to appeal to the large 
and fairly diverse audiences of mass media; instead they are often designed 
to appeal to very specific audiences. This is because large sites like Google, 
Amazon and Facebook gather information about your use of their site, and then 
put what they think are appropriate adverts on the pages you see when you log 
in to your account. Belinda Barnet (2009) describes this as idiomedia:

We have entered an era of content-based filtering across millions of Web 
feeds, of on-demand video transcoding, behavioural metrics and user pro
filing. Increasingly, digital content is produced on demand based on your 
current location; it is shaped by your social network and what they are 
recommending; it is predicted based on your personal Google search his
tory or what you’ve been writing about in your webmail account. (2009: 94)

Think about the implications th is has for an analysis of adverts on large, popu
lar websites like Google or Amazon. How would you access adverts directed at 
people who search for very different things from you on Google, or who order very 
different sorts of things from you on Amazon?

Thirdly, what counts as an advert is not always as obvious as it once was. This 
is largely a consequence of the increasing importance of brands (Arvidsson, 
2006; Lury, 2004). A brand is the name of a company and the values and feel
ings attached to that name. From the 1970s onwards, the commercial 
importance of those values has increased dramatically; indeed, for some com
panies the brand accounts for 30 per cent of their earnings. ‘Originally brands 
had referred to producers,’ says Adam Arvidsson (2005: 243-4 ):

idiomedia

brand

They had generally served as a trademark or a ‘maker’s m ark’ that 
worked to guarantee quality or to give the potentia lly  anonymous
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mass-produced commodity an identity by linking it to an identifiable (if 
often entirely fictional) producer or inventor or a particular physical 
place. Now the brand, or the ‘brand image’ , began to refer instead to the 
significance that commodities acquired in the minds of consumers. 
(Arvidsson, 2005: 244)

Advertising, of the sort examined by Williamson (1978), remains an important 
part of giving commodities and brands that significance. But now, so too are 
many other sorts of activities (Leiss et al., 2005): sponsorship of major sporting 
or cultural events (Figure 6.1), for example, product placements in movies and 
video games, logos on freebies, events (think of the celebrations that accom
pany the opening of a new Apple store or the launch of a new version of a 
popular video game like Call of Duty), celebrities as ‘product ambassadors’ , and 
websites that offer all sorts of activities like games or discussion boards. None 
of these things aim at selling anything specific, but instead work to give a brand 
a certain set of values or a certain emotional association (Johnson, 2008: 207). 
The pervasiveness of brands can make deciding what is an advert and what is 
not rather difficult.

Try exploring the website of a major brand like Chanel or Nike or Lego, and see 
how easy it is to distinguish its ‘adverts’ from its other content.

So if you are interested in exploring how advertisements represent social 
differences, you might need to think carefully about how you are defining 
adverts and advertising and thus where you should look to gather your data 
for analysis. You might want to consider not only what the advert itself is 
representing, but also what values it is associating with its brand and what 
other strategies are being used to make that association. And finally, you 
might need to think about what your adverts are assuming about, and invit
ing from, their audiences. The chapter will return again to these questions in 
later focus boxes.

6.3 The Sign and its M eaning-M aking  
Processes in M ainstream  Sem iology

This section explores how ‘mainstream’ semiology works. As the first section 
of this chapter noted, mainstream semiology tends to focus on the site of the 
image itself. This section echoes that focus by working with a selection of 
adverts, mostly from magazines of various kinds. However, it is important 
to remember both that advertisements can be analysed using many other 
methods, and that semiology as a method can be used with many other 
kinds of visual (and other) materials.
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6.3.1 What is 
a sign?
The ‘sign’ is the most funda
mental unit of mainstream 
semiology. Semiological 
understanding of the sign 
depends in part on the work 
of Ferdinand de Saussure, and 
in particular on his Course on 
General Linguistics. Saussure 
wanted to develop a system
atic understanding of how 
language works, and he argued 
that the sign was the basic unit sign 
of language. The sign consists 
of two parts, which are only 
distinguishable at the analyti
cal level; in practice they are 
always integrated into each 
other. The first part of the sign 
is the signified. The signified is signified 
a concept or an object, let’s say 
‘a very young human unable 
to walk or talk’. The second 
part of the sign is the signifier. signifier 
The signifier is a sound or an 

image that is attached to a signified; in this case, the word ‘baby’. The point 
that Saussure made with this distinction between signifier and signified, and 
which semiological analysis depends upon, is that there is no necessary rela
tionship between a particular signifier and its signified. We can see this if we 
think of the way in which different languages use different words for the 
same signified: ‘baby’ in English is ‘bimbo’ or ‘bimba’ in Italian, for example.
Moreover, the same signifier can have different meanings; ‘baby’ can also be 
a term of endearment between adults, for example, and in English ‘bimbo’ 
does not refer to babies at all but is a term that stereotypes certain kinds of 
adult women. Whatever stability attaches to a particular relationship 
between a signifier and signified does not depend on an inherent connection 
between them, then. Instead, Saussure argued that it depends upon the dif
ference between that particular sign and many others. Thus one meaning of 
‘baby’ in English depends for its significance not on a necessary relation 
between the word ‘baby’ and ‘very young humans unable to walk or talk’, 
but rather on the difference between the sign ‘baby’ and other signs such as

The car manufacturer Peugeot 
put this advertisement into the male-oriented 
film magazine Empire in January 2010, hoping 
the glamour of a sporting triumph would 
accrue to their brand; note the link to their 
corporate website 
© Peugeot
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‘toddler’, ‘child’, ‘kid’, ‘teenager’, ‘adolescent’, ‘adult’ and so on. The actual 
referent object in the world that the sign is related to is called the sign’s referent.

The distinction between signifier and signified is crucial to semiology, 
because it makes the relation between meanings (signifieds) and signifiers not 
inherent but rather conventional, and it can therefore be problematised. 
Because ‘a sign is always thing-plus-meaning’ (Williamson, 1978: 17), the 
connection between a certain signifier and a certain signified can be ques
tioned; and the relations between signs and their signifieds can also be 
explored. In relation to advertisements, semiologists look at the way that 
signified meanings are transferred between the ad’s signifiers. The elaborate 
technical vocabulary of semiology is aimed at clarifying the different ways in 
which signifiers and signifieds are attached to (and detached from) each other.

Advertisement 
for the Alfa 
Romeo 
Giulietta, with 
the actor Urna 
Thurman 
© Alfa Romeo

Introducing the new Giulietta from Alfa Romeo. Designed with Pre-Fill braking 
system and Alfa DNA, to make your drive even more dynamic.
Developed to deliver lower C02 emissions’ with superior fuel economy. 
Evolved Euro NCAP 5-star rated safety technology, making it best in its class.

W IT HOUT HEART WE W OULD BE MERE M A C H IN ES
alfaromeo.co.uk

Official fuel consumption figures for the Alfa Giulietta range: Urban 26.2 -  51.4 mpg (10.8 -  5.5 l/100km), Extra Urban 
48.7 -  76.4 mpg (5.8 -  3.7 l/100km); Combined 37.2 -  64.2 mpg (7.6 -  4.4 i/100km). C 0 2 emissions 17 7-1 14  g/km. 

'When compared to the Alfa 147 range.
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The first stage of a semiological analysis, then, is to identify the basic building blocks 
of an image: its signs. Bal and Bryson (1991: 193-4) point out that it is often quite dif
ficult to differentiate between visual signs, because frequently there are no clear 
boundaries between different parts of an image. However, once certain elements of an 
image have been at least tentatively identified as its signs, their meanings can be explored.

discussion
Celebrities are often used in advertisements in the hope that some of the celebri
ty’s qualities will become associated with a brand (a strategy which can backfire 
if the celebrity misbehaves, of course). The website CarsUK (2010) described 
the connection they make between the Alfa Romeo car and Uma Thurman in 
this ad:

What was needed was someone who wasn’t  cute, but so sexy you’d walk 
over hot coals just for the chance to play. Someone who wasn’t safe and 
predictable, but fascinating and more than a little dangerous. Someone who 
wouldn’t bend to your will at the drop of a hat, but fight you all the way.
Someone who’s a very sexy challenge. Just like a good Alfa. So Alfa got 
Uma Thurman. She may not be Italian but she fits the bill better than any
one we can think of. (CarsUK, 2010)

They link the particular characteristics of Thurman -  sexy but dangerous (after her 
role in the Kill BUI films) -  to the qualities they associate with Alfa Romeo as a brand.

Gillian Dyer’s book Advertising as Communication (1982) points out that the pho
tographs of many adverts depend on signs of humans that symbolise particular 
qualities to their audience. These qualities -  these signifieds -  are shifted in the adver
tisement from the human signifiers and onto the product the advert is trying to sell. 
She has a useful checklist for exploring what signs of humans might symbolise (Dyer, 
1982: 96-104):

• representations of bodies:

o age. What is the age of the figures in the photograph meant to convey? 
Innocence? Wisdom? Senility?

o gender. Dyer argued in 1982 that adverts still very often rely on stereotyped 
images of masculinity and femininity. Men are active and rational, women are 
passive and emotional; men go out into the world, women are more associated 
with the domestic. This is less true now, but gendered differences are still crucial 
to advertising, as Figure 6.2 suggests.

o race. Again, adverts often depend on stereotypes. To what extent does an advert 
do this (Johnson, 2008)? Or does it normalise whiteness by making it invisible 
(see Dyer, 1997)?
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o hair. Women’s hair is often used to signify seductive beauty or narcissism.
o body. Which bodies are fat (and therefore often represented as undesirable and 

unattractive) and which are thin? Are we shown whole bodies, or does the photo 
show only parts of bodies (women’s bodies are often treated in this way in cos
metic ads)?

o size. Adverts often indicate what is more important by making it big.
o looks. Again, adverts often trade on conventional notions of male and female 

beauty. Susan Bordo’s book Unbearable Weight (1993) is an excellent discussion 
of, among other things, how adverts picture bodies in ways that depend on cul
tural constructions of race, gender and beauty.

•  representations of manner

o expression. Who is shown as happy, haughty, sad and so on? What facial and 
other expressions are used to convey this?

o eye contact. Who is looking at whom (including you) and how? Are those looks 
submissive, coy, confrontational?

o pose. Who is standing and who is prone? What does that convey about their 
social position?

•  representations of activity

o touch. Who is touching what, with what effects?
o body movement. Who is active and who passive?
o positional communication. What is the spatial arrangement of the figures? Who 

is positioned as superior and who inferior? Who is intimate with whom and 
how? Hodge and Kress (1988: 52-63) have a useful discussion of positional 
communication.

•  props and settings

o props. Objects in adverts can be used in a way unique to a particular advert, 
but many ads rely on objects that have particular cultural significance. For 
example, spectacles often connote intelligence; golden light indicates tranquil
lity, and so on.

o settings. Settings range from the apparently ‘normal’ to the supposedly 
‘exotic’, and can also seem to be fantasies. What effects does its setting have 
on an advert?

Dyer’s list provides a good way of specifying in some detail how a visual image of 
humans produces certain signifieds. However, this kind of interpretation clearly 
requires the kind of extensive knowledge of images of culturally specific social differ
ence and social relations.
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focus
Look at the advertisem ent reproduced in F igures 6.3, 6 .U and 6.5. W hat do the 
various hum an figures signify?

T-shirt
advertisement for the 
Italian newspaper it 
Manifesto. This image 
was first created in the 
early 1990s and still 
appears on banners 
and flags at political 
protests in Italy

6.3.2 Ways of describing signs
There is some debate about how useful Saussure’s legacy is to semiology 
beyond this fundamental understanding of the structure of signs. Bal and 
Bryson (1991) and Hodge and Kress (1988) both argue that Saussure had 
rather a static notion of how signs work and was uninterested in how 
meanings change and are changed in use. Other writers wonder whether 
a theory based on language can deal with the particularities of the visual 
(Iversen, 1986: 85; see also Armstrong, 1996; Hall, 1980: 132). Many 
semiologists, therefore, while acknowledging the importance of Saussure’s
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Advertisement 
for a Silver 
Cross 
pushchair
© Silver Cross

Surf is suitable from birth to toddler and includes:
Forward and rearward facing seat unit, lightweight chassis, 
newborn babyneet, adjustable hood, protective apron, parasol, 
padded reversible seat liner, ventilated raincoverand summer 
shade/insect net.

Surf has optional accessories :
Carrycot, Ventura Plus S and Surf Snug

All for Ju st £460  (SRP)

For a list of stockists please visit: 
www.aJlvereroea.co.uk

(UK) Ltd

discussion of the sign, prefer to turn to the work of the American philo
sopher Charles Sanders Pierce (see also Wollen, 1970: 120). This is 
because Tierce’s richer typology of signs enables us to consider how dif
ferent modes of signification work, while Saussure’s model can only tell 
us how systems of arbitrary signs operate’ (Iversen, 1986: 85).

Pierce’s work is complex, but its usefulness is often taken to be 
his suggestion that there were three kinds of signs, differentiated by

http://www.aJlvereroea.co.uk
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For the first 9 months, you provided a home for your baby.

Now for the comfort and protection he's used to there's Pampers New Baby with 

a Dual-Absorb system which pulls wetness and mess away from his skin whilst 

DRY MAX locks wetness in. They have the same great softness you expect 

from New Baby, so you know his next few months are comfortable and protected.

Familiar Comfort. Prema.
With DRY MAX Exclusively from Pampers

PROTECTION
Dual-Absorb System +

the way in which the relation between the signifier and signified is 
understood:

• icon. In iconic signs, the signifier represents the signified by app
arently having a likeness to it. This type of sign is often very 
important in visual images, especially photographic ones. Thus a 
photograph of a baby is an iconic sign of that baby. Diagrams are

Advertisement 
for Pampers 
disposable 
nappies
© Procter and 
Gamble

icon
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also iconic signs, since they show the relations between the parts of 
their object.

index •  in d e x .  In indexical signs, there is an inherent relationship between the 
signified and signifies ‘Inherent’ is often culturally specific, so a cur
rent example familiar to Western readers might be the way that a 
schematic picture of a baby soother is often used to denote a room in 
public places where there are baby-changing facilities, 

symbol •  s y m b o l.  Symbolic signs have a conventionalised but clearly arbitrary 
relation between signifier and signified. Thus pictures of babies are 
often used to represent notions o f ‘the future’, as in a t-shirt produced 
by the Italian communist newspaper il Manifesto (see Figure 6.3). 
This shows a sleeping baby with a raised fist, and the text ‘la riv- 
oluzione non russa’ (‘the revolution isn’t snoring/sleeping’ but also 
‘not the Russian revolution’).

syntagmatic
signs

paradigmatic
signs

Since signs work in relation to other signs, it might also be useful to 
distinguish between two further kinds of signs, paradigmatic and syn
tagmatic. Syntagmatic signs gain their meaning from the signs that 
surround them in a still image, or come before or after them in sequence 
in a moving image. Syntagmatic signs are often very important for 
semiologies of film, since film is a sequence of signs. Thus certain signs 
in a film may gain extra meaning because they have occurred in a pre
vious scene (for a discussion of semiology in relation to film specifically, 
see Monaco, 2009: 170-91). Paradigmatic signs gain their meaning 
from a contrast with all other possible signs; thus the baby in the t-shirt 
in Figure 6.3 is a paradigmatic sign because we understand that sign as 
a baby by deciding that it is not a toddler, an adolescent or an adult.

Signs are complex and can be doing several things at once; so you 
may have to describe the same sign using several of the terms discussed 
in this section.

focus
Study the advertisem ents  reproduced up to th is  point in the chapter, using the 
te rm s  introduced so fa r in th is  section.

What are the pho tographs ’ signs? W hat do each of the pho tog raph ’s signs s ig 
nify? In doing th is, are they indexical, iconic o r sym bolic?  Are there  syntagm atic 
signs? W hat about the text?  W hat s ign ifieds does it evoke? Given the s ign ifieds 
attached to the v isua l s ign ifie rs , w hat qua lities  are v iew ers of these ads m eant 
to associate w ith  the product?
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There are other ways of describing signs. Signs can be distinguished 
depending on how symbolic they are. Signs can be denotive, that is, 
describing something: a baby, a soother. Roland Barthes (1977) sug
gests that signs that work at the denotive level are fairly easy to decode. 
We can look at a picture of a baby and see that it is a baby and not a 
toddler or an adult, for example. A related term is diegesis. Diegesis is 
the sum of the denotive meanings of an image. My description of the 
t-shirt reproduced as Figure 6.3 as showing ‘a sleeping baby with a 
raised fist, and the text “ La rivoluzione non russa” ’ is a diegesis of that 
image. The term is often used in film studies to offer a relatively straight
forward account of a film, before a more complex analysis begins. 
However, although denotive signs at one level may be easy to under
stand, at another they may have so many potential meanings that a 
viewer may be confused. A card showing a baby, for example, could be 
a birth announcement, or an advert for baby cream or cot blankets, or 
just a cute card. It is often the text that provides what Barthes (1977: 
38-41) called anchorage. It allows the reader to choose between what 
could be a confusing number of possible denotive meanings of a card 
showing a baby. Text in adverts often works as anchorage. In other 
media, however (television is an example), the text is much more 
important in relation to the image; they are complementary, and in this 
case Barthes (1977: 38-41) described the written or spoken text as having 
a relay-function.

But signs can also be connotive. Connotive signs carry a range of 
higher-level meanings. For example, that t-shirt uses a picture of a baby 
as a connotive sign, because this baby connotes the future when the 
revolution will happen. Connotive signs themselves can be divided into 
two kinds:

• metonymic. This kind of sign is something associated with something 
else, which then represents that something else. Thus in the t-shirt 
example, babies are associated with notions of the future, and the 
baby is thus also a metonymic sign.

• synecdochal. This sign is either a part of something standing in for a 
whole, or a whole representing a part. Thus the city of Paris is often 
represented by a picture of one part of it, the Eiffel Tower: the image 
of the tower is a synecdochal sign of Paris as a whole.

Again, it is important to stress that any one sign may be working in one 
or more of these ways.

Thus semiology offers a detailed vocabulary for specifying what par
ticular signs are doing.

denotive

diegesis

anchorage

relay-function
connotive

metonymic

synecdochal
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discussion
At this point, it is appropriate to mention an interpretative debate among semiolo- 
gists over the status of signs in photographic images. It is relevant first of all 
because it has implications for interpreting (some sorts of) photographic images; 
it suggest that the vocabulary developed in this section may not fully address the 
impact of photographic imagery on its viewers. Secondly, it is relevant because it 
parallels the debate in visual culture studies mentioned in Section 2.3, which is 
that too much analysis refuses to engage with the ‘awe at the power of a ... visual 
experience’ (Holly in Cheetham et al., 2005: 88). And finally, in a chapter looking 
at a lot of adverts, it is relevant to how advertising has changed historically.

Photography is often thought of as picturing reality, as Section 2.2 noted. 
Unlike any other visual technology, there is a sense in which the camera is an 
instrument that records what was in front of its lens when the shutter snapped; 
and although photographic images can be framed and filtered and cropped, and 
can subsequently be manipulated in all sorts of ways and put to all sorts of uses, 
they nevertheless always retain a visual trace of what was there when the picture 
was made. (It is important to note here that both digital and analogue photo
graphs have that trace between light and image -  though it occurs in different 
media, possibly with different consquences, as Chapters 1 and 2 suggested -  
and that both digital and analogue photos can be manipulated.) Paradoxically, the 
writer who has made this claim most persuasively -  and most movingly -  is 
Roland Barthes, who has also contributed hugely to semiological studies. In his 
book Camera Lucida, which is prompted by Barthes’s search for a photograph of 
his mother, Barthes suggests that:

It is as if the Photograph always carries its referent with itself, both affected 
by the same amorous or funereal immobility, at the very heart of the moving 
world; they are glued together, limb by limb, like the condemned man and 
the corpse in certain tortures. (1982: 5 -6)

The referent is there in photographic images in ways it is not in other sorts of 
visual imagery, Barthes argues. And as a result, he suggests that photographs can 

studium be interpreted in two ways. First, there is the level of the stu d iu m , which is a cul
turally informed reading of the image, one that interprets the signs of the 
photographs. But he says that some photographs produce a different response, 

punctum which is a second kind of reading, by containing what he called a punctum . A punc- 
tum is unintentional and ungeneralisable; it is a sensitive point in an image which 
pricks, bruises, disturbs a particular viewer out of their usual viewing habits. And 
he went so far as to suggest that ‘while the studium is ultimately always coded, the 
punctum is not’ (Barthes, 1982: 51). That is, there are points in some photographs 
that escape signifiers and shock the viewer with their ‘ intractable reality’ (Barthes, 
1982: 119). And while shock is not something that most adverts aim to achieve, 
it is the case that recent advertising is relying more and more, not only on the 
transfer of meaning between signs, but also on the evocation of a feeling or a mood 
attached to a brand that is difficult to analyse using semiological terminology.
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Other semiologists disagree with Barthes’s claim that parts of some photographs 
are beyond signification, however (e.g. Hall, 1980: 131-2). They argue that photo
graphs are always understood through the meanings that are articulated through 
them, and that no photograph can escape this process even partially. John Tagg
(1988), for example, insists that the signifieds of photographic signs always have 
signifiers, and Section 8.1 will return to his argument. Even in indexical signs, 
where the signifier represents the signified by having a physical relation to it, these 
semiologists insist that this likeness is culturally established, not inherent. As 
Iversen (1986: 92) says, iconic signs have ‘a reception as a reflection of the real’ . 
That is, they are seen like that; they are not actually like that.

Photography thus raises some specific questions in relation to semiology, and 
these have methodological implications. Is the analytical language of signs ade
quate to the task of elucidating the impact of photographs? Or is some notion 
necessary, like the punctum , or the ‘feel’ of an image, or its ‘expressive content’ , 
which lies beyond the field of its meaning? This is a question relevant to a lot of 
contemporary advertising, which seems to rely as much on the affective impact 
of striking imagery as it does on conveying meaning. The watch in Figure 6.6, for 
example, is a diving watch and the ad plays with signs of water in its colour and 
images of bubbles; but the huge size of the watch seems to me also to empha
sise the physical qualities of the object itself.

Advertisement for a Chanel watch. This advertisement was originally a double
page magazine spread and emphasises the visceral look and feel of the watch as an object
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6.3.3 Signs in relation to each other
To reiterate a point already made in passing, the distinction between 
signifier and signified can help us understand the structure of advertise
ments. Semiologists argue that adverts work by transferring (or trying 
to transfer) visual and textual signifieds onto their product. Thus the 
signs in an ad’s image and writing usually signify notions of taste, lux
ury, health, happiness and so on, and adverts attempt to shift the 
signifiers from the signs in the image and text to their own product. This 
section explores this process of meaning-transference in advertising 
images more fully.

One of the most productive aspects of Williamson’s (1978) analysis of 
images is precisely the way she shows how adverts work by shifting 
signifieds from one signifier to another. Indeed, she suggests that this is 
crucial to how adverts work. The signifieds attached to certain signs in 
adverts get transferred to other signifiers. This process is at work in all 
the adverts reproduced in this chapter. Williamson suggests that the 
transfers are often made so persuasively that certain objects become the 

objective objective correlates of certain qualities: certain objects become taken for 
correlates granted as having certain qualities. Alfa Romeo cars are sexy; Chanel 

products are gorgeous.
Williamson (1978: 20-4) discusses some of the formal mechanisms 

used by adverts that facilitate this transfer of meaning between objects, 
humans and qualities in an image. She suggests that the spatial com
position of the advert is important -  what is put next to what, how 
certain elements are framed. Goldman (1992) concurs, and he notes 
that most adverts have the same basic visual structure (Goldman, 
1992: 39-40). First, they have a photographic image; secondly, they 

mortise have what Goldman (1992: 61-84) calls a mortise, which is an image 
of the product framed in some way; thirdly, they have text in the form 
of headlines, captions and copy; and, finally, they use graphic framing 
devices to make certain visual links between these components. 
(However, as Goldman [1992: 70] himself notes, the mortise box may 
not literally appear in the advert.) Williamson (1978) suggests that one 
of the most subtle ways in which signifieds are transferred by images 
is in their use of colour. The use of similar colours in different signs in 
an advert work to connect those signs and to effect a transfer of their 
signifieds. These transfers can be between the product and an object, 
the product and the world, or the product and a person; or the whole 
world might be retinted in the product’s colours. Colour is how the 
advert in Figure 6.2 transfers the qualities associated with Uma 
Thurman to the Alfa Romeo car: the red of her lipstick is repeated in 
the red of the car lights and the Alfa Romeo logo, with almost every
thing else black or grey.
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The transfers of meaning within an image -  which operate between and within both 
text and image -  can be very complex. Goldman (1992: 77) suggests that one way to 
begin to unravel that complexity is to map the transfers. He offers an example of this 
technique in which he reduces an advert to its basic spatial organisation by sketching 
its compositional structure (see Section 4.3.3 for another example of this technique); 
he then annotates that sketch to show the advert’s signs, signifieds and how they are 
transferred. Figures 6.7a and 6.7b do this on the Alfa Romeo advertisement. Goldman 
suggests this is rather a schematic and crude way to represent a process as complex and 
fluid as the advert’s meaning-making, and in this he is correct. But it is also a useful 
way to begin to think carefully about the relationships between signs in an advert.

focus
How do the adverts in Figures 6.4 and 6.5 w ork to transfer signifieds between 
signifiers? Try mapping these exchanges of meaning using Goldman’s sugges
tions: sketch the structure of the adverts, label each sign, and draw links to 
show the transfers of meaning between signs.

This is how I initially This shows how I then
divided the advert in Figure 6.2 into thought meanings are transferred 
four signs between those signs

Note how the second diagram works with much smaller elements of 
the advertisement than the first. This is certainly not the only way to analyse this 
advert, though. How do the fonts work, for example? What is the effect of the 
diagonal red line behind the car, apart from its colour linking the car to the star?
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Williamson (1978) also shows how the relationship between the signs 
in different adverts has meaningful effects. In her book she compares two 
perfume adverts from the 1970s, one of which used an older, French 
actress and the other a young American actress. She shows how the 
adverts work, not only by the movement of meaning within each advert, 
but also on the contrast between two adverts. Figures 6.8 and 6.9 show 
a contemporary example of the same process. In Figure 6.8, a Dior per
fume is given certain qualities by association with actor Jude Law: a 
slightly formal Englishness, perhaps. In Figure 6.9, another perfume is 
given a very different character by its association with the US TV star Josh 
Flolloway. However, in doing this the two adverts are also distinguishing 
their products from each other. As Williamson notes, this is part of the 
ideological effect of advertising. She points out that actually (scientifically), 
there is very little difference between the products that advertisers aim to 
sell, so advertisers have to create difference. Thus two perfumes are sold 
not only in terms of what they apparently are (English, smart) but also in 
terms of what they apparently are not (American, rough).

Advertisement 
for Dior 
perfume with 
British film star 
Jude Law 
© Dior

In relation to the connections between adverts, Williamson’s argument 
has some methodological implications which she does not spell out. It 
suggests that in order to analyse one image, or a few, it is necessary to 
look at the images they are constructed in contrast to, or in relation to. 
But how are these other images to be identified? Williamson offers no 
guidance on this point, other than implying that, since adverts have to 
create difference between basically the same products, it is to other ads 
for the same sort of product that the semiologist should look; hence her
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example comparing two perfume adverts.
However, there are a number of other 
issues to bear in mind. First, both adverts 
use celebrities to promote products, and 
in this sense, the two ads here are actually 
quite similar. So the criteria of ‘similarity’ 
and ‘difference’ in the relations between 
ads may need to be carefully considered.
Secondly, the self-referentiality of much 
contemporary advertising might mean 
that comparing adverts selling similar 
products may be too restrictive to pick up 
on an ad’s resonances. Thirdly, the mean
ings of adverts may also be established 
less in relation to other (dis)similar ads 
and more in relation to whatever other 
texts and images surround them in their 
place of display, and indeed elsewhere.
This is a consideration ignored by many 
mainstream semiologists of advertising.
Mieke Bal (1996: 117-28), though, offers 
an interesting interpretation of a visual 
image which argues that the context of its 
display is crucial to the meanings it 
accrues to its viewers (and more particu
larly to her as its viewer: an example of her reflexivity). Her example is a painting by 
Caravaggio hanging in the Gemäldegalerie Berlin-Dahlem, and she suggests that both 
the surrounding paintings and the captions on the wall of the gallery, as well as the 
knowledges and feelings she brings to the painting, affect what it means to her.

If images gain meanings not only from their own signs then, but also from their rela
tion with the signs of other images, it is necessary to consider what sort of relation to 
other images is most important for the images you are considering. Is it a relation based 
on ‘content’? Or on a shared location of display? Or on explicit cross-referencing? 
Reaching this decision will help to clarify what other images you need to examine in 
relation to the ones of your case study. Even so, you will need to develop a broad 
knowledge of other images in order to be able to identify those that are in a relevant 
relation to the ones that constitute your case study.

6.3.4 Signs and codes, referent systems, and mythologies
Section 6.3.2 noted that certain sorts of signs -  indexical, symbolic and connotive 
especially -  refer to wider systems of meaning. These ‘wider systems’ can be charac
terised in a number of ways. They have been called ‘codes’ by Stuart Hall (1980),

Advertisement for Davidoff 
perfume with US TV star Josh Holloway
© Davidoff
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‘referent systems’ by Williamson (1978), and ‘mythologies’ by Barthes 
(1973). Each of these terms means something rather different, and each 
has somewhat different methodological implications.

A code is a set of conventionalised ways of making meaning that are 
specific to particular groups of people. In the context of making television 
news programmes, for example, Stuart Hall (1980: 136) comments on 
what he calls the ‘professional code’ that is mobilised in the work of pro
ducers, editors, lighting and camera technicians, newscasters and so on. 
This professional code guides such things as ‘the particular choice of pres
entational occasions and formats, the selection of personnel, the choice of 
images, the staging of debates’. It has a ‘techno-practical nature’ according 
to Hall because it operates with ‘such apparently neutral-technical ques
tions as visual quality, news and presentational values, televisual quality, 
“professionalism” and so on’ (Hall, 1980: 136). The makers of adverts 
have their professional codes too, which results in the frequent occurrence 
of the visual structures described by Goldman (1992) as photographic 
image, text, mortise and graphics (see also Dyer, 1982: 135; Myers, 1983). 
Adverts depend on other sorts of codes as well. Crucially, they depend on 
the codes held by the particular group of consumers their makers want to 
sell their product to (hence the use of focus groups by advertising agencies 
to find out what those codes are). Thus the perfume advert in Figure 6.8 
depends for its effectiveness on its audience ‘knowing’ that Jude Law is 
English and stylish; he has to be already encoded as such for the advert to 
be able to transfer those signifiers from him to the perfume.

Codes can be researched in a number of ways. Goldman (1992), for 
example, seems to use a very informal (and implicit) kind of content ana
lysis of the adverts to reach his fourfold characterisation of advertising’s 
visual code. Catherine Lutz and Jane Collins (1993), in their study of the 
photographs used in National Geographic that was examined in the previ
ous chapter, supplemented their content analysis with interviews with the 
editors, writers and photographers at the magazine, in order to explore the 
codes they mobilised to make the publication look the way it does.

As Hall (1980) makes clear, codes allow the semiologist access to the 
wider ideologies at work in a society. ‘At the connotive level, we must 
refer, through the codes, to the orders of social life, of economic and 
political power and of ideology’, because codes ‘contract relations for 
the sign with the wider universe of ideologies in a society’ (Hall, 1980: 
134). Thus Jude Law and Josh Holloway are both encoded as sexy, and 
that code is a particular expression of the ideology that male film stars 
should be physically attractive. Hall (1980) describes such ideologies as 

dominant codes ‘metacodes’ or ‘dominant codes’. Williamson (1978), on the other hand, 
referent systems describes something similar as referent systems. Williamson (1978) says 

that there are three major referent systems on which the signs of adverts
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depend -  Nature, Magic and Time. Referent systems, like dominant 
codes, are knowledges that exist prior to advertising and that structure 
not only adverts but many other cultural and social forms. Thus of the 
referent system of Nature she says, ‘Nature is the primary referent of a 
culture’ (Williamson, 1978: 103). However, Williamson characterises 
referent systems in a more rigid way than Hall does dominant codes. 
Following the work of the structuralist anthropologist Claude Lévi- 
Strauss, Williamson argues that referent systems are organised in binary 
terms. Hodge and Kress (1988: 30) refer to this structure as ‘an abstract 
elemental binary principle, with infinite particular forms produced by 
this principle applied repeatedly to the material basis of the code’. Thus 
Nature, says Williamson (1978: 103-37), is in adverts represented in 
only two ways: it is either ‘raw’ or ‘cooked’ (that is, transformed by cul
ture). Many adverts suggest that their products improve nature, and 
picture this with images o f ‘cooked’ nature. Many ads use images o f ‘sci
ence’ to suggest that their products can order, investigate or overcome 
nature (again, in Williamson’s terms, cooking it), and many others use 
images of ‘raw’ nature to confer apparently natural qualities onto their 
products, such as perfectibility, danger and obviousness (see Figure 6.10). 
Thus Nature is for Williamson a referent system that underlies many of 
the particular signs and codes of adverts.

Using Willamson’s notion of referent systems depends on a broader 
understanding of culture that is more likely to come from social theory 
than from empirical investigation. Indeed, William Leiss and his col
leagues (2005: 165) find Williamson’s referent systems just too huge to 
shed much light on adverts specifically. They imply that analyses of ads 
would be better based on some sort of ‘middling level’ structures of 
meaning, like ‘fashion’ or ‘domesticity’.

Barthes’s notion of mythology is different again. Barthes (1973: 117) 
says that ‘myth is not defined by the object of its message, but by the way 
in which it utters this message: there are formal limits to myth, there are 
no “substantial” ones’. That is, whereas Williamson’s referent systems are 
substantive -  her discussion of Nature, for example, is about how Nature 
is pictured in adverts -  Barthes instead argues that mythology is defined 
by its form, not its content. Myth, he suggested, is a ‘second-order semi- 
ological system’ (1973: 123). By this he meant that myth builds upon 
denotive signs. Denotive signs consist of a signifier and a signified but 
they are fairly easy to understand, and Barthes suggests this is the first- 
order semiological system. The denotive sign, however, becomes a 
signifier at the second, or mythological, level of meaning. At this second 
level of meaning, this signifier is then accompanied by its own signified. 
And these second-level signifieds and signifiers then form second-level 
signs. In order to avoid confusion, Barthes adopted a clear terminology

mythology
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t>on'+ let 
hâ -fewei" 
hold aou bock 
thtó ôummeK
For many people, warm summers days and balmy evenings 
can also bring the misery of hayfever.

So if you suffer from a constantly stuffy nose, sneezing and 
restless nights then we think you should try Zirtek.

Each tiny Zirtek tablet can provide relief from all
the symptoms of hayfever and other allergies for up to 24
hours - leaving you free to enjoy yourself ail summer long.

Advertisement showing the positive values associated with 
nature. This is an advert for allergy relief medication. Although the product is 
not itself natural, it is related to nature through its green packaging and the 
green graphics, both of which link the product visually to the photograph.
As well as the visual relation to nature, a number of social identities are 
represented in the photo by the figures 'having fun', their clothing, and what 
they are pictured doing: Are there audiences that might challenge those 
identities? Hello magazine, 31 May 2010
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for these different elements of signs (see Figure 6.11). He called the sign 
at the first level, ‘meaning’; when it is referred to as the signifier of a 
mythical sign, he called it ‘form’. The signified is the concept. And the 
second level of sign -  at the level of myth -  he called ‘signification’.

‘In myth’, Barthes (1973: 127) writes, ‘the meaning is already com
plete, it postulates a kind of knowledge, a past, a memory, a comparative 
order of facts, ideas, decisions.’ Barthes elaborates what he means by 
this through an example: ‘I am at the barber’s, and a copy of Paris- 
Match is offered to me. On the cover, a young Negro in a French uniform 
is saluting, with his eyes uplifted, probably fixed on the fold of the tri
colour’ (Barthes, 1973: 125). This is the meaning of the image (at the 
denotive level). He suggests that the image contains a kind of richness at 
this level (remember Barthes’s claim that the photograph carries its refer
ent with it in ways other forms of visual imagery do not); the black boy 
‘appears as a rich, fully experienced, spontaneous, indisputable image’ 
(Barthes, 1973: 128, emphasis in original). When this meaning becomes 
form, however, this richness is almost lost. ‘When it becomes form, the 
meaning leaves contingency behind; it empties itself, it becomes impov
erished, history evaporates’ (Barthes, 1973: 127). The meaning is put at 
a distance, and what fills the gap is signification. In this case, signification 
produces the notion that ‘France is a great Empire, that all her sons, 
without any colour discrimination, faithfully serve under her flag, and 
that there is no better answer to the detractors of an alleged colonialism 
than the zeal shown by this Negro in serving his so-called oppressors’ 
(Barthes, 1973: 125). The contingency and the history of the meaning 
becomes remote, and instead a myth inserts itself as a non-historical 
truth. Myth makes us forget that things were and are made; instead, it 
naturalises the way things are. Myth is thus a form of ideology. French 
imperialism is the drive behind this myth, says Barthes, and this image 
presents it as natural. But the myth is believable precisely because form 
does not entirely replace meaning. ‘The meaning will be for the form like 
an instantaneous reserve of history, a tamed richness, which it is possible 
to call and dismiss in a sort of rapid alternation’ (Barthes, 1973: 127); 
the meaning both hides and sustains the form.

r Language <

MYTH <

1. Signifier 2. Signified

3. Sign

I. S IG N IFIER
II. S IG N IFIED

III. SIGN

FIGURE 6.11 
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structure of 
myth, from 
Roland
Barthes's book
Mythologies
(1973)
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As with dominant codes and referent systems, then, the interpretation 
of mythologies requires a broad understanding of a culture’s dynamics.

6.3.5 Slippery signs
This section has explored some of the various ways in which main
stream semiology understands how signs make meanings. Not all these 
approaches are completely compatible; however, they do share certain 
characteristics. Above all, they emphasise the relationality of signs: what 
one sign means depends on its relations with others. As Bal and Bryson 
(1991: 177) note, this makes the analysis of signs difficult because it is 
hard to know where to break into that relationality: ‘Meaning [arises] 
exactly from the movement from one sign or signifier to the next, in a 
perpetuum mobile where there could be found neither a starting point 
for semiosis, nor a concluding moment in which semiosis terminated 
and the meaning of signs fully “ arrived” .’ In semiology there is no stable 
point that can provide an entrance into the meaning-making process; all 
meanings are relational not only within the image but also in relation to 
other images and to broader dominant codes, referent systems and 
mythologies. Any point of entry will be artificial and arbitrary, then. 
But, providing this is borne in mind, this section has suggested a number 
of steps through which, faced with an image, a semiological analysis 
might be initiated. In summary, these are:

•  Decide what the signs are.
•  Decide what they signify ‘in themselves’.
•  Think about how they relate to other signs ‘in themselves’ (here 

the vocabulary of Section 6.3.2 is useful, and making a diagram of 
the movement of signifieds between the signifiers of an image may 
also help).

•  Then explore their connections (and the connections of the connections) 
to wider systems of meaning, from codes to ideologies.

•  And finally return to the signs via their codes to explore the precise 
articulation of ideology and mythology.

6.3.6 Mainstream semiology and the decoding 
of adverts

The meanings of signs are, therefore, extraordinarily complex. This 
complexity means that their meanings are multiple, and this multiplicity 

polysemy is referred to as polysemy. A sign is polysémie when it has more than
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one meaning. How is it then that Williamson (1978), for example, can 
speak of an advert as having a powerful meaning that positions its view
ers in a specific imaginary social place? Is polysemy limited in some 
way? Williamson argues it is. This subsection explores how semiology 
argues that most images most of the time produce what Hall calls the 
preferred meaning.

Any ... sign is potentially transformable into more than one conno- 
tive configuration. Polysemy, however, must not be confused with 
pluralism ... Any society/culture tends, with varying degrees of closure, 
to impose its classifications of the social and cultural and political 
world. These constitute a dominant cultural order, though it is nei
ther uni vocal nor uncontested ... The different areas of social life 
appeared to be mapped out into discursive domains, hierarchically 
organised into dominant or preferred meanings. (Hall, 1980: 134)

These preferred meanings (or ideologies) become preferred readings 
when they are interpreted by audiences in ways that retain ‘the institu- 
tional/political/ideological order imprinted on them’ (Hall, 1980: 134).

In its discussion of mainstream semiological approaches to adver
tising, this chapter has so far argued that the fundamental process 
through which adverts make meaning is by transferring signifieds 
between signs. But this elides a crucial part of Williamson’s (1978) argu
ments. Adverts do not effect this transfer by themselves. The source of 
the movement of signifieds is not the advert itself, says Williamson, but 
the viewer of the advert. It is the viewer who makes sense of the advert, 
not the advert itself. Indeed, without a viewer to decode the advert, it 
would be, literally, meaningless. ‘All signs depend for their signifying 
process on the existence of specific, concrete receivers, people for whom 
and in whose systems of belief, they have a meaning’ (Williamson, 1978: 
40). It is in this sense that Bal and Bryson argue that semiology is cen
trally concerned with the reception of images by audiences: ‘Semiotic 
analysis of visual art does not set out in the first place to produce inter
pretations of works of art, but rather to investigate how works of art 
are intelligible to those who view them, the processes by which viewers 
make sense of what they see’ (Bal and Bryson, 1991: 184).

Williamson (1978) elaborates this argument in a way that has par
ticular methodological implications; she develops an analysis of how 
adverts encourage their viewers to produce preferred readings. Her 
analysis proceeds by exploring the stages of a viewer’s encounter with 
an ad. First, she says, the viewer creates the meaning of a product by 
making links between signs. Then, the viewer gives meaning to him- or 
herself from the product; we believe we will get ‘familiar comfort’ and

preferred
meaning

preferred
readings
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‘premium protection’ by buying a specific brand of nappy. Thirdly, we 
become created by the advert, in a process Williamson calls, after 

appellation Althusser, appellation. The advert hails us, ‘hey you’, often quite directly, 
and thus incorporates us into its signifying world:

Every ad assumes a particular spectator; it projects out into the 
space in front of it an imaginary person composed in terms of the 
relationship between the elements in the ad. You move into this 
space as you look at the ad, and in doing so ‘become’ the spectator, 
you feel that the ‘hey you’ ‘really did’ apply to you in particular. 
(Williamson, 1978: 50-1)

Williamson suggests a number of ways in which advertisements pull a 
spectator into their signifying effects:

•  The spatial organisation of an image offers a particular position to its 
spectators. For example, Chapter 2 explored how a photograph by 
Robert Doisneau projects out into the space in front of it a spectator 
composed in terms of the relationship between the elements of the 
photograph.

•  Adverts contain or imply visual absences that the viewer is invited 
to fill.

•  The written text draws us in (many commentaries on Alfa Romeo’s 
campaign for the Giulietta note that the phrase ‘such stuff as dreams 
are made on’ is from Shakespeare).

•  Many adverts rely on textual and visual puns or puzzles, which make 
us stop and look at them in order to work out ‘what’s going on’. Ads 
can show incongruity, or use no words at all, again to attract our 
attention and involvement.

•  calligraphy. This is when the product is transformed into a word. The 
word then becomes a referent of a real object, the product.

Thus Williamson focuses on the compositional modality of the adverts 
themselves in her understanding of how they produce preferred 
meanings.

Finally, she suggests that we create ourselves in the advertisement 
itself. At this point in her argument she turns to certain ideas from psy
choanalysis -  including the imaginary -  in order to explore the 
dynamics of precisely how we imagine adverts mirror our self. These 
arguments will be explored in the following chapter.
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discussion
How can mainstream semiology help us to interpret other kinds of visual materials?

As this chapter has noted more than once, semiological methods can be used 
on many different cultural texts. Let’s try thinking about how they can help to 
make sense of a particular sort of building: a shop. Actually, this example is 
related to some of the discussion in this chapter about brands, because the shop 
I’m asking you to think about is an Apple store. You may well have visited one. If 
you haven’t, browse through Apple’s store locator on its website, or google ‘apple 
store images’ and take a look.

The design of Apple stores is pretty similar regardless of where the shop is 
located; although some have more striking frontages than others, most look more 
or less the same once you are inside. This design is part of the Apple brand. This 
brand is created in large part through a range of different kinds of adverts -  magazine 
ads, TV ads and billboards, as well as product placements, say -  but it is also 
created by the design of its website and how its stores look. The stores are par
ticularly key, because as well as a visual style they can offer potential customers 
an ‘experience’ . Back in 1999, Joseph Pine and James Gilmore wrote a book 
discussing ‘the experience economy’ , arguing that what created the character of 
a brand and what helped potential customers to identify with it was, in part, the 
‘feel’ of the brand’s shops. When you shop at the store of a major brand now, the 
idea is that you are buying not jus t a product with a specific functionality but also 
a whole experience that you like.

Apple’s brand depends a lot for its distinctiveness on the importance of ‘good 
design’ to its products, and its stores are also very carefully designed. In March 
2015 there were over 450 Apple stores worldwide (deAgonia, 2015), and they 
look very similar. The front of the shop uses lots of glazing if it can (the New York 
store entrance is a huge glass box, with the actual store located underground) 
and the Apple logo is always prominent. The shop floor is open; you can see it all 
as you walk in. There are a few large, pale wooden tables with Apple products on 
them, and wide table-shelves along the side of the shop with more laptops and 
iPhones and iPods. The walls are mostly empty of objects, apart from a few 
shelves at the back somewhere carrying boxes of hardware, software and acces
sories; instead, there are large back-lit light boxes incorporated into the top third 
of the walls, looking a bit like screens, emphasising the services available instore 
and showing specific products, with the images and text sharing Apple adverts’ 
style. The floors are dark grey stone and the rest of the walls are grey like the 
aluminium Apple uses for many of its computers.

So, how does mainstream semiology help us to get to grips with what this 
store means? Work through the five steps listed at the end of Section 6.3.5 in 
relation to the stores. Try to identify the signs in the store, then think about what 
they signify. Think about how meanings are transferred between signs both
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within the store and to other things outside it. And consider what sort of ideolo
gies are at work as a result.

This is a complex task, but here are a few starting points. Do the maple tables 
and stone floors signify ‘nature’ , for example? And are they therefore attempts to 
invoke the natural amidst all the high-tech gadgets? What about the light grey 
colour of both Apple computers and the shop walls? That colour, with its asso
ciations with cool and elegant design, is clearly a symbolic sign too. It is also a 
paradigmatic sign, in that it distinguishes Apple products from all its competitors 
who offer multicolour laptops. The dazzling images on the walls, and the way in 
which the store focuses so much on the products it sells as individual physical 
objects, lined up under careful spotlighting, perhaps suggests a degree of com
modity fetishism.

What other meaning-making happens in an Apple store? Are there important 
aspects of the store that these questions generated by mainstream semiology do 
not address?

6.4 M aking M eaning Socially: Social Sem iotics

As the previous subsection noted, Judith Williamson (1978) explores how adverts 
work to produce their viewers in particular ways. Even though she says it is the 
viewers doing the work, nonetheless her argument implies that adverts are them
selves powerful in the sense that they produce certain kinds of ways of seeing 
through their visual and verbal organisation and connotations. Other semiologists, 
however, have paid much more attention to the ways in which the meanings of 
signs are made socially. Indeed, this is the core focus of social semiotics. Hodge and 
Kress (1988) argue that mainstream semiology stresses ‘system and product’ (which 
is certainly true of Williamson’s work, for example), whereas they prefer to empha
sise ‘speakers and writers or other participants in semiotic activity as connecting 
and inter acting in a variety of ways in concrete social contexts’ (Hodge and Kress 
1988: 1; see also Jewitt and Oyama, 2001; Jewitt, 2014a). As this implies, social 
semiotic theory is built by drawing on detailed accounts of people making meaning 
in social settings.

This immediately addresses a problem that might have occurred to you if you did 
stop to think about how mainstream semiology can be used to analyse a shop like an 
Apple store: mainstream semiology does not focus attention on the ways in which the 
people working or shopping in an Apple store interpret the significations of the store’s 
physical design. In the case of the Apple store, this is particularly apparent because, 
as one group of observers remarks, the design of an Apple store creates ‘an uncluttered 
shrine to objects that invite play’ (Washor et al., 2009: 60; emphasis in original). 
Apple stores contribute to the Apple brand not only because of the semiology of their
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material signs, but also because of what people are invited to do there 
and, indeed, what actually happens there. When you visit an Apple 
store, you can play with the gadgets with no pressure to buy; you can 
get informal advice or more specific technical support from knowledge
able but also relaxed workers in their bright t-shirts; and it all feels fun, 
helpful and cool. Social semioticians would argue that these interac
tions, both between people and between people and objects like iPads 
and laptops, are also key to understanding how meaning is made in an 
Apple store. And being semiologists, they would also point out that such 
interactions build up yet further the impact of the Apple brand, which 
means Apple sells more products and makes more profits.

How does social semiotics focus on social interaction in relation to 
signs? Social semiotics, as this chapter noted in its opening section, is 
concerned with signs but also, crucially, with what it calls semiotic 
resources. Semiotic resources are:

signifiers, observable actions and objects that have been drawn into 
the domain of social communication and that have a theoretical 
semiotic potential constituted by all their past uses and all their 
potential uses and an actual semiotic potential constituted by those 
past uses that are known to and considered relevant by the users of 
the resource, and by such potential uses as might be uncovered by 
the users on the basis of their specific needs and interests, (van 
Leeuwen, 2005: 4, emphasis in original)

A significant part of social semiotics is devoted to exploring the theo
retical semiotic potential of particular kinds of semiotic resources: what 
kinds of meanings could potentially be made by what particular 
resources. Chapter 4 mentioned Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006) explo
ration of the grammar of visual design, for example, and in particular 
their discussion of the importance of spatial organisation to an image’s 
meaning. But it is the actual semiotic potential of a semiotic resource 
that is the main focus of social semioticians. For Kress (2010), the semi
otic potential of signifiers, actions and objects is drawn upon by people 
when we communicate with each other. That is, the semiotic potential 
of signifiers, actions and objects is utilised both when we produce mean
ings -  when we create something as some sort of attempt to communicate 
something -  and also when we receive meanings -  when we interpret the 
meaning-making of others. Social semiotics focuses on this complex 
process of communication by exploring specific examples of what Kress 
calls the design of meaning -  when humans in specific situations make 
particular kinds of meaning in the context of particular communicative

semiotic
resources

design
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acts (Gee, 2013). Social semioticians bring the detailed analysis so typi
cal of mainstream semiology to bear on specific actual examples of 
real-world social communication.

First, their emphasis is usually on the social context in which semi
otic work is taking place; that is, particular examples of meaning being 
made in order that communication happens. To return to magazine 
advertisements for a moment, a social semiotician would not consider 
a folder of those adverts torn from magazines to be an adequate basis 
for making claims about how those adverts have effects, for example. 
Rather, they would explore how the adverts are part of a communica
tion process or event. It is more likely, I think, that a social semiotician 
would examine the process of looking at magazines in a specific con
text: doctors’ waiting rooms, say, by people waiting more or less 
patiently, and more or less anxiously, for their appointment, and sur
rounded by talk, furniture, toys and other people, as well as many other 
sorts of communicative images on the waiting room’s noticeboard, for 
example, or on its TV screen (McCarthy, 2001). That is, the meaning 
made by an advert would be inflected not only by how the reader 
looked at the advert, but also by the context in which that looking 
takes place.

Secondly, the emphasis in social semiotics is on the wide range of 
modes in which meaning is made. ‘Mode’ here means something like the 
medium of the communicative act in question, though modes tend to be 
described very broadly in this work. Kress (2010: 79), for example, lists 
key modes as:

•  image
•  writing
•  layout
•  music
•  gesture
•  speech
•  moving image
•  soundtrack
•  3D objects.

Crucially, most communication involves more than one mode; hence 
multimodality social semiotics emphasises the multimodality of semiotic design (and 

social semiotics is sometimes called multimodal research). This is another 
important reminder that nothing is ever just visual, and that all visual images 
are accompanied by other kinds of semiotic resources that are integral to 
their meaning.
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discussion
Multimodal research is now a well-established research method in its own right, 
and Carey Jewitt (2014a) offers a useful summary of its theoretical assumptions 
and core concepts. It has developed from the work of Gunther Kress in particular 
and his work on understanding how young people learn in classroom situations. 
The essays collected together by Margit Bock and Norbert Pachler (2013) explore 
different aspects of his work.

Thirdly, social semiologists emphasise that both the production of specific semiotic 
resources and modes, and the way that they are interpreted by people, are shaped by 
social processes. They are shaped by a number of conventions in terms of how meaning 
is organised. Van Leeuwen (2005) argues that there are three of these:

• discourse. Discourses are frameworks for making meanings. They are plural, have 
histories, and are enacted in various ways. (Chapters 8 and 9 here explore discourse 
at greater length.)

• genre. A group of texts that share certain characteristics and follow certain rules. 
(Chapter 2 in this book used genre in just this sense.)

• style. A style is a particular manner of writing, speaking and doing. For example, 
street photography (discussed in Chapter 2) could be seen as a particular style of 
documentary photography.

Van Leeuwen (2005) breaks each of these three terms down further, to offer sub-cat
egories of genre and style, for example, and also explores how rhythm, composition, 
information linking and dialogue hold the three together in specific texts and com
municative events. He does this through a series of fine-grained readings of specific 
examples of meaning-making, including newspaper cartoons, magazine graphics, 
logos, school students’ concept maps, fine art paintings and photographs, dresses and 
a printer cartridge package. Kress (2010), meanwhile, ranges from school textbooks 
to car park signs to a website homepage. This emphasises how semiological methods 
can be used with a very wide range of materials; but it also shows how social semiot
ics shares mainstream semiology’s concern to focus very carefully on the specific 
components of meaning-making.

Finally, the circumstances in which semiotic resources are used are also shaped by 
established practices:

Such uses take place in a social context, and this context may either have rules or 
best practices that regulate how specific semiotic resources can be used, or leave 
the users relatively free in their use of the resource, (van Leeuwen, 2005: 4)
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discussion
The kind of social semiotic -  or multimodal -  analysis discussed by van Leeuwen 
(2005) and Kress (2010) is often applied to visual materials as they are being 
used in particular situations. This can be done in different ways.

Jewitt’s (2005) discussion of the multimodality of multimedia resources 
designed to teach English and science to secondary school students analyses a 
CD-ROM of a novel and an interactive science CD, and explores how their text and 
their still and animated visuals are designed to convey specific meanings: about 
the characters in the novel, for example, or about the relationships between sol
ids, liquids and gases. To understand how students actually used the CDs, she 
studied the students’ projects and was able to show that they used similar 
devices to organise text and image in their own work.

However, social semioticians also often turn to another kind of method to gener
ate data: video. They often use video recorders to film people engaging with visual 
(and other) materials, in ordinary situations like classrooms or museums. The 
video recording is then used to observe in very close detail how meaning is 
designed: in particular, attention is paid to interactions between and among 
objects (which might include visual materials of various kinds) and people, includ
ing both voice and bodily movement. Videorecording naturally occurring social 
situations is a specific visual research method, and there are a range of ways in 
which the data it produces can be analysed -  not just social semiotics. This is 
discussed in detail by Hubert Knoblauch (2009) and by Christian Heath, Jon 
Hindmarsh and Paul Luff (Heath et al., 2009; Hindmarsh et al., 2010). Chapter 12 
here will also refer to it.

The use of semiotic resources is heavily shaped by the established 
meanings of those resources; as Kress (2010: 74) says,‘makers of signs ... 
live in a world shaped by the histories of the work of their societies; the 
results of that work are available to them as the resources of their culture.’ 
Hodge and Kress emphasise the shaping of semiotic design work by 

logonomic system describing what they called the logonomic system:

A logonomic system is a set of rules prescribing the conditions for 
production and reception of meanings; which specify who can claim 
to initiate (produce, communicate) or know (receive, understand) 
meanings about what topics under what circumstances and with 
what modalities (how, when, why). Logonomic systems prescribe 
social semiotic behaviours at points of production and reception, 
so that we can distinguish between production regimes (rules con
straining production) and reception regimes (rules constraining 
reception). A logonomic system is itself a set of messages, part of an ideo
logical complex but serving to make it unambiguous in practice ... The

production 
regimes 

reception regimes
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logonomic rules are specifically taught and policed by concrete social 
agents (parents, teachers, employers) coercing concrete individuals in 
specific situations by processes which are in principle open to study 
and analysis ... Logonomic systems cannot be invisible or obscure, or 
they would not work. (Hodge and Kress, 1988: 4)

Now, while there are a number of emphases on the way in which the design 
of semiotic resources is shaped and structured in social semiotics, it is impor
tant to note that there is never any assumption that any act of semiotic 
design is necessarily successful, in the sense that the same meaning is shared 
by both the producer and the interpreter of semiotic resources. Hodge and 
Kress (1988), for example, point out that different social groups (however 
defined) encode the world in very different ways and may thus interpret 
visual images in very different ways. Their example is an advert for cigarettes 
that has been covered with graffiti by an anti-smoking organisation. Bal 
and Bryson (1991) make the same point in their discussion of visual art. 
They suggest that there is probably always resistance to dominant scopic 
regimes, which might ‘range from polite parody to outright defacement, 
from the clandestine inversion of existing rules of viewing to the invention 
of wholly new sets of rules, from subtle violations of propriety to blank 
refusal to play the game’ (Bal and Bryson, 1991: 187) -  quite apart from 
the private languages of looking that are evoked, for example, by Barthes’s 
notion of the punctum (Bal and Bryson, 1991: 187). Figure 6.12 shows an 
outright parody of a certain kind of advertisement for men’s perfume.

© Christopher 
Turner

A challenge to 
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FIGURE 6.12
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Interestingly, though, in his book on social semiotics published in 2010, Gunther 
Kress explicitly shifts his analytical terms, in relation to the making of meaning, away 
from those he used working with Robert Hodge in their 1988 book. In the newer book, 
Kress suggests that the notion that there is a logonomic system produced by powerful 
actors, against which marginalised others will protest, is now a rather outdated model 
of social meaning-making. He argues that both the increasing individualism and the 
rhetoric of choice associated with neo-liberalism, as well as the participatory possibili
ties of the Web, have significantly altered the ‘forms, processes and possibilities of 
communication’ over the past two or three decades (Kress, 2010: 21). In some ways, 
his argument echoes that of Henry Jenkins (2008) on convergence culture, which 
Chapter 2 discussed. Like Jenkins, Kress argues that hierarchical structures and institu
tions of communication are increasingly participatory in their processes and thus 
‘flatter’ in their distribution of power; both cultural and technological shifts are permit
ting young people in particular to begin ‘acting in their own interests in the domain of 
their “own” culture and in their own cultural/semiotic production. The best examples 
here are “ user-created content” and the new genres, forms and sites of dissemination 
such as blogs, wikis, YouTube and Myspace’ (Kress, 2010: 21). For Kress, this means 
that accounts of meaning-making must focus on specific instances of design (analysed 
using the tools of social semiotics) and must be embedded in quite particular accounts 
of social relations, practices and institutions as they are made and remade through rich 
and complex acts of multimodal communication.

Clearly, social semioticians are interested in social difference and power relations. 
But how do they reflect on their own work? Well, there is little overt navel-gazing; nor 
is there a strong sense of provisionally in the analyses of specific situations. In this, 
social semioticians and mainstream sociologists are alike.

6.5 Sem iology: An Assessm ent

Despite the doubts voiced by some about the appropriateness of using semiological 
approaches to interpret visual images, it seems that semiology (in both its mainstream 
and social semiotic versions) can nonetheless be a very productive way of thinking about 
visual meaning. Semiological approaches demand detailed analysis of images. Their 
reliance on case studies and their elaborate analytical terminology create careful and 
precise accounts of how the meanings of particular images are made. Moreover, all semi
ology is centrally concerned with the construction of social difference through signs. The 
focus on ideology, ideological complexes and dominant codes, and logonomic systems 
and genres, and the recognition of resistance to (as well as creation of) all of those, mean 
that any semiological approach cannot avoid considering the social effects of meaning.

Sign-events occur in specific circumstances and according to a finite number of cultur
ally valid, conventional, yet not unalterable rules ... The selection of those rules and 
their combination leads to specific interpretative behaviour. That behaviour is socially
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framed, and any semiotic view that is to be socially relevant will have to deal with 
this framing, precisely on the grounds of the fundamental polysemy of meaning and 
the subsequent possibility of dissemination. In the end, there is no way around con
siderations of power, inside and outside the academy. (Bal and Bryson, 1991: 208)

As Bal and Bryson’s last sentence indicates, semiology can also imply the need for 
academic accounts of signs to reflect on their own meaning-making tactics (although, 
as I have noted, not many semiologists seem to follow through on that).

Thus it would seem that semiology fulfills all the criteria for a critical visual meth
odology outlined in Chapter 1. It takes images seriously, providing a number of tools 
for understanding exactly how a particular image is structured. It considers the social 
conditions and effects of images, both in terms of how an image itself may have its 
own effects and how the logonomic system shapes its production and reception. And 
it is able to acknowledge that semiologists are themselves working with signs, codes 
and referent systems and are thus imbricated in nothing more, though certainly noth
ing less, than another series of transfers of meaning in which a particular image 
participates. This allows a certain reflexivity.

However, semiology also has some methodological drawbacks. First, mainstream 
semiology’s preference for detailed readings of individual images raises questions about 
the representativeness and replicability of its analyses. This is a doubt Leiss and col
leagues (2005: 166) have about Williamson’s work. They are unclear about how or why 
Williamson chose the adverts she works with; are they representative of adverts in 
general? And would someone else using those same adverts have come to the same 
conclusions about them? Similarly, stimulating as the eclectic range of materials worked 
with by van Leeuwen (2005) is, there is no discussion of why these examples in particu
lar were chosen, nor whether a different choice would have affected the theoretical 
framework being elaborated. Both semiologists would presumably respond that these 
questions are not important since they are not using their visual and other materials as 
the basis of a general theory that could critique how all semiosis works; neither was 
trying to offer empirical generalisations about semiology or social semiotics. Instead, the 
illustrations in their books are just that -  illustrations of particular processes of meaning
making -  and the important part of the books is their conceptual analysis.

Another criticism often faced by semiology is its elaborate theoretical terminology. 
Ball and Smith (1992), Wells (1992), Chandler (2007) and Leiss et al. (2005: 165) all 
voice concern that semiology, in all its guises, tends to invent new terminology for its 
own sake, and from my experience of writing this chapter, I tend to agree. Often these 
terms are useful; they have particular meanings that are clearly defined, and refer to 
processes that are not easily described otherwise (this latter point is crucial). These 
sorts of neologisms are thus worth persevering with, no matter how clumsy their use 
might feel initially. However, sometimes new terms are confusing or unnecessary, and 
they may be used to give a veneer of sophistication to something that is actually not 
particularly interesting. As Leiss et al. (2005: 165) remark, in unskilled hands this can 
lead to an obscurantist text that does Tittle more than state the obvious in a complex
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and often pretentious manner’. This sort of use of jargon should be avoided. If a simpler 
term will do, use the simpler term.

The use of a somewhat elaborate terminology leads to another issue that needs some 
thought when semiology is deployed as a method -  reflexivity. I have commented, 
mostly in relation to the work of Mieke Bal, that semiology is capable of acknowledg
ing its own interpretative practices. I would term such an acknowledgement ‘reflexive’. 
However, there is also a strong anti-reflexive strain in certain sorts of semiology, par
ticularly those that claim to delve beneath surface appearances to reveal the true 
meaning of images. Thus Goldman (1992: 36), at the end of his first chapter, which 
argues that adverts embody three key aspects of commodity form, says that ‘the tri
umph of the commodity form is that we do not recognise its presence at all’. This 
statement immediately invites the question, ‘Who is this “we” ?’ It clearly excludes 
Goldman, since he has just spent 36 pages describing the commodity form in detail. So 
does ‘we’ refer to the rest of us poor dupes who don’t know our Marx (and Goldman) 
well enough? What makes Goldman so insightful? How can he see these adverts dif
ferently to recognise their commodification of product and viewer? Goldman positions 
himself here as the one who sees and knows. He does not even clarify his methodology 
as a way of grounding his claims. This kind of non-reflexivity, I think, cannot be part 
of a critical visual methodology. Social semioticians, on the other hand, at least do offer 
very detailed accounts of how they are producing their interpretations of communi
cation events, even if they still refuse to address explicitly Bal’s double exposure.

Another omission in much mainstream semiological work is the empirical explor
ation of polysemy and logonomic systems. Mainstream semiology is very ready to 
admit to polysemy and to the contestation as well as to the transfer and circulation 
of meaning in theory, but there are still very few mainstream semiological studies that 
really get to grips with diverse ways of seeing (Chandler, 2007). Social semiotics and 
multimodal research are much better at this task.

Slater (1983) has addressed the uninterest in polysemy in mainstream semiology as 
an approach and suggests that it is not a coincidence: putting to one side the efforts of 
social semioticians, semiology is simply not concerned with the social practices, institu
tions and relations within which visual images are produced and interpreted. He 
blames this on the structuralist tradition within which much semiology was situated 
when he was writing, which, he says, ‘takes as assumed, as given, precisely what needs 
to be explained: the relations and practices within which discourses are formed and 
operated’ (Slater, 1983: 258). This is certainly the case with Williamson’s work. She 
does not explain how she decided that there were only three referent systems underpin
ning adverts, for example, nor how she decided that Nature, Magic and Time were the 
three. It seems that this was a theoretical decision that then informed her reading of 
the adverts. Nor does she pay any attention to the social institutions producing adverts, 
or consider how different audiences might react to adverts differently or even simply 
not ‘get’ them (Myers, 1983; Wells, 1992). For example, the watch in Figure 6.6 is 
advertised in the USA using the surfer Laird Hamilton, but only in the USA because 
only there is it likely that the association between his picture and a diving watch will
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work. Williamson (1978) does not talk about adverts that fail because their signifieds 
are not recognised; her focus on ‘the image itself’ produces what Slater (1983: 258) 
calls a ‘radically internal analysis of signification’ which cannot address these sorts of 
issues. This is perhaps the most telling criticism of semiology, and one that social sem
iotics is responding to by filling the semiological toolbox with yet more concepts.

Finally, a question for all the varieties of semiology discussed in this chapter: Is the 
semiological focus on meaning-making adequate to the character of contemporary 
advertising? Advertisers are increasingly aiming for an emotive response from their 
target audience (Malefyt, 2010). Many adverts now are about associating a particular 
‘feel’ to a brand or product, rather than specific meanings, often by using the particu
lar digital visual aesthetic described by Lev Manovich (2013) and discussed in 
Chapter 1 (see also Figure 6.6). Whether semiology of whatever variety is able to 
analyse the visual aspects of such non-representational strategies is still an open ques
tion. As Chapter 1 pointed out, there is increasing interest among some scholars of 
visual culture precisely in the experiential and affective qualities of visual images. If 
semiology has little to say about this in relation to advertising, it may not be the most 
appropriate method to interpret the affective elements of other visual materials either.

Summary: Sem iology

• associated with:
Semiology, in its various forms, has been extremely influential across the whole 
range of disciplines currently interested in visual culture. Its approach has 
therefore been applied to many sorts of visual materials. Given its theoretical 
provenance, it is used as a form of critique of those materials.

• sites and modalities:
Mainstream semiology focuses on the site of the image and its compositional and 
social modalities. Social semiotics focuses more on the site of audiencing, in its 
compositional and social modalities.

• key terms:
The sign is the key term of semiology, which consists of a signifier and a signified; 
these are semiotic resources, which are often multimodal. The referent is what a 
sign refers to in the real world. The transfer of a sign’s signifieds is structured 
through codes, which in turn give onto dominant codes. Codes and dominant 
codes encourage preferred readings of images by viewers.

• strengths and weakness for a critical visual methodology:
This method provides a precise and rich vocabulary for understanding how the 
structure of images produces cultural meaning. It permits reflexivity. It does not, 
however, demand reflexivity; its terminology can be difficult to understand, and 
in some versions it remains uninterested in how different viewers interpret images 
differently. It also has difficulty addressing the affective.
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Further Reading

On semiology in general, David Chandler’s Semiotics: The Basics (2007) does what it 
says on the tin (to quote an old advertising slogan); it is a good introduction to main
stream semiology. As a classic text on semiology, Roland Barthes’s Mythologies (1973) 
is still worth looking at; it consists mostly of short essays, each concerned with ele
ments of post-war French culture, but the last section on ‘Myth Today’ is a more 
analytical account of Barthes’s approach. The emergence of social semiotics in recent 
years has been signalled by three very helpful volumes: Gunther Kress’s Multimodality 
(2010) is especially useful, with clearly explained analyses and lots of examples, but 
Theo van Leeuwen’s Introducing Social Semiotics (2005) and The Routledge 
Handbook of Multimodal Analysis (Jewitt, 2014b) are also valuable resources.

COMPANION WEBSITE

Visit https://study.sagepub.com/r0se4e for:

• Links to a range of online videos that discuss the theory of semiotics in more detail.
• Further resources on advertising, from the history of advertising to the Landscapes of 

Capital website, put together by Robert Goldman and Steven Papson, which hosts all of 

the TV advertisements that they analysed for their book of the same name.
• An exercise on semiological analysis and how the signs of an image link to wider cultural 

discourses.

https://study.sagepub.com/r0se4e
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key examples: feminist psychoanalytic criticism of three films 
directed by Alfred Hitchcock: Rebecca (released in 1940), Rear 
Window (1954) and Vertigo (1958).

The chapter also looks at how psychoanalysis has been used  
by some scholars to understand recent news coverage of vio
lent conflict in the mass media.

7.1 Psychoanalysis and Visualrty:
An Introduction

Psychoanalysis consists of a range of theories that deal most centrally with 
human subjectivity, sexuality and the unconscious. Many of its key concepts 
were developed, and often then revised, by Sigmund Freud (1856-1939). 
Later writers have then taken his ideas and reworked them again, so psycho
analysis is now a very large and diverse body of work. This chapter cannot 
hope to cover all aspects of psychoanalysis; even more than other chapters 
in this book, this will be a very selective account. One element of its selectiv
ity is that it will focus on those parts of psychoanalysis that address the 
visual. However, the visual is actually very important to psychoanalysis. 
Freud suggested that scopophilia -  pleasure in looking -  was one of the 
basic drives with which all (sighted) children are born, and the visual is 
especially important in the work of the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan 
(1901-1981). Lacan, building on various claims of Freud, argues that cer
tain moments of seeing, and particular visualities, are central to how 
subjectivities and sexualities are formed. For this reason, his work has 
become quite prominent in some approaches to visual culture.

Another aspect of this chapter’s selective approach to psychoanalysis 
is the key example it uses to explore how psychoanalysis can be used to

scopophilia
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interpret visual materials. The chapter focuses on a number of feminist authors who 
are using psychoanalysis, often in its Lacanian guise, to understand how the visual is 
imbricated in the production of sexual difference in Hollywood films. They pay close 
attention to these visual images, and they are centrally concerned with their social 
effects: the ways they produce particular spectating positions that are differentially 
sexualised and empowered. In this way their use of psychoanalysis conforms to the 
first two criteria for a critical visual methodology that the first chapter of this book 
outlined. As for the third criterion -  reflexivity -  the assumptions made by psycho
analysis about subjectivity raise some interesting questions in relation to reflexivity, 
and this chapter will explore these in Section 7.8.

Psychoanalysis often takes the form of a therapeutic practice, with an individual 
talking to their analyst over a long period of time, hoping to find rest from some 
sort of psychic pain or blockage. However, the psychoanalytic skills brought to bear 
on the analysis of an individual are not those used in relation to visual culture. 
Psychoanalysis is not used to analyse the personality of the person producing a par
ticular image, although this can be done; Freud himself wrote an essay on Leonardo 
da Vinci, for example. Those writers using psychoanalysis, like so many others cur
rently addressing issues of visual culture, are not interested in the producer of 
images as an individual. Instead, psychoanalytic concepts are used to interpret 
aspects of visual images and, in particular, their effects on spectators. Psychoanalysis 
does not have a strict code of methodological conduct like content analysis, nor does 
it operate on the ‘tool-box’ model as the previous chapter suggested semiology does. 
Rather, many psychoanalytic critics often work with just one or two psychoanalytic 
concepts, exploring their articulation -  or rearticulation -  through a particular 
image.

This close theoretical and empirical focus has consequences in relation to an impor
tant point raised in the introductory comments to this book, and rather underplayed 
by the methods discussed in previous chapters: that there is no absolute right or 
wrong way to interpret a visual image. Different psychoanalytic concepts brought to 
bear on the same image can produce very different interpretations of that image. The 
case study discussed by this chapter makes the possibility of different interpretations 
of the same image clear: it is an examination of diverse feminist viewings of some of 
the films of Alfred Hitchcock. After beginning his filmmaking in Britain, Hitchcock 
moved to Hollywood in the late 1930s and then directed many films which, as Tania 
Modleski (1988) observes, continue to fascinate their audiences -  audiences that 
include feminist critics, some of whom have claimed the films for feminism while oth
ers have rejected them as irredeemably misogynist. Three films in particular have been 
the focus of feminist debate -  Rebecca (1940), Rear Window (1954) and Vertigo 
(1958) -  and this chapter will focus on them too.

Film has proved particularly amenable to psychoanalytic interpretation. From the 
mid-1970s and throughout the 1980s, the journal Screen carried many essays exploring 
particular films in relation to psychoanalytic ideas. Cinema is an especially powerful 
visual medium because a film can create a total world for its audience. Films manipulate
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the visual, the spatial and the temporal and, as Laura Mulvey (1989: 25) 
says, by ‘playing on the tension between film as controlling the dimension 
of time (editing, narrative) and film as controlling the dimension of space 
(changes in distance, editing), cinematic codes create a gaze, a world and 
an object’. In particular, film is a powerful means of structuring looking, 
both the looks between the film’s protagonists but also the looks between 
its protagonists and its spectators. Since psychoanalysis in its Freudian 
and Lacanian forms argues that visuality is central to subjectivity, it fol
lows that film can address our sense of self very powerfully -  and that 
psychoanalysis can offer some powerful readings of films.

However, it is also the case that films can be interpreted using many 
other visual methodologies. James Monaco (2009: 178) for example 
argues that semiology is the best method for interpreting films because, 
he says, films communicate meaning and semiology has the best tools 
for analysing visual meaning-making. It is also the case that psycho
analysis can be applied to media other than film. To demonstrate this, 
this chapter will also look briefly at a body of work that puts psychoana
lytic concepts to work in relation to the mass media, and in particular to 
how the mass media reports conflict in the news, especially war and ter
rorist attacks. These writers find psychoanalytic terms useful partly 
because, as Andrew Hill (2009) and Jennifer Good (2015) argue, events 
like 9/11 and the subsequent so-called ‘War on Terror’ are intensely visual, 
screened as they constantly are on computers and television sets and 
mobile devices (see Figure 7.1). These media critics also argue that, in 
order to understand the power of these images, a theory is needed which 
can show that audiences are 
drawn into particular relation
ships with the news images 
they are seeing, thus creating 
certain kinds of subjectivities 
for those audiences. Feminist 
psychoanalytic film critics 
have of course also been parti
cularly concerned with the 
same problematic: they want 
to understand how, by visualis
ing masculinity and femininity 
in ways that disempower 
women, films position their 
audiences in specific, gendered 
terms. Psychoanalysis directly 
addresses the co-constitution 
of images and subjectivities.

You might hear about it again and again 
on the T.V. or radio 

or read about it in the newspaper. FIGURE 7.1 
Page from a 
colouring book 
for young 
children, 
prepared by the 
US Federal 
Emergency 
Management 
Agency to help 
young children 
prepare and 
cope with 
disasters 
Source: The Crisis 
Response Team 
of Freeborn 
County
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discussion
The popularity of psychoanalysis among film scholars has declined in recent 
years, and at the same time many critics have been finding the work of the French 
philosopher Gilles Deleuze particularly helpful for approaching film. As Chapter 1 
suggested, Deleuze is a major theorist of the affective, and has also written about 
cinema (Deleuze, 2005). There are already several excellent introductions to 
Deleuzian film analysis, and this book will not repeat them (see for example 
Bogue, 2003; Buchanan and MacCormack, 2008; Colman, 2011; Coleman and 
Ringrose, 2013; Marrati, 2008; Pisters, 2003; Rizzo, 2012; Rodowick, 1997, 
2010; Rushton, 2009).

Yet psychoanalysis is, as I have already noted, a very diverse field. There are differ
ences between Freud and Lacan; and, for example, between Lacan and one exponent 
of his ideas in relation to film that this chapter does not discuss, Slavoj Zizek (see for 
example Zizek, 2010). Moreover, the relationship between feminism and psycho
analysis has always been an uneasy one, for reasons the next section will explain, and 
this has meant that psychoanalytic terms have not always been used by feminist film 
critics in strict accordance with their definitions by Freud or Lacan either. And of 
course, like any theory, psychoanalysis is more effective at addressing some aspects of 
the visual than others. There are issues that psychoanalysis is not concerned to address 
but that certain images may insist upon, and this chapter will conclude by exploring 
these absences in psychoanalytic theory.

To expand on these comments, this chapter has nine sections:

1. The first is this introduction.
2. The second examines some of the founding assumptions of psychoanalysis’s 

understanding of subjectivity, sexuality and the unconscious.
3. The third explores psychoanalytic arguments about how sexual difference is 

articulated visually, particularly in terms of the castration complex and the mirror 
stage.

4. The fourth also explores psychoanalytic arguments about how sexual difference is 
articulated visually, this time using the concepts of the fetish and masquerade.

5. The fifth examines other, more fallible ways of seeing, by exploring the Lacanian 
Gaze.

6. The sixth looks at ideas about fantasy.
7. The seventh examines ‘queer looking’.
8. The eighth discusses how psychoanalytic approaches deal with reflexivity.
9. And the final section assesses psychoanalytic approaches as candidates for a critical 

visual methodology.
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7.2 A Longer Introduction to Psychoanalysis 
and Visuality: Subjectivity, Sexuality and  
the Unconscious

To say that psychoanalysis deals with subjectivity, sexuality and the 
unconscious provides a starting point for introducing the ways that 
psychoanalysis contributes to discussions about the visual. These three 
terms have implications for how psychoanalysis conceptualises both the 
viewer of an image and the image itself, and these two sites -  that of the 
image itself and its audiencing -  are the two sites of meaning production 
that psychoanalysis examines. Discussion here will begin with their 
implications for understanding the audience of an image.

To begin with, the use of the term subjectivity to refer to a viewer’s subjectivity 
characteristics -  rather than, say, identity -  has a number of conse
quences for psychoanalytic approaches. First, ‘subjectivity’ entails the 
acknowledgement that individuals are indeed subjective: that we make 
sense of ourselves and our worlds through a whole range of complex 
and often non-rational ways of understanding. We feel, we dream, we 
fantasise, we take pleasure and are repulsed, we can be ambivalent and 
contradictory, panic-stricken and in love; and we can react to things in 
ways that feel beyond words. Psychoanalysis addresses these sorts of 
emotional states (and indeed would argue that rationality too is often 
secretly dependent on these other non-rational states of mind). In rela
tion to the visual, this means psychoanalysis often focuses on the 
emotional effects of visual images, on the way that the impact of an 
image may be ‘immediate and powerful even when its precise meaning 
remains, as it were, vague, suspended -  numinous’ (Hall, 1999: 311).

But the notion of subjectivity in this context has further implications.
In particular -  and this is what distinguishes psychoanalytic approaches 
from others that engage with the emotional -  psychoanalysis argues that 
understanding emotional reactions to, let’s say, visual images requires 
the recognition that not all of those reactions are working at a wholly 
conscious level. Some reactions may be coming from the unconscious, unconscious 
Freud’s elaboration of the unconscious is sometimes seen as the found
ing moment of psychoanalysis. Put simply, the unconscious is created 
when a very young child’s drives and instincts start to be disciplined by 
cultural rules and values. The child is forced to repress the culturally 
forbidden aspects of those drives and instincts, and their repression 
produces the unconscious. The unconscious is thus a forbidden zone in 
two senses: it is forbidden because the conscious mind cannot access it; 
and it is forbidden because it is full of outlawed drives and energies and
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logics. But Freud insisted that it nevertheless has its effects on our conscious selves. 
Sometimes the boundary between the conscious and the unconscious leaks, and the 
unconscious finds indirect expression in things like gestures, slips of the tongue (which 
the speaker does not notice), dreams and so on. Thus because of the unconscious, 
subjectivity, in psychoanalytic terms, is never fully conscious, coherent or complete. 
We can never fully know ourselves, according to psychoanalysis, because the uncon
scious remains beyond self-consciousness; and our conscious selves are always likely 
to be infiltrated by excursions from the unconscious. As Jacqueline Rose (1986: 3) 
says, ‘The unconscious is the only defence against a language frozen into pure, fixed 
or institutionalised meaning, and ... in its capacity to unsettle the subject, is a break 
against the intolerable limits of common sense.’ Psychoanalysis does not therefore 
concur with the modernist notion that to see is to know; indeed, Lacan (1977: 93) has 
commented that ‘in this matter of the visible, everything is a trap’. Instead, the notion 
of the unconscious focuses attention on the uncertainties of subjectivity and on the 
uncertainties of seeing; psychoanalysis is especially interested in visual confusions, 
blindspots and mistakes.

There are two more implications of this particular understanding of subjectivity 
that need to be addressed before this chapter explores some of the more detailed 
methodological implications of psychoanalysis. As well as focusing on the subjective 
and the unconscious, psychoanalysis emphasises that subjectivity is also always sub
ject to certain disciplines. This should be clear from the previous discussion of the 
unconscious: the unconscious is formed by the disciplines of a culture, by its particu
lar pattern of interdicts and permissions. Subjectivity is thus culturally as well as 
psychically constructed, and this process of subjection continues throughout our lives. 
We are made as subjects through disciplines, taboos and prohibitions. And in the sorts 
of psychoanalysis influenced by Lacan, visuality is one of those disciplines. We learn 
to see in particular ways, and this is a process that is reiterated every time we look. 
Thus visualities and visual images are given a kind of agency by psychoanalysis, 
because our immersion in a certain kind of visuality and our encounters with certain 
kinds of visual images tutor us into particular kinds of subjectivity. Thus psychoana
lytic approaches, while centrally concerned with the psychic processes of subjectivity 
and visuality, also address the social modality of these processes by considering their 
cultural constitution. (However, as Section 7.8 will explore, not all critics are happy 
with the way in which psychoanalysis deals with cultural processes.)

Psychoanalysis, then, has a dual emphasis: on the one hand, it examines the constant 
disciplining of subjectivity; on the other hand, it stresses the instabilities of the uncon
scious which always threaten those disciplines with disruption. Finally and concomitant 
with this, psychoanalytic approaches also emphasise that subjectivity is always in process. 
Never fully achieved, subjectivity must constantly be reiterated through its engage
ments with various structures of meaning, including visual images. As Griselda Pollock 
(1992: 10) says, ‘Visual representation is analysed ... in terms of its continuing necessity 
as a site for the perpetual cultural process of shaping and working the subject, concep
tualized as precarious and unfixed.’
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As a consequence of this particular theorisation of subjectivity, psychoanalysis under
stands the process of audiencing in a specific way. The viewer of an image is understood 
as bringing a certain subjectivity to bear on an image. But, as the previous two para
graphs have also been suggesting, that subjectivity is imbricated in the images it sees. It 
is formed through specific visualities, and these visualities are constructed through 
repeated encounters with images that invite specific ways of seeing. Psychoanalysis is 
therefore also concerned with the effects of visual images on spectators and pays careful 
attention to images themselves, especially their compositional modality. Stuart Hall 
summarises this understanding of the relation between image and audience thus:

The articulation between viewer and viewed is ... conceptualized in this body of 
work ... as an internal relation. Indeed, the two points in the circuit of articula
tion privileged here -  the viewer and viewed -  are seen as mutually constitutive.
The subject is, in part, formed subjectively through what and how it ‘sees’, how 
its ‘field of vision’ is constructed. In the same way, what is seen -  the image and 
its meaning -  is understood not as eternally fixed, but relative to and implicated 
in the positions and schemas of interpretation which are brought to bear upon it. 
Visual discourses already have possible positions of interpretation (from which 
they ‘make sense’) embedded in them, and the subjects bring their own subjective 
desires and capacities to the ‘text’ which enable them to take up positions of iden
tification in relation to its meaning. (1999: 310)

This understanding of the mutual constitution of visual images and spectators often 
encourages psychoanalytic accounts to take the form of case studies of particular visual 
images and the precise ways in which they subject the spectator. Even longer studies of 
a particular genre of film, for example, tend to depend on careful viewings of indi
vidual movies in order to develop an argument in relation to the genre as a whole.

In their emphasis on the image itself in its compositional modality as a site of mean
ing production, psychoanalytic approaches are similar to the previous three methods 
already discussed in this book. The differences between psychoanalysis, compositional 
interpretation and content analysis, however, should already be clear. Unlike com
positional interpretation, psychoanalysis has an explicit interpretative framework. 
Content analysis, meanwhile, assumes the rational, scientific researcher who can be 
fully explicit about their methods; Lutz and Collins (1993: 89) in their study of 
National Geographic magazine, remember, advocated content analysis precisely as a 
means of ‘protection against an unconscious search through the magazine for only 
those which confirm one’s initial sense of what the photos say or do’. Psychoanalysis 
suggests that such a fully rational procedure (and researcher) is an impossible fantasy. 
Semiology, on the other hand, does have some connection to psychoanalysis. Indeed, 
Bal and Bryson (1991), in their discussion of semiology, suggest that psychoanalysis 
is simply a particular type of semiology; they suggest that it offers a way of interpret
ing the signs of an image not in relation to particular referent systems, dominant 
codes or mythologies, but rather in relation to the unconscious and its dynamics.
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One area where psychoanalysis and semiology do differ, though, is the 
specific things that a psychoanalytic approach picks out.

According to Bal and Bryson (1991: 197), psychoanalysis is ‘a search
light theory, allowing specific features [of an image] to be illuminated, 
sometimes explained but primarily read, by means of psychoanalytic 
concepts’. Again, the key concepts in psychoanalytic accounts of the com
positional modality of an image are concepts that offer particular 
understandings of subjectivity, sexuality and the unconscious. Images are 
interpreted in terms of their subjective effects; and one of the subjections 

sexuality that psychoanalysis has most to say about is that of sexuality.
Psychoanalysis is centrally concerned with the process through which 

castration sexual difference is established and (often precariously) maintained. Freud 
complex elaborated what he termed the castration complex to explain the differ

entiation of babies into boys and girls. Freud assumes that all humans 
begin life in an undifferentiated relationship with their mother. He locates 
the break from the mother and the beginning of subjectivity with the 
intervention of the father. (Heterosexual) masculinity is constituted by 
the boy-child feeling threatened by the father with castration if he does 
not give up his closeness to the mother (a threat made effective by the 
sight of the mother’s genitalia as apparently lacking); (heterosexual) 
femininity, in ways less convincingly theorised by Freud, is produced by 
girl-children seeing themselves as lacking -  as already castrated -  and 
transferring their attachment from the mother to the father. (More will 
be said about the castration complex in Section 7.3.1.) It is this disciplin
ing process, resolved by the Oedipus complex, that represses the child’s 
profound drives and desires and thus produces the unconscious.

The psychoanalytic discussion of sexuality is extremely complicated 
and often hotly debated. Many feminists reject psychoanalysis outright 
because they see Freud’s account as naturalising the inferiority of girls 
or women by affirming them as lacking on biological grounds. Many 
queer theorists reject psychoanalysis on the grounds that it assumes 
that heterosexuality established through the castration complex is the 
norm and that homosexuality is a deviation from it. And many black 
feminists reject psychoanalysis as a colonising theory that simply erases 
race as an analytical and political category (see for example Iginla, 
1992). However, many feminists and theorists of sexual orientations 
and race continue to struggle with psychoanalysis, for all its difficulties, 
because they see it as the only productive theory of sexuality that can 
speak of its complexity, its disciplines and its disruptions. In one of the 
first sustained explorations of the usefulness of Freudian psychoana
lysis for feminism, Juliet Mitchell (1974: xv), for example, insisted that 
‘psychoanalysis is not a recommendation for a patriarchal society, but 
an analysis of one’. And that is the spirit in which the authors featured
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in this chapter will approach psychoanalysis too: as offering some helpful tools for 
analysing aspects of the intersection of subjectivity and visuality.

The potential relevance of psychoanalysis to critical studies of visual culture is 
also demonstrated by a number of scholars who have deployed a broadly psycho
analytic approach to the mass media’s coverage of violent events like the attacks on 
the World Trade Center in New York in September 2001, and the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. Writers like Jennifer Good (2015), Andrew Hill (2009), Nicholas 
Mirzoeff (2005), Thomas Stubblefield (2015) and Slavoj Zizek (2002) have all writ
ten books that draw in more or less detail on psychoanalytic ideas to understand 
how the media’s audiences -  and especially the viewers of its images -  are positioned 
in specific ways by the media’s coverage of such events. None of the writers just 
mentioned pays much attention to the sexual politics of the media’s coverage, but 
many feminists have written at length on the way in which sexualised positions were 
indeed invoked in the media’s visual, spoken and written coverage of 9/11 and its 
aftermaths (see for example Dowler, 2002; Hyndman, 2003; Rose, 2009; Signs, 
2002; Tickner, 2002; Young, 2003). None of these feminist accounts uses psycho
analytic concepts explicitly, but all are concerned to trace the masculinisation of the 
US and its allies as powerful and omnipotent, and the féminisation of what were 
positioned as its enemies as weak and lacking. Iris Marion Young (2003), moreover, 
in her reflection on what she calls the US ‘security state’, argues that the Bush 
administration, in its representation by a compliant mass media, spoke and pictured 
itself as a strongly masculine state that was defending and protecting a weak, vul
nerable and passive citizenry, which was thus placed in a feminised position. For 
Young (2003: 2), this organisation of the visual field into a masculine state and 
feminine citizens created a ‘logic of gendered meanings and images [which] helps 
organize the way people interpret events and circumstances, along with the posi
tions and possibilities for action within them’ (Young, 2003: 2; see also Rose, 2009). 
Like psychoanalytic critics, then, Young is also interested in how the media’s repre
sentations positioned its audiences in particular ways. The following sections 
elaborate both psychoanalytic feminist approaches to film and, in less detail, some 
aspects of psychoanalytic accounts of the mass media.

7.3 How is Sexual Difference Visual 1:
W atching Movies with Laura Mulvey

One of the first -  and still one of the most important -  essays of psychoanalytic 
feminist film criticism is called ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’; it was published 
by Laura Mulvey in Screen in 1975 (Mulvey, 1989: 14-26). By ‘narrative cinema’, 
Mulvey means mainstream Hollywood cinema. She cites a number of examples and 
pays some attention to two films directed by Alfred Hitchcock, Vertigo (1958) and 
Rear Window (1954).
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visual pleasure The use of the term ‘visual pleasure’ in Mulvey’s title immediately 
suggests that she is concerned with the subjective effect of narrative 
cinema. This is a subjectivity culturally constructed, though: ‘This paper 
intends to use psychoanalysis to discover where and how the fascination 
of film is reinforced by pre-existing patterns of fascination already at 
work within the individual subject and the social formations that have 
moulded him’ (Mulvey, 1989: 14). Thus Mulvey is exploring the mutual 
constitution of the psychic and the social. As a feminist, though, Mulvey 
assumes that the most important of the social formations shaping the 
subject is patriarchy. She is thus concerned with the disciplining of sub
jectivity into a particular form of sexual difference. Mulvey is also 
exploring the mutual constitution of the movie and spectator. She does 
that by examining the visual, spatial and temporal construction of nar
rative cinema, and seeing how this affects both the representation of 
men and women in the movies and the gendering of the spectator. Thus 
Mulvey’s essay addresses many of the key themes of feminist psycho
analytic film criticism. It does so by drawing on two psychoanalytic 
concepts -  the castration complex and the mirror stage -  in order to 
understand the visual articulation of subjectivity, sexual difference and 
the unconscious in particular ways.

7.3.1 The castration complex and visual pleasure
Mulvey’s account depends on the notion of the castration complex, so, 
although Section 7.2 briefly outlined Freud’s discussion, it is pertinent 
to say a little more about that complex now. The previous section noted 
that Freud’s account of the castration complex makes the assumption 
that all humans begin life in an undifferentiated relationship with their 
mother. However, this is only the first, and least problematic, of a num
ber of assumptions in Freud’s argument. Another, and much more 
problematic assumption, is that all babies feel that to have a penis is 
normal. Thus when the father intervenes to break up the closeness of 
that primary relationship, the threat of castration feels real; the baby is 
threatened with the loss of something important. This notion that the 
penis is not simply a piece of anatomy but also something meaningful is 

phallus emphasised by the concept of the phallus. Reference to the phallus 
rather than the penis is meant to indicate ‘not that anatomical difference 
is sexual difference ... but that anatomical difference comes to figure 
sexual difference, that is, it becomes the sole representative of what that 
difference is allowed to be’ (J. Rose, 1986: 66). In the castration com
plex, the father asserts that the mother is ‘his’, and the threat that forces
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the boy to give up his closeness to his mother (in exchange for himself 
becoming a man and having ‘his own’ other woman in the future) is that 
he sees his mother as not having a penis. And here a third assumption 
in Freud’s account comes into play: that when the boy sees his mother’s 
genitalia, he sees them not simply as different from his, but as lacking. 
This assumption only works, however, if what Freud is talking about 
here is not simply vision, but visuality. The boy-child must already be 
seeing through a visuality that asserts that the masculine position is to 
look and the feminine is to be looked at, and that the feminine is to be 
seen as lacking.

Mulvey argues precisely that visuality is structured in this gendered 
way. She claims that ‘in a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure 
in looking has been split between active/male and passive/female. The 
determining male gaze projects its fantasy onto the female figure, which 
is styled accordingly’ (Mulvey, 1989: 19). Thus sexual difference is 
understood relationally -  visions of femininity depend on the vision of 
masculinity, and vice versa. As well as this active/male and passive/ 
female distinction, Mulvey argues that the castration complex has impli
cations for images of women in this patriarchal visuality. She says that 
‘the representation of the female form ... in the last resort ... speaks 
castration and nothing else’ (Mulvey, 1989: 14). Thus Mulvey suggests 
that women cannot be represented in the movies on their own terms, 
but only in patriarchal terms, as castrated not-men. The analytical 
importance given to the (missing) phallus in this sort of account often 
leads to the use of the term phallocentrism rather than patriarchy to 
describe the way cultural meaning is structured around masculine terms. 
Thus Mulvey’s use of Freud’s formulation of the castration complex 
mobilises a set of ideas about sexual difference not only in relation to 
subjectivity, but also in relation to visuality.

Now, it would seem that the sight of women as castrated not-men in 
the movies would not be very appealing to the movie-goer, and Mulvey 
has already asserted the pleasurability of the cinema. She resolves this 
paradox by arguing that cinematic visual pleasure stems precisely from 
its assuaging of the fear of castration -  for men (the role of the female 
spectator is somewhat problematic in her account, a point to which I will 
return): ‘In the highly developed Fiollywood cinema ... the alienated 
subject, torn in his imaginary memory by a sense of loss, by the terror of 
potential lack in fantasy, came near to finding a glimpse of satisfaction: 
through its formal beauty and its play on his own formative obsessions’ 
(Mulvey, 1989: 16). She argues that this is achieved in narrative cinema 
in two ways (Mulvey, 1989: 21-2). Both these ways involve structuring 
how the spectator sees images of women in narrative cinema.

phallocentrism
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discussion
The a rt historian Linda Nochlin (1989 : 138, 142) offers an example o f th is  gen
dered visuality, reproduced here as Figure 7.2.

On the left is a late nineteenth century so ft porn postcard showing a woman 
offering some fru it to  the spectator; she is clearly offering herself for ‘picking’ 
too. On the right, Nochlin has constructed an apparently equivalent image with a 
man offering fru it/h im se lf. Nochlin ’s point, though, is th a t of course these are not 
equivalent images because the visuality th a t constructs women as objects to  be 
seen does not allow the spectator to  make sense o f a man being shown in the 
same term s; the photo o f the man is therefore a joke, laughable. Hence we can 
see tha t the dom inant form  o f visuality tu to rs  us into finding only women suitable 
objects for sexual display.

A nineteenth century An image constructed by
soft porn postcard (Nochlin 1989:138) feminist critic Linda Nochlin (1989:142)

voyeurism The first way she describes as voyeurism. Voyeurism is a way of seeing 
that is active; it distances and objectifies what is looked at. It is control
ling and even sadistic, says Mulvey. It is a look that is only given to men 
by films (whether as characters in the film or as the film’s audience).
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It deals with castration anxiety by investigating the woman and then 
punishing or saving her. Mulvey notes how this is typical of how the 
women in the film noir genre are represented: as threatening but ulti
mately guilty and weak. The particular ways in which voyeurism is 
produced by the spatial and visual organisation of a film are various, 
and some of the tools of compositional interpretation are useful here to 
describe them (see Chapter 4). What Mulvey looks for is how that rela- 
tionality between masculinity and femininity is constructed. Particular 
filmic techniques can include:

• putting distance between the male and female protagonists of a movie. 
In Hitchcock’s film Vertigo, for example, the retired policeman, Scottie, 
becomes obsessed with the beautiful woman he has been asked to fol
low, and the first part of the film shows him trailing her, always 
keeping his distance to remain hidden from her. In Rear Window, 
photo-journalist Jefferies is immobilised with a broken leg and becomes 
fascinated with what he sees going on in the apartment opposite his; 
Mulvey says that his erotic interest in his girlfriend is rekindled only 
when she enters that other apartment and Jeffries sees her over there, 
away from him (Figure 7.3).

• putting distance between the female protagonist o f a movie and the 
movie audience. In both Vertigo and Rear Window, the camera often 
occupies the position of the hero. Thus the audience sees what he 
sees, and the women in the film (Madeleine/Judy in Vertigo and Lisa 
in Rear Window) are distanced from the audience just as they are 
distanced from him.

The second way that the image of the castrated woman is disavowed by 
narrative cinema, according to Mulvey, is fetishistic scopophilia. This is 
when the female figure is represented simply as a beautiful object of dis
play (her objectification shows how voyeurism and this kind of fetishism 
can overlap). Again, this is a mode of representation directed both at the 
hero of the film and at the male spectator: she is on display for both of 
them. Her beauty is so overwhelming, often pictured in huge close-ups, 
so perfect, that the threat of castration is assuaged as she is turned into 
a reassuring object in an intimate relation to the spectator. Drawing on 
Mulvey’s work, Mary Ann Doane (1982: 76) says that ‘the woman’s 
beauty, her very desirability, becomes a function of certain practices of 
imaging -  framing, lighting, camera movement, angle. She is thus ... 
more closely associated with the surface of the image than its illusory 
depths.’ Again, the particular ways in which fetishism is produced by the 
spatial and visual organisation of a film are various. They can include:

fetishistic
scopophilia
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•  framing. The obvious framing device is the use of close-up shots that 
exclude everything from the viewer’s gaze except the body, or parts 
of the body (often the face) of the female star.

•  lighting. Doane (1991) describes the way lighting was used in many 
of Greta Garbo’s films to make her face luminous, and so convey a 
sense of her almost-ethereal, fascinating beauty.

•  camera movement. Modleski traces the various ways in which the 
camera shows Madeleine/Judy for the first time in Rear Window:

The camera itself takes over the enunciation ... it first shows 
Scottie sitting at a bar and then detaches itself from his search
ing gaze to conduct its own search for the woman through the 
restaurant. Finally it comes to rest in a long shot of a woman 
seated ... at a table, with her back to the camera. Romantic 
music emerges slowly on the soundtrack, and the camera moves 
slightly forward. It cuts back to Scottie looking and to a point 
of view shot of Madeleine, who gets up from her chair and 
walks into a close-up shot of her profile. Only much later will 
we be able to see her entire face and only at that time will we 
get to hear her speak. (Modleski, 1988: 91)

This camera movement establishes Madeleine, says Modleski (1988: 92), 
as the ‘mute, only half-seen object of man’s romantic quest’.

Still from Alfred 
Hitchcock's film 
Rear Window, 
1954
Courtesy of 
Universal Studios
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Mulvey also notes that the fetishism and voyeurism through which 
women are represented in narrative cinema often works to halt the nar
rative flow of the film; women are represented as passive spectacle.

focus
If you can, watch the opening ha lf an hour of Vertigo. How does it invite  voyeur
istic and fe tish is tic  ways of seeing? If you can 't get to see tha t film , then th ink  
about the same question the next tim e  you w atch a m ainstream  Hollywood film . 
If you are not w atching it in a cinem a, th in k  about w h e th e r the seductive pow er 
of film  is reduced when it is being shown on a TV screen.

7.3.2 The mirror stage and visual pleasure
The other major psychoanalytic concept used by Mulvey in ‘Visual 
Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ is the mirror stage. The idea of the mir
ror stage was developed by Lacan and it is one of the ways in which his 
work has impacted on some accounts of visual culture.

According to Lacan, babies go through the mirror stage when they mirror stage 
recognise an image in a mirror as their self. However, as with the baby’s 
‘recognition’ of their mother’s castration, this other recognition happens 
through a particular visuality, and also through a particular construction 
of spatiality. On the one hand, the mirror image and the body it appar
ently simply reflects are seen by the baby as complete and whole. This is 
fascinating and seductive, for the baby’s own bodily co-ordination is still 
incomplete. As Malcolm Bowie (1991: 23) says, ‘The child’s attention is 
seized ... by the firm spatial relationships between its real body and its 
specular body and between body and setting in the specular image.’ Thus 
the child sees a coherent body in a coherent, three-dimensional space. As 
well as giving the baby a certain pleasing sense of his or her own bodily 
image and space, this vision also allows the identification of other objects 
in that space. This is the founding moment therefore of the Imaginary, Imaginary 
which is the field of interrelations between subject and other people or 
objects. On the other hand, the mirror image also involves a misrecogni- 
tion, since the baby knows that the image is not actually its self. The mirror 
image involves a certain alienation from what is seen: ‘Identification of an 
object world is ... grounded in the moment when the child’s image was 
alienated from itself as an imaginary object and sent back to it the message 
of its own subjecthood’ (Rose, 1986: 173). Thus the mirror stage involves 
both identification with an image, and alienation from it: both recognition 
and misrecognition.
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Lacan suggests that the dynamics of the mirror stage continue to structure subjec
tivity, and that they explain the importance of the visual to our sense of self. But 
clearly these dynamics are complex, and the contradiction between identifying with 
the mirror image and being alienated from it is one of those moments of visual uncer
tainty that psychoanalytic accounts tend to emphasise.

Mulvey uses the mirror stage to explore the representation of male figures in narrative 
cinema, and the ways in which the audience is positioned by that representation. The 
male movie star, the hero of the film’s narrative, occupies that coherent space seen during 
the mirror stage: ‘The active male figure ... demands a three-dimensional space corre
sponding to that of the mirror recognition, in which the alienated subject internalised his 
own representation of his imaginary existence’; he is ‘free to command the stage, a stage 
of spatial illusion in which he articulates the look and creates the action’ (Mulvey, 1989: 
20). Thus the male hero of the movie occupies a space of depth (compared to the surfi- 
ciality of representations of women), in which he actively looks. The masculine figure is 
not therefore himself subject to looking, according to Mulvey. He also propels the nar
rative; he is active, unlike the passive figure of woman. Ways that a film’s space and gazes 
produce this effect include:

•  deep focus. A deep focus emphasises the apparent depth of the scene being shown 
by the film, and allows the hero to move through a space that is extensive. Even in 
Rear Window, a film in which the hero is immobilised by a broken leg, Modleski 
(1988: 79) suggests that the deep focus given to his view from his apartment win
dow constructs that view as ‘an image of wholeness and plenitude’ over which his 
gaze can roam freely.

•  camera movements determined by male hero. Mulvey argues that the spectator 
identifies with the movie hero because he embodies the spectator/subject’s mirror 
stage self-image:

A male movie star’s glamorous characteristics are ... those of the more perfect, 
more complete, more powerful ideal ego conceived in the original moment of 
recognition in front of the mirror. The character in the story can make things 
happen and control events better than the subject/spectator, just as the image 
in the mirror was more in control of motor co-ordination. (Mulvey, 1989: 20)

This identification is encouraged by the way the cameras assume the male protago
nist’s position when picturing the film’s narrative. This can involve:

•  camera position. The camera literally is in the same position as the male protagonist 
is shown to be, so the audience sees (apparently) exactly what he sees. For example, 
in the first scene of Vertigo, Scottie is trying to overcome his vertigo by slowly climb
ing up a small stepladder next to a window; we see him look out and down from 
the window, and the next shot is of the view downwards, which rapidly zooms 
forward/down and then back again to show what Scottie’s vertigo looks like to him.
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• points o f view. Reverse shots often establish which character’s view the camera is 
showing. In Vertigo, the camera persistently shows the spectator what Scottie sees 
during his surveillance of the mysterious woman he is following. Moreover, the 
audience never sees what she sees as she sees it: we are only given a good look of 
something when Scottie goes to look at it too.

iMulvey thus uses two central psychoanalytic concepts -  the castration complex and 
the mirror stage -  to explore the way in which narrative cinema produces ‘woman as 
image, man as bearer of the look’ (Mulvey, 1989: 19). Her use of both these concepts 
assumes a phallocentric scopic regime in which woman can only figure passively as a 
castrated man, and men appear as active and powerful, controlling the visual, the spa
tial and the temporal. This, she says, is ‘the way the unconscious of patriarchal society 
has structured film form’ (Mulvey, 1989: 14). Mulvey suggests that Hitchcock’s movies 
explore this unconscious. In her brief discussion of Vertigo and Rear Window, she 
notes that their heroes are voyeurs of one kind or another. In both films, Mulvey says,

The power to subject another person to the will sadistically or to the gaze voyeur- 
istically is turned onto the woman as the object of both. Power is backed by a 
certainty of legal right and the established guilt of the woman (evoking castration, 
psychoanalytically speaking). True perversion is barely concealed under a shallow 
mask of ideological correctness -  the man is on the right side of the law, the 
woman on the wrong. Hitchcock’s skilful use of identification processes and lib
eral use of subjective camera from the point of view of the male protagonist draw 
the spectators deeply into his position, making them share his uneasy gaze. The 
spectator is absorbed into a voyeuristic situation within the screen scene and 
diegesis, which parodies his own in the cinema. (1989: 23)

It will be evident from the discussion so far that these feminist accounts of Hitchcock’s 
films rely on very close, careful readings of specific films, paying attention to the 
detailed structure of their composition -  camera angles, focus, spatial and temporal 
organisation, and so on -  and they do so in order to understand how the spectator is 
‘absorbed’, to use Mulvey’s term, into a specific point of view. Section 7.2 noted that 
some critics of the mass media also use psychoanalytic arguments to understand how 
the mass media use images to create a specific point of view for their viewers. The 
critics who have turned to psychoanalytic concepts to understand the mass media’s 
news coverage of various conflicts, however, take rather a different approach to select
ing the images they discuss. Instead of a close focus on just a few key images, they 
tend to approach the visual content of the mass media as a single field (Figure 7.4). 
Rather than selecting one TV news bulletin, or one news website, for example, and 
analysing its composition in depth, these approaches rely on the extensive viewing of 
what Mirzoeff (2005: 74) calls the ‘glut’ of images on television, on websites and in 
newspapers, in order to offer an account of their cumulative effect. This approach is 
justified by these authors by noting that not only is war represented in the contemporary
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mass media in highly visual ways, but also that any particular image can, and very 
often does, move across different kinds of media (see for instance Good, 2015: 
99-109). Susan Lurie, for example, discusses photographs of people jumping from the 
World Trade Center towers on 11 September 2001; as she says, those photos come 
from a variety of sources both professional and amateur, and ‘have multiple analogs 
published in newspapers, magazines, and other volumes’ (Lurie, 2006: 46). Other 
examples include: a photo of a bombed bus in London in July 2005 taken on a pas- 
ser’s-by BlackBerry and then appearing in newspapers and on newspaper websites 
(Rose, 2009); an artist’s installation piece video-feed trained on the Twin Towers in 
New York in September 2001, and then broadcast globally by television news chan
nels (Hill, 2009); and cameraphone photos of Saddam Hussein’s execution which then 
circulate widely on body-horror websites (Anden-Papadopoulos, 2009). These critics 
are clearly responding to contemporary convergence culture by acknowledging both 
the mobility of digital images across various modes of transmission, and the dispersed 
production of such images (Jenkins, 2008). Given this mobility and dispersal, these 
authors choose to range across a large number of the images used by the mass media.

This approach is clearly a different methodological strategy from feminist film 
theorists like Mulvey, who prefer to read a few texts in great detail rather than by 
looking for recurrent characteristics across a wide range of images. In both cases,

7.4 In the days immediately after the attacks on the World Trade Center, a gallery in 
New York's S0H0 district started to exhibit uncaptioned photographs taken by people who 
witnessed the events surrounding the towers' collapse. The exhibition was called 'Here is New 
York: A Democracy of Photographs'. In both their content and the way they were hung, the 
photographs point to the broader visual field constituted by the repeated photographing of 
those events (Good, 2015: 91-7). This photo shows an exhibition of some of those photographs 
by the New York Historical Society in 2007. The way the photographs are hung -  again, 
uncaptioned and unframed -  emphasises the broader visual field constituted by the repeated 
photographing of these events. Exhibition by Hiroko Masuike/NYT
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though, the choice of image is rarely discussed. Feminist critics rarely 
explain why a specific film has been chosen for analysis, other than 
because of its inherent usefulness for explicating a relation between the 
visual and the subjective; and media critics do not explain how they 
have sampled the very large domain of mass media production.

7.3.3 Mulve/s searchlight
Mulvey focuses on certain aspects of the cinematic image -  its spatial 
organisation, the scale of what it shows, its orchestration of looks both 
between the actors on the screen and between the audience and the 
screen, and in particular the gendering of who sees and who is seen in 
certain ways -  in order to characterise a way of cinematic seeing that is 
both gendered and gendering. The pleasure of these ways of seeing for the 
audience is then also understood in a particular way, as a denial of the 
threat of castration.

Mulvey’s essay has been enormously influential on feminist film the
ory and feminist theory more widely. Indeed, notions of a voyeuristic 
male gaze remain extensive in feminist work, and are often used without male gaze 
reference to the specifically psychoanalytic ideas through which Mulvey 
formulated her arguments. But Mulvey’s arguments, though polemical, 
are nuanced. She suggests that voyeurism and fetishism have quite par
ticular visual, temporal and spatial articulations. These conceptual 
details are important to remember when utilising psychoanalytic argu
ments. Psychoanalysis in many ways depends on the details of an image 
for its interpretative insight; and it is necessary to be similarly attentive 
to the detail of psychoanalytic concepts.

Mulvey’s arguments are not without their problems, however. She seems 
to assume that not only can women only be seen as castrated, women can 
only see themselves like that too. This is because she assumes that all the 
members of a cinema audience, whether male or female, are positioned in 
the same way in relation to the figures on the screen and that all see them 
in the same way; the implication is that all of a film’s spectators are made 
to be fetishistic and voyeuristic by the visual and spatial structure of the 
film. In that sense, Mulvey’s argument positions all cinema spectators as 
male. But is she too quick to suggest that women represent castration and 
nothing else? Or can women be represented differently? Can women also 
see actively? Moreover, are all men only voyeurs and fetishists when they 
look at women? Are other ways of seeing possible, less powerful, less pleas
urable too perhaps? And what about men who want to look at men, and 
women who want to look at women, pleasurably? Some of the work on the 
mass media’s coverage of 9/11 and similar events also suggests that the 
mass media position their readers and viewers as feminine (G. Rose, 2009;
Young, 2003). But how might other positions be possible (N. Rose, 2007)?
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None of these questions can be addressed in Mulvey’s framework. She 
assumes a powerful, patriarchal and heterosexual narrative cinema, and 
places her faith for critique and change in avant-garde cinematic practices 
that refuse the visual and spatial organisation of Hollywood’s narrative 
cinema. However, other feminist critics have been less willing to give up 
on what are, after all, hugely popular cultural practices like mainstream 
Hollywood film. They have looked for other psychoanalytic ways of see
ing films, and have brought other theoretical terms to bear on them.

7.4 How is Sexual Difference Visual 2:
From the Fetish to M asquerade

There are many ways in which psychoanalysis can be used to explore ways 
of seeing. Many feminists, not surprisingly, have been particularly concerned 
to see images of femininity that do not ‘speak castration and nothing else’, 
for example. Indeed, the notion that femininity can only be represented as 
lacking -  as castrated -  has been contested by many feminists, who have 
turned to other psychoanalytic notions to see femininity in other ways.

One possibility that has been pursued in relation to visual images is to 
suggest that if women are indeed often represented as smooth surfaces 
on display for a male gaze, fetishisation might not be the only way to 
interpret that representation. Perhaps that smooth surface does not hide 
something horrible, does not conceal a castrated body. Perhaps it hides 
something else. Or perhaps it is simply that: a surface that hides nothing - 

masquerade a masquerade. This latter possibility was most famously proposed by the 
psychoanalyst Joan Riviere in an essay first published in 1929 (Riviere, 
1986). Riviere’s essay took off from her analysis of an academic woman 
who, after her articulate and professional presentations of her work to 
her peers, would feel compelled to flirt with the men in her audience. 
Riviere suggested that this woman saw her success in terms of being suc
cessful in a man’s world and therefore in a sense, for the duration of her 
performances, becoming a man. This, though, she knew her mostly male 
audiences would find very threatening (the only thing more threatening 
than a castrated woman being a non-castrated one), so after her lectures 
she would conform to their expectations of female behaviour, and flirt 
and be charming and non-confrontational. From this Riviere concluded:

Womanliness could therefore be assumed and worn as a mask, both 
to hide the possession of masculinity and to avert the reprisals 
expected if she was found to possess it -  much as a thief will turn out 
his pockets and ask to be searched to prove that he has not stolen 
the goods. The reader may now ask how I define womanliness or
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where I draw the line between genuine womanliness and the ‘masquerade’. My sug
gestion is not, however, that there is any such difference; whether radical or 
superficial, they are the same thing. (1986: 38)

Riviere is suggesting that since femininity is not natural but constructed -  through 
processes such as the castration complex but also, we might add, through things like 
watching movies -  there are ways of thinking about femininity as just that, a construc
tion. Femininity can be seen as a mask, a masquerade, performed by mimicking what 
being a woman is meant to be about. Femininity might be thought of as ‘a decorative 
layer which conceals a non-identity’ (Doane, 1982: 81). Luce Irigaray has taken this 
argument even further to suggest that masquerade -  or what she calls mimesis -  might 
even be an evasion, in part at least, of those disciplines of femininity. She suggests that 
‘if women are such good mimics, it is because they are not simply resorbed in this 
function. They also remain elsewhere’ (Irigaray, 1985: 76, emphasis in original).

What are the methodological implications of these arguments about masquerade? 
Doane (1982) raises the possibility (although she is not herself persuaded by it) that 
masquerade might provide a way of thinking about how women see themselves and 
each other which does not depend on the way of seeing outlined by Mulvey. Other 
critics are more confident that here may be traces of a manipulation of the position 
of femininity, or its parody, in visual images like films, marked by strategies such as:

• excess. The film performances of Marlene Dietrich have been characterised as so 
excessively feminine that the audience is ‘watching a woman demonstrate the rep
resentation of a woman’s body’ (Bovenschen cited in Doane, 1982: 82).

• construction. A film may show moments when the female body is quite literally 
donning the mask of femininity: make-up, hairstyle, dress, comportment. An exam
ple from a Hitchcock film could be a scene in his 1940 movie Rebecca. The heroine 
of this film (who is never named) is shown at first as a gauche and nervous young 
woman whose qualities are characterised only by what she cannot do. Thinking 
that she has lost the love of her husband Maxim (whose first, dead wife was called 
Rebecca), she attempts to win it back by dressing for a fancy dress ball in the cos
tume of one of his ancestors whose painting hangs in their grand house, and she is 
thus shown as constructing herself as glamorous.

• repetition. In film, repetition may take narrative or visual form. The heroine of 
Rebecca is shown using visual repetition as a means of becoming glamorously attrac
tive too, since her masquerade is a copy of an already existing image of glamour.

Or there may be traces of the ‘elsewhere’ mentioned by Irigaray: hints at spaces other 
than those constructed through objectifying distance or fetishising intimacy.

• distorted spaces.
• points of view impossible in coherent space.
• (in)visible absences. Modleski (1988) persuasively argues that in Rebecca, although 

the character Rebecca is dead, her presence continues to haunt the film in ways that
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refuse the usual representations of femininity. In particular, her disruptive sexuality 
is marked by traces of her own masquerades: her clothing, her unfaithfulness to her 
husband while appearing to be the perfect wife, the way the housekeeper evokes 
Rebecca’s thoughts and actions in the film.

Finally, Modleski describes ‘how, in one of the film’s most extraordinary moments, the 
camera pointedly dynamizes Rebecca’s absence. When Maxim tells the heroine about 
what happened on the night of Rebecca’s death (“ She got up, came towards me” , etc.), 
the camera follows Rebecca’s movements in a lengthy tracking shot’ (1988: 53). This 
is a flaunting of lack, not its hiding, and it suggests that the representation of feminin
ity need not represent absence in the phallocentric way that Mulvey suggests.

focus
Some fem in is ts  have critic ised  the notion of m asquerade, suggesting that it is 
naive to th ink  tha t constructions of fe m in in ity  can escape the d isc ip lines of cu l
tu ra l representation. Judith  B u tle r (1990), fo r exam ple, has chastised Irigaray in 
these te rm s, and even Modleski (1988: 53) in her discussion of Rebecca  has to 
adm it tha t ‘ in the film 's  narra tive, Rebecca is subjected to a b ru ta l devaluation 
and pun ishm ent’.

Watch Vertigo if you can. The c e n tra l fem a le  fig u re  -  M ade le ine /Judy  -  m ight 
be seen as e xem p lify ing  fe m in in ity  as m asquerade , s ince M adele ine is a pp a r
e n tly  copying a dead ancesto r; ‘ M ade le ine ’ is being im p erso na ted  by Judy, 
and Scottie  fo rces ‘Ju d y ’ to dress up as M adele ine again. The m ovie th us  has 
a n a rra tive  and scenes th a t show  the c o n s tru c tio n  of fe m in in ity . But does the 
m ovie suggest th a t in being able to m ake these  tra n s fo rm a tio n s  M adele ine/ 
Judy is occupying an ‘e ls e w h e re ’ beyond p h a llo c e n tr ic  v is ions  of fe m in in ity?  
Are th e re  o th e r v isua l o r s p a tia l su ggestions  in the  f ilm  th a t th is  is the case? 
Or are those tra n s fo rm a tio n  scenes em bedded in a f i lm ic  o rg an isa tio n  of the 
v isua l and sp a tia l th a t cap tu res M ad e le ine /Judy  in S co ttie ’s te rm s?

Mary Ann Doane’s (1987) discussion of Rebecca raises a similar question in relation 
to the liberating possibilities of disorientating spaces. She describes the incoherent 
domestic spaces of a cycle of post-war Hollywood movies not as elements of subversive 
masquerades of femininity, but as representing a paranoia deeply threatening to the 
film’s female protagonists. Thus in Rebecca, the bedroom of Rebecca has been kept as 
it was before her death by the housekeeper, and when the heroine finally gathers the 
courage to enter it, it is a strange and disorientating space. Everything is slightly too large 
for the heroine (implying she is childlike); curtains blow oddly; the housekeeper appears 
from nowhere and forces the heroine to touch Rebecca’s clothes, to sit at her dressing 
table, to let the housekeeper brush her hair as she brushed Rebecca’s (see Figure 7.5).
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FIGURE 7.5 
Still from 
Alfred 
Hitchcock's 
film Rebecca, 
1940
© United Artist 
Corporation

The room disorientates the heroine, and what goes on there threatens to 
replace her own subjectivity with that of Rebecca. Thus, as Doane (1987) 
notes, this particular distorted space is hardly a subversive space for articulat
ing the heroine’s subjectivity. However, Modleski (1988) prefers to emphasise 
that it is a space in which Rebecca remains powerful, even if the heroine 
does not. Section 7.7 returns to the different ways they interpret Rebecca.

Clearly the interpretation of masquerade and incoherent spaces needs 
to consider many aspects of a film before an account of their effects can 
be persuasive. Notions of masquerade have been employed to disrupt 
the apparent hegemony of the male gaze as characterised by Mulvey. 
However, they disrupt by offering a supplement to that gaze. That is, 
they do not fundamentally challenge Mulvey’s characterisation of 
this gaze; they simply suggest that it might not be the full story.

7.5 From the Voyeuristic G aze  to the Lacanian  
G aze: Other W ays of Seeing

The ‘male gaze’ has become a staple of certain feminist critiques of 
patriarchal visuality; even those feminist strategies that are more criti
cal of Mulvey’s reliance on Freud’s theorisation of the castration 
complex have tended to take that gaze for granted, even as they search 
for other ways of seeing. But did Mulvey’s polemic exaggerate the 
power of that gaze? There are hints, even in her original essay, that the
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voyeuristic and fetishistic gaze produced its own difficulties. After all, 
the ‘hero’ of Vertigo goes nearly mad in his obsession with the woman 
he follows. Did Mulvey underestimate the inherent difficulties of mas
culine looking, then? Other feminists have chosen psychoanalytic 
materials other than castration, voyeurism and fetishism to work with, 
precisely in order to theorise a visuality that, while dominant, is not 
all-powerful. If women are not necessarily castrated not-men, then 
neither are all men necessarily voyeuristic fetishists.

The psychoanalytic term used to develop this possibility is Lacan’s ver- 
Gaze sion of the Gaze. As Joan Copjec (1989) insists, the Lacanian Gaze is not 

the same as the ‘male gaze’ initially theorised by Mulvey and then popu
larised in many feminist discussions. The most important difference is that 
the Gaze is striated by inherent failure. Lacan elaborated his notion of the 
Gaze some time after his exploration of the mirror stage (for a detailed 
exegesis, see Silverman, 1992: 145-53). In this later work, he is less inter
ested in how the subject sees and more interested in how the subject is 
seen. The Gaze thus supplements his earlier account of the mirror stage. 
The Gaze is a form of visuality that pre-exists the individual subject; it is 
a visuality into which subjects are born. Like the visuality that subjects 
adopt as their own, though, the Gaze is culturally constituted.

Between the subject and the world is inserted the entire sum of 
discourses that make up visuality, that cultural construct, and make 
visuality different from vision, the notion of unmediated visual 
experience. Between the retina and the world is inserted a screen of 
signs, consisting of all the multiple discourses of vision built into 
the social arena ... when I learn to see socially, that is, when I begin 
to articulate my retinal experience with the codes of recognition 
that come to me from my social milieu(s), I am inserted into sys
tems of visual discourse that saw the world before I did, and will 
go on seeing after I see no longer. (Bryson, 1988: 91-2)

At this point, we can see a second reason for the way critics writing 
about the mass media’s news coverage of violence usually explore a 
large number of images from a wide range of sources: because they are 
interested in visual culture as much in terms of a Gaze that surrounds 
us as in terms of its convergence. For them, the mass media is part of 
the visual screen that shapes our ways of seeing.

There are three ways in which this Gaze fails to offer visual mastery. 
The first is suggested by Bryson himself. Since the Gaze ‘will go on see
ing after I see no longer’, Bryson says that it ‘casts a shadow of death' 
(Bryson, 1988: 92). It reminds us of our own mortality. Secondly, the 
Gaze cannot offer visual mastery because it is diffuse, evanescent and
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iridescent, says Lacan. Indeed, given the way it pre-dates and will outlast 
the subject, in a sense it looks at the subject rather than the subject look
ing at or through it. ‘In the scopic field, the gaze is outside, I am looked 
at, that is to say, I am a picture ... What determines me, at the most 
profound level, in the visible, is the gaze that is outside’ (Lacan, 1977:
106). The consequence of the externality of the Gaze is that when ‘I 
solicit a look, what is profoundly unsatisfying and always missing is 
that -  You never look at me from the place which I see you’ (Lacan,
1977: 103). Finally, the Gaze fails precisely because it is structured 
through a screen of signs. Signs, as semiology notes, are substitutes for 
their referents. As representations, they are different from that to which 
they refer. For Lacan, the child’s entry into culture -  into the signs that 
constitute language, visuality and what he called the Symbolic -  is a 
traumatic separation from intimacy with referents. (Lacan’s term for a 
world of referents before the Symbolic was the Real.) Indeed, Lacan Real 
reworked Freud’s account of the castration complex to suggest that 
what that complex deals with is not perceptions of anatomical differ
ence but rather the entry into the Symbolic and the substitution of signs 
for referents, which all babies -  boys and girls -  go through. Hence the 
Gaze, as part of the Symbolic, is also marked by the lack inherent in that 
substitution.

Lacan uses a painting to emphasise the lack that haunts the Gaze:
The Ambassadors, painted at the court of Henry VIII in London in 
1533 by Hans Holbein (Figure 7.6). The painting shows two men in 
luxurious dress, surrounded by the instruments of scientific knowledge 
and artistic expression: they are shown as powerful -  socially, artisti
cally and scientifically. But in front of them, at their feet, is a strange 
oval shape, incomprehensible in terms of the coherent, perspectivally 
represented space of the rest of the painting. This oval only makes 
visual sense if the spectator stands to one side of the painting, when it 
then appears as a skull. It is a reminder of death, a popular device in 
seventeenth century paintings that otherwise celebrated the richness of 
life. However, its disruption of the coherent space of the ambassadors 
and the spectator is a reminder, for Lacan (1977: 88), of ‘the subject 
as annihilated’, not only by death, but also by the lack that structures 
the (visual) Symbolic. Lacanian theory often refers to this lack -  ‘the 
void of the Real ... a gap in the centre of the symbolic order’ (Zizek,
2010: 8) -  as the o b je t  p e t it  a . objet petit a

This definition of the Gaze has some profound implications for Mulvey’s 
argument about sexual difference in the field of vision. As Kaja Silverman 
(1992: 151) for one notes,‘Since the gaze always emerges for us within the 
field of vision, and since we ourselves are always being photographed by 
it even as we look, all binarizations of spectator and spectacle mystify the
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FIGURE 7.6 
The
Ambassadors, 
1533, by Hans 
Holbein
© The National 
Gallery, London

scopic relations in which we are held.’ Hence, since the Gaze looks at 
everyone, men as well as women are turned into spectacles through it; and 
since its status as a screen of signs means it is never a complete vision, 
neither women nor men can attain visual mastery through it.

For feminists like Silverman, this is a much more satisfactory formu
lation of the dominant scopic regime than Mulvey’s analysis of the male 
gaze. It breaks down the binary distinction between ‘woman as image, 
man as bearer of the look’, to suggest that man may be image too and that 
both men and women may look, but neither and never all-powerfully. For 
Silverman (1996: 2), this opens the door to what she calls ‘an ethics of the 
field of vision’ that might ‘make it possible for us to idealize, and, so, to 
identify with bodies we would otherwise repudiate’. In other words, the 
Gaze allows a greater range of ways of seeing to become possible, some 
of which may work against the cultural construction of some visualised 
identities as inferior.

Some of the methodological implications of working with the Gaze in 
relation to film are evident in Silverman’s (1992) book Male Subjectivity at
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the Margins. Here, she explores what she calls ‘deviant masculinities’ -  those that do not 
conform to the dominant fiction of phallic masculinity -  ‘some of which do indeed say 
“no” to power’ (Silverman, 1992: 2). For Silverman, these are masculinities which embrace 
those qualities that the dominant fiction ascribes to femininity. She thus provides some 
methodological pointers. She is interested in representations of masculinity that:

• acknowledge and embrace castration. Silverman’s (1992: 52-121) own example 
of a film that explores ‘the castrations through which the male subject is consti
tuted’ (Silverman, 1992: 52) is a 1946 film directed by William Wyler called The 
Best Years o f Our Lives. It traces the return home of three soldiers at the end of 
the Second World War, and according to Silverman (1992: 67), ‘Male lack is so 
fully displayed in that film that even four decades after its original release it 
remains profoundly disturbing, and at times almost unwatchable.’ As just one 
instance, she notes the way in which the aircraftman who has lost both hands 
eventually shows his amputated arms to his girlfriend, unable to look at her as 
he does so. His bodily loss is parallelled by his loss of vision, and it is the female 
subject who can see this. Modleski (1988) argues strongly that Hitchcock’s 
heroes are also much less secure in their masculinity than Mulvey’s argument 
allows. She points to a number of ways in which the films assert the fragility of 
masculine subjectivity: in Jeffries’ broken leg and his passivity, as opposed to his 
girlfriend’s increasing activity; in Scottie’s vertigo, his obsession with Madeleine 
(which comes close to driving him mad), and his inability to see properly after he 
thinks he has witnessed her death. (Sarah Hagelin [2008] argues that the Steven 
Spielberg-directed Saving Private Ryan also displays masculine vulnerability in 
similar ways.)

• are specular. Silverman (1992) offers another example from The Best Years of Our 
Lives. Another of the soldiers returning home in uniform and medals is greeted by 
his wife ‘as spectacle -  as a glamorous and heroic image ... However, the first time 
she sees him in civilian clothes she visibly recoils, appalled by his shabby and 
unfashionable suit’ (Silverman, 1992: 77; for more general discussions of spectacu- 
larised masculinities in film, see Dyer, 1982; Neale, 1983; Cohan and Hark, 1993).

Mobilising Lacan’s notion of the Gaze, then, permits a more complex visuality to be 
seen than that proposed by Mulvey (1989).

The distinction between the Real and the Symbolic is also central to several psycho
analytic discussions of how the mass media show conflict in their news coverage. Hill 
(2009: 65) argues that the mutilation and death of the human body in conflict should 
be understood as Real; yet the Real is also, by definition, something that cannot be 
part of the cultural signs used by the mass media in its representation of such conflict. 
This paradox, he argues, produces a number of symptoms in the mass media’s images, 
for example in the photographs of people jumping from the burning World Trade 
Center. Interpreting both the written texts that accompanied the photographs and the 
composition of those photographs themselves, Lurie (2006) argues that their viewing
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is ambivalent. On the one hand, they invite an appalled identification 
with the falling person that tries to acknowledge the Real of their ter
rible death. On the other, the photos often integrate the falling body into 
the architecture of the Twin Towers, thus objectifying the body, aligning 
it with the Symbolic, and distancing the viewer from it. Although Lurie 
does not explicitly use the language of the Real and Symbolic in her 
analysis, she does draw on the related psychoanalytic notions to con
clude that in the end these photos ‘predicate embodied national strength 
on difference from rather than vengeful identification with the intoler
ably vulnerable, trapped, and falling figures’ (Lurie, 2006: 50). Another 
symptom of the Real in the mass media’s way of seeing is its haunting 
by some things that are not quite visible: the mass media’s objet petit a. 
Both Hill (2009) and Mirzoeff (2005) have commented on the various 
almost-but-not-quite things that haunt the newspapers, TV screens and 
news websites during their coverage of terrorist attacks in particular: 
terrorist leaders that may or may not be alive; backpackers that in fact 
were bombers; photographs that were, or perhaps were not, faked; 
enemies that are both everywhere and impossible to locate; the dead 
that are never pictured as such (see also Rose, 2010). The Real, then, is 
a way of thinking about the instabilities of the mass media’s way of see
ing violent conflict.

7.6 From the Disciplines of Subjection to the 
Possibilities of Fantasy

Another tactic adopted by some feminist film theorists to explore a 
wider range of ways of seeing than that allowed by Mulvey’s account is 
to draw on the psychoanalytic understanding of fantasy. In psychoana
lytic work, fantasy is not used in the popular sense of something that is 
quite distinct from ‘reality’. Instead, fantasy is seen as something that 
partly structures a subject’s reality.

fantasy Fantasy is located between the conscious and the unconscious; it is 
where the transactions between these two zones occur (Burgin, 1992). In 
fantasy -  daydreams, for example -  the unconscious is given some sort of 
temporal, spatial and symbolic form by the conscious. Certain lost objects 
are dreamt about, and they are given a particular spatial arrangement and 
placed in a particular narrative. Thus fantasy is often described as a kind 
of staging. This sense of a fantasy being staged is also appropriate because 
the subject often feels, in part, that they are looking on at the fantasy: they 
are its audience. A parallel with cinema is immediately obvious, since 
cinema too stages objects, times and spaces through particular codes of
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representation for an audience in ways that depend, according to feminist 
psychoanalytic critics, on fantasies about sexual difference in particular. 
Elizabeth Cowie (1990: 150) notes, however, that Mulvey for example 
only allows for one fantasy in cinema: that concerning the masculine fear 
of castration.

There is another connection too between cinema and fantasy: visual 
pleasure. Freud suggested that fantasy begins when the infant dreams of 
lost pleasurable objects -  their mother’s milk or breast, for example. The 
pleasure gained from fantasising about lost objects is called desire. 
Cowie (1990: 149) describes fantasy as ‘the mise-en-scene of desire, the 
putting into a scene, a staging, of desire’. These emphases on the spec
tator’s visual pleasure suggest why fantasy has tended to be used to 
address questions of spectatorship in cinema. Mary Ann Doane’s (1987) 
book about the so-called ‘women’s films’ made by Hollywood in the 
1930s and 1940s is called The Desire to Desire. Like Mulvey though, 
Doane does not see narrative cinema allowing women to see films, or be 
seen in them, in terms other than those set by phallocentric visuality. 
Thus, in relation to these movies, women can only desire.

Cowie sees Mulvey’s and Doane’s reliance on the implications of the 
castration complex as too restrictive in the way it fixes the spectator 
into a particular, masculinised viewing position. Cowie (1990) instead 
turns to the notion of fantasy because she thinks it provides a way of 
loosening that fixity. In that sense, her aims are the same as those femi
nists who have deployed the masquerade or the Gaze. All want to 
suggest that even within a phallocentric cultural form like mainstream 
Hollywood cinema, there are traces of non-dominant ways of seeing, in 
both the film and in its audience.

Cowie’s (1990) key point about fantasy is that the subject need not 
only be the audience of a fantasy. The subject may also imagine that 
they participate in the fantasy as well, and in perhaps more than one 
role. All fantasies, she says, ‘present a varying of subject positions so 
that the subject takes up more than one position and thus is not fixed’ 
(Cowie, 1990: 160). This is because the fantasy consists, not of objects 
per se, but of their interrelations, their staging. Thus ‘the subject is pre
sent or presented through the very form of organization, composition, 
of the scene’ (Cowie, 1990: 160); the subject is positioned through the 
scenic organisation of the fantasy and is therefore part of each object 
in it. The implications for cinema spectatorship are that audiences may 
refuse to be positioned in the ways that Mulvey suggested they would 
be, as men. Instead, men and women in the audience may be positioned 
while watching a film in ways that correspond to the dynamics of their 
own fantasies.

desire
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Cowie’s (1990) essay contains an extended discussion of one of the ‘women’s films’ 
of the 1940s, Now, Voyager (1942), directed by Irving Rapper and starring Bette 
Davis. She begins by noting what sort of fantasies the film addresses, and she detects 
these fantasies by looking at three aspects of the film:

•  narrative. Cowie notes how the story of the film contains a number of wishes for 
rather conventional kinds of success: erotic success and social success in particular. 
But the film also presents some more prohibited fantasies. Cowie (1990) argues 
that fantasies very often do just this, because of their borderline location between 
the conscious and the repressions of the unconscious. The prohibited desires often 
centre on the relations between parents and children. Thus in Now, Voyager, the 
Bette Davis character rejects her own domineering mother as head of the house
hold, and mothers in her turn without a male partner.

•  equivalences between characters. In a discussion of another film, Cowie (1990) sug
gests another way in which a film may allow multiple entry points for fantasied 
identifications with several characters. She notes that both narratively (in terms of 
what they do, especially in relation to other characters) and visually (in terms of 
how they are seen), a film may suggest that certain characters are equivalent: two 
characters may be shown as ‘fathers’ in relation to a family, for example, even 
though only one ‘really’ is. Thus spectators may respond to both characters as 
‘fathers’.

•  visual substitutions. If fantasies often articulate repressed desires, they must do so 
seductively in ways that do not invite rejection, says Cowie. And Hollywood mov
ies can achieve this by making visual substitutions: visual moments that repeat 
themselves but with a difference. Cowie (1990: 178-9) explains this with an 
example from Now, Voyager. Bette Davis’s transformation from dowdy daughter 
to glamorous independent woman (an articulation of both her erotic and social 
success) is marked by a tilt shot that starts at her legs and ends at her head. The 
first time, it shows flat shoes, thick stockings, glasses; the second time, beautiful 
shoes, silk tights, a stunning hat and no glasses. Such visual puns entice the audi
ence into accepting the film’s terms, says Cowie.

Cowie’s last example is, as she notes, also an example of the masquerade of femi
ninity. But she argues that the subversiveness of the masquerade can only be 
understood if the fantasies in which it is embedded are also made clear. (Modleski 
[1986: 129] also notes that the ‘elsewhere’ central to Irigaray’s account of masquer
ade needs to be specified if its potential for critique is to be fulfilled.) In particular, 
Cowie (1990: 180) argues that the narrative resolution of Now, Voyager -  in which 
Bette Davis agrees to mother the daughter of the married man she spent one night 
with -  is a woman’s fantasy of having a child without accepting the (role of the) 
father. It thus sidesteps the position offered to women in Freud’s account of the 
castration complex.
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FIGURE 7.7 
Still from Irving 
Rapper's film 
Now, Voyager; 
1942
© Warner Bros

Cowie’s discussion of fantasy clearly remains within psychoanaly
sis. Fantasy, it is argued, still deals with subjectivity, sexuality and the 
unconscious, with the dynamics of the child’s relation to its early car
ers and of sexual difference. Teresa de Lauretis (1995: 75) insists on 
this, and warns against The optimistically silly notion of an unbounded 
mobility of identities for the spectator-subject ... the film’s spectator 
[cannot] pick and choose any or all of the subject-positions inscribed 
in the film regardless of gender or sexual difference, to say nothing of 
other kinds of difference.’ However, in its engagement with the 
repressions of the unconscious, fantasy also allows a greater range of 
interpretative possibilities in relation to films and their audiences.

focus
Watch Rebecca if you can.

What are the fantasies of success (and fa ilu re ) tha t s tru c tu re  the film ?

How are characters made equivalent? For exam ple, in an early  scene the heroine
describes to Maxim her close re la tion  to her fa ther, and is shown as ch ild like  as
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she does so: clum sy, gauche, eating runny eggs. Does M axim become equated 
w ith  her fa ther?  And if tha t is the case, is the hero ine ’s s trug g le  to become a 
‘p ro p e r’ w ife  also a s trug g le  to overcom e Rebecca as some so rt of pow erfu l 
m other?  M odleski (1988) suggests th is  is the case.

Are there  v isua l substitu tions?  W hat are the im p lica tions  of both Rebecca and 
the heroine dressing up in the same costum e in te rm s  of fantasy, and fo r whom?

7.7 Queer Looks

Much psychoanalytic feminist film theory (and certainly that of Mulvey) assumes that 
the structure of gendered differences in visuality and representation is heterosexual: 
that is, that the important structure is one articulated between masculine and femi
nine, or male and female. This assumption clearly produces a number of omissions in 
Mulvey’s account, and these have been criticised by gay and lesbian critics. Writers 
adopting Mulvey’s analysis are unlikely to pay much attention to how gay and lesbian 
characters might be represented in a film, and nor are they likely to consider the pos
sible ways that lesbian and gay movie-goers might see certain scenarios or narratives 
in particular ways.

Psychoanalysis does have something to say about homosexuality, but this is often 
to position lesbian and gay sexuality as in some way perverse or deviant. This 
means that the psychoanalytic concepts that might be useful in focusing on the 
possibility of gay and lesbian desires in the cinema usually need to be heavily 
reworked. As Patricia White (1995: 87) says of psychoanalysis, ‘lesbianism can not 
be fully “explained” in its terms’. However, some of that reworking has been done, 
and one starting point has been the difficult position of little girls in relation to the 
castration complex.

Unlike the little boy, who must simply displace his love for the mother to other 
women and thereby consolidate his identification with the father and all that 
he represents, the little girl is asked to change her object from mother to father, 
her disposition from active to passive, and her sexual zone from clitoris to 
vagina, in order to become woman, post-Oedipal and heterosexual. (White, 
1995: 86)

Given the elaborateness of this change, it is not surprising that the little girl might not 
manage all of it successfully, and might retain her desire for her mother. Freud cer
tainly thought this could and did occur, although he tended to see it as a problem in 
the path towards ‘normal’ heterosexual womanhood. Silverman (1988) has picked up
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on this, however, and, far from seeing it as a ‘problem’, has suggested that elaborating 
this desire between mother and daughter could provide a way of inserting desire 
between women into psychoanalytic accounts of sexuality.

This is a controversial suggestion. Teresa de Lauretis (1994) in particular has criticised 
it for evoking a general feminine subjectivity and thus erasing the specificity of lesbian 
desire. For her own part, de Lauretis suggests that what defines lesbian desire is a desire 
for a lost female body which is actually the subject’s own lost body image (de Lauretis, 
1994: 231). Sue Thornham (1997: 128) responds in turn that de Lauretis’s concern with 
the particularity of lesbian desire ends up reasserting a fixed boundary between lesbian 
and heterosexual women, which denies the mobility of desire and fantasy.

These debates are theoretically complex, and this is not the place to attempt their 
resolution. Their insistence that filmic structures of sexuality, difference and desire are 
not always heterosexual does, however, offer some further methodological pointers 
for thinking about visual culture, visual pleasure and visual disruption (and there are 
parallel debates made by theorists of gay movies and spectators; see, for example, 
Dyer, 1990). They suggest the need to be alert for narratives, scenes, looks and spaces 
that do not articulate heterosexual visualities or spatialities.

Modleski (1988) offers an example of this need in her discussion of Rebecca. 
She suggests that there is a strong suggestion in the film that the housekeeper -  Mrs 
Danvers -  was sexually attracted to Rebecca. She points to the scene in which 
Mrs Danvers shows the heroine of Rebecca her predecessor’s wardrobe and all its 
beautiful clothes, which Mrs Danvers caresses and strokes. Modleski suggests that 
this is disruptive of Mulvey’s analysis of narrative cinema not only because it is 
another evocation of the absent Rebecca’s powerful and sexual presence, but also 
because that sexuality is shown to be attractive to women as well as to men.

discussion
Read Modleski’s (1988: 43-56) account of Rebecca, then Mary Anne Doane’s 
(1987: 123-75), and her later response to Modleski (Doane, 1991: 33-43). Both 
Doane and Modleski have watched the film carefully and both ground their inter
pretations in psychoanalytic theory. Modleski argues that Hitchcock’s films are 
ambivalent in their representation of femininity. It is because they show femininity 
as threatening that they punish their female characters, she says; feminist inter
pretations, she argues, should therefore focus on that threat. Doane argues that 
this is an overly optimistic viewing of Hitchcock’s oeuvre. She sees the films as 
fundamentally phallocentric, and insists that, no matter how popular they are, this 
should not be an excuse for feminists to argue for meanings in them that the 
films themselves cannot sustain.
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Clearly this debate is about more than methodology: it is also about more than 
abstract theory. It is about the critical effects of different sorts of theory. Modleski 
demands a kind of viewing of Hitchcock’s films that can recover some feminine 
power for both their characters and their female audiences; Doane argues that 
these films deny such power and that feminist efforts should be directed at find
ing new forms of visuality that do give feminine subjectivities power. These are in 
effect different politics of critique.

7.8 Reflexivity

This chapter has structured its discussion mostly around certain developments in psy
choanalytic feminist film criticism since Laura Mulvey’s key essay. In many ways, 
Mulvey’s essay has been a point of departure for subsequent critics; they have 
accepted some of her premises but have sought a less restrictive interpretation of both 
film and spectatorship. However, there is one thing that later writers share with 
Mulvey, and that is a certain sort of reflexivity.

In the social sciences, reflexivity is claimed to be unnecessary for work that defines 
itself as scientific. Thus the practitioners of content analysis and semiology -  discussed 
in Chapters 5 and 6 here -  do not engage in reflexivity, since both, for different rea
sons, claim their work is scientific. However, reflexivity is a crucial aspect of work 
that participates in the so-called cultural turn. There, reflexivity is an attempt to resist 
the universalising claims of academic knowledge and to insist that academic knowl
edge, like all other knowledges, is situated and partial. Reflexivity is thus about the 
position of the critic, about the effects that this position has on the knowledge that 
the critic produces, about the relation between the critic and the people or materials 
they deal with, and about the social effects of the critic’s work. Frequently now, it is 
assumed that before the results of a piece of research can be presented, the author 
must explain how their social position has affected what they found; a kind of auto
biography often precedes the research results.

There are a number of ways in which psychoanalytic approaches are incompatible 
with this autobiographical reflexivity (for a fuller discussion, see Rose, 1997). To 
begin with, autobiographical reflexivity implies a full understanding of the research
er’s self. It implies that self-knowledge is possible (even if the researcher chooses not 
to reveal all this knowledge in their reflexive moment). But of course psychoanalysis 
claims that this is an impossible goal. Full self-knowledge is impossible because a 
central part of our subjectivity (the unconscious) is not accessible to consciousness. 
Secondly, psychoanalysis’s emphasis of relationality and of subjectivity -  the relations 
between carers and babies, between masculinity and femininity, between movies and 
their audiences, for example -  means that to split an account o f ‘who I am’ from ‘what 
I studied’ is also impossible. Who you are depends, in part, on what you study, what
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you watch, who you talk to. This split is also impossible to sustain because of the 
psychoanalytic emphasis on the subject in process. Again, who you are also depends 
on what you relate to. It’s a process of mutual constitution, not one of a pre-existing 
person impacting on other people or images. Moreover, the psychoanalytic account of 
visual culture also recognises that audiences bring their own ways of knowing to the 
images they encounter, and the same is true of the audiences for academic work. Thus 
autobiographical reflexivity may over-emphasise the writer at the expense of the 
critical agency of their audiences.

So none of the critics whose work I have cited offers any sort of autobiographical 
account before their interpretation of a movie (although Doane [1991: 1-14] offers 
an interesting discussion of some of the theoretical and institutional relations within 
which her work is embedded, and Hill [2009] and Mirzoeff [2005] both briefly 
locate themselves as viewers of the media that they then analyse). None starts by 
saying, ‘This is who (I think) I am, and this is how that’s shaped me as a spectator 
of this film.’ They are, however, theoretically explicit, and, while none of them offers 
methodological toolkits, it is usually possible to trace quite clearly the methodo
logical implications of their conceptual tools in their work. Their theoretical starting 
points make clear the particular way of seeing this work invites. The reader can 
trace the interpretative implications of the theoretical position adopted. This theo
retical explicitness has the effect of positioning their work in some way. The 
frequent use of case studies also often enhances this sense of the particularity of 
each psychoanalytic study.

However, the positionality of the feminist critics is more strongly marked in another 
way. Almost all of them say quite clearly that they are writing with political -  that is, 
feminist -  aims in mind. Mulvey (1989: 14), for example, begins by saying that in her 
essay, ‘Psychoanalytic theory is ... appropriated here as a political weapon, demon
strating the way in which the unconscious of patriarchal society has structured film 
form.’ Modleski (1988: 121) says her readings are without doubt partial, because she 
wants to place the evidence in Hitchcock’s films of men’s guilt in women’s hands. And 
there is Kaja Silverman’s (1996) project for an ethics of the field of vision. The reflex
ivity of this work, then, rests in part on its theoretical explicitness and its reliance 
on detailed case studies, but mostly on the articulation of its critical aims. It uses its 
awareness of its status as a particular kind of politics of critique to position itself 
(as the previous section’s discussion of the disagreement between Modleski [1988] 
and Doane [1987, 1991] implied).

7.9 Psychoanalysis and VisualHy: An Assessm ent

The three criteria for a critical visual methodology outlined in Chapter 1 of this book 
would seem to be fulfilled by the psychoanalytic work discussed in this chapter. That 
work pays detailed attention to the images with which it is concerned, whether in the
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form of case studies of specific images or of a broad domain of imagery. It allows 
visual images to have their own effects, and these effects are seen as both psychic and 
social. Discussions of sexual difference, for example, work at both the latter levels: 
they engage with questions of fantasy but also the cultural coding of masculinity and 
femininity. The effect of visual images on spectators is a central concern of psycho
analytic approaches too. And there is a certain reflexive effect in their work, even if 
the explicitly reflexive moments are limited. However, all of these criteria are dealt 
with by psychoanalytic writers in quite specific ways, which do have some omissions 
for which psychoanalysis has been criticised. And there are some issues about which 
psychoanalytic methods have almost nothing to say.

Feminist psychoanalytic approaches to the way visual images produce social differ
ence through their picturing of subjectivity are very much dominated by studies of 
sexuality. This is hardly surprising, since sexuality was the main concern of both 
Freud and Lacan. However, sexuality is not the only axis through which social differ
ence and social power relations are articulated: far from it. Psychoanalytic film theory 
has been criticised for neglecting issues of class and race. As Jane Gaines (1988) points 
out, at a certain historical period in the United States, men were lynched for looking 
at women -  black men were hanged for looking at white women. Indeed, Gaines 
(1988) argues that racialised aspects of subjectivity are not just neglected by psycho
analysis, but actively erased from consideration, particularly in generalising accounts 
of the so-called ‘male gaze’. Gaines suggests that the erasure of ‘race’ from psycho
analytic film theory is produced by the white middle-class norms of family relations 
that psychoanalysis implicitly assumes; and in her discussion of the film Mahogany, 
starring Diana Ross, she shows that the only men whose gaze at Ross is sanctioned 
by the film are white. ‘Race’, she insists, must therefore intersect with sexual difference 
in accounts of spectatorship, but Gaines (1988) sees psychoanalysis as actively 
unhelpful in this regard. Lola Young (1996), among others, has nevertheless explored 
the possibility that psychoanalytic ideas may address issues of racialisation as well as 
sexuality. She draws on the work of Frantz Fanon (1986) to make this claim. Doane 
justifies addressing issues of racialisation through psychoanalytic concepts thus:

For Fanon, a psychoanalytic understanding of racism hinges on a close analysis 
of the realm of sexuality. This is particularly true of black-white relations since 
blacks are persistently attributed with a hypersexuality. Why is it sexuality forms 
a major arena for the articulation of racism? From a psychoanalytic point of view, 
sexuality is the realm where fear and desire find their most intimate connection, 
where notions of otherness and the exotic/erotic are often conflated. (Doane, 
1991:217)

Clearly this remains a contested claim, and theorising ‘race’ through psychoanalytic 
terms is likely to remain as controversial as theorising gender and sexuality. As for 
class, there is nothing that I know of in psychoanalytic feminist film criticism that 
addresses the possible class specificity of certain ways of seeing (but see Pollock
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[1994] for a psychoanalytic discussion of this in relation to other visual media). These 
absences clearly weaken the critical potential of feminist psychoanalytic theory.

The criticism that psychoanalysis pays too little attention to the diversity of ways 
in which subjectivity is constituted is perhaps less true, though, of those critics of the 
mass media’s news coverage of conflict that this chapter has been discussing. The 
more explicitly psychoanalytic among them, as has already been implied, have by and 
large had little to say about the sexual subjectivities evoked by that coverage; how
ever, I think it is fair to say that the many feminist writers who have offered critiques 
of the gendered subject positions both represented and invited by the mass media have 
at least been inspired by psychoanalytic ideas, even if they do not wish to use them 
directly for the reasons just outlined. And all the writers examining how the mass 
media encourage their audiences to take up specific positions in relation to the ‘War 
on Terror’ certainly explore some of the dynamics of race too, as part of their argu
ment that the construction of subjectivity is an important part of the mass media’s 
visualisation of contemporary geopolitics.

Another criticism that applies to all the work discussed in this chapter is that, 
although psychoanalysis asserts the intersection of the cultural with the psychic, in 
practice its emphasis is very much on the latter. Evidence of the neglect of the social 
and cultural in psychoanalytic film and media theory can be found in two places. The 
first of these is, paradoxically, in its treatment of the audience. While all the writers in 
this chapter argue that the audience is central to their accounts of the effects of films 
and mass media images, there has been very little work that tries to explore empirically 
the workings of specific fantasies, say, for certain spectators constituted by particular 
mediations of both cultural and psychic dynamics. De Lauretis, for example, is very 
unusual in her insistence that not all of a fantasy’s spectators will get pleasure from it:

A particular fantasy scenario, regardless of its artistic, formal, or aesthetic, excel
lence as film representation, is not automatically accessible to every spectator; a 
film may work as fantasy for some spectators, but not for others ... the spectator’s 
own sociopolitical location and psycho-sexual configuration have much to do 
with whether or not a film can work for her as a scenario of desire, and as what 
Freud would call a ‘visualization’ of the subject herself as subject of the fantasy: 
that is to say, whether the film can engage her spectatorial desire or, literally, 
whether she can see herself in it. (de Lauretis, 1995: 64)

Because this possibility is rarely acknowledged, let alone investigated, the psychoana
lytic claim that the image and its audience are mutually constitutive remains one that 
is asserted rather than demonstrated. And since it is the image (and its accompanying 
texts) that are paid most attention in these psychoanalytic accounts, the effect is to 
suggest that the image positions the audience.

Secondly, the focus in psychoanalytic film theory on the film itself produces a further 
absence, which is any consideration of the social institutions that produce images and 
the social contexts in which movies are shown or mass media images viewed, or in
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which they circulate (Uricchio, 2014), though the work of Guiliana Bruno on cinema 
(1993,2002) is an exception here, and Mirzoeff (2005) also touches very lightly on how 
the media is watched in a specific New York suburb. As the first chapter here suggested, 
the spaces in which visual images are displayed usually entail quite specific visual prac
tices. How might the social practices of cinema-going intersect with these arguments 
about cinematic visualities? How might the effects of a news film change between its 
screening on a home TV screen and its viewing as a YouTube video? I am thinking here 
not just of things like the size of the screen and so on -  which Mulvey for one does 
mention as part of the visual pleasure of narrative cinema -  but of the ways that people 
watch differently in different places, and how these social practices are disciplined. 
Psychoanalysis, like the other methods discussed so far in this book, has nothing to say 
about these questions either, which has motivated Martin Barker (2009: 296) to ‘recom
mend that film theory go to the movies [and] take time to notice that there are other 
people there, doing all kinds of interesting and unexpected things with what they are 
watching’. The next two chapters of this book explore an approach which, in contrast, 
grounds its account of visuality very firmly in social practices and institutions.

Summ ary: Psychoanalysis and VisualHy

•  associated with:
Psychoanalysis has most often been used as an approach to interpreting film, but 
some critics of the mass media have also used some of its concepts.

•  sites and modalities:
Psychoanalysis is most concerned with the sites of the image and its audiencing. It 
is particularly concerned with how aspects of the compositional modality of an 
image offer particular spectating positions to viewers.

•  key terms:
Key terms include subjectivity, sexuality, the unconscious, visual pleasure, fantasy, 
desire, the Real, the objet petit a , and the Symbolic.

•  strengths and weaknesses:
Like semiology, psychoanalysis offers a rich and nuanced vocabulary for 
interpreting the visualisation of sexualised difference, and for speculating about 
the complicity of audiences with those visualisations. However, kinds of 
difference other than sexual difference are neglected, and psychoanalysis cannot 
address the social practices of the display and audiencing of visual images.

Further Reading

An accessible account of the Lacanian Gaze and everyday visuality is a book called 
The Power of the Gaze: An Introduction to Visual Literacy by Janne Seppanen (2006).
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COMPANION WEBSITE

Visit https://study.sagepub.com/r0se4e for:

• Links to a range of online videos that discuss the theory of psychoanalysis in more detail, 

as well as links to clips of the films discussed in the chapter.
• A link to A Pervert's Guide to the Cinema a film made by the Lacanian cultural critic 

Slavoj Zizek about Lacanian psychoanalysis and film criticism. This is an interesting oppor
tunity for you to think about what constitutes reflexivity in relation to psychoanalytic 

approaches to images.

https://study.sagepub.com/r0se4e


8
DISCOURSE ANALYSIS I
TEXT, INTERTEXTUALITY AND CONTEXT

key example: a wide range of im ages picturing the East End of London in 
the 1880s, from maps and fine art paintings to book illustrations and news
paper graphics.

The chapter also discusses using online image banks and archives.

8.1 Discourse and Visual Culture: An Introduction

The previous chapter examined certain psychoanalytic approaches to visual images, 
and ended with the concerns expressed by some writers that psychoanalysis does not 
pay enough attention to the social construction of difference. This claim is made on 
two grounds: first, that psychoanalysis has very little to say about some forms of 
social difference, such as race and class; and, secondly, that it concentrates on the 
psychic and visual construction of difference at the expense of considering the social 
construction and consequences of difference. Very little attention is paid either to the 
ways of seeing brought to particular images by specific audiences, or to the social 
institutions and practices through which images are made, circulated and displayed.

One writer whose work is often turned to in order to address some of these 
absences in psychoanalytic theory is Michel Foucault. For various reasons, Foucault 
was quite hostile to psychoanalysis, but Foucault’s approach does have some com
patibilities with that of Freud. Most importantly, perhaps, Foucault’s understanding 
of the subject is in some ways similar to that of psychoanalysis. Like psychoanalytic 
approaches to the subject, Foucault too considered that human subjects are pro
duced and not simply born. Human subjectivity is constructed through particular 
processes, he argued, and much of his work consists of detailed historical studies of 
some of those processes at particular periods in Western history (actually, mostly 
French history). He wrote books on the emergence of the human sciences in modern 
Europe, on the development of modern clinical and psychiatric medicine, on the 
birth of the prison, and on attitudes towards sexuality. In all of these he paid close 
attention to the ways various practices and institutions defined what it was to be 
human (and therefore also what it was to be sub-human, abnormal or deviant) in
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very particular ways. Thus his work has appealed to those writers 
cited in the previous chapter who are concerned that psychoanalysis, 
for all its other analytical insights, does not pay enough attention to the 
social processes through which a range of subjectivities are constituted.
Stuart Hall (1996: 7), for example, argues that ‘if ideology is effective, 
it is because it works at both “ the rudimentary levels of psychic identity 
and the drives” and at the level of the discursive formation and prac
tices which constitute the social field.’ Teresa de Lauretis (1994), too, 
concludes her Freudian account o f ‘perverse desire’ by emphasising the 
need to connect Foucault and Freud; Freud, she says, provides an 
account of how the social processes described by Foucault are subjec
tively articulated. And Kaja Silverman (1992), in the opening pages of 
her study of Male Subjectivity at the Margins, also argues that the 
work of Foucault and Freud needs to be brought together, although 
she suggests a rather more complicated relation between the psychic 
and the social than does de Lauretis.

The notion of discourse is central to both Foucault’s theoretical argu- discourse 
ments and to his methodology. Discourse has a quite specific meaning. It 
refers to groups of statements that structure the way a thing is thought, 
and the way we act on the basis of that thinking. In other words, dis
course is a particular knowledge about the world which shapes how the 
world is understood and how things are done in it. Lynda Nead (1988: 4) 
defines discourse as ‘a particular form of language with its own rules and 
conventions and the institutions within which the discourse is produced 
and circulated’, and she gives medical discourse as an example: ‘In this 
way, it is possible to speak of a medical discourse ... which refers to the 
special language of medicine, the form of knowledge it produces and the 
professional institutions and social spaces which it occupies.’ Discourse 
also produces subjects: hence medical discourse produces, among other 
subject positions, doctors, nurses and patients. Nead suggests that ‘art’ 
can also be understood as a discourse, as a specialised form of knowledge.
She says that ‘the discourse of art in the nineteenth century [consisted of] 
the concatenation of visual images, the language and structures of criti
cism, cultural institutions, publics for art and the values and knowledges 
made possible within and through high culture’ (Nead, 1988: 4). (This is 
very similar to W.J.T. Mitchell’s [2005b] definition of a medium, prob- 
lematised in Section 2.5.) On this understanding,‘art’ becomes not certain 
kinds of visual images but the knowledges, institutions, subjects and prac
tices that work to define certain images as ‘art’ and others as ‘not art’.
Discourses are articulated through all sorts of visual and verbal images and 
texts, specialised or not, and also through the practices that those languages 
permit. The diversity of forms through which a discourse can be articulated 
means that intertextuality is important to understanding discourse, intertextuality
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Intertextuality refers to the way that the meanings of any one discursive 
image or text depend not only on that one text or image, but also on the 
meanings carried by other images and texts.

It is possible to think of visuality as a sort of discourse too. A specific 
visuality will make certain things visible in particular ways, and other 
things unseeable, for example, and subjects will be produced and act 
within that field of vision. Some of the arguments made by psychoana
lytic feminist film critics and discussed in the previous chapter can be 
recast in these Foucauldian terms. Thus the visuality that, according to 
Laura Mulvey (1989: 19), makes ‘woman as image, man the bearer of 
the look’ could be described as a visual discourse that has effects on the 
making of masculinity and femininity, men and women. John Berger 
(1972: 46) points out some of the implications for everyday practice of 
that discourse: ‘A woman must continually watch herself. She is almost 
continually accompanied by her own image of herself.’ This example is 
also relevant to another Foucauldian term, that of discursive formation, 

discursive A discursive formation is the way meanings are connected together in a 
formation particular discourse. Foucault (1972: 37) describes discursive forma

tions as ‘systems of dispersion’, in that they consist of the relations 
between parts of a discourse. ‘Whenever’, he says, ‘one can define a 
regularity (an order, correlations, positions and functionings, transfor
mations), we will say, for the sake of convenience, that we are dealing 
with a discursive formation’ (Foucault, 1972: 38). Thus, to continue for 
a moment to translate psychoanalytic work into Foucauldian terms, 
Mulvey argues that phallocentric visuality has a structure in which 
images of women depend on particular forms of masculine seeing. This 
is a relational argument in that masculinity and femininity depend on 
each other for their characteristics: woman always signifying castration, 
and man always enacting voyeuristic and fetishistic ways of seeing. This 
relation -  that correlation and those positions -  could be described as a 
discursive formation.

The Foucauldian understanding of discourse has had a huge impact 
on studies of visual culture, and both this chapter and the next discuss 
two somewhat different versions of it, which I call, not very imagina
tively, ‘discourse analysis I’ and ‘discourse analysis II’. This chapter’s 
example of ‘discourse analysis I’ is a body of work that has examined 
the discursive construction of ‘the East End of London’ in the 1880s. 
The focus on the use of discourse analysis I with historical materials is 
not meant to imply that this method can only be used in historical 
research, however. Discourse analysis I can be used with many kinds of 
visual materials, both historical and contemporary. (Indeed, I would 
argue that a mix of discourse analysis I and semiology, with perhaps a 
dash of Lacan or Deleuze, seems to constitute the default method of a
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great deal of cultural and visual studies.) This chapter explores the
methodological implications of discourse analysis I in six sections:

1. The first is this introduction.
2. The second is a general introduction to Foucault’s work, which makes 

a distinction between the two kinds of discourse analyses I call ‘dis
course analysis F and ‘discourse analysis IF.

3. The third discusses finding sources for studies using discourse 
analysis I.

4. The fourth explores the production and rhetorical organisation of 
discourse.

5. The fifth discusses discourse analysis I and reflexivity.
6. And the final section assesses discourse analysis I as a critical visual 

methodology.

8.2 Distinguishing Between Discourse Analysis I 
and Discourse Analysis II

Foucault was quite clear that discourse was a form of discipline, and 
this leads us to his concern with power.

8.2.1 Foucault power and truth
Discourse, Foucault says, is powerful, but it is powerful in a particular 
way. It is powerful, says Foucault, because it is productive. Discourse 
disciplines subjects into certain ways of thinking and acting, but this is 
not simply repressive; it does not impose rules for thought and behav
iour on a pre-existing human agent. Instead, human subjects are 
produced through discourses. Our sense of our self is made through the 
operation of discourse. So too are objects, relations, places, scenes: dis
course produces the world as it understands it.

An important implication of Foucault’s account of power is that 
power is not something imposed from the top of society down onto its 
oppressed bottom layers. Power is everywhere, since discourse too is 
everywhere. And there are many discourses, some of which clearly con
test the terms of others. Foucault (1979: 95) claimed that ‘where there 
is power, there is resistance ... a multiplicity of points of resistance’, and 
by this he meant that there are many discourses that jostle and compete 
in their effects. We might define the efforts of feminist film critics like 
Silverman and de Lauretis, for example, as efforts to develop visual 
discourses that do not discipline looking in a phallocentric manner, but

power
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that produce other (ways of visualising) masculinities and femininities. 
But certain discourses are nonetheless dominant, and Foucault was par
ticularly concerned in his own work with the emergence of institutions 
and technologies that were structured through specific, even if complex 
and contested, discourses. And he suggested that the dominance of cer
tain discourses occurred not only because they were located in socially 
powerful institutions -  those given coercive powers by the state, for 
example, such as the police, prisons and workhouses -  but also because 
their discourses claimed absolute truth. The construction of claims to 

power/knowledge truth lies at the heart of the intersection of power/knowledge.

We should admit ... that power produced knowledge (and not 
simply by encouraging it because it serves power or by applying 
it because it is useful); that power and knowledge directly imply one 
another; that there is no power relation without the correlative con
stitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does 
not presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations. 
(Foucault, 1977: 27)

Foucault insisted that knowledge and power are imbricated one in the 
other, not only because all knowledge is discursive and all discourse is 
saturated with power, but because the most powerful discourses, in 
terms of the productiveness of their social effects, depend on assump
tions and claims that their knowledge is true. The particular grounds on 
which truth is claimed -  and these shift historically -  constitute what 

regime of truth Foucault called a regime of truth. Foucault himself, in a series of four 
essays each on a specific oil painting, was especially interested in the 
emergence of realistic representation as an aim of Western art, and sug
gested that painting ‘is discursive practice that is embodied in techniques 
and effects’ (Foucault, 1972: 194). Some historians of photography have 
argued similarly that the ‘realism’ of the photographic image was pro
duced, not by new photographic technology, but by the use of 
photographs in a specific regime of truth, so that photographs were seen 
as evidence of ‘what was really there’. This argument will be examined 
a little more fully in the next chapter.

Foucault’s work is radical in many ways. It was adopted with enthu
siasm by many working in the social sciences and humanities, but has 
also been greeted with hostility and even derision by others. His 
controversial status is in small part explained by his methodological 
programme (which is perhaps spelled out most clearly in The 
Archeology of Knowledge [1972]; see also Andersen, 2003; Kendall 
and Wickham, 1999). Foucault refused the premise which forms the 
basis of all the analytical methods that this book has examined so far.
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Content analysis, mainstream semiology and psychoanalysis all assume that analysis 
needs somehow to delve behind the surface appearance of things in order to discover 
their real meaning. Content analysis seeks out latent meanings that it claims become 
evident only from systematic quantitative study; semiology searches for the domi
nant codes or myths or referent systems that underlie the surface appearance of signs; 
and psychoanalysis looks for signs of the unconscious as they disrupt the conscious 
making of meaning. This approach to the interpretation of meaning is widespread in 
the humanities and social sciences, and subtends many other methods apart from 
these three. Foucault rejected such ‘penetrative’ models of interpretation at the level 
of method, but also at the level of explanation, since he also wanted to avoid explan
atory accounts of why power works in the way it does. He explicitly rejected the 
Marxist claim that meaning was determined by the system of production, for exam
ple; he was always vague about how discourses connected to other, non-discursive 
processes such as economic change; and while he acknowledged that power has aims 
and effects, he never explained these by turning to notions of human or institutional 
agency. Michele Barrett (1991: 131) says that his notion of causality and dependency 
is ‘polymorphous’. Both methodologically and theoretically, then, Foucault rejected 
approaches that look behind or underneath things and practices for other processes 
that would explain them. Instead, as Barrett (1991) makes clear in her account of his 
work, he focused on the question of how power worked. How does it do what it 
does? How did it do what it did? Certainly his most satisfying works, to me, are his 
empirical accounts of particular texts and institutions, often focusing on their details, 
their casual assumptions, their everyday mundane routines, their taken-for-granted 
architecture, their banalities. It is these detailed descriptions that produce his most 
startling accounts of how subjects and objects were and are discursively produced.

8.2.2 Developing Foucauldian methods
Elaborating the methods that follow from Foucault’s work is not easy, however. As Barrett 
(1991: 127) notes, his methodological statements are rather vague, and Niels Akerstrom 
Andersen (2003: 8) comments that he often didn’t follow his own prescriptions. More 
recent discourse analysts can also be rather coy about their methods. Nelson Phillips and 
Cynthia Hardy (2002: 75) say that methods are ‘emergent’, for example, while Jonathan 
Potter (1996: 140) describes discourse analysis as a ‘craft skill’ and suggests that the only 
way to learn it is to get on and do it (although in fact these authors do also offer some 
guidelines; see Phillips and Hardy, 2002: 59-81; Potter and Wetherell, 1987: 158-76). 
This vagueness, combined with the huge amount of Foucault’s work now available -  
which includes many interviews and pieces of journalism quite apart from his books, 
lectures and papers -  and the fact that, not surprisingly, his ideas changed as his projects 
shifted, mean that his methodological legacy has been complex and diffuse. (And, to 
complicate matters further, there is also the ‘critical discourse analysis’ developed by 
Fairclough [2010], among others, which owes rather little to Foucault.)
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In exploring work that does owe explicit allegiance to Foucauldian arguments, I 
will use my own terminology. This chapter and the next one will focus on two meth
odologies which I will call discourse analysis I and discourse analysis II. Both depend 
on specifically Foucauldian notions of discourse, but each puts Foucault’s arguments 
to work in rather different ways, with rather different effects. I distinguish between 
them thus:

•  discourse analysis I. This form of discourse analysis tends to pay rather more attention 
to the notion of discourse as articulated through various kinds of visual images and 
verbal texts than it does to the practices entailed by specific discourses. As Rosalind 
Gill (1996: 141) says, it uses ‘discourse’ to ‘refer to all forms of talk and texts’. It is 
most concerned with discourse, discursive formations and their productivity.

•  discourse analysis II. This form of discourse analysis tends to pay more attention to 
the material practices of institutions than it does to visual images and verbal texts. Its 
methodology is usually left implicit. It tends to be more explicitly concerned with 
issues of power, regimes of truth, institutions and technologies.

This distinction is not clear-cut. It is not difficult to find work that examines visual 
images, verbal texts, institutions and social practices together. Flowever, in terms of 
current discussions of methodologies in the social sciences, it does seem to me that 
there is a case to be made for discussing these two methodological emphases sepa
rately, since they do produce rather different kinds of research work. Thus this 
chapter will examine the first type of discourse analysis, and the next chapter will 
examine the second. For convenience, whenever this chapter mentions discourse 
analysis, it is referring to what has just been characterised as discourse analysis I, 
unless the text specifies otherwise.

8.2.3 Discourse analysis I and this chapter's case study
Discourse analysis I is centrally concerned with language. But, as Fran Tonkiss emphasises:

language is viewed as the topic of research ... Rather than gathering accounts or 
texts so as to gain access to people’s views and attitudes, or to find out what hap
pened at a particular event, the discourse analyst is interested in how people use 
language to construct their accounts of the social world. (Tonkiss, 1998: 247-8)

Discourse analysis can also be used to explore how images construct specific views of the 
social world, in which case, to paraphrase Tonkiss, visuality is viewed as the topic of 
research, and the discourse analyst is interested in how images construct accounts of the 
social world. This type of discourse analysis therefore pays careful attention to an image 
itself (as well as other sorts of evidence). Since discourses are seen as socially produced
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rather than created by individuals, this type of discourse analysis is especially concerned 
with the social modality of the image site. In particular, discourse analysis explores how 
those specific views or accounts are constructed as real or truthful or natural through 
particular regimes of truth. As Gill (1996: 143) says, ‘all discourse is organised to make 
itself persuasive’, and discourse analysis focuses on those strategies of persuasion. It also 
pays attention to the more socially constituted forms of discursive power, looking at the 
social construction of difference and authority, for example. Discourse analysis is thus 
also concerned with the social production and effects of discourses.

This chapter will explore the usefulness of these methodological foci through a case 
study of the work of several historians who have examined the discursive construction 
of the East End of London in the 1880s. These historians work with a variety of 
images and texts in order to examine the way bourgeois commentators produced 
apparently truthful accounts of this working-class area, and to explore the effects this 
had on its residents in terms of the various institutional interventions legitimated by 
that ‘truth’. Gareth Stedman Jones (1976: 10-11) points out that in the 1870s and 
1880s, most British social thinkers assumed that economic progress would eliminate 
poverty. The fact that it did not -  most blatantly in London’s East End, an area with 
a seasonal and casual labour market and high levels of poverty -  was blamed on what 
were seen as ‘the still unregenerate poor: those who had turned their back on progress, 
or been rejected by it’. Jones continues:

This group was variously referred to as ‘the dangerous class’, the casual poor or, 
most characteristically, ‘the residuum’ ... In the explanation of the existence of the 
residuum the subjective psychological defects of individuals bulked even larger 
than before ... The problem was not structural but moral. The evil to be combated 
was not poverty but pauperism; pauperism with its attendant vices, drunkenness, 
improvidence, mendicancy, bad language, filthy habits, gambling, low amuse
ments and ignorance. (1976: 11)

This particular definition of the problem -  the truth it assumed -  led to specific strat
egies to combat it: strategies that aimed to alter the morality of the poor rather than 
their standard of living.

Discourse analysis I thus addresses questions of power/knowledge. Because of this, 
it fulfils two of the three criteria for a critical visual methodology that were outlined 
in the first chapter. As a method, discourse analysis pays careful attention to images, 
and to their social production and effect. Phillips and Hardy (2002) also claim that 
discourse analytic methods are inherently reflexive. This is a controversial claim, 
however. Foucault himself, certainly in his early work, was not at all sympathetic to 
notions of ‘reflexivity’ as they are currently constituted in the social sciences. He 
seemed clearly to separate his own practices as an academic from those of the think
ers he was discussing; and, in another parallel with psychoanalytic approaches, in the 
introduction to The Archeology of Knowledge he derided autobiographical efforts at
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reflexivity: ‘Do not ask me who I am and do not ask me to remain the same: leave it 
to our bureaucrats and our police to see that our papers are in order’ (Foucault, 
1972: 17). In the section on reflexivity in their book on Foucault, Gavin Kendall and 
Gary Wickham (1999: 101-9) echo this refusal and say very little about reflexivity 
as it is currently debated in the social sciences. Phillip and Hardy’s assertion that 
discourse analysis is in fact reflexive depends on their argument that since discourse 
analysis ‘involves a set of assumptions concerning the constructive effects of language’ 
(Phillips and Hardy, 2002: 5), any discourse analysis must implicitly constitute itself 
as constructed from the effects of language, or risk incoherence. Acknowledging its 
constructed nature is what constitutes discourse analysis’s reflexivity, according to 
Phillips and Hardy. The final section of this chapter will return to their claim.

8.3 Finding Your Sources for a Discourse Analysis I

Doing a discourse analysis assumes that you are concerned with the discursive pro
duction of some kind of authoritative account -  and perhaps too about how that 
account was or is contested -  and with the social practices both in which that produc
tion is embedded and which it itself produces. Discourses are articulated through a 
huge range of images, texts and practices, however, and any and all of these are 
legitimate sources for a discourse analysis. When beginning a piece of discourse 
analysis, then, it is necessary to think carefully about what sorts of sources you need.

8.3.1 Finding your sources: in general
For most sorts of research questions, some key sources will be immediately obvious, 
either from your own knowledge or from the work of other researchers. In the work 
of historians looking at the discursive construction of the East End of London in 
the 1880s, for example, a number of sources recur (Cowling, 1989; Curtis, 2001; 
Fishman, 1988; Jones, 1976; Jones, 1989; Keating, 1976; Livesy, 2004; Nead, 1988, 
2000; Walkowitz, 1992; Warwick and Willis, 2007). These are: contemporary news
papers, often London ones rather than national ones; contemporary accounts of visits 
to the East End by journalists, clerics, philanthropists and others, which often take the 
form of travel diaries and could be published in pamphlet or book form as well as in 
newspapers; novels and -  less often -  poems; as well as documents produced by vari
ous branches of government such as the Census, reports by local Medical Officers of 
Health, and other sorts of government reports. Many of these written sources are 
illustrated with figurative images -  often engravings -  or with maps or cartoons or 
other visual images. Almost all of these historians also use photographs of the area, 
some taken by philanthropic institutions and some by journalists, but the provenance 
of many of these is now hard to trace. It is important to note the eclecticism of these 
sources. They are not constrained by notions of genre, for example, or technology.
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Even a study concerned to examine just one sort of visual construction relevant to the 
production of the East End, such as Nead’s (1988) study o f ‘art’, uses a wide range of 
sources, including paintings, engravings and drawings, but also journalism, parlia
mentary reports and fictional and non-fictional writing.

This eclecticism is demanded by the intertextuality of discourse. As Nicholas Green 
(1990: 3) says, discourse is ‘a coherent pattern of statements across a range of archives 
and sites’. It suggests that, as well as paying close attention to the site of the image itself, 
discourse analysis as a method can also track how images, or versions of images -  and 
their truth claims -  move among different media and audiences. Discourse analysis can 
thus also be an effective method for addressing the site of an image’s circulation.

focus
Suppose you are in terested  in exp loring  the ways pregnant w om en are v isu a l
ised in contem porary W estern cu ltu re . W hat m ight your in itia l sources be? 
Where else m ight you look fo r v isua l im ages and texts  tha t cons truc t the p reg
nant fem ale body?

This task raises the question of d iffe ren t, possibly com peting d iscourses tha t 
participate in tha t construction . For exam ple, you may not be fa m ilia r  w ith  the 
conventional m edica l d iscourse of pregnancy, but th is  is perhaps the m ost pow 
erfu l d iscourse a pregnant w om an encounters as she a ttends her an tena ta l 
appointm ents. How m ight you access tha t p a rtic u la r d iscourse? And w hat o th 
ers m ight challenge or confirm  it? How m ight you access how some pregnant 
women construct th e ir  sense of bodily se lf, fo r exam ple? W hat about a d ve rtis 
ing? And are adverts show ing pregnant wom en the only re levant ones? Or is the 
fact tha t pregnant wom en are very ra re ly  v isua lised in w hat are called ‘w om en 's 
magazines' also relevant? That is, is the in v is ib ility  of p regnant wom en also an 
interesting issue to investigate?

In the face of the breadth of source material demanded by discourse analysis I, it is 
useful to begin by thinking about what sources should be selected as the starting 
points for your own research: the sources that are likely to be particularly productive, 
or particularly interesting, or ‘provide theoretically relevant results’ (Phillips and 
Hardy, 2002: 66). This may mean you draw on sources that others have often used. 
Or it may mean that you need to locate and access previously unused materials. Or 
your key sources may already be to hand; perhaps stumbling across them was what 
started you off on this research in the first place. However, once the more obvious 
starting points for a discourse analysis have been established, it is important then to 
widen your ‘range of archives and sites’. Ways of doing this are diverse. Those initial 
images and texts may well contain references to other images and texts that you can
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then track down. Reading what other researchers working on the same or similar 
topics have said about your area of interest will produce other leads. A discourse 
analysis may also be able to use verbal material; you may want to conduct inter
views yourself, or to record naturally occurring talk (see Potter, 1996; Potter and 
Wetherell, 1994); and you also need to invest time in the kind of browsing research 
that leads to serendipitous finds. Some of the most interesting discourse analyses are 
interesting precisely because they bring together, in convincing ways, material that 
had previously been seen as quite unrelated.

If this sounds potentially time-consuming -  it can be. Indeed, one of the difficulties 
of the discourse analytic method is knowing where to stop the data collection process. 
As you begin to find other texts related to the materials you started with, and then 
more materials related to them in turn, it becomes tricky to know when to stop without 
making your end points seem arbitrary. Andersen (2003: 13) quotes Foucault’s presum
ably ironic suggestion that ‘one ought to read everything, study everything’; but, 
clearly, reading ‘everything’ is impossible. What brings the intertextual search to an 
end, as both Phillips and Hardy (2002: 74) and Tonkiss (1998) note, is the feeling that 
you have enough material to persuasively explore its intriguing aspects. That is, dis
course analysis does not depend on the quantity of material analysed, but its quality. 
‘What matters’, according to Tonkiss (1998: 253), ‘is the richness of textual detail, 
rather than the number of texts analysed’. Thus you may quite legitimately select from 
all possible sources those that seem particularly interesting to you. As long as you have 
located some intriguingly complex texts, your discourse analysis can begin.

discussion
Achieving this breadth of source material means spending large amounts of time 
working your way through lots of different kinds of source material, often in some 
kind of archive.

Historian Caroline Steedman (2005) describes working in an institutional archive: 
this might be an impoverished local history museum, or it might be a well-resourced 
archive like the Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas, Austin. Her essay 
includes some valuable practical advice: if you are staying in a hotel to work in an 
archive, remember to pack something to do in the evenings; take lots of clothes 
because archives are always cold, to preserve the papers they hold; keep up a rhythm 
of ordering up materials through the day so you always have something to look at. She 
also describes some of the feelings that archive work can induce: the physical feel of 
the materials and dust, the pleasure of discovery, the loneliness, the identifications.

However, in recent years, many archives have begun to put their documents, 
images and objects into online databases. Harold Short and Marilyn Deegan’s (2005) 
account of working with such digitised archives demonstrates that it is a very differ
ent experience from the one described by Steedman. The digital archive is wherever
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your computer screen is when you go online, which means you can stay at home or 
in your office, warm and clean, dressed how you want, working when you want.

Some historians have lamented the sort of comfort that online archives afford, 
suggesting that the true craft of the historian, forged in the archive, is at risk 
(Hitchcock, 2008). Before dismissing these comments as nothing more than the 
historian’s equivalent of the anthropologist’s year of fieldwork -  something you have 
to suffer before you can really claim to be a member of the profession -  it is worth
while pausing and gathering together the scattered comments already made in this 
book about working with online resources: whether archives or image banks.

Section 3.5 has already pointed out jus t what rich pickings there are on the 
Internet for projects interested in visual culture. Online image banks offer his
torical and contemporary images; they offer images of images in all sorts of 
media; they offer still and moving images; they offer commercial images, art 
images and documentary images. As Tim Hitchcock (2008) agrees, in theory 
such databases make the kind of discourse analysis discussed in this chapter 
very easy. After all, if you can find some relevant online archives and do a few 
keyword searches relevant to your topic, bingo! You’ve got all the source materials 
you need on your computer screen, apparently. No more dusty archives, no more 
boring overnight stays in expensive hotels, no more frustrating searches through 
piles of papers that turn out to be irrelevant to your project.

However, I have already offered a couple of words of caution about this scenario. 
The first was in section 3.5, which pointed out that online image banks -  and 
online archives more generally -  don’t give you the same object as the one sitting 
in the physical archive. They give you digitised versions of those objects. While 
some aspects of the materiality of images, or documents, is retained when they 
are digitised, much is also transformed or lost. Size, colour, texture, dust and 
weight are all shifted or erased when an image is seen on a screen. This loss may 
or may not matter to your specific project, but you should certainly consider its 
consequences before relying entirely on digital data.

Secondly, there are issues around how online archives or image banks label 
and sort their data, so that relying entirely on that apparent time-saver on archive 
websites -  the tempting ‘search’ box -  can create a number of difficulties.

The first is that online archives or image banks’ software will search either for 
the keywords (or ‘tags’) that have been attached to an image or document by the 
archivist, or for text within documents. Effective searching thus relies on the data
base’s tags being appropriate for your project, which may or may not be the case. 
This is particularly the case with images, which are notoriously hard to tag consist
ently. A second problem is that databases’ search engines are driven by software 
algorithms following rules that are invisible to the user (van Dijck, 2010; Wallace, 
2010); if, unbeknownst to you, there is a rule that brings up only the 50 most 
popular documents or images, you might never see material that could have been 
crucial to your project. Finally, searching an online archive using key terms means 
that you need to know what the keywords are that will bring up the documents or 
images you want. But discourse analysis I assumes that keywords are not what you
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know before you start, but what you are looking for as you analyse documents. 
Using keywords to locate materials for a discourse analysis could therefore be put
ting the cart before the horse. All in all, then, using image bank tags as ready-made 
codes for interpreting images is not necessarily a good idea.

Finally, a point about the coverage of online image banks and archives: digitis
ing documents is time-consuming and expensive, which means it is only done for 
specific datasets -  those considered particularly important in some way, or those 
held by organisations who can afford to do it or see a profit in it. You might find 
that the data you need simply is not available online; or, if it is, it is not affordable. 
Or you might find it is not in the right format: finding online newspaper archives 
that show the original page layouts, including images, is not as easy as you might 
think, for example. Conversely, depending on your topic, you might find yourself 
overwhelmed with online data.

I am not advocating physical archives over digital ones. Sitting for weeks going 
through original documents is not without its difficulties either. Physical archives 
are also sorted and labelled in particular ways, and they too have their gaps; plus 
you have to get yourself to them, which is not always possible. You should con
sider the pros and cons of both kinds of archive for your particular research 
question. What is certainly true is that the questions ‘What is it? Who made it? 
And for what purpose?’ are questions to be asked of all archives and image 
banks, online and not (Steedman, 2005: 23).

8.3.2 Finding your sources: iconography
One method that does offer some clearer guidelines about what sorts of sources are 
relevant to understanding some kinds of visual image is iconography. Iconography is 
a method developed by the art historian Erwin Panofsky. Chapter 4 suggested that 
many art historians rely on having a ‘good eye’ which focuses almost entirely on how 
an image looks. Panofsky (1957: 26) distanced himself from this kind of eye by insist
ing that ‘iconography is that branch of the history of art which concerns itself with 
the subject matter or meaning of works of art, as opposed to their form.’ The subject 
matter or meaning was, for Panofsky, to be established by referring to the understand
ings of the symbols and signs in a painting that its contemporary audiences would 
have had. Interpreting those understandings requires a grasp of the historically spe
cific intertextuality on which meaning depends.

Panofsky took care to spell out just how he thought this comparison between dif
ferent visual images and verbal texts should work. Panofsky (1957) divides visual 
interpretation into three kinds, to which he gives various names:

1 primary natural pre-iconographic
2 secondary conventional iconographic
3 intrinsic symbolic iconological
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The example he uses to explain the differences between these three kinds of images is ‘when 
an acquaintance greets me on the street by lifting his hat’ (Panofsky, 1957: 26). He suggests 
that recognising that he has encountered a ‘gentleman’ with a ‘hat’ requires some interpre
tation, but of an ‘elementary and easily understandable’ sort (Panofsky, 1957: 26). This is 
therefore interpretation at the primary or pre-iconographic level. (In methodological terms, 
this level has some parallels to the close observation demanded by compositional interpre
tation.) However, ‘my realization that the lifting of the hat stands for a greeting belongs in 
an altogether different realm of interpretation’ (Panofsky, 1957: 27). This different realm 
addresses images that have a specific symbolic resonance; this is the secondary level of 
interpretation, of a conventional or iconographic image. The third level of interpretation is 
brought to bear on visual images in order to explore their general cultural significance. 
Panofsky suggested that, in the case of his acquaintance with the hat, seeing this image in 
symbolic or iconological terms would mean interpreting the gesture of lifting the hat as a 
symptom of that man’s whole personality and background. The iconological or intrinsic 
meaning of an image ‘is apprehended by ascertaining those underlying principles which reveal 
the basic attitude of a nation, a period, a class, a religious or philosophical persuasion -  
qualified by one personality and condensed into one work’ (Panofsky, 1957: 30).

As an example of Panofsky’s method, we can turn to the portrait painted by Jan 
van Eyck in 1434 for the marriage of Giovanni Arnolfini, a merchant in Bruges, to 
Giovanna Cenami, and reproduced in Figure 8.1 (for other accounts of this painting, 
see Bedaux, 1986; Hall, 1994; Seidel, 1993).

Panofsky (1953: 201-3) offers a detailed iconographic interpretation of this image 
which depends on his knowledge of the iconography at work in early Netherlandish 
painting more generally. Thus Panofsky insists that, despite its location in ‘a comfortably 
furnished interior’, despite all its signs of worldly wealth (the lamp, mirror, jewellery, 
clothing), and despite its use of oil paint which, in Berger’s (1972) analysis, makes the 
painting as much of a commodity as the objects it depicts, this is a painting that glorifies 
the Christian sacrament of marriage. Thus the hand gestures are those of the Catholic 
marriage ceremony, and the candle, clearly not needed for light since the room is bathed 
in sunlight from the window, represents the all-seeing Christ. The fruit on the window 
ledge and chest symbolise the purity of humankind before the Fall. The statue of 
St Margaret at the top of the tall chairback represents childbirth, and the dog symbolises 
marital fidelity. Moreover, the colours used by van Eyck also have symbolic meaning. 
John Gage (1993: 142-3) notes that the colours in the portrait have significance in rela
tion to the ideas of contemporary alchemists about colours and the essential properties 
of matter. Deep purple and green -  the clothes worn by the couple -  symbolise fire and 
water, as does the jewellery hanging next to the mirror in the painting -  amber beads 
and pearls. The painting thus suggest that this is not only a coupling of two people, but 
a complementary union of two elemental properties which will be harmonious and 
fertile. Both Panofsky and Gage rely on the notion of intertextuality in order to interpret 
the meanings this image would have had for its contemporary audiences, although they 
relate the portrait to different texts: Gage refers to alchemy books while Panofsky com
pares the portrait to other marriage portraits.
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The Arnolfini 
Portrait; 1434, 
by Jan 
van Eyck
© The National 
Gallery, London

As an intertextual method, iconography is most often applied to 
Western figurative images and to architecture, usually from the sixteenth 
to the eighteenth centuries. During that period, compendia of symbols (in 
the loose sense of the word) were written for both artists and for 
patrons. These explained the meanings of hundreds of visual motifs, 
allegories and personifications, and it is these compendia that art histo
rians have consulted to produce iconographic interpretations of specific 
images. Iconography needs a thorough grounding in historical context 
to be successful, therefore, and Panofsky argued that actually, in order 
to understand the possible secondary and intrinsic meanings of an 
image, two things were necessary. One was a deep familiarity with the 
texts, both visual and written, that the artist producing a particular 
piece of work would have been familiar with, and this might need to
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extend beyond those published guides to symbolism just mentioned. The second thing 
was ‘synthetic intuition’ (Panofsky, 1957: 38), or what other commentators on this 
method have called common sense. This second quality was important because, while 
various texts could provide important information and clues about iconographic and 
iconological meaning, Panofsky (1957) argued that they could never provide full 
explanations for a particular image, and their relevance thus had to be judged by the 
critic on the basis of his or her intuition.

There are some aids available for developing this requisite sense of historical context. 
Roelof van Straten (1994) provides a guide to the compendia of symbols that were used 
by artists and patrons. Another very helpful publication is the Encyclopedia of 
Comparative Iconography (Roberts, 1998). This two-volume work consists of a number 
of long, illustrated essays on themes such as Crucifixion, Death, Arms Raised, Money, 
Whiteness, Pregnancy and Hair/Haircutting (to list some almost at random). Each entry 
explores the iconography of its theme and lists relevant works of art from various periods. 
It also suggests other useful reading that can direct you to original sources.

As defined by Panofsky, iconography is not a Foucauldian method. Panofsky (1957: 41) 
suggested that iconographic analysis could show how the ‘essential tendencies of the 
human mind’ were translated into visual themes and concepts, and this reference to the 
‘essential tendencies of the human mind’ is decidedly non-Foucauldian. As we have seen, 
Foucault insisted that there could be no ‘essential tendencies’ because human subjectivity 
is entirely constructed. Iconography has also been seen as close to more structural kinds 
of semiology, with Panofsky’s primary level of interpretation echoed in the notion of deno- 
tive signs, and his secondary level in connotive signs (see also van Feeuwen, 2001). 
However, in their shared concern with intertextuality, there are some parallels between 
iconography and the sort of discourse analysis under discussion here, and the term ‘ico
nography’ is now often used in a loose sense to refer to the kind of approach to images 
that I am calling discourse analysis I (see, for example, Burke, 2001).

8.3.3 Working with diverse materials: an example
A discourse analytic work that might be described as an ‘iconography’ in this looser 
sense is Mary Cowling’s (1989) study of ‘the representation of type and character in 
Victorian art’. Cowling’s work contributes to an account of the discursive construc
tion of the East End of London in the 1880s too, since she points out that the East 
Ender was shown by Victorian artists as a particular social type. She argues that 
Victorian audiences assumed that paintings needed to be read -  that their meanings 
required decoding -  and that there were two, related, bodies of knowledge, both 
understood as scientifically true, that were used especially frequently for decoding 
images of social difference: physiognomy and phrenology.

In the Victorian age, physiognomy, or the indication of character through the facial
features and forms of the head and body, was all but universally believed in.
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The more specific indication of character through the shape of the skull, expounded 
as a complete system in the form of phrenology, was also widely subscribed to. 
Whether the human face was looked at with the eyes of the artist, the writer, or 
even the scientist, belief in physiognomy characterised contemporary attitudes 
towards it. (Cowling, 1989: 9)

Cowling shows how books like Physiognomy Made Easy (c.1880), Self-Instructor 
in Phrenology and Physiology (c. 1886) and The Study o f the Human Face (1868), 
among many others, showed faces and heads divided into types that were differenti
ated in terms of their morality, social position and notions o f ‘race’. Aspects of heads 
and faces such as nose profile, forehead slope, chin profile, skull size and lip shape 
were all presented as clues to the moral standing, social class and ‘race’ of an indi
vidual, and these clues were used too in the work of cartoonists, novelists, scientists 
and artists. An example of how these shared interpretations of heads and faces were 
commonplace is given by Cowling (1989: 64-5), and it is also a neat example of her 
own method (see Figure 8.2). Plate 44 of her book shows a page from the Self- 
Instructor in Phrenology and Physiology. There are two engravings on this page, one 
of a ‘good head’ and one of a ‘bad head’. Cowling, in her plate 46, compares these 
to a portrait of J.G. Lockhart, the son-in-law and biographer of Sir Walter Scott, by 
William Allen in 1876. The ‘soaring brow and delicate features’ of the latter 
(Cowling, 1989: 65) are repeated exactly in the Self-Instructor as the ‘good head’, 
and would have indicated to Victorian audiences that this was a man of high moral 
probity, high social class, and English origin. Cowling argues that Victorian audi
ences would have made these same connections and interpretations, as such similar 
images circulated between different texts. And it is her method to make them too: 
to trace the relations between different texts in order to identify the meanings their 
viewers and readers shared.

'A good and bad head contrasted', 
from L.N. Fowler, Self-Instructor in Phrenology and 
Physiology; c.1886 (Cowling, 1989: 64)

FIGURE 8,2 Portrait of J.G. Lockhart 
by William Allen, engraved by
G. Shaw, from J.G. Lockhart, Life of Sir 
Walter Scott, 1871 (Cowling, 1989: 65)
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Cowling’s concern with intertextuality focuses on two particular images, however, 
one of which is particularly relevant to this discussion, as Cowling (1989: 185-231) 
argues that it contains several images of East Enders. This is a painting by William 
Powell Frith, exhibited in 1862 and called The Railway Station (Figure 8.3). It is a 
huge canvas showing the crowd accompanying a train about to leave, and Cowling 
remarks that it was seen by contemporaries as an image of, and a commentary on, the 
modern London crowd. That is, its theme was social relations and social difference, 
and Frith and his audience both used physiognomy and phrenology to make sense of 
this painting. (It has also been suggested, however, that there is a tension in the paint
ing between such ‘types’ and the painting’s depiction of individuals who would have 
been recognisable to the contemporary audience; the two men on the right in top hats, 
for example, were famous detectives [Arscott, 2007].) Having consulted books of 
physiognomy and phrenology herself, Cowling is able to offer her own key to the 
painting which notes the kind of social type each figure would have represented to its 
Victorian audiences (Cowling, 1989: 242-3). Her key includes ‘gentleman in reduced 
circumstances’, ‘his daughter, off to take up her first position’ (as a governess), and 
‘villainous recruit -  vicious type’. Cowling suggests that these latter sorts of images, 
of the various types from the residuum, would have been seen by contemporary audi
ences as East Enders. The social differences among Londoners were also understood 
as geographical differences in this period, and the residuum, certainly by the end of 
the 1880s, was always located in the East End of the city. Thus images of members of 
the residuum were also images of East Enders.

Cowling (1989) uses many sorts of texts to make her case for the importance of facial 
features and head types for understanding Victorian images of social difference, inclu
ding magazines, anthropology books, novels, paintings and engravings, as well as those 
books on physiognomy and phrenology. As I have noted, this range of sources is typical 
of the kind of discourse analysis I am suggesting iconography is related to. Cowling’s 
method is to look for the commonalities, both textual and visual, among these sources, 
and to establish these by citing the words and images they have in common: thus she 
quotes extensively from her sources and she also reproduces their images generously 
(her book has 370 pages of text and 340 plates). This search for recurring themes or 
visual patterns is also typical of discourse analysis. However, as the rest of this chapter 
will show, the proponents of discourse analysis also suggest some further methodologi
cal tactics for interpreting intertextual meanings.

8.4 Discourse Analysis I: The Production and Rhetorical 
Organisation of Discourse

Iconography, then, like discourse analysis, depends on intertextuality for its interpre
tative power. It also depends, though, on what Panofsky called ‘common sense’, and 
many discourse analysts also suggest that successful discourse analysis depends less on 
rigorous procedures and more on other qualities: craft skill, says Potter (1996: 140);
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scholarship, according to Gill (1996: 144); ‘interpretative sensitivities’, in Phillips and 
Hardy’s (2002: 75) words. Nonetheless, there have been some efforts to make the pro
cedures of discourse analysis more explicit, especially in the social sciences. This section 
explores some of those efforts.

In her discussion of discourse analysis, Tonkiss (1998) suggests that those efforts 
have been directed in two areas. First, there is the analysis of the structure of the dis
cursive statements. Secondly, there is a concern for the social context of those 
statements: who is saying them, in what circumstances.

8.4.1 Exploring the rhetorical organisation of discourse
One theme of discourse analysis is the organisation of discourse itself. How, precisely, 
is a particular discourse structured, and how then does it produce a particular kind of 
knowledge? In relation to visual images, many studies have been particularly interested 
in how social difference is constructed, and the previous section briefly discussed one 
example of this in relation to the East End: Cowling’s (1989) study of the intersection 
between art, physiognomy and phrenology. Another example is Ruth Livesy’s (2004) 
essay on middle-class women who did charity work in London’s East End, and how 
they saw East Enders. Livesy’s study is a useful reminder of the complex and often 
contested nature of discourse, since it begins by remarking that these women disliked 
physiognomy and phrenology as ways of seeing and understanding people; instead, 
they drew on a discourse o f ‘ethical individualism’ (Livesy, 2004: 46) which focused on 
individuals’ moral character, and especially their capacity for self-control, thrift, duty 
and foresight. Hence when they looked at East Enders, they didn’t look at the shape of 
their heads or the character of their faces, but rather looked for signs of cleanliness, 
sobriety and rectitude in their dress and their houses. Livesy (2004) explores the rhe
torical organisation of their discourse to establish this way of seeing; and indeed this 
kind of discourse analysis is interested in, for example, how a particular discourse 
describes things (although the power of discourse means that it produces those things 
it purports to be describing), how it constructs blame and responsibility, how it con
structs accountability, and how it categorises and particularises (Potter, 1996).

The first step in this interpretative process is, as Tonkiss (1998) and Gill (1996) 
both emphasise, to try to forget all preconceptions you might have about the materi
als you are working with. Although an important part of your preparation for your 
analysis might have been to study what discourses other scholars have suggested are 
relevant to your sources (and Sunderland [2004] recommends this), nonetheless, when 
you approach your materials, try your best to read them and look at them with fresh 
eyes. As Foucault (1972: 25) says, pre-existing categories ‘must be held in suspense. 
They must not be rejected definitively, of course, but the tranquillity with which they 
are accepted must be disturbed; we must show that they do not come about by them
selves, but are always the result of a construction the rules of which must be known 
and the justifications of which must be scrutinized.’ In this way, the material may offer
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you insights and leads that you would otherwise have missed. For visual images, it 
may be that the tools of detailed description offered by compositional interpretation 
have a role to play here, in making you look very carefully at every element of an 
image, and at their interrelation. Allow this process of reading and looking to take its 
time. Try to immerse yourself in the materials you are dealing with. Read and re-read 
the texts; look and look again at the images.

Having familiarised yourself with your materials, some slightly more systematic 
methods might be useful. One is a version of the coding process described in Chapter 5 
in connection with content analysis (Phillips and Hardy [2002] recommend a quite 
rigorous version of this). Familiarity with the sources will allow you to identify key 
themes, which may be keywords, or recurring visual images. (Remember, though, that 
the most important words and images may not be those that occur most often.) Make 
a list of these words or images and then go through all your sources, coding the material 
every time this word or image occurs. Then start to think about connections between 
and among keywords and key images. According to Foucault, the task is to examine:

relations between statements (even if the author is unaware of them; even if the 
statements do not have the same author; even if the authors were unaware of each 
other’s existence); relations between groups of statements thus established (even 
if these groups do not concern the same, or even adjacent fields; even if they do 
not possess the same formal level; even if they are not the locus of assignable 
exchanges); relations between statements and groups of statements and events of 
a quite different kind (technical, economic, political, social). (Foucault, 1972: 29)

How are particular words or images given specific meanings? Are there meaningful clus
ters of words and images? What objects do such clusters produce? What associations are 
established within such clusters? What connections are there between such clusters 
(Andersen, 2003: 11-12)? Foucault here also suggests the need to consider the broader, 
non-discursive context of discourse. These sorts of questions address the productivity of 
discourse in the sense that they focus on its production of meanings and things.

focus
Look at Figures 8.4 to 8.7, a ll reproduced from  Nead’s (1988) study.

Consider each one in relation to the key themes identified by Nead: dress, bodily 
condition, location, looks. In particular, th ink about how each of those themes 
can be represented in different ways. Compare this relative flexib ility  in identify
ing themes with the coding process demanded by content analysis. Which do you 
prefer, and why?

Are there other themes that seem to you to be relevant to these images?
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Illustration 
for The Bridge o f Sighs, 
1878, by Gustave Dore

Lost (on left) and Found (on right), by W. Gray; in 
W. Hayward, London by Night, c. 1870
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The River, by 
Hablot K. 
Browne (Phiz); 
an illustration 
for the novel 
David  
Copperfield  
by Charles 
Dickens, 1850

Found Drowned, 
1848-50, by 
George Frederick 
Watts

Nead’s (1988) discussion of how ‘the prostitute’ was discursively constructed 
through recurring images of bodies and places is exemplary here. Nead accumu
lates a wide range of visual images of this figure, as well as written accounts, and 
shows how she was understood by pointing to the limited number of key visual 
terms used to produce her (see also Gilman, 1990; Walkowitz, 1992). The prosti
tute worked by exchanging sex for money. She was therefore constructed as a 
particular sort of moral problem in bourgeois discourses of femininity, and was 
placed in the residuum. She could be seen as irredeemable or redeemable; prosti
tutes were portrayed as both evil women and as victims of an evil society. However, 
as Nead notes, both arguments worked to place her outside ‘normal’ femininity. 
This outsider status was signified visually in the way she dressed (provocatively) 
and the way she looked, especially how she looked boldly at men. Since she was
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morally deviant, however, she was also pictured as paying the price of her sin. In 
visual and written narratives of prostitution, she was frequently visualised as losing 
her looks and her glamorous clothes, and simultaneously moving from the bright 
lights of the music hall to the dark streets of the East End, and, eventually, down 
into the dark and murky depths of the River Thames. This last location was often 
pictured as her final resting place: disease or pregnancy would take their toll, and 
her inevitable end, according to this discourse, was her suicide by drowning. The 
final stage of this visual narrative was the verdict passed on her by society. This 
was usually pictured by representatives of that society looking at the prostitute’s 
dead body. These representatives might be the rivermen who find her, the police
man who inspects the corpse, the passers-by who see it, or the doctor who dissects 
it; and these are shown either as pitying or condemning. Nead thus identifies sev
eral key visual themes in images of prostitution: dress, bodily condition, location 
and looks. She shows how these themes could be given different meanings in dif
ferent images or texts -  the looks at her dead body could be compassionate or 
grimly satisfied, for example, depending on whether the prostitute was being con
structed as evil or as a victim -  but the basic elements used to represent her were 
repeated again and again in a wide variety of contexts.

As this coding and interpretation process proceeds, other issues may start to 
become important to your interpretation -  perhaps issues that had not initially 
occurred to you. Unlike content analysis, this does not mean that you have to halt 
your analytical process and start again with a revised set of categories. Discourse 
analysis is much more flexible than that. As new questions occur, prompted by 
one moment of coding, you can return to your materials with different codes in 
a second -  or third or fourth or twentieth -  moment of interpretation. While the 
Foucauldian framework of discourse analysis is giving you a certain approach to 
your materials, it is also crucial that you let the details of your materials guide 
your investigations.

An important part of that framework is how a particular discourse works to per
suade. How does it produce its effects o f truth} This is another aspect of discourse 
that your analysis must address. Often this entails focusing on claims to truth, or to 
scientific certainty, or to the natural way of things. As well as the visual and textual 
devices used to claim truth, however, it is useful to look for moments at which dis
sent from a discourse is acknowledged (even if implicitly) and dealt with. Search for 
‘the work that is being done to reconcile conflicting ideas, to cope with contradic
tion or uncertainty, or to counter alternatives’ (Tonkiss, 1998: 255), because this 
work will highlight processes of persuasion that may otherwise be difficult to detect.

An example of an account of the East End of London that claimed to be true 
because it was scientific was the map of poverty first published by Charles Booth in 
1889. Booth used 34 School Board Visitors (the local officials responsible for enfor
cing attendance at school) to survey the income of every household in the East End. He 
then calculated how many people were living in poverty, and mapped their location
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Detail of 
Charles 
Booth's 
descriptive 
map of 
London 
poverty, from 
his Life and  
Labour o f the 
London Poor, 
1889

(Figure 8.8). The survey was seen as scientific in a number of ways. First, 
its coverage was more or less complete in terms of the East End’s popu
lation (456,877 people were included, according to Booth’s figures). 
Secondly, its coverage was seen as complete in terms of its understand
ing, and here the visual effect of the map was crucial: the map seemed 
to lay the East End bare to a scientific gaze that penetrated what others 
described as its darkest recesses. And, thirdly, Booth’s survey and the 
map classified its subjects in ways that were central to contemporary 
scientific procedures. Booth argued that while over one-third of the 
residents of the East End were living in poverty, this was mostly due to 
fecklessness rather than moral depravity; only 2 per cent of the resid
uum, he argued, fell into that latter category. This sort of moral 
classification was central to other Victorian sciences, particularly those 
that constructed racial differences (and it is no coincidence that many 
journalists compared going into the East End of London with visits to 
Africa, as did General Booth’s In Darkest England, published in 1890; 
see Keating, 1976). Finally, Booth also relied on statistical analyses of 
his data which gave his arguments scientific authority too; Nead (1988) 
notes how some arguments about prostitution were legitimated by sta
tistical claims as well. Through these various strategies, then, Booth’s 
map was perceived by (most) contemporaries as scientifically true.
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focus
Look at the map in Figure 8.9 and compare it to the extract of Booth’s map 
reproduced in Figure 8.8.

The Police Illu strated  New s was a popular newspaper offering sensational crime 
stories. Darren Oldridge (2007: 47) discusses the emergence of this sort of 
newspaper in the late nineteenth century, which 'tried to create interest and 
sales through focussing on topics such as street crime, prostitution and sexual 
danger’. Do the maps carry the same claim to tru th  in both cases? Do they claim 
different sorts of truth? How?

thO C ve nT»C"h o r r jb le  murder.. W TR 1 no ju te* oft

JM **«*«*t

sr.vc*»

^ ^ ^ L A W ^ R T S ^ t o  W EftLY  RECORD

■ u r t u i .  1*1 MBA* I J, I'm .

Front page 
of the Police 
Illustrated 
News, 17 
November 
1888
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Interpretative
repertoire

FIGURE 8.10 
The Gate of 
M emory 
(coloured 
chalks on 
paper), 1864, 
by Dante 
Charles 
Gabriel 
Rossetti 
(1828-82)
© The Makins 
Collection/The 
Bridgeman Art 
Library

Another emphasis in discourse analysis is the complexity and contra
dictions internal to discourses. Discursive formations have structures 
but that does not necessarily imply that they are logical or coherent. 
Indeed, part of the power of a specific discursive formation may rest 
precisely on the multiplicity of different arguments that can be produced 
in its terms. Potter (1996) uses the term interpretative repertoire to 
address one aspect of this notion of complexity.

Interpretative repertoires are systematically related sets of terms that 
are often used with stylistic and grammatical coherence and often 
organized around one or more central metaphors. They develop 
historically and make up an important part of the ‘common sense’ 
of a culture, although some are specific to institutional domains. 
(1996: 131)

Potter notes that interpretative repertoires are something like mini
discourses; they tend to be quite specific to particular social situations. 
The example he cites is a study of how scientists legitimate their own 
arguments, and the discovery that they use quite different techniques in 
their published research papers from those used in informal talk. Here, 
two interpretative repertoires are deployed in different circumstances, 
but both are part of a complex discourse of scientific truth. An exam
ple of a visual interpretative repertoire is offered by Nead (1988: 
128-32). She discusses a watercolour by the Pre-Raphaelite painter

Dante Gabriel Rosetti. Called 
The Gate of Memory (Figure 
8.10), it was painted in 1857 
and shows a prostitute stand
ing under an archway staring 
at a group of children play
ing. It visualises one of the 
final verses of a poem by 
William Bell Scott called 
‘Maryanne’. But while Scott’s 
poem could describe the 
degraded body of this woman 
in some detail, Rosetti’s water
colour cannot, says Nead, and 
this is because ‘the prostitute 
has become the subject of “art” 
and “art” does not provide 
space for woman as physi
cally deviant or unpleasurable’
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(Nead, 1988: 132). That is, the Victorian discourse of femininity entailed a number of 
interpretative repertoires, and the repertoire available to artists could only produce 
certain kinds of images.

An example of the contradictions inherent in discursive formations can be given by 
placing Jones’s (1989) account of the ‘cockney’ next to other discussions of the con
struction of East Enders. As we have seen, from the 1880s if not before, the East Ender 
was constructed as marked, physically and visibly, by moral degeneracy. As Fishman
(1988) , Jones (1976) and Walkowitz (1992) emphasise, this was a construction that 
could produce considerable fear among the bourgeois readers of the newspapers, 
novels, pamphlets and poems through which it was articulated. Walkowitz (1992) and 
Nead (1988) both emphasise the horror of disease that prostitution might spread, for 
example (which could involve acknowledging, as it did for campaigners against the 
Contagious Diseases Act of 1860s, that it was actually men who spread disease, and 
often bourgeois men visiting working-class prostitutes at that -  a good example of the 
complexity of discourses). Jones (1976) and Fishman (1988) stress the middle-class 
fear of social unrest that a residuum with no stake in society might create. Hence, 
through the 1880s and beyond, as a counter to these fears, other images of the East 
Ender developed. The orderly dock strike of 1889, for example, was seen as evidence 
that the majority of the poor were decent at heart, and not likely to revolt, and Jones
(1989) traces the elaboration of the ‘cockney’ as the acceptable face of the East End. 
The cockney was constructed as good-hearted, chirpy, with a resigned sense of 
humour and a particular style of dress, often a bit flash; they look out for their neigh
bour and are stoical under conditions of social hardship. Jones argues that the effect 
of this discourse was to counter imaginatively what was perceived as the threat to 
society posed by the residuum, by constructing the cockney as different but lovable. 
Jones (1989) suggests that this vision of the cockney was expressed most unambigu
ously in music hall songs at the turn of the century, but he also notes that much of the 
literature at that period ‘veered incoherently’ between this cockney and the other 
vision of the residuum East Ender. Thus Jones’s work stresses the contradictions 
within the discursive construction of the East End, through a careful reading of a wide 
range of materials.

Finally, discourse analysis also involves reading for what is not seen or said. 
Absences can be as productive as explicit naming; invisibility can have just as power
ful effects as visibility. Thus Jones (1989) ends his essay on the construction of the 
‘cockney’ by noting that the cockney was always imagined as white, despite the con
stant presence of large black communities in the East End. The ‘cockney’ therefore 
erased racialised difference by making whiteness the taken-for-granted ‘race’ of the 
East Ender. As Jones (1989) also notes, however, this erasure did not last beyond the 
so-called race riots in Notting Hill in the West End of London in 1958. After that, 
‘race’ could not be made invisible so easily, and the cockney fades as a meaningful 
cultural category.

Discourse analysis thus depends on reading with great care for detail. It assumes 
that the efficacy of discourse often resides in the assumptions it makes about what is
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true, real or natural, in the contradictions that allow it interpretative flexibility, and 
in what is not said, and none of these are accessible to superficial reading or viewing. 
Hence Gill’s (1996: 144) emphasis on the scholarship entailed in discourse analysis: 
The analysis of discourse and rhetoric requires the careful reading and interpretation 
of texts, rigorous scholarship rather than adherence to formal procedures.’

To summarise the strategies for the intepretation of the rhetorical organisation of 
discourse outlined in this section, then, they include:

•  looking at your sources with fresh eyes;
•  immersing yourself in your sources;
•  identifying key themes in your sources;
•  examining their effects of truth;
•  paying attention to their complexity and contradictions;
•  looking for the invisible as well as the visible;
•  paying attention to details.

f°cus mwmm mt  ■■
Consider a ll the figures reproduced in this chapter. How might you go about 
finding the social locations of the ir production and reception? What does ‘social 
location’ mean in this sense? Does it mean class, gender, ‘race’, sexuality and 
so on? How might an institution be ascribed those characteristics?

8.4.2 Exploring the social production of discourse
As Gill (1996: 142) notes, ‘all discourse is occasioned’. All discourse takes place in 
specific social circumstances, and the authors discussed in this chapter draw two 
methodological implications for their sort of discourse analysis from this.

The previous section looked at some rhetorical strategies that could visually or ver
bally assert the truth of a particular discursive claim. However, this is not the only way 
that certain discourses can become more dominant than others: the institutional loca
tion of a discourse is also crucial. Foucault, for all his reluctance to ascribe unidirectional 
causality, insisted on the need to locate the social site from which particular statements 
are made, and to position the speaker of a statement in terms of their social authority 
(Foucault, 1972: 50-2). Thus a statement coming from a source endowed with 
authority (and just how that authority is established may be an important issue to 
address) is likely to be more productive than one coming from a marginalised social 
position. The work of the historians examined in this chapter demonstrates this point 
in a rather paradoxical way. They are forced to rely almost entirely on the images and 
words of the socially and institutionally powerful in their discussions of the discursive
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construction of the East End, simply because they are the only visions and words that 
are now available. The powerful had the resources to make their discourses substantial 
through books and pictures, and these were the materials then put into libraries and 
archives. It is therefore extraordinarily difficult now to pick up traces of the discourses 
about the East End articulated by those who lived there in the 1880s, for example, 
although Fishman (1988) suggests that some contemporary novelists were the faithful 
recorders of what they heard there. Thus the social location of a discourse’s production 
is important to consider in relation to its effects.

The second way in which the social context of discourse production matters is in 
terms of the audience assumed by images and texts. The explanation given for the 
same event may be quite different if the audience for that explanation is different. Or 
the visual images of the same scene or event may be quite different, in terms of their 
technology or genre or in other ways, for different audiences. The visual images that 
surrounded the Jack the Ripper murders in the East End in 1888 are a case in point. 
Popular newspapers, for example, used sketches and maps to show readers the loca
tion of the murders and the victims’ faces, as Figure 8.9 demonstrates. This was a kind 
of realism that might be seen as the visual equivalent of the sensationalistic journalism 
pioneered in the same decade (Curtis, 2001; Walkowitz, 1992). Other images were 
used for other audiences, though. Sander Gilman (1990), in his essay on the Ripper 
murders, notes that police photographs of the victims’ mutilated bodies were used by 
the criminologist Alexandre Lacassagne in his 1889 book on sadism. The apparent 
veracity of photographs was thought necessary for a scientific text; but only an audi
ence of scientists, too, was considered capable of seeing such images in an objective, 
scientific way. Notions about audience can thus affect the type of image used.

Thus discourse analysis also entails paying attention to certain aspects of the social 
context of discourse production. The authors cited in this chapter -  Gill, Tonkiss, and 
Potter and Wetherell -  tend to focus on the rhetorical organisation of a discourse’s 
texts and images and on the impact on those texts and images of the social location 
of their production. This emphasis neglects to explore the social practices and effects 
of discourse, however, and this indicates the tendency of this sort of discourse analysis 
to focus more on texts and images than social institutions.

8.5 Discourse Analysis I and Reflexivity

The introduction to this chapter noted that Foucault himself was not sympathetic 
to certain kinds of reflexivity, particularly those that depended on descriptions of 
subject positions; for him, such descriptions were the work of the police. However, as 
Phillips and Hardy (2002) pointed out, from a Foucauldian perspective the social sci
ences are just as discursive as any other form of knowledge production, and in 
producing a piece of research you too are participating in their discursive formation. 
The social sciences are the descendants of those human sciences the truth claims of 
which Foucault analysed in detail. If you are writing a discourse analysis, then, the
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arguments about discourse, power and truth/knowledge must surely be just as perti
nent to your work as to the materials you are analysing. Doing a discourse analysis, 
then, demands some sort of critical reflection on your own research practice. For, as 
Tonkiss (1998: 259) says,‘The discourse analyst seeks to open up statements to chal
lenge, interrogate taken-for-granted meanings, and disturb easy claims to objectivity 
in the texts they are reading. It would therefore be inconsistent to contend that the 
analyst’s own discourse was itself wholly objective, factual or generally true.’ 
Discourse analysts have a number of ways of addressing this issue.

The first is to think carefully about the rhetorical organisation of a discourse 
analysis. How should it be written? Since discourse analyses cannot argue that they 
are the only, true analysis of the materials discussed, discourse analysis aims to be 
persuasive rather than truthful, and this entails ‘a certain modesty in our analytic 
claims’ (Tonkiss, 1998: 260). According to Phillips and Hardy (2002: 83-5), any dis
course analysis should acknowledge that its language is constructing an interpretation 
rather than revealing the truth. Different voices, texts and images should pervade the 
analysis, they continue (Phillips and Hardy, 2002: 85); you should acknowledge that 
you have made choices in what you discuss, emphasising some materials at the 
expense of others; and you should open up your own work to other readings and 
interpretations, and be aware how your work engages with that of others.

This modesty is what discourse analysis substitutes for more conventional notions 
of reflexivity. Clearly, conventional, autobiographical versions of reflexivity are diffi
cult in Foucauldian accounts, for they depend on a notion of human agency that 
constructs the author as an autonomous individual who then encounters a part of the 
world in their research. Just as this autobiographical form of reflexivity is inconsistent 
with psychoanalytic approaches to visual methods, it is equally incompatible with the 
Foucauldian notion of a subject constituted through the discourses in which they are 
saturated. Another example of a more modest, Foucauldian approach is Kendall and 
Wickham’s (1999: 101-9) move, in their discussion of reflexivity in relation to 
Foucauldian methods, towards discussing whether objects or animals should be given 
the same status as knowledge producers as their human researchers. Their answer is 
yes. In the visual field, perhaps an equivalent move would be to recognise the power 
of visual images that in some way limits that of the researcher. W.J.T. Mitchell (1996) 
has addressed this issue in an essay called ‘What Do Pictures Really Want?’ Although 
reprimanded by Hal Foster (1996) for a kind of commodity fetishism -  and this strat
egy is also vulnerable to the criticisms of connoisseurship made in Chapter 4 -  Mitchell 
suggests that the power of images always exceeds our ability to interpret them. He is 
perhaps articulating a further form of reflexivity that makes sense for Foucauldian 
discourse analyses. There must be others, but all would share that mark of modesty 
mentioned by Tonkiss.

However, a complication to this discursive reflexivity arises when the productive 
context (rather than the rhetorical organisation) of the analysis is considered. For being 
‘persuasive’ or ‘modest’ depends on the interpretative context in which the discourse 
analysis is produced. And that context is the social sciences. Thus discourse analysis
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can end up with a rather conventional list of things to consider when writing up your 
work. Here are the sorts of things mentioned by Potter (1996: 138-9), Gill (1996: 147) 
andTonkiss (1998: 258-60):

• using detailed textual or visual evidence to support your analysis;
• using textual or visual details to support the analysis;
• the coherence the study gives to the discourse examined;
• the coherence of the analysis itself;
• the coherence of the study in relation to previous related research;
• the examination of cases that run counter to the discursive norm established by the 

analysis, in order to affirm the disruption caused by such deviations.

Clearly, these criteria are unobjectionable in relation to the conventions of the social 
sciences. However, let us ask Foulcauldian questions of them: What are the effects of 
these criteria? What do they produce? Well, they aim to produce a certain sort of text: 
one that locates the plausibility of the discourse analysis in the text alone. The effect 
of this is to erase (again, we might say) the institutional context in which a discourse 
analysis is produced. So perhaps another, reflexive strategy to mark the modesty of 
discourse analysis would be to note explicitly that the institution and its audience are 
the co-authors of the analysis, and to recognise the claims to interpretative authority 
that this co-authorship entails.

8.6 Discourse Analysis I: An Assessm ent

In terms of the critical visual methodology described in Chapter 1, the type of dis
course analysis discussed in this chapter has clear strengths. It pays careful attention 
to images themselves, to the web of intertextuality in which any individual image is 
embedded, and thus to how images circulate. It is centrally concerned with the pro
duction of social difference through visual imagery. It addresses questions of power as 
they are articulated through visual images themselves. And although reflexivity is a 
tricky issue for discourse analysis, there are ways in which the authority of the dis
course analysis can be both marked (by acknowledging its context of production) and 
perhaps undermined (by rhetorical strategies of modesty).

There are also some difficulties in the method, however. One of these is knowing 
where to stop in making intertextual connections, and another related to this is in 
grounding those connections empirically. Gilman’s (1990) essay on Jack the Ripper 
illustrates the dangers (to me at least) of making so many connections that some start 
to seem rather tenuous. In order to understand why the murderer was seen by many 
as Jewish, Gilman cites a huge range of contemporary sources, including: London 
newspapers; Wedekind’s play Lulu and Berg’s opera of the same name; the psycho
analysts Freud and Fliess; Hogarth the painter; medical texts; Bram Stoker’s novel 
Dracula; Hood’s poetry, paintings, engravings and posters; the ideas of Hahnemann
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(the founder of homeopathy); ‘Jack’s’ notes; criminologists Lombroso and Lacassagne; 
contemporary pornography; contemporary tracts; and novels by Eliot, Proust and 
Zola. The breadth of scholarship is extraordinary, but I begin to wonder how many of 
those sources could be said to have produced, even indirectly, the London newspapers’ 
and police’s description of the Ripper as Jewish? Some, of course, perhaps many. 
Maybe all. But Gilman’s analysis does not attempt to trace such connections in any 
grounded way; instead, they are related in his work simply through the category of 
‘discourse’. In his study, the circulation of images and themes seems to become a free- 
floating web of meanings unconnected to any social practices. The practical problem 
posed by this sort of discourse analysis, then -  where to stop making intertextual con
nections -  can also be an analytical one -  how to make the intertextual connections 
convincingly productive.

Another problem with discourse analysis, for some critics, is its refusal to ascribe 
causality. As Section 8.1 noted, Foucault’s project was in some ways descriptive; he 
wanted to account for how things happened more than why they happened. This 
means that discourse analysis too is not always very clear about the relation between 
discourse and its context. Few guidelines are offered about what that context might 
be, other than the notions addressed in Section 8.4.2 about the social location of the 
producers and audiences of specific images or texts. There is also little attempt to 
outline what the relations between that context and discourse might be, specifically.

Both these problems are connected to the neglected issue in this form of discourse 
analysis: the social practices of discourse. As this chapter has noted at several points, 
this kind of discourse analysis is concerned more with images and texts than with the 
social institutions that produced, archived, displayed or sold them, and the effects of 
those practices. The next chapter, however, turns to a form of Foucauldian discourse 
analysis that does address just these issues.

Sum m ary: Discourse Analysis I

•  associated with:
The interpretation of wide and eclectic ranges of textual materials, both visual 
and written.

•  sites and modalities:
Discourse analysis is most concerned with the site of the image itself, although 
reference can be made to the site of production too. It can also address the 
circulation of images. It is particularly strong at exploring the effects of the 
compositional and social modalities of images.

•  key terms:
Key terms include discourse, discursive formation, power/knowledge and 
intertextuality.
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• strengths and weaknesses:
Discourse analysis I is very effective at looking carefully at images and 
interpreting their effects, especially in relation to constructions of social 
difference. It can be less interested in thinking about the practices and institutions 
through which such constructions are produced, disseminated and lived, however.

Further Reading

Historian Peter Burke (2001) puts a version of iconography to work in his book 
Eyewitnesses: The Uses of Images as Historical Evidence; although he does not refer 
to Foucault, his exploration of a wide range of images’ ‘modes of reliability’ (Burke 
2001: 184), and his insistence that ‘we ignore at our peril the variety of images, artists, 
uses of images and attitudes to images at different periods of history’ (and in different 
places, it should be added) (Burke, 2001: 16), are consonant with discourse analysis 
I. So too is Ludmilla Jordanova’s The Look of the Past (2012), which explores a wide 
range of images and objects and has some very helpful suggestions for further read
ings on historical contexts. Andersen’s (2003) book Discursive Analytical Strategies 
offers a detailed and accessible exegesis of Foucault’s own methods, while Phillips and 
Hardy’s (2002) book includes an interesting analysis of a collection of cartoons.

COMPANION WEBSITE

Visit https://study.sagepub.com/r0se4e for:

t Links to the best online lectures on Foucault, which focus on specific aspects of his work. 

This is useful because he shifted his arguments over the course of his life, some would 

argue quite radically, in ways this chapter doesn’t discuss.
• Links to a series of podcasts on the history of museums.

• An exercise showing you discourse analysis in action.

https://study.sagepub.com/r0se4e


9
DISCOURSE ANALYSIS II: 
INSTITUTIONS AND WAYS 
OF SEEING

key example: this chapter looks at how museums display im ages and arte
facts, and discusses several studies of the American Museum of Natural 
History in New York.

It also looks briefly at how some museums and galleries are using social 
media to picture themselves and their collections.

9.1 Another Introduction to Discourse and Visual Culture

The previous chapter began with a brief introduction to the work of Michel Foucault, 
and suggested that there are two methodologies that have developed from his work. 
Although these two are related and overlap -  most particularly because both share a 
concern with power/knowledge as it is articulated through discourse -  these two 
methodologies have tended to produce rather different sorts of research. The first type 
of discourse analysis, discussed in Chapter 8, works with visual images and written or 
spoken texts. Although it is certainly concerned with the social positions of difference 
and authority that are articulated through images and texts as they circulate, it tends 
to focus on the production and rhetorical organisation of visual and textual materials.

In contrast, the second form of discourse analysis, which this chapter will explore, 
often works with similar sorts of materials, but is much more concerned with their 
production by, and their reiteration of, particular institutions and their practices, and 
their production of particular human subjects.

9.1.1 Discourse analysis II: The institution
The difference between what I am calling ‘discourse analysis V and TF can be clarified 
by looking at how two exponents of these two kinds of discourse analysis use the 
term ‘archive’. In her discussion of the first type of discourse analysis, Tonkiss (1998: 
252) describes the material that this sort of analysis works with as an ‘archive’.
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While Tonkiss herself puts the term in inverted commas, clearly aware that it carries 
a certain conceptual baggage, she nevertheless uses it to refer to her collection of 
data, and then moves on to consider what the data shows about certain discursive 
formations. However, a different kind of discourse analyst, like Alan Sekula (1986, 
1989), would spend some time examining the archive itself as an institution, and 
unpacking the consequences of its particular practices of classification for the mean
ings of the things placed within it. Referring to archives of photographs in particular, 
he argues that:

archives are not neutral; they embody the power inherent in accumulation, collec
tion and hoarding as well as that power inherent in the command of the lexicon 
and rules of a language ... any photographic archive, no matter how small, 
appeals indirectly to these institutions for its authority. (1986: 155)

No doubt Tonkiss would agree with this comment. However, Sekula is at pains to 
explore the effects of ‘archivalisation’ on texts and images in a way that Tonkiss is not. 
Sekula and writers like him make that analytical move because they place their under
standings of discourses firmly in relation to the account of institutions given by 
Foucault. Archives are one sort of institution, in the Foucauldian sense, and this sec
ond sort of analysis would not treat them as transparent windows onto source 
materials in the way that Tonkiss seems to. Archives work in quite particular ways 
that have effects both on what is stored within them, and on those who use them 
(Frosh, 2003; Rose, 2000; Steedman, 2005), and this is as true of online archives as it 
is of the sort discussed by Sekula.

As we have seen, several of Foucault’s books examine specific institutions and their 
disciplines: prisons, hospitals, asylums. For writers concerned with visual matters, 
perhaps the key text is Discipline and Punish (Foucault, 1977). Subtitled The Birth of 
the Prison, this is an account of changing penal organisation in post-medieval Europe, 
in which alterations in the organisation of visuality (and spatiality) are central. The 
book begins by quoting a contemporary account of a prolonged torture and execution 
carried out as a public spectacle in 1757. Foucault then quotes from a prison rulebook 
written 80 years later which is, as he says, a timetable. Foucault’s questions are: How 
(rather than why) did this change in penal style, from spectacular punishment to insti
tutional routine, take place? And with what effects? Through detailed readings of 
contemporary texts, Discipline and Punish traces this shift.

By the mid-nineteenth century, the punishment-body relation is not the same as 
it was in the torture during public executions. The body now serves as an instru
ment or intermediary: if one intervenes upon it to imprison it, or to make it work, 
it is in order to deprive the individual of a liberty that is regarded both as a right 
and as a property. The body, according to this penality, is caught up in a system 
of constraints and privations, obligations and prohibitions. Physical pain, the pain 
of the body itself, is no longer the constituent element of the penalty. From being
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an art of unbearable sensation punishment has become an econ
omy of suspended rights ... As a result of this new restraint, a 
whole army of technicians took over from the executioner, the 
immediate anatomist of pain: warders, doctors, chaplains, psychia
trists, psychologists, educationalists ...

(Foucault, 1977: 11)

The prison was born. As well as a new institution and a new und
erstanding of punishment, in Discipline and Punish Foucault describes 
the emergence of a new set of professions which defined who needed 
punishment and who could exercise that punishment, and of a new 
subjectivity produced for those so punished -  what he called the ‘docile 
body’. This was the body subjected to these new penal disciplines, the 
body that had to conform to its ‘constraints and privations, obligations 
and prohibitions’.

A key point of Foucault’s argument is that in this new regime of 
punishment, these docile bodies in a sense disciplined themselves, and 
Foucault argues that this was achieved through a certain visuality (for 
general discussions of the role of visuality in the work of Foucault, see 
Jay [1993] and Rajchman [1988]). Once defined by the new ‘expert’ 
knowledges as in some way deviant, these bodies were placed in an 
institution that was ‘a machine for altering minds’ (Foucault, 1977: 
125). Foucault expands this point, and demonstrates the importance of 
a visuality to it, by discussing a plan for an institution designed by 
Jeremy Bentham in 1791 (1977: 195-228). Bentham called this build- 

panopticon ing a panopticon, and suggested it could be used as the plan for all sorts 
of disciplining institutions -  prisons, but also hospitals, workhouses, 
schools and madhouses (Figure 9.1). The panopticon was a tall tower, 
surrounded by an annular building. The latter consisted of cells, one for 
each inmate, with windows so arranged that the occupant was always 
visible from the tower. The tower was the location of the supervisor but 
because of the arrangement of its windows, blinds, doors and corridors, 
the inmates in their cells could never be certain that they were under 
observation from the tower at any particular moment. Never certain of 
invisibility, each inmate therefore had to behave ‘properly’ all the time; 
thus they disciplined themselves and were produced as docile bodies: 
‘Flence the major effect of the Panopticon: to induce in the inmate a 
state of conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automatic 
functioning of power’ (Foucault, 1977: 210). This sort of visuality, in 
which one subject is seen without ever seeing, and the other sees with- 

surveillance out ever being seen, Foucault called surveillance, and he argued that, 
since it was an efficient means of producing social order, it became
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a dominant form of visuality throughout modern capitalist societies. 
Through its operation, says Foucault (1977: 200) (in an echo of Lacan), 
‘visibility is a trap’.

Foucault suggests that institutions work in two ways: through their 
apparatus and through their technologies. This is a distinction this 
chapter will use; however, Foucault was rather inconsistent in his use 
of these terms, and the distinction made here between them is clearer 
than that found in his work. An institutional apparatus is the forms of 
power/knowledge that constitute the institutions: for example, archi
tecture, regulations, scientific treatises, philosophical statements, laws, 
morals and so on, and the discourses articulated through all these 
(Hall, 1997b: 47). Flence Foucault described Bentham’s panopticon as 
an apparatus: at once an architectural design and a moral and philo
sophical treatise. The institutional technologies (sometimes difficult to 
differentiate from the apparatus) are the practical techniques used to 
practise that power/knowledge. Technologies are ‘diffuse, rarely for
mulated in continuous, systematic discourse ... often made up of bits 
and pieces ... a disparate set of tools and methods’ (Foucault, 1977: 
26). An example might be the design of the windows and blinds in the 
panopticon.

FIGURE 9.1 
Plan for a 
panopticon, 
first proposed 
by Jeremy 
Bentham 
in 1787 
The Bentham 
Papers, UCL 
Library Services 
Special CollectM

institutional
apparatus

institutional
technologies
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9.1.2 The Institution and Photography
It has been argued by some historians of photography that photography must be 
understood as a technology in this Foucauldian sense. John Tagg, for example, writes:

Photography as such has no identity. Its status as technology varies with the 
power relations that invest it. Its nature as a practice depends on the institutions 
and agents which define it and set it to work ... Its history has no unity. It is a 
flickering across a field of institutional spaces. It is this field we must study, not 
photography as such. (1988: 63)

For Tagg, photography is diffuse; it is given coherence only by its use in certain insti
tutional apparatuses. He elaborates this claim by studying photographs as they were 
used in the nineteenth century by police forces, prisons, orphanages, asylums, local 
governments’ medical officers of health, and newspaper journalists and publicists 
(Figure 9.2). It is its uses in these institutions that Tagg argues gives photography its 
status as a unified something rather than a diffuse ‘no one thing’, and this coherent 
something is, according to Tagg, the belief that photographs picture the real. (Hence 
he is very critical of Barthes’s (1982) assertion, discussed in Section 6.3.2, that the 
punctum of a photograph is a trace of an uncoded referent.) The apparatus of these 
various institutions -  the police, prisons, orphanages, asylums, local government, the 
emergent mass media -  asserted the truth of their claims to be able to detect, or pun
ish, or cure the criminal, the ill, the orphaned, the mad or the degenerate (in part by 
relying on the scientific status of the discourses of physiognomy and phrenology, 
discussed in the previous chapter). Producing a certain regime of truth, these institu
tions used photography as a crucial technology through which these distinctions were 
made visible (see also Tagg, 2009).

The related opposite of this, as Sekula (1989) notes, was the detection, celebration 
and honouring of the moral, the familial and the proper in bourgeois photographic 
portraiture. Thus the institutional uses of photography make us think photographs 
are truthful pictures, not photographic techniques themselves. For Tagg, then (and 
see also Lalvani, 1996; Sekula, 1989), Foucault’s emphasis on institutions and power/ 
knowledge is crucial for understanding the belief that photography pictures the real.

This emphasis on institutional apparatus and technologies gives a different inflection 
to this second kind of discourse analysis. It shifts attention away from the details of 
individual images -  although both Tagg (1988) and Sekula (1989) describe the general 
characteristics of particular types of photographs -  and towards the processes of their 
production and use. That is, this type of discourse analysis concentrates most on the 
sites of production and audiencing, in their social modality. In their discussion of nine
teenth century police photography, for example, both Sekula and Tagg pay a good deal 
of attention to the processes used to classify, file, retrieve and use photographs of those 
who had been pictured as ‘criminal’. They both also argue that photography was only 
one part of what Sekula (1989: 351) calls ‘a bureaucratic-clerical-statistical system of
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FIGURE 9.2 
' The Bashful 
M odel':
Photographing 
a Prisoner in 
Gaol by Sir 
Luke Fildes; 
published 
in The 
Graphic in 
1873 and 
reprinted 
in John 
Tagg's book 
The
Disciplinary 
Frame 
(2009: xxvii)

“intelligence” ’, and he suggests that the filing cabinet was actually a more 
important piece of institutional technology than the camera. They discuss 
other technologies -  such as phrenology and fingerprinting -  that were 
used alongside photography, and they explore other aspects of institu
tional apparatuses in their studies too. This means that the sources used 
in their accounts are as eclectic as those of the discourse analysts discussed 
in Chapter 8. However, certainly in the case of Tagg and Sekula, their 
work is held together by an insistence on the power relations articulated 
through these practices and institutions. For both of them, visual images 
and visualities are articulations of institutional power.

This is one aspect of their work that has been criticised. For although 
both take care to distinguish their Foucauldian understanding of power 
from those that see power simply as repressive, nonetheless there is very 
little sense in either of their work of the possibility of visualities other 
than those of dominant institutions. Lindsay Smith (1998), for example, 
takes them to task for not looking at a wide enough range of nineteenth 
century photographic practices, and in particular for neglecting the 
kinds of domestic photography practised by a number of women in 
the mid-nineteenth century (see also Di Bello, 2007). These women 
photographers can be seen as producing images that do not replicate 
the surveillant gaze of the police mugshot or the family studio por
trait: they thwart that classifying gaze by strategies such as blurred 
focus, collage and over-exposure. Moreover, like their discourse ana
lyst cousins whose work was discussed in the previous chapter, there 
is very little reflexivity in this second type of discourse-analytical
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work. Ironically, considering their critique of truth claims, Tagg and Sekula both 
make very strong claims themselves about the veracity of their accounts. Tagg (1988: 
1-2) in particular is quite scathing about Barthes, implying that Barthes’s insistence 
on the uncoded quality of certain photographs was merely an emotional response to 
his search for a photograph that would remind him of his mother after she had died. 
‘I need not point out’, says Tagg (1988: 2) ‘that the existence of a photograph is no 
guarantee of a corresponding pre-photographic existent.’ Tagg here counterposes the 
self-evident (‘I need not point out ... ’), which he later expands at great length with the 
use of much theory, to the emotional need driving Barthes’s work. As I read it, Tagg is 
making an opposition between his masculinised rationality and what he sees as the 
effeminate emotionality of the grieving Barthes. Hardly a self-reflexive strategy, I think.

9.1.3 Discourse analysis II, the museum and this chapter
As will be clear from discussions in previous chapters, the Foucauldian approach taken 
towards photographs by Tagg and Sekula is by no means the only way to think about 
photographs. Chapter 5 described different kinds of content analyses of photographs, 
and Chapter 6 explored the use of semiology in relation to the photographs found in 
magazine adverts. So this chapter is not going to look yet again at photos. Instead, it 
will turn to work that considers two other kinds of institutions that deal with visual 
objects -  the art gallery and the museum -  that have also been subject to Foucauldian 
critique by writers such as Tony Bennett (1995) and Eilean Hooper-Greenhill (1992) 
(other important discussions include Barker, 1999; Barrett, 2011; Greenberg et al., 
1996; Kidd, 2014; Leahy, 2012; Preziosi and Farago, 2004; Sherman and Rogoff, 
1994; Starn, 2005; and Vergo, 1989). These accounts explore how visual images and 
objects are produced in particular ways by institutional apparatuses and technologies 
(as ‘art’, for example) and how various embodied subjectivities are also produced, such 
as the ‘curator’ and ‘the visitor’. Museums and galleries are institutions which, while of 
course not free from the workings of power, are not as obviously coercive as those 
examined by Tagg and Sekula. Their disciplines are more subtle, and they thus provide 
a more fruitful ground for exploring the extent to which this second type of discourse 
analysis can address questions of conflicting discourses and contested ways of seeing.

The particular case study will be the American Museum of Natural History in New 
York (hereafter referred to as the AMNH; see Figure 9.3), as seen by Mieke Bal (1996: 
13-56), Donna Haraway (1989: 26-58), Timothy Luke (2002), Ann Reynolds (1995), 
and Michael Rossi (2010). Their accounts will also allow another opportunity to 
consider the possibility of a reflexive discourse-analytic practice.

Bal’s account of the AMNH, however, is not strictly speaking a discourse analysis; 
she is a semiologist (Chapter 6 discussed some of her work), and she puts semiology 
to work in the AMNH. This is a useful reminder that there are ways of interpreting 
museums other than Foucauldian discourse analysis II. Social semiotics has been used 
to understand museum layout (Stenglin, 2014) and how visitors make sense of museum
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displays (Heath and von Lehn, 2004), for example; and ethnographic 
observation and interviews have also been used to interpret visitors’ 
experiences of museums (Handler and Gable, 1997; Macdonald, 2002). 
In this chapter, though, the status of the art gallery and museum as insti
tution provides a way of examining the methodology of this second kind 
of discourse analysis. The chapter has six sections:

1. The first is this introduction, which has discussed in more detail 
what I mean by ‘discourse analysis IF.

2. The second discusses what sources are used in ‘discourse analysis IF.
3. The third examines the apparatus of the gallery and the museum.
4. The fourth examines the technologies of the gallery and the museum.
5. The fifth explores visitors to galleries and museums.
6. And the final section assesses the strengths and weaknesses of this 

type of discourse analysis of institutions.

9.2 Finding Your Sources for Discourse 
Analysis II

The kinds of sources used for this kind of discourse analysis are as diverse 
as those deployed by the discourse analysis discussed in Chapter 8. A key 
Foucauldian account of the emergence of the art gallery and the museum 
as particular kinds of institution is Tony Bennett’s The Birth of the 
Museum (1995), and he is typical in his use of a wide range of sources.
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He undertakes a careful reading of the many written texts that discussed museums and 
galleries in the second half of the nineteenth century. These were produced by reformers, 
philanthropists, civil servants and curators who were all arguing, though often in different 
ways, for the establishment of galleries and museums that were open to the public. Studies 
of current discussions about museums and their practices could supplement this sort of 
historical written source with other types of documents available now, such as the annual 
reports of galleries and museums and their mission statements, as well as their websites, 
online archives and iPhone apps. Interviews with the directors, curators and designers of 
museums and galleries can also be used in contemporary studies (although Phillips and 
Hardy [2002: 71] suggest that naturally occurring talk is more valid for discourse analysis 
than talk produced in the context of a discourse-analytic research project). Both historical 
and contemporary studies often use photographs or other visual images of buildings, 
rooms and displays too, sometimes simply as illustrations to their written accounts, and 
both also pay attention to the architecture of the institution -  its design, decorations, 
inscriptions, layout and so on. Studies of contemporary museums and galleries also often 
rely on visits to the institution and observation of the way people visit and work in them.

In relation to the studies of the AMNH on which this chapter concentrates, they are 
all historical accounts of particular halls of that museum, which use written texts such 
as the autobiographies of curators, the minutes of museum committee meetings, 
visitor guides, scientific texts and the museum’s annual reports; Haraway (1989) sup
plements this with an account of what the hall she is interested in looks like to the 
visitor now -  or, at least, what it looks like to Haraway now. Several illustrate their 
arguments using photographs of museum displays and other images. There has been 
some debate about these sources: Bennett (2004: 114-35) suggests that Haraway 
should have looked at documents that show the relationship between the AMNH and 
municipal and state education authorities too, and that this would have made her 
account of the development of the AMNH more accurate. Bal’s (1996) account is a 
reading of a few halls of the museum based entirely on their layout and the displays 
on show to the visitor in late 1991. (Her study is also interesting in the way it uses 
illustrations to make her points, as well as written text.)

focus
Visit a gallery or a museum. Usually when we visit a museum or a gallery, only 
some of the many objects in the building a ttract our attention: the paintings, 
the objects, the items in the shop. This time, spend tim e looking at other 
things: the architecture of the building, fo r example, its floor plan, its warders, 
the other visitors. Take notes on what you read, see, hear and feel as you walk 
around, to refer to as you read the rest of this chapter. While many of the 
accounts of museums discussed here rely on w ritten  m ateria ls -  e ither arch
ival m ateria ls or, fo r example, museum guides -  most also rely on the careful 
observation of the museum itself.
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9.3 The Apparatus of the Gallery and the M useum

As Stephen Bann comments, the history of museums can be interpreted

grosso modo in terms of two conceptually distinct phases. The first, roughly 
speaking up to the end of the eighteenth century, qualifies as a ‘prehistory’ in the 
sense that the collection and display of objects apears to answer no clear prin
ciples of ordering by genre, school, and period. The second, which represents an 
almost irresistible movement towards conformity over the course of the last two 
centuries, is a history in which the museum has developed and perfected its own 
principles of ordering by giving spatial distribution to the concepts of school and 
period, in particular. (Bann, 1998: 231; see also Hooper-Greenhill, 1992)

Bennett’s (1995) discussion of museums and galleries focuses on the second of these 
phases, and draws much theoretical inspiration from Foucault’s Discipline and 
Punish: The Birth of the Prison. Bennett points out that both prisons and modern 
museums were born in broadly the same historical period, and he argues that they 
deployed a similar disciplining surveillance. In making this claim, Bennett interprets 
his written sources using the kinds of methods discussed in the previous chapter. Thus 
he too looks for key themes, for truth claims, for complexity and for absences (see 
Section 8.4.1). He pays attention to the diversity of ways in which public museums 
and galleries were justified by nineteenth century commentators, noting, for example, 
that they were defended as an antidote to working-class men’s drunkenness, as an 
alternative to working-class disaffection and riot, and as a means to civilise manners 
and morals. But his overall emphasis is very much on the way this discursive forma
tion produced the museum as a disciplining machine:

The museum, in providing a new setting for works of culture, also functioned as 
a technological environment which allowed cultural artefacts to be refashioned in 
ways that would facilitate their deployment for new purposes as part of govern
mental programmes aimed at reshaping general norms of social behaviour. 
(Bennett, 1995: 6)

His concern, then, is with the power that saturated the museum and gallery, and he 
explores that power in terms of those institutions’ apparatuses. In particular, he 
focuses on particular discourses of culture and science that shaped their design and 
practice, and also produced certain subject positions. Hooper-Greenhill (1992: 176), 
too, is interested in the way ‘new technologies and new subject positions were consti
tuted through the administration of [a museum’s] newly acquired material’.

Bennett argues that there was a specific discourse of ‘culture’ which saturated the 
births of the museum and gallery. Using the sources listed in Section 9.2, he argues 
that the power of museums and galleries had the same aim: both use ‘culture’ as a tool 
of social management. He notes that the definition of ‘culture’ used in the two sorts 
of institutions is somewhat different and that it does produce some differences
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between them, especially in the sorts of objects they display. In the museum, ‘culture’ 
tends to refer to that later nineteenth century understanding of culture as ‘a whole 
way of life’, and museums often collect objects that are meant to exemplify the way 
of life of particular social groups. In the nineteenth century, this often meant that 
museums collected and displayed the artefacts of colonised peoples, and these peoples 
were seen as less cultured and more natural than those of the West. (Annie Coombes 
[1994] discusses nineteenth century displays of African artefacts in European and 
North American museums in her book Reinventing Africa.) Bal’s (1996) account of 
her 1991 visit to the AMNH emphasises its continued articulation of imperialist, 
white discourse, noting that halls showing the way of life of certain colonised peoples 
are entered directly after halls displaying stuffed mammals and birds, thus implying 
that certain groups are closer to nature than others. Galleries, on the other hand, work 
with an older definition of ‘culture’ as that which can ennoble the human spirit, and the 
objects they display are those defined as Art (see Section 9.3.6 for more on this notion 
of Art). Such objects -  usually paintings and sculpture from Western traditions -  are 
then also constituted as ‘Art’, and as noble and uplifting, by being on display.

Bennett also discusses, more briefly, a specific discourse of science that was part of 
the museum’s apparatus of power. In museums, he notes, objects are always classified 
according to what are claimed to be ‘scientific’ or ‘objective’ principles, whether they 
be drawn from notions of historical progress, scientific rationality or anthropological 
analysis. Rossi’s (2010) discussion of the creation of a model of a whale by curators 
at the AMNH in the early twentieth century is relevant here. Rossi (2010) explains 
how the curators at the AMNH who wanted to build a scientifically accurate model 
of a sulfur-bottom whale used photographs, notes, measurements and descriptions of 
an actual dead whale landed in Newfoundland to build their model; when it went on 
display in 1907, it was hugely impressive in part because these devices were under
stood to guarantee that the model was a ‘true’ representation of the real whale (see 
also Gosden et al., 2007).

Bal (1996) remarks that differentiations made by the complex discourse of culture are 
expressed in the gallery and museum which flank either side of Central Park in New 
York. On the one side, the AMNH, on the other, the Metropolitan Museum of Art.

By this very division of the city map, the universal concept of ‘humanity’ is filled 
with specific meaning. The division of ‘culture’ and ‘nature’ between the East Side 
and the West Side of Manhattan relegates the large majority of the world’s popu
lation to the status of static being, assigning to a small portion only the higher 
status of art producers in history. Where ‘nature’, in the [AMNH] dioramas, is a 
backdrop, transfixed in stasis, ‘art’, presented in the Met as an ineluctable evolu
tion, is endowed with a story. (Bal, 1996: 15-16)

In his account of the AMNH, Luke (2002) prefers to focus on the parallels between 
its collecting practices and those of US corporations, suggesting that the museum’s 
‘searches for fossilised bones mimic the quest of large-scale sweeps by American 
capital through every remote expanse of the world in search of other organic goods
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from the Paleozoic era, like coal, oil, gas, or pre-Paleozoic inorganic minerals, like 
gold, silver, copper, bauxite, or iron’ (Luke, 2002: 121).

Bennett (1995) is also especially concerned to examine the social subjectivities pro
duced through these discursive apparatuses. The strong emphasis he places on how 
discourse produces social positions, and the consequences for how museums were 
designed and policed, distinguishes his study from many of those that rely on the type 
of discourse analysis examined in Chapter 8. He identifies three subject positions pro
duced by the museum and gallery. First, there were the benefactors of these new 
institutions. Thus he is clear that the emergent ‘experts’ on museum and gallery policy 
and patronage were white middle-class men, their social position produced through 
their claims to ‘expertness’ as well as through the larger discourses of capitalism, patri
archy and racism. Similarly, Haraway (1989: 54-8), in her discussion of the AMNH as 
‘institution’ in the early twentieth century, carefully explores the intersecting discourses 
of eugenics, exhibition and conservation that were mobilised to justify the founding of 
the museum, and also notes that those three discursive themes were all ‘prescriptions 
against decadence, the dread disease of imperialist, capitalist, white culture’ (Haraway, 
1989: 55). The museum’s funders were precisely representatives o f ‘imperialist, capital
ist, white culture’, and thus she too is clear on the coincidence between the discourses 
of the museum and the wider power relations of society. Richard Bolton (1989) offers 
a more recent example of the effects of exhibition patronage in his discussion of the 
sponsorship of an exhibition of Richard Avedon photographs at the Institute of 
Contemporary Art in Boston by a local department store (Figure 9.4).

A photograph by Roger Farrington from Richard Bolton's essay (1989) on the 
opening of an exhibition of photographs by Richard Avedon (Bolton, 1989: 275). In using this 
Dhoto, what might Bolton be suggesting about the relation between the gallery as an institution, 
he images on display, and the creation of distinct social subjectivities?
D Roger Farrington
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Secondly, there were the scientists and curators: the technical experts, if you like, 
who operationalise those discourses of culture and science in their classifying and 
displaying practices (Section 9.4.5 will return to these latter practices: Bennett pays 
them little attention). And thirdly, there are the visitors. The visitor about whom the 
nineteenth century benefactors of museums and galleries were most concerned was 
produced as the morally weak, probably drunk, working-class man. The contempla
tion of art and the appreciation of museums’ knowledge was constructed discursively 
by these patrons as involving particular ways of visiting museums and galleries, and 
Bennett (1995) argues that these ways involved orderly appreciation rather than 
unruly entertainment. In ways he less-than-convincingly demonstrates, he argues that 
both sorts of institution disciplined their visitors into what were seen as civilised ways 
of behaving. Bennett again pays some attention to the visual and spatial aspects of 
museums and galleries when making this argument, examining architectural plans 
and noting the way that surveillance of other visitors was often built into the designs 
of these institutions; he also reproduces some contemporary photographs of museums 
and exhibitions taken from positions that he claims again articulate the surveillant 
quality of these spaces. He thus suggests that museums and galleries worked to regu
late social behaviour by producing docile bodies (see also Leahy, 2012). Reynolds 
(1995) discusses a hall of the AMNH in the 1950s, and notes how it too assumed, 
addressed and produced a very specific audience, again one in apparent need of edu
cation: city dwellers.

Bennett (1995) also makes a distinction between the construction of the gallery 
visitor and the museum visitor, though. Galleries, he argues, rely on a notion of Art 
that always remains implicit:

In art galleries, [Art] theory, understood as a particular set of explanatory and 
evaluative categories and principles of classification, mediates the relations 
between the visitor and the art on display in such a way that, for some but not 
for others, seeing the art exhibited serves as a means of seeing through those arte
facts to see an invisible order of significance that they have been arranged to 
represent. (Bennett, 1995: 165)

Following the work of Bourdieu and Darbel (1991), who found that the visitors to art 
galleries were overwhelmingly bourgeois, he argues that this particular sort of Art 
theory is understood only by middle-class gallery-goers because only they have been 
allowed access to the sort of education that considers Art. This is a problematic claim 
and Bennett himself worries that it is too crude in the class categories it itself uses; 
nevertheless, Bennett concludes that art galleries remain obscure places to some social 
groups, and that this is a contradiction at the heart of their institutional apparatus. In 
contrast, museums often do make their classification systems explicit; Henrietta 
Lidchi (1997), for example, in her account of an exhibition that opened at the 
Museum of Mankind in London in 1993, which sought to portray the way of life of 
the Wahgi people of Papua New Guinea, shows the way the exhibition admitted to its
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own practices of collection and reconstruction. This admission produced a visitor 
capable of critique, a possibility Bennett suggests is not available in art galleries. 
However, the question of how visitors actually do look in museums and galleries is 
one that neither Reynolds nor Bennett addresses, and this is an absence that occurs in 
all the studies of the AMNH. Section 9.5 will return to it.

This section’s discussion of the discourses that were part of the institutional appa
ratus of the museum and gallery has been partial. Bennett (1995) ranges more widely 
in his book; for example, he explores the role of national government in funding 
public museums and galleries, and notes that this makes the visitors to museums and 
galleries both citizens instead of, or perhaps as well as, docile bodies, and was there
fore a potentially democratising move. Similarly, writers on the AMNH draw on a 
range of institutions, practices and sites in order to describe the multiplicity of meanings 
residing in that institution. Haraway (1989), for example, suggests that in order to 
understand the dioramas in the Akeley African Hall, it is necessary to understand the 
practices not only of diorama and taxidermy, but also of early twentieth century safa
ris too, the role played in them by photography, and the wider discourses of nature, 
culture, patriarchal masculinity, eugenics, conservation and so on that were articu
lated through them. However, the broad aims of these discussions of the institutional 
apparatus are, I hope, clear. In their explorations of institutional apparatuses, these 
discourse analysts of institutional power/knowledge focus both on discourses about 
museums and galleries but also on how those discourses are materialised. Their con
cern is always with the intersection of power/knowledge and with the production of 
differentiated subject positions.

9.4 The Technologies of the Gallery and the Museum

Section 9.1 defined institutional technologies as the practical techniques used to 
articulate particular forms of power/knowledge: ‘the techniques of effecting meanings’ 
(Haraway, 1989: 35). Foucault described them as diffuse and disparate sets of bits and 
pieces, and this section will enumerate some of these bits and pieces as they work in 
museums and galleries. The question posed by this second type of discourse analysis 
is, again, what the effects of certain technologies are in terms of what they produce; 
and Bann (1998) insists that this question demands carefully detailed and historically 
sensitive empirical answers. All of the studies of museum and gallery technologies 
discussed here focus on the public display areas of the institution in question.

9.4.1 Technologies of display
Section 9.3 has already touched on some aspects of how images and objects are dis
played in museums and galleries, but at the large scale: how buildings are differentiated 
into museums or galleries, how whole rooms are labelled, and how this then classifies
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objects and paintings in particular ways. This section instead will focus on more 
small-scale techniques of display. These are usually accessed by researchers through 
visits to museums or galleries, or through historical documentation.

In museums, several technologies of display are available (after Lidchi, 1997: 172):

•  display cases, mounted either on walls or on tables;
•  open display, with no protective cover;
•  reconstructions, which are supposedly life-like scenes. The dioramas discussed by 

Haraway (1989) and Luke (2002) in the AMNH are a particular sort of reconstruction;
• simulacra: objects made by the museum in order to fill a gap in their collection or 

to preserve fragile originals;
•  immersive displays, which surround the visitor.

Each of these different display techniques may or may not have interactive elements 
that invite the visitor to do something with the objects on display. And all can have 
rather different effects. Their precise effects very often depend on their intersection 
with other technologies, especially written text. For example, Lidchi (1997: 173) sug
gests that reconstructions in museums usually consist of everyday objects put together 
with some kind of reference to their everyday use. Reconstructions thus depend on the 
presence of ‘real’ artefacts in an ‘accurate’ combination, and this makes their display 
seem truthful; although, as Lidchi also points out, this effect also depends on the 
visitor’s prior faith in the accuracy of the anthropological knowledge used to make 
the display. Glass display cases, on the other hand, produce a truth not in relation to 
the apparent representational accuracy of what is on display, but in relation to the 
classification system of the museum. When placed in a case, an object is dislocated 
from the everyday context that reconstructions attempt to evoke, and is instead placed 
in the classificatory schema of the museum. Again though, given the truth regime of 
the museum as an institution, the effect on the visitor is of a truth: an analytic one this 
time rather than a representational one.

All the discussions of the AMNH pay a good deal of attention to the social mean
ings produced through the ‘truthful’ display of exhibits in their cases, and in 
particular to the dioramas of animals and people that filled many of the museum’s 
rooms (Figure 9.5). These discussions often focus on the effects of the spatial org
anisation of displays: how different objects are placed in relation to one another. 
Haraway, for example, says that in the dioramas showing stuffed large African mam
mals against painted backdrops of their natural habitat:

Most groups are made up of only a few animals, usually a large and vigilant male, a 
female or two, and one baby ... The groups are peaceful, composed, illuminated ... 
Each group forms a community structured by a natural division of function ... these 
habitat groups ... tell of communities and families, peacefully and hierarchically 
ordered. Sexual specialization of function -  the organic bodily and social sexual divi
sion of labour -  is unobtrusively ubiquitous, unquestionable, right. (1989: 30)
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The Akely 
African Hall at 
the American 
Museum of 
Natural History, 
photographed 
in 1962. The 
dioramas are 
behind glass all 
around the room 
©  American Museum 
of Natural History

Thus patriarchy is naturalised, she says. Similarly, Bal (1996: 40-2) 
looks at a glass display case in the AMNH’s Hall of African Peoples, 
which, according to its caption, contains objects that show the hybrid
isation of Christianity with indigenous African religions. However, Bal 
notes that the display is dominated by a large carving in the centre of 
the case of a Madonna and child: thus ‘my overall impression of this 
exhibit is its emphasis on Christianity’ (Bal, 1996: 42).

Reynolds’s (1995) discussion of the (Warburg) Hall of Man and 
Nature in the AMNH, which opened in 1951, is an especially detailed 
exploration of the way of seeing invited by a particular group of displays. 
The displays in this hall refuse the apparent reality of the dioramas that 
Haraway (1989) discusses. Instead, Reynolds shows how they offer a 
visually and spatially fragmented, and clearly illusionistic, series of 
views of a landscape that draw the visitor closer in for a detailed look 
at each of the component parts. The effect, ‘through foregrounding the 
very devices of illusionism’, says Reynolds (1995: 99), is to transform 
‘the visitors’ eyes into magnifying glasses, microscopes, or scalpels, 
which could reveal the invisible workings of a previously familiar but 
superficially understood natural world’. This is rather different from the 
awe-inspired gaze that the model of the sulfur-bottom whale was 
assumed to incite when it was built in 1907, and indeed that model was 
taken out of display in 1969 and destroyed four years later (Rossi, 
2010). The spatial organisation of these displays still produces a reality
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effect, but it is historically specific; the effects that Haraway (1989) and Bal (1996) 
describe in the late twentieth century are different again.

In the case of the gallery, consider how the images are framed and hung. Paintings 
are now very often hung in a single row around the walls of a room, inviting you to 
follow them round, looking at each one in turn. That is, they are hung as individual 
images. This is a twentieth century practice (Celant, 1996; Waterfield, 1991); in the 
nineteenth century, it was very common instead for the walls of galleries to be packed 
almost from floor to ceiling with paintings. This change is associated with increasingly 
detailed modes of classification and changing notions of Art. The discourse of Art as 
something to be contemplated for universal truths, which Section 9.3 described (see 
also Section 4.3.6), became widespread in the twentieth century, and it changed hang
ing practices. If paintings are hung side by side, it is possible to contemplate each of 
them individually as pieces of Art. This also has an effect on the viewer: to encourage 
that contemplative way of viewing (Duncan, 1995). The combination of this kind of 
hanging with the layout of galleries often heightens this effect. As Jean-Francois 
Lyotard says of the spectator at an exhibition:

the visitor is an eye. The way he looks, not only at the works exhibited but also 
at the place where the exhibition takes place, is supposedly governed by the prin
ciples of ‘legitimate construction’ established in the quattrocento: the geometry of 
the domination over perceptual space. (1996: 167)

Thus it could be argued that both the image and the viewer are individualised through 
this technology of hanging, and that viewers are produced as contemplative eyes and 
paintings as objects to be contemplated.

Finally, when considering the technologies of display in museums and galleries, 
you may also need to think about immersion and interaction. By immersion, I mean 
the technologies that are used to immerse the gallery or museum visitor in a particu
lar sensory experience. Some artworks invite the viewer to enter a room or a building, 
and to be surrounded by a combination of lights, colours, sounds and textures. Some 
museums also do this, using images, smells or sounds as part of efforts to evoke past 
experiences. Increasingly now, museums are using digital technologies to achieve 
immersive effects. David Gruber (2014), for example, describes an exhibition of ter
racotta warriors held at the Hong Kong Museum of History which had an elaborate 
series of digital displays, including the exhibit’s first room, in which visitors were 
kept for 15 minutes before being allowed to enter the rest of the exhibition; in that 
15 minutes, visitors were surrounded by animated images of a warrior and his 
chariot, birds dancing and a fighting warrior. As Gruber (2014) describes it, this was 
also an interactive display: as visitors watched the displays and moved around the 
room, the displays responded. The warriors, for example, waved at visitors or tried 
to ‘shoot’ them. Interaction is another mode of museum display, in which visitors are 
invited to physically engage with museum artefacts. Sometimes this is simply by 
picking them up. Again, though, digital technologies are changing some of this.
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Many museums now have touchscreen displays, or interactive tables, for example, 
onto which images are projected that change when you touch the table. In 2015 the 
AMNH was experimenting with a more ambitious project: the creation of a virtual 
Neanderthal flute that visitors can ‘play’ when they visit the museum’s Hall of 
Human Origins.

focus
What technologies of d isplay are used in the g a lle ry  o r m useum  you visited? Is 
the lis t of poss ib ilities  provided in th is  section adequate to th e ir  descrip tion?  Or 
are there o the r technologies of d isplay tha t you w ant to consider?

9.4.2 Textual and visual technologies of interpretation
These sorts of display effects always work in conjunction with other technologies, 
especially written and visual ones. There are a number of textual technologies to con
sider, and they can be interpreted using the tools of the first kind of discourse analysis, 
described in Chapter 8.

• labels and captions. These are a key way in which objects and images are produced 
in particular ways. For example, in a gallery, a painting will always have a caption 
with the name of the artist; it will almost always have the date of the painting and 
its title, and very often the materials it was made with. These apparently innocuous 
pieces of information nonetheless work to prioritise certain sorts of information 
about paintings over others. In particular, it makes the artist the most important 
aspect of the painting, in accordance with the notions of Art and Genius examined 
in Section 4.3.6, whereas Chapter 2 was at pains to suggest that there are many 
other aspects of an image that are much more important than who made it. In a 
museum, labels have similar effects: they make some aspects of the objects on dis
play more important than others. Bal (1991: 32) notes that labels and captions at 
the AMNH almost always deploy a rhetoric of realism -  ‘realism, the description 
of a world so lifelike that omissions are unnoticed, elisions sustained, and repres
sions invisible’ -  which makes it difficult for visitors to question the kinds of 
knowledge they offer.

• panels. Both galleries and museums frequently have large display panels of text 
in their display rooms. These often provide some sort of wider context for the 
objects or images on display. In the case of the exhibition discussed by Lidchi 
(1997), the panels were where the exhibition’s practices of representation were 
made explicit. Panels often are more explicitly interpretative than labels and 
captions.
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•  catalogues. Most larger exhibitions, and many galleries and museums, produce 
catalogues for sale. These too are part of their technologies of interpretation. Like 
labels, captions and display panels, though, they convey very particular kinds of 
knowledge.

focus
Look at the labe ls and captions in the m useum  o r g a lle ry  you are v is iting . What 
m ight be the e ffect of tak ing  a ll the labe ls  and captions away? Take tw o o r three 
im ages o r objects and invent som e new labels  fo r them . W hat kind of e ffects are 
you a im ing fo r  in your new text? Bal (1996) also suggests som e stra teg ies for 
underm in ing  the rea lism  of m useum  labels  and captions.

Visual technologies can also shape the effects of a museum or gallery. Museums 
often use photographs as part of display panels or catalogues to show what the use 
of an object ‘really’ was, or to assert the authenticity of an object on display by show
ing a picture of it, or one like it, in its original context of use. Galleries use photographs 
in display panels much less often, but their catalogues often have them, again usually 
as apparently documentary images.

All of these visual and textual technologies can be examined using the method of 
discourse analysis described in Chapter 8. Read them for their key themes, their 
claims to truth, their complexities and their silences.

9.4.3 Technologies of layout
Section 9.3 has already touched on aspects of the overall layout of museum and gal
lery space. Here some of its smaller-scale spatial and visual effects will be explored.

First, there is the layout of an individual room. As Kevin Hetherington (1997: 215) 
says, ‘As classifying machines, museums have to deal with heterogeneity through the 
distribution of effects in space.’ Hence the importance of the spatial organisation of 
displays and buildings, but also of rooms. Haraway’s (1989) discussion of the Akely 
African Hall in the AMNH (Figure 9.5) describes the effect of its spatial organisation 
by means of an analogy:

The Hall is darkened, lit only from the display cases which line the sides of the 
spacious room. In the center of the Hall is a group of elephants so lifelike that a 
moment’s fantasy suffices for awakening a premonition of their movement, per
haps an angry charge at one’s personal intrusion. The elephants stand like a high
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altar in the nave of a great cathedral. The impression is strengthened by one’s 
growing consciousness of the dioramas that line both sides of the main Hall and 
the spacious gallery above. Lit from within, the dioramas contain detailed and 
lifelike groups of large African mammals -  game for the wealthy New York hunt
ers who financed this experience ... each diorama presents itself as a side altar, a 
stage, an unspoiled garden in nature, a hearth for home and family ... Above all, 
inviting the visitor to share its revelation, each tells the truth. Each offers a vision.
Each is a window into knowledge. (Haraway, 1989: 29)

Here, Haraway considers the relation established between elements in the room, and 
writes to convey the effect of their combination. She emphasises the coherence of this 
Hall, both in its spatial organisation and in its effects. Hetherington (1997), on the 
other hand, reminds us that museum and gallery spaces can also be incoherent. 
Particular objects can disrupt the symmetry or the clarity of the museum or gallery 
layout, for example.

One of the most important disciplines of museum and gallery spaces for visitors is the 
almost universal rule that you cannot touch the exhibits. This is enforced in a number of 
ways: objects are placed in glass cases; ropes are placed in front of paintings; warders 
watch visitors. Again, the Foucauldian question must be, what kind of subjectivities does 
this produce? Obviously, it produces a visitor that looks rather than touches (again).

Rooms can also be decorated in particular ways, with particular effects. In galleries 
of modern art, and also in galleries showing photography as art, the walls are often 
painted white and any seating is modern and minimal. This practice of display became 
common after the Second World War, and Duncan (1993) argues that it was encour
aged by the insistence of the Museum of Modern Art in New York that that was how 
its big touring exhibition of post-war abstract expressionist American art should be 
shown. (Duncan places this exhibition in the context of US attempts to assert its cul
tural dominance in the Cold War.) The effects of this mode of display are suggested 
by Brian O’Doherty (1996: 321-2): ‘The new god, extensive, homogeneous space, 
flowed easily into every part of the gallery. All impediments except “ art” were 
removed ... the empty gallery [is] now full of that elastic space we call Mind.’ 
O’Doherty is suggesting that the minimality of the white gallery space again produces 
the Art-work as something to be contemplated separately from any other distractions; 
and again, it produces the visitor to such galleries as simply an eye unencumbered by 
considerations other than looking (see also Grunenberg, 1999).

Then there is the question of how each room in a museum or gallery relates to 
other rooms. In the case of galleries, for example, paintings are hung in groups in 
separate rooms according to periods and (often national) schools, and this works to 
naturalise these periods, schools and nations, and also to produce a narrative of 
development from medieval painting to the present day (Bal’s art production in his
tory; see also Bann, 1998). Charlotte Klonk (2009), meanwhile, offers an account 
of the interior of modern art galleries from 1800 to 2000. She traces the emergence
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of what is now taken for granted as the space of the gallery -  O’Doherty’s ‘white 
cube’ (although Klonk is critical of his account; see Klonk, 2009: 218) -  to New 
York’s Museum of Modern Art in the 1930s, which was in turn inspired by German 
design in the 1920s. Klonk (2009: 14) argues that this style produces the art gallery 
as ‘a series of passages from one, subtly lit spacious white room to another’, a style 
that is remarkably similar in galleries in very different places and with very different 
external architectural forms. Displays of new media art in contemporary art galler
ies do not challenge this layout, says Klonk, but simply switch off the lights to 
create a series of black boxes.

focus
By no means a ll ga lle ries  have w h ite  w a lls , and few  m useum s do. In the 
m useum  or g a lle ry  you vis ited, w hat o the r e lem ents of decoration w ere im por
tant?  W hat about coloured w a ll coverings, ligh ting , carpet, screens, other 
objects? W hat e ffects did they produce? If you vis ited a ga lle ry  tha t had white 
w a lls  in some of its room s and not in o thers, w hat was the d ifference between 
the w h ite  and non-w h ite  room s, in te rm s  of th e ir  objects on d isp lay and the 
effects created?

9.4.4 Architectural technologies
It is also important to pay attention to the way the architecture of museums and gal
leries articulates various discourses of culture, art and science. For example, there are 
the imposing facades and entrance halls of many nineteenth century galleries and 
museums, which were designed to be as inspiring and uplifting as the understanding 
of culture and science articulated within. Figure 9.3 shows the exterior of the AMNH, 
and Haraway considers the effects of its design:

The facade of the memorial ... is classical, with four Ionic columns 54 feet high 
topped by statues of the great explorers, Boone, Audubon, Lewis and Clark. The 
coin-like, bas-relief seals of the United States and of the Liberty Bell are stamped 
on the front panels. Inscribed across the top are the words TRUTH, 
KNOWLEDGE, VISION and the dedication to Roosevelt as ‘a great leader of 
the youth of America, in energy and fortitude in the faith of our fathers, in 
defense of the rights of the people, in the love and conservation of nature and 
of the best in life and in man’. Youth, paternal solicitude, virile defense of 
democracy, and intense emotional connection to nature are the unmistakable 
themes. (1989: 27)
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focus
So far, th is  section has lis ted a num ber of technolog ies tha t are used in m us
eums and ga lle ries. It has focused on th e ir  possible e ffects  in te rm s  of the 
productivity of th e ir  pow er/know ledge; tha t is, on how they produce certa in  
knowledges about pa intings and objects, and certa in  sub jectiv ities  of v is iting  
and curating.

Does the ga lle ry  o r m useum  you have vis ited use any o the r technologies to 
produce p a rticu la r in te rp re ta tio ns  of its contents o r v is ito rs?

9.4.5 Spaces behind the displays
The rooms in which objects are displayed are of course only some of the spaces 
through which a museum or gallery’s power/knowledge works. There are also the 
stores and the archives, the laboratories and the libraries, and the offices and ser
vice areas. As Hooper-Greenhill (1992: 7) notes, these spaces are not open to the 
public (although researchers can often gain access) because they are the spaces in 
which the museums and galleries produce their knowledges. They are the spaces 
in which the museum professionals such as curators, restorers, designers and man
agers work -  the spaces in which the classification schemes that structure the 
public display areas are put into practice. Hence:

a division [is] drawn ... between knowing subjects, between the producers and 
consumers of knowledge, between expert and layman ... In the public museum, 
the producing subject ‘works’ in the hidden spaces of the museum, while the 
consuming subject ‘works’ in the public spaces. Relations within the institution 
are skewed to privilege the hidden, productive ‘work’ of the museum, the produc
tion of knowledge through the compilation of catalogues, inventories and 
installations. (Hooper-Greenhill, 1992: 190)

Yet very little attention is paid by Foucauldian studies of museums and galleries to 
these spaces and their particular technologies; indeed Bal (1996: 16) argues that the 
curators and other museum staff that work in these spaces are ‘only a tiny connec
tion in a long chain of subjects’ and are therefore not worth studying in any detail. 
Bann (1998) however demurs, and I too find this rather an odd omission. While 
writers like Bal (1996) and Hetherington (1997) are happy to explore the discursive 
contradictions of museums’ and galleries’ display spaces, they seem uninterested in 
the possibly more subversive contradictions at work in the behind-the-scenes prac
tices that operationalise those institutions’ regimes of truth. If, as Bann (1998: 239)
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argues, there are ‘internal contradictions built into the development of the modern 
museum’, they too require investigation, and might perhaps be best seen in these 
hidden spaces. Indeed, in a rare exception to this neglect of behind-the-scenes 
spaces, Sharon Macdonald’s (2002) study of the mounting of an exhibition on food 
at the Science Museum in London demonstrates just this, as she observes a very 
lively debate among curators about what the exhibit should show, how and why (see 
also Shaw, 2013).

focus
Few of these accounts of m useum s and ga lle ries  deal in any de ta il w ith  what 
are now sure ly  tw o m ore key spaces tha t v is ito rs  to these in s titu tio n s  encoun
te r: the shop and the café. Em ilie  Cam eron (2007) notes that, despite the 
d iscursive construction  of both a rt and science as existing in opposition to the 
w orld  of com m erce and consum ption, in fact the shops in m useum s and g a lle r
ies are a key part of the ins titu tio n , not least because they are so profitab le. 
Indeed, assessing how m uch g ift shop sales w ill  be generated by a v is iting  exhi
b ition is an im p orta n t fa c to r in many g a lle r ie s ’ decisions about w h e th e r to host 
an exhib ition  o r not (Cameron, 2007: 556).

What about the shop and café in the m useum  o r ga lle ry  you v is ited : W hat sorts 
of d iscourse are at w o rk  here? W hat so rts  of practice? Are they connected to 
those of the d isp lay spaces? If so, how? If not, how not? Could you use the m eth
ods used by the d iscourse analysts in th is  chap ter to exam ine the productiv ities 
of these spaces?

discussion
Foucauldian discussions of the AMNH elaborate how the museum’s claims to truth 
have produced distinct subject positions, which are very clearly differentiated by 
class, gender and race in particular. The AMNH was not exceptional in this, and 
during the 1980s museums and galleries themselves began to reflect critically on 
their practice in similar ways. This led to what Peter Vergo (1989) called the ‘new 
museology’ . The new museology was an effort to make museums and galleries 
both more representative of the diversity of cultures and more open and engaging 
to their visitors. These efforts have taken many forms, from changes in acquisition 
and exhibition programming policies, to redesigning displays, to hands-on displays 
and sensory experiences, and to education and entertainment events; they also 
include the online archives that many museums and galleries now host. Nowadays, 
many museums and galleries are also using digital technologies to enhance their
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visitors’ immersion in and interaction with 
their collections, as Section 9.4.1 noted.
Most museums and galleries are using 
websites and social media to extend their 
engagement with visitors too. Most have 
their own website, of course, and many 
also have sites on other social media: for 
example, a Facebook page, YouTube chan
nel or Twitter account. So you can follow 
many museums and galleries on Twitter and 
like them on Facebook; you can explore 
their online archives and share what you 
find. Some encourage you to check in with 
Foursquare when you visit, and museums’ 
and galleries’ online presence is further 
extended when visitors tag the photos they 
take there on Instagram, for example. A 
museum or gallery’s online presence thus 
includes the sites that the institutions host 
as well as uses of the museum’s geoloca
tion and hashtag by visitors. This social 
media presence may enable more people to 
engage with -  and discuss and even chal
lenge -  the museum or gallery’s claim to 
authoritative knowledge.

These developments raise some impor
tant challenges for the kind of discourse 
analysis of museums presented here. First, 
the online activities of museums and galler
ies may not be best explored using discourse analysis. This is implicit in Jenny 
Kidd’s (2014) discussion of the way that digital technologies are turning the con
temporary museum into a ‘transmedia text’ , a notion drawn from the theorisation 
of ‘convergence culture’ by Henry Jenkins (2008) and discussed in Section 2.5 of 
this book. A transmedia text extends across multiple media, and implies an active, 
participatory user who will ‘seek out new information and make connections among 
dispersed media content’ (Jenkins, 2008: 3). Kidd’s (2014) account of the trans- 
mediated museum and its users is based on a study of twenty UK museums. She 
examines not only how visitors interact with digital technologies located in the 
museums’ buildings, but also a wide range of online encounters with the museums, 
from the hits and comments on their Facebook pages to uses of their Twitter 
hashtags. Chapter 5 suggested that the scale of activity on social media encour
ages a turn to quantitative analytical methods, and this is true in Kidd’s case, 
too. She uses a range of both quantitative and qualitative methods to find out 
what people say about museums on social media. These methods include dis
course analysis but also content analysis of a large number of social media

A m e r ic a n  M u s f u m  N a t u r a i  H is t o r y

The American Museum 
of Natural History's iPhone app
€> American Museum of Natural History

transmedia
text
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posts and comments; in addition she uses questionnaire surveys, semi-structured 
interviews and observations of people interacting with digital displays in mus
eums (Kidd, 2014: 19, 42-3). Following transmediated museums thus seems to 
require more than the archival work on which much of this chapter’s examples 
of discourse analysis II are based. (Section 9.5 will discuss paying attention to 
museum and gallery visitors in more detail, and Chapter 10 is also relevant to 
this topic.)

Secondly, as Gruber (2014) notes, immersive and interactive displays are 
attempts to induce an embodied, sensory response from museum and gallery- 
goers. He suggests that discourse analysis may not be the most effective method 
for exploring those responses either, because they require attentiveness not to 
discourse but to affect.

9.5 The Visitor

Sections 9.3 and 9.4 have both noted that, according to these Foucauldian accounts of 
museums and galleries, as well as producing the images and objects in their possession 
in particular ways, these institutions also produce a certain sort of visitor. Helen Leahy 
(2012) traces the discursive emergence of the museum and gallery visitor as above all 
constituted as an ‘eye’: someone who sees, and, through seeing, understands in specific 
ways. Museums do this explicitly, precisely offering their objects to their visitors as a 
kind of educational spectacle. According to Bennett (1995), things are slightly more 
complicated in the case of galleries, where the knowledge that produces the ‘good eye’ 
is kept invisible in order to maintain the gallery as a space where the middle class can 
distinguish itself from other social groups by displaying apparently innate ‘taste’.

There are though more prosaic ways in which visitors to galleries and museums are 
disciplined. Section 9.4.4 noted some of these in relation to the prohibition on touch
ing objects and images. There are many other rules about what visitors can and 
cannot do in galleries and museums, and these are enforced by warders. Picknicking 
and playing music, for example, are forbidden: the effect of this prohibition is to 
reiterate the ‘higher’, contemplative or pedagogic aims of the institution. Other forms 
of discipline include the spatial routing of visitors. Often galleries and museums invite 
visitors to follow a particular route, either through the layout of rooms or through 
the provision of floor plans marked with suggested walks (this is very common for 
very large galleries which expect visitors with little time: routes are suggested which 
ensure this sort of visitor will see [what are constructed as] the highlights of the col
lection). Some galleries also give you a clue as to which paintings are especially 
deserving of this kind of viewing by providing seating in front of them. As Section 9.3 
noted, Bal (1996) pays a lot of attention to the effects of this sort of spatial routing 
of visitors at the AMNH.
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Bennett (1995) argues that there are other, less overt forms of disciplining behav
iour in museums and galleries, though. From his historical work, he argues that the 
contemplation of art and the appreciation of museums’ knowledge was expected to 
involve particular ways of visiting these places, and that these ways were policed not 
only by rules and warders but also by other visitors. That is, he reworks Foucault’s 
discussion of the way surveillance makes the operation of power ‘automatic’ by sug
gesting that the regulation of social behaviour in these museums is conducted as much 
by the visitors’ knowledge that they are being watched by other visitors as it is by 
more obvious forms of discipline.

This emphasis on the productivity of the museum or gallery as institution in rela
tion to its visitors raises a key question though. Just how effective are these 
disciplining technologies? In her account of modern art galleries, Klonk (2009: 11) is 
clear that such galleries are intended to produce a certain effect on the viewer: ‘They 
tend to mould experience -  the perception, behavior and aesthetic, sometimes even 
political, judgement of spectators.’ Klonk distinguishes her argument from that of 
Bennett here, suggesting that art galleries were intended to create experiences rather 
than inculcate values. But she is careful not to claim that such efforts were successful. 
To make such a claim, she says, ‘would be irresponsibly speculative. This kind of cau
sation can never be proven’ (Klonk, 2009: 11). Chapter 8 noted that Foucault insisted 
that wherever there was power, there were counter-struggles, but a common criticism 
of Foucauldian methods is that they concentrate too much on the disciplining effects 
of institutions and not enough on the way these disciplines may fail or be disrupted. 
This is a criticism that can be made of all nearly all the accounts of museums and 
galleries cited in this chapter. The previous section remarked on their frequent uninter
est in exploring the working practices behind-the-scenes in museums and galleries, for 
example; it seems to be assumed that in those spaces, classifying systems and rhetorics 
of realism are successfully coherent, even by those writers who question its success in 
the more public spaces of these institutions. Similarly, few of these studies consider the 
possibility that visitors may be bringing knowledges and practices to the museum or 
gallery that are very different from those institutions’ knowledges and practices. 
Bennett is quite clear that this is not an issue his book is concerned to address:

My concern in this book is largely with museums, fairs and exhibitions as envis
aged in the plans and projections of their advocates, designers, directors and 
managers. The degree to which such plans and projections were successful in 
organising and framing the experience of the visitor or, to the contrary, the degree 
to which such planned effects are evaded, side-stepped or simply not noticed 
raises different questions which, important though they are, I have not addressed 
here. (1995: 11)

This neglect parallels the critique made by Smith (1998) of the Foucauldian histories 
of photography offered by Tagg (1988) and Sekula (1986, 1989). There, too, the 
diversity of engagements with particular fields of power/knowledge is underestimated.
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These sorts of questions are not made impossible by this second type of discourse 
analysis, but they have been pursued only rarely. None of the studies of the AMNH 
discussed here offer any methodological clues as to how such questions might be 
answered.

focus
This section has noted the consequence of the emphasis in th is  second kind of 
discourse analysis on the institu tion ra th e r than the vis itors. What did your v isit to 
a gallery o r museum  suggest about the power of the institu tion  over its visitors? 
Did a ll the v is itors  you see behave ‘p roperly ’? If not, how not? Were there certain 
groups allowed to behave d ifferen tly  -  ch ildren, fo r example? How were any devia
tions policed, if at a ll?

There are a few exceptions to this neglect of visitors as subjects constituted through 
discourses other than those of the museum or gallery, however. There are a number of 
case studies that have focused on exhibitions that have been especially controversial 
(see, for example, Lidchi, 1997). Several exhibitions displaying the artefacts of native 
peoples, for instance, have been heavily criticised for their continued naturalisation or 
exoticisation of those peoples, and Elsbeth Court (1999) discusses both this accu
sation and some artistic and curatorial responses to it in a case study of displays of 
art by a range of artists from Africa. Much less attention has been paid to less explicit 
forms of resistance to the museum and gallery’s disciplines. An exception is Leahy 
(2012: 100), who discusses ‘numerous examples of recalcitrant bodies that have 
rebuked the museum’s performatives’, and does so drawing on historical materials as 
well as her own observations. Other studies that have paid attention to what visitors 
to museums and galleries think of what they see have used interviews (Fyfe and Ross, 
1996, 2002), ethnographic participant observation (Handler and Gable, 1997), a mix 
of both, or videoed observation (Heath and van Lehn, 2004), as well as Kidd’s (2014) 
multi-method analysis of what people say about museums online.

These studies invite more general questions about the visitors to museums and galler
ies. Do they critique the particularity of the sort of knowledge about Art offered by a 
gallery, for example? If so, how? Through their own experience? Through boredom? 
Through more formalised kinds of understanding, wondering why almost all the artists 
produced by galleries as great were men, or white? Do visitors touch objects on display, 
surreptitiously? Do they find routes around museums they shouldn’t, or sneak a sand
wich while a warder looks the other way? What are the effects of these possible 
strategies on the visuality and spatiality of the museum and gallery, and on their paint
ings and objects? And is the social media activity of museums and galleries allowing
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visitors to speak back to the institutions effectively? Kidd’s (2014) analysis begins with 
a quotation from Foucault and asserts that examining the workings of power/knowledge 
are no less important in the transmediated museum. Her analysis reveals that museums 
are in fact often resistant to the forms of knowledge articulated by visitors on such sites 
(not least because these sites are usually managed by the museums’ marketing depart
ments); nor do online games or apps offer much in the way of agency to their players. 
However, she suggests that other digitally enabled forms of ‘participation’, such as user
generated exhibitions or archives, may offer more significant opportunities to create new 
forms of knowledge that the museum can archive and share. She therefore concludes that 
the power dynamics enabled by interactive digital media are somewhat more complex 
than the surveillant discipline discussed by Bennett (1995).

discussion
All the discussion in this 
chapter has assumed that 
museums and galleries should 
be understood as buildings 
with displays, visitors and 
workers. However, this is not 
the only way in which muse
ums and galleries can be 
understood. In recent dec
ades, several museums and 
galleries have not only been 
built as places for the produc
tion of certain kinds of
subjects and objects, but also 
as key elements of the regen
eration and branding of 
cities. This means not only 
that their apparatus and tech
nologies structure ways of 
seeing within the museum 
building, but also that images 
of the building itself become 
part of quite other visualities.

Perhaps the most famous 
example of this is the Guggen
heim Museum in Bilbao, Spain, designed by architect Frank Gehry and opened in 
1997 to near-universal acclaim (Figure 9.7). Its spectacular architectural form has 
become very famous. Anna Maria Guasch and Joseba Zulaika (2005: 8) pose an 
interesting question when they ask, ‘What is really being displayed in Bilbao?’ They

The Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao
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certainly don’t think it’s the art inside the building that matters most. Instead, they 
argue that ‘the dominant image is the container, not the content’ (Guasch and 
Zulaika, 2005: 16), and Klonk (2009: 196) also remarks that the radical external 
appearance of the building is in sharp contrast to its mostly conventional internal 
design and the modest artwork it houses.

More and more often, spectacular architecture is commissioned as part of urban 
regeneration projects so that images of that regeneration can be used in city market
ing and tourism campaigns. Museums seem a favourite choice, and the Guggenheim 
Bilbao is just one of many recent examples. The building itself is visually striking, 
and images of it -  in all kinds of media (Figure 9.9) -  proliferate. The regional govern
ment in Spain paid over $170 million for the Guggenheim Bilbao museum; and in 
return, images of the building (it is claimed) have attracted nearly two million visitors 
to what was ‘a declining industrial city in northern Spain of which only a very limited 
number of people outside Spain had previously heard’ (Klonk, 2009: 196). The 
museum as a spectacle was part of a strategy to regenerate Bilbao, and seems to 
have played a significant role in achieving that goal (Fraser, 2005).

Most of the essays in one of the books exploring the Guggenheim -  Learning 
from the Bilbao Guggenheim (Guasch and Zulaika, 2005) -  consider the museum 
in this wider context of the role of museums designed by famous architects in 
urban regeneration strategies. Only a few pay attention to the way in which such 
ideas or strategies are materially apparent in this particular museum. Those that

Some souvenirs of the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao
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do, focus on various aspects of its technologies. Andrea Fraser (2005) takes the 
museum’s audio tour and unpacks its implicit discourses; Hans Haacke (2005) 
explores the sponsorship that funds major Guggenheim exhibitions; and Antoni 
Muntadas (2005) creates a photo-essay that places images of the Guggenheim 
next to other images of spectacular architecture, a corporate event, and gift shop 
items (see Figure 9.8; Chapter 13 discusses photo-essays in more detail).

One page 
of Business 
as Usual //, a 
photo-essay 
on the
Guggenheim 
Museum in 
Bilbao, by 
Antoni 
Muntadas, 
2005
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9.6 Discourse Analysis II: An Assessm ent

This second type of discourse analysis follows Foucault in understanding visual 
images as embedded in the practices of institutions and their exercise of power. It thus 
pays less attention to visual images and objects themselves than to the institutional 
apparatus and technologies which surround them and which, according to this 
approach, produce them as particular kinds of images and objects. This approach is 
thus centrally concerned with the social production and effects of visual images, and 
to that extent conforms to one of the criteria set out in Chapter 1 of this book for a 
critical visual methodology. It offers a methodology that allows detailed consideration 
of how the effects of dominant power relations work through the details of an institu
tion’s practice.

However, this type of discourse analysis pays little attention to the specific ways of 
seeing invited by an image itself (although it can focus with care on the context of its 
display). Nor, as Sections 9.4.5 and 9.5 have noted, with its neglect of audiencing and 
the circulation of images between institutions, does it pay much attention to the way 
that ‘power is exercised from innumerable points, in the interplay of nonegalitarian 
and mobile relations’ (Foucault, 1979: 94). Foucault’s own arguments do not rule out 
these latter topics of research, but they have not so far been developed by these 
Foucauldian analysts.

Finally, there is the question of reflexivity. The kind of discourse analysis discussed 
in this chapter does not spend time on reflexive contemplation. This is no doubt for 
the same reasons as Section 8.5 outlined: many of the assumptions underlying the 
conventional forms of reflexivity in the social sciences are not tenable within a 
Foucauldian framework. However, unlike the ‘certain modesty in our analytic claims’ 
nonetheless advocated by Tonkiss (1998: 260) in her discussion of the first type of 
discourse analysis, discussed in Section 8.5, this second type of discourse analysis 
tends, if anything, to the immodest. The introduction to this chapter noted as an 
example of this analytical self-confidence the stinging critique of Barthes made by 
Tagg (1988). But all the writers on museums and galleries cited in this chapter appear 
equally confident that the claims they make about the effects of these institutions are 
correct. Haraway’s (1989) essay, for example, makes some highly coloured assertions 
about the effects of the AMNH’s Akeley Hall that give me pause. Here’s a taster of 
her style:

scene after scene draws the visitor into itself through the eyes of the animals in 
the tableaux. Each diorama has at least one animal that catches the viewer’s 
gaze and holds it in communion. The animal is vigilant ... but ready also to 
hold forever the gaze of meeting, the moment of truth, the original encounter.
The moment seems fragile, the animals about to disappear, the communion 
about to break; the Hall threatens to dissolve into the chaos of the Age of Man.
But it does not. The gaze holds, and the wary animal heals those who will look. 
(1989: 30)
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While Haraway may be attempting, in the Foucauldian manner advocated by Kendall 
and Wickham (1999: 101-9), to give co-authorship of her encounter with the Akeley 
Hall to its inanimate objects, she might also be read as offering an account of the 
effects of the Hall that is somewhat ungrounded in the details of its apparatus or tech
nologies. (This critique has also been made of Luke’s [2002] discussion of the AMNH 
[Rothenberg, 2003].) Moreover, I suspect that this sort of writing makes the AMNH a 
lot more exciting -  and powerful -  than it is to the vast majority of its visitors.

This second form of discourse analysis focuses very clearly on the power rela
tions at work in institutions of visual display. However, this focus produces some 
absences in its methodology, too: an uninterest in images themselves, a lack of 
concern for conflicts and disruptions within institutional practices, a neglect of the 
practices of viewing brought by visitors to those institutions, and a lack of any 
form of reflexivity.

Summary: Discourse Analysis II

• associated with:
Discourse analysis II has most often been used to look at the ways in which 
various dominant institutions have put images to work.

• sites and modalities:
This type of discourse analysis concentrates most on the sites of production and 
audiencing, in their social modality.

• key terms:
Key terms include discourse, power/knowledge, surveillance, apparatus and 
technology.

• strengths and weaknesses:
Discourse analysis II focuses on the articulation of discourses through 
institutional apparatuses and institutional technologies. It is especially effective at 
examining the powerful discourses that produce the objects and subject positions 
associated with various institutions, for example the objects that count as ‘art’, 
the art gallery, and subjects such as patrons, curators and visitors. It is much less 
interested in the site of the image itself, and also in practice seems uninterested in 
the complexities and contradictions of discourse. Nor is discourse analysis II 
concerned with reflexive strategies.

Further Reading

There are no methodologically explicit deployments of discourse analysis II that I 
know of. If the methods of discourse analysis II have to be deduced from the work, try
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reading some of Foucault himself, especially Discipline and Punish, along with Alan 
Sekula (1986) and John Tagg (1988), and see what you can glean of their process.

COMPANION WEBSITE

Visit https://study.sagepub.com /rose4e for:

• Links to the best online lectures on Foucault, which focus on specific aspects of his work. 

This is useful, as he shifted his arguments over the course of his life, some would argue 
quite radically, in ways this chapter doesn't discuss.

• Links to a series of podcasts on the history of museums.

• An exercise to help you get to grips with the analytical vocabulary of discourse analysis.

https://study.sagepub.com/rose4e


10
TO AUDIENCE STUDIES AND 
BEYOND
ETHNOGRAPHIES OF AUDIENCES, 
FANS AND USERS

key example: this chapter looks at studies of how television is watched.

It also explores some of the methodological consequences of the mobility 
of visual content in convergence culture.

10.1 Audience Studies: An Introduction

The previous six chapters have discussed a range of methods commonly used to inter
pret visual materials critically. What all these methods have in common, however, as I 
have discussed them here, is a relative lack of interest in the site of audiencing: that is, 
in what happens when images are encountered in the social world. That uninterest 
takes different forms in relation to different methods. Sometimes, it is inherent in the 
constitution of the method itself. Compositional interpretation, content analysis and 
cultural analytics, for example, all locate the meaning they recover from visual materi
als wholly in those materials; these methods simply discount the audience entirely as 
meaning-makers. Thus, in Catherine Lutz and Jane Collins’s (1993) study of the pho
tographs in the magazine National Geographic, content analysis was used to explore 
what the photographs showed, while another method -  the group interview -  was used 
to examine how audiences interpreted the photographs. In other methods, or versions 
of them, the uninterest in audiencing is less understandable, though. Chapter 6 noted 
Bal and Bryson’s (1991) insistence that semiology is centrally about how audiences 
interpret the meanings of signs. However, it is only necessary to recall Judith 
Williamson’s (1978) argument, that the audiences of adverts are constituted in specific 
ways by advertising itself, to see that Bal is not necessarily typical in emphasising active 
meaning-making by images’ audiences. (The emergence of social semiotics and multi
modal methods was positioned in Chapter 6 as a reaction to precisely this uninterest
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in audiencing among mainstream semiologists.) Psychoanalytic studies of film, mean
while, actually pay a lot of attention to the notion of the spectator of a film, as 
Chapter 7 pointed out. But their initial interest was in how the formal structures of a 
film create particular spectating positions, as in Laura Mulvey’s (1989) claim that 
everyone is masculinised when they view Hollywood narrative cinema; and although 
later studies gave more interpretative agency to the audience, no one apparently ever 
talked to any actual audience of any particular film to discover what positions they 
were in fact occupying. Discourse analyses of the sorts discussed in Chapters 8 and 9 
also tend to be uninterested in the question of audiences, although I can see no reason 
inherent in discourse analysis that would explain that neglect; audiences too, it might 
be argued, bring discourses to bear on the visual materials they encounter, and these 
also could be analysed in order to understand the productive effects of images. But, 
to date, they mostly haven’t been -  at least in relation to the sorts of visual materials 
discussed in those two chapters. Audiencing, then, as something involving specific 
social actors engaging with visual materials in specific contexts, is neglected in all 
these approaches to visual materials.

This chapter addresses that omission, and discusses a range of studies and their 
methods that focus directly on what I have called the site of audiencing. Many aca
demic disciplines have contributed to the study of people watching film and television 
in particular, and there is now a very rich literature on what is variously called ‘effects 
research’, ‘audience studies’ or ‘reception studies’ (Nightingale, 2011; Schroder et al., 
2003; Staiger, 2005). This chapter engages only very selectively with this large body 
of work.

It begins with the approach to the site of audiencing that emerged in the discipline 
of cultural studies. This body of work traces its lineage to the arguments of Stuart Hall 
quite specifically, and it is usually referred to as ‘audience studies’. This book has 
already touched upon some of Hall’s relevant arguments in Chapter 6. There, Hall’s 
work was used to note how visual signs can affirm the dominant ideological or insti
tutional structure of a society by offering audiences what Hall (1980) called the text’s 
‘preferred meaning’. Audience studies became a core part of cultural studies in the 
1980s, and was particularly interested in analysing the audiences of television pro
grammes. ‘Audience’ in these audience studies meant the audiences for television 
programmes, who ranged from family viewers to enthusiastic fans. At that point in 
time, it also inevitably meant the audiences of broadcast television: that is, television 
as part of the mass media. Audience studies use interviews and ethnographies of 
various kinds in order to assess whether or not TV’s mass audiences take up televi
sion’s preferred meanings -  whether viewers affirm the dominant order as it is 
articulated through an image, or whether they resist it in some way. This approach 
thus immediately has potential as a critical visual methodology, because it is directly 
concerned with how visual images can produce and reproduce social power relations. 
This chapter will also discuss audience studies in relation to the other two criteria 
established in Chapter 1 for a critical visual methodology: that is, taking images seri
ously, and reflexivity.
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However, it is clear that television audiences have changed in various 
ways since the 1980s, because the nature of television itself has changed. 
In the early years of that decade, there were far fewer broadcasting and 
production companies and far fewer channels than there are now; and 
households owned fewer TV sets. This meant that a great deal of televi
sion viewing took place in the living rooms of houses, with the whole 
family gathered to watch the same programme (at least until the kids 
went to bed); this in turn meant that when you went to school or to 
work or to the shops the next day, you could be pretty sure that at least 
some of the people you met would have watched the same programme 
the previous day, and you could chat about it with them.

Watching TV 
in the 1970s

Watching the 
BBC news on 
an iPod
©  Alamv
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Now, of course, there are far more channels to watch, and many 
households have more than one TV; TV boxes allow you to pause live 
TV, or to watch programmes when you want to; and digital recorders 
allow much more flexibility in watching what’s been recorded than vid
eos ever did. Television programmes are available to watch in other 
ways, too (see Figure 10.2): on computers, tablets and smartphones via 
broadcast companies’ websites, or on YouTube, for example, where they 
might have been uploaded either by those same companies or by what 
Burgess and Green (2009) call ‘users’ (see Section 10.2.3 for a discussion 
of this term). As well as changes in how television is transmitted, TVs 
themselves are now also used to show many other things apart from TV 
programmes; connected to other pieces of hardware and/or the Internet, 
you can play a DVD just like you used to be able to play a video, but you 
can also display a slideshow of your family snaps from your camera, screen 
a home video, browse YouTube or play an Xbox game. Television pro
grammes are transmitted not just through TV sets, and TVs are used not 
just for television programmes. ‘Television’, therefore, is not what it was. 
Although it is important not to exaggerate these changes -  lots of popular 
TV programmes continue to gather millions of people in front of their sets 
at the same time -  for many scholars they have prompted a move from 
thinking about the ‘audience’ to thinking about ‘users’. They also pose a 
range of methodological challenges to understanding how television is 
now watched.

When more and 
more television is 
available in more 
and more places, 
some production 
companies go to 
great lengths to 
publicise new 
programmes -  or, 
in this case, the 
fifth series of 
Game o f Thrones, 
launched at the 
Tower of London 
in May 2015.
© Franziska Krug, 
courtesy of Getty 
Images
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Audience studies often use interviews to explore how audiences interpret what 
they see on television. Ethnography is also a favoured research approach, and this 
chapter pays particular attention to ethnographic studies of audiencing. ‘Ethnography’ 
involves a range of research methods including participant observation, informal 
interviewing and careful field notes as ways of exploring everyday settings (Murphy, 
2011; see also Gillespie, 1995). This chapter looks both at cultural studies scholars 
who have used ethnographic approaches to understand audiencing, and also a body 
of anthropological ethnographic work interested in what people do with images 
as visual objects (see Rose, 2010). The work of anthropologists like Christopher 
Pinney (2003), Deborah Poole (1997), and Elizabeth Edwards (2001) explores 
images as artefacts -  objects that are always embedded in specific social practices 
and are impossible to interpret without understanding that embedding. This work 
is particularly interested in the circulation of images, and the chapter will examine 
these ethnographic approaches as candidates for a critical visual methodology of 
audiencing too.

Of course, ethnography is not the only approach to understanding television. 
Many television programmes have been interpreted using content analysis, dis
course analysis, semiology, or combinations of these. Important work has been 
undertaken by the Glasgow Media Group, for example, using content analyses of 
public news broadcasting in the UK to show what values and ideologies are implicit 
in news programmes (Glasgow Media Group, 1976, 1980; Philo and McLaughlin, 
1993). Social semiotics also deals centrally with audiencing. This chapter, though, 
focuses on interview-based and ethnographic-like studies of television audiencing, 
and has five sections:

1. The first is this introduction.
2. The second discusses definitions of audiences, as well as fans and users.
3. The third examines the interviews and ethnographies of television audiences, users 

and fans undertaken by audience studies scholars.
4. The fourth looks at anthropological ethnographies of visual objects.
5. And the final section examines the strengths and weaknesses of ethnographic 

approaches as a critical visual methodology.

10.2 Audiences, Fans and Users

Like content analysis, the study of audiences emerged as a specific research field in 
the 1930s, alongside the rapidly expanding mass media. While content analysis 
looked at the content of media ‘messages’, other studies were prompted more by 
both commercial and academic interest in how the audiences for the mass media 
were reacting to what they heard and saw (McQuail, 1997). In the intervening 
years, many different theoretical approaches to audiences have developed, with
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different methodological implications, preferences and traditions, 
including the use of quantitative as well as qualitative research meth
ods (see for example Brooker and Jermyn, 2003; Livingstone, 2005; 
Nightingale, 2011; Schroder et ah, 2003; Staiger, 2005). This section 
contextualises the particular methods that are the focus of this chapter 
by discussing the development since the 1980s of notions o f ‘audience’, 
‘fan’ and ‘user’.

10.2.1 Audiences
Most of the early work on audiences assumed a linear process through 
which meaning was transmitted, from the producer to the audience 
(although many researchers also acknowledged that various social fac
tors affected the degree of impact of any particular message on any 
specific person). Exemplifying this linearity, this body of work described 
the ‘producers’ of media as the ‘senders’, and ‘audiences’ as the ‘receiv
ers’. As Sonia Livingstone (2005) points out, this sort of assumption 
remains at the heart of much discussion in the contemporary media of 
its own effects: witness the worries about the effects of violent films or 
computer games on the young children who watch them. However, in 
an essay available in mimeograph form in the early 1970s and published 
in 1980, the Marxist critic Stuart Hall offered what was seen at the time 
as a radically different approach to understanding how audiences 
engaged with the mass media. Instead of working with a linear model 
of meaning transmission, Hall (1980) offered a model in which two 
distinct processes were going on: encoding and decoding, 

encoding As Section 6.3.4 noted, encoding is part of the methodological vocab
ulary of semiology. A ‘code’ is a set of conventionalised ways of making 
meaning that is specific to a particular group of people. The process of 
encoding, according to Hall (1980), is when a particular code becomes 
part of the semiotic structure of an image. Chapter 6 mentioned what 
Hall (1980) called the ‘professional code’, which patterns how news 
broadcasts look. The professional code, to remind you, governs things 
like ‘the particular choice of presentational occasions and formats, the 
selection of personnel, the choice of images, the staging of debates’ 
(Hall, 1980: 136). Hall also argued that the mass media usually encode 
what he called the ‘dominant code’, which supports the existing political, 
economic, social and cultural order. In making this argument, Hall was 
drawing above all on the work of the Marxist theorist Antonio Gramsci, 
who, living in Fascist Italy in the 1930s, argued that political, economic, 
social and cultural order was maintained not only by the coercive power 
of the state -  its police and army -  but also by the dominant meanings
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and values of a society. This sort of power, maintained by culturally 
constituted norms, was termed hegemony by Gramsci. Gramsci also 
argued that there would be resistance to hegemony, resistance that he 
called counter-hegemony. Since audience studies was a Marxist-inspired 
critical project, it was analytically necessary that it should both explore 
hegemonic values and chart resistance to them.

Hall thus used semiological tools to understand how social power 
relations were encoded into the programmes and publications of the 
mass media. Crucially for audience studies, however, he also argued in 
that paper that, as well as the process of encoding, the mass media were 
also subject to a process of decoding. Decoding is the central tenet of 
audience studies. Hall argued that when people read a newspaper or 
listened to a radio show or watched a television programme, they 
actively decoded their texts, voices, images and music. Audiences do not 
simply passively absorb the messages contained in the media, he insisted; 
rather, they actively make sense of them. And Hall (1980) argued that 
they react in three different kinds of way to the messages in, say, a TV 
news broadcast. Hall described these as different sorts of readings:

1. preferred reading. This is a reading that affirms the hegemonic politi
cal, economic, social and cultural order, as was noted in Section 6.4.

2. oppositional reading. This is an interpretation of the TV news which 
understands what the news is saying, but challenges the way it 
affirms the dominant order of things. It is counter-hegemonic.

3. negotiated reading. This kind of reading is a mix of preferred and 
oppositional reading.

Audiences, then, are constituted in this theory as a discrete site of 
meaning-making, as they decode the significance of the mass media that 
they encounter in their everyday lives. And they can do this by bringing 
their own knowledges and understandings to bear on the products of 
the media. As Shaun Moores (1993: 16) says, ‘While recognising the 
text’s construction of subject positions, [this argument] pointed to read
ers as the possessors of cultural knowledges and competences that have 
been acquired in previous social experiences and which are drawn on in 
the act of interpretation.’

This tripartite model has been subject to various criticisms (Staiger, 
2005: 83). Nonetheless, it has been enormously productive as a way of 
thinking about audiences, not as passive dupes of the media, but as active 
viewers who, at least in theory, can interpret what they see and hear in 
their own ways. Subsequent work has gone on to consider the complexi
ties of both encoding and decoding (for one recent study, see Couldry 
et al., 2010). Another development is work done on fan cultures.

hegemony

decoding
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10.2.2 Fans
Many audience studies are particularly interested in fans as a particular 
sort of audience. According to Jenkins (1988: 88), someone becomes a 

fan fan ‘not by being a regular viewer of a particular program but by trans
lating that viewing into some kind of cultural activity, by sharing 
feelings and thoughts about the program content with friends, by join
ing a community of other fans who share common interests’. This book 
has mentioned the work of Jenkins on fans before, way back in 
Chapter 2. There I noted how he describes fans as ‘active producers and 
manipulators of meanings ... spectators who transform the experience 
of watching television into a rich and complex participatory culture' 
(Jenkins, 1992: 23).

focus
Are you a fan, o r do you know  a fan, in Je n k in s ’s sense of the w ord?

If you're not o r you don’t, try  taking an inventory of your belongings that are 
in some way related to TV program m es. Include the screensavers, jigsaws, 
clocks, card games, videos, board games, figurines, b irthday cards, bookmarked

FIGURE 10.4 
A collection 
of Dr W 
stuff, 2010
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websites, s ta tionery sets, comics, rem ote contro l toys, card co llections and 
albums, DVDs, audio CDs, posters, pens, and m agazines -  to lis t item s related to 
the Dr Who TV series that my kids have at some point owned. (There was also a 
birthday cake in the shape of one of the D octor's arch enemies, I rem em ber, and 
Figure 10.4 shows th e ir co llection in 2010.) How im portan t are the th ings on your 
list to you? Which ones -  if any -  do you th ink  show that you are a fan? What ones 
don't count? Why?

Jenkins uses the term ‘participatory’ to emphasise the way fans take 
elements from their favourite television programmes -  a character, let’s 
say -  and make something new with it. Perhaps they make a painted or 
drawn portrait of that character, or edit videos of the programme to make 
a new story featuring him or her, dress up as a character (Figure 10.5), or 
put a popular TV character or catchphrase to work in a different context 
(Figure 10.6). What Jenkins’s work implies is that fans are audience mem
bers who are paying a particular kind of very careful attention to a TV 
show, so careful and also so committed that they can design an artwork, 
or a replica costume, or a Lego animation, based on a detailed under
standing of that show. (And of course there is also the possibility of 
what Jonathan Gray [2003] calls anti-fans, who really dislike the atten
tion given to cult shows or films, designing satires of those shows, and

Fans of the 
TV series 
Game of 
Thrones 
dressed 
as their 
favourite 
characters 
at the 
launch of 
Series 5.
© News 
Letter
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in the process paying them the same level of attention as fans do.) Along 
with the work of other cultural studies scholars such as Janice Radway 
(1984), Ien Ang (1985), and Constance Penley (1991), Jenkins’s work 
has been very influential on audience studies.

FIGURE 10.6 
A photograph of 
British Prime 
Minister David 
Cameron has been 
pasted over the face 
of a character from 
the Game of 
Thrones TV series, 
along with one of 
the phrases made 
famous by the 
show, 'winter is 
coming', and used 
at a march to 
demand action on 
climate change in 
London, 2014

discussion
Audience studies have not been immune from the interest in emotion and 
affect that has gained ground across the social sciences in the past decade 
or so (see, for example, Gibbs, 2011; Gorton, 2009). However, as Janet 
Staiger (2005) points out in her review of what she calls ‘ reception studies’, 
many kinds of studies of audiences have for a long while noticed the impor
tance of emotions to how people engage with the products of the mass 
media. Feminist discussions of why many women love watching soap operas 
often focus on the emotions created by the programmes, for example, includ
ing the emotions experienced by the cultural studies scholar as she watches
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the same programmes (Ang, 1985); and fem in ist accounts of fan activities 
often emphasise the pleasure tha t many women gain from reworking a TV 
serial’s characters and plot into even more satisfying versions when they 
make their fan artwork or literature or video. A classic example is Penley’s 
(1991) essay on the female fans of Star Trek, writing and illustrating stories 
in which the show’s two leading male characters fall in love.

Studies of fan culture raise an important methodological point in relation to 
deciding what it is that an audience study should focus on. For many audience stud
ies, the focus is ‘television’ in the sense of both the technology and  its content, which 
is watched in particular ways. Audience studies of fan culture, instead, concentrate 
on the content of TV and how it is recrafted by fans, very often into a different 
medium. To simplify, then, the discussion of ‘audiences’ and ‘fans’ implies the inter
pretation of rather different visual materials: audiences watch content delivered via 
specific communication technologies, while fans are involved in content that crosses 
different media.

10.2.3 "Users'
There is also a third way of describing ‘people who watch television’: as ‘users’. There 
are a number of reasons for the emergence of this term, all of which propose that 
viewing TV is becoming increasingly active. Although viewers have been invited to 
participate in broadcast TV since its invention, as studio audiences, for example 
(Holmes, 2008), these invitations are becoming more frequent, particularly as the 
number of reality TV shows grows and TV viewers are invited to vote either by mak
ing a phone call or by pressing a button on their digital set remote control. Another 
reason for thinking in terms of ‘users’ is that, as this chapter has already remarked, 
television is now part of online digital culture, and this enables a range of more active 
engagements with programmes, from selecting when to watch them and on what 
device, to ‘liking’ them or commenting on them on their Facebook page for example. 
Indeed, as Livingstone (2009: 267) notes, ‘People increasingly engage with content 
more than forms or channels -  favourite bands, soap operas or football teams, wher
ever they are to be found, in whatever medium or platform’, such that many people 
now, like fans, follow content rather than, say, ‘television’. This is enabled by the way 
that media corporations put the visual content of specific TV shows across many 
media, so you can buy mugs, figurines, posters, board games, chocolate, ringtones, 
cartoon books, and the duvet and pillowcase set that feature your favourite show or 
character. All this suggests that the distinctions and alignments between medium, 
content, producer and consumer are blurred -  which is exactly what the notion of 
convergence culture describes.
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The upshot of all this is that many scholars now argue that, while neither the pas
sive or inattentive viewer nor the ‘audience’ convened by major media events should 
be forgotten, the term ‘user’ better captures the many active ways in which people 
engage with television as both technology and content.

discussion
The use of the term ‘user’ is not uncontroversial, however. While Livingstone and 
Das (2013) worry that the term ‘user’ cannot address collective viewing in the 
way that ‘audience’ can, Nick Couldry (2011) is concerned that the emphasis on 
the creative user can underestimate the power of hegemonic discourses and 
institutions.

Couldry’s point is an important one. Jenkins defined convergence culture like 
this, remember:

Convergence does not depend on any specific delivery system. 
Rather, convergence represents a paradigm shift -  a move from 
medium-specific content towards content that flows across multiple 
media channels, toward the increased interdependence of communi
cations systems, toward multiple ways of accessing media content, 
and toward ever more complex relations between top-down corporate 
media and bottom-up participatory culture. (2008: 254)

The latter comment -  about ‘ever more complex relations between top-down cor
porate media and bottom-up participatory culture’ -  marks an important change 
in audience studies over the past three decades. Hall was writing in a moment 
when the possibility of resistant readings seemed theoretically at least reason
ably straightforward: surely hegemony would indeed by resisted by audiences’ 
counter-hegemonic readings! Fiske (1994: 192), for example, watched a group of 
teenagers watch a sitcom and decided that they ‘produced a cultural experience 
within which the show, the behaviour of watching it, and the place where it was 
watched were all mobilized to produce social identities and social relations that 
were within their control as opposed to, and in emancipation from, those institu
tionalized for them in the officially approved family’ . While this particular analysis 
by Fiske may have been correct, Meaghan Morris (1988) had lamented not long 
before that cultural studies was perhaps too quick to see resistance everywhere. 
Debates about contemporary media ‘users’ are thus echoing an ongoing concern 
in audience studies about the extent to which media meanings are resisted.

Certainly it is important not to assume that ‘users’ are more creative or more 
resistant than ‘audiences’ were. Jenkins (1992: 34) himself emphasised in his 
earliest work on fans that fans do not necessarily resist hegemonic cultural ide
ologies, and he has repeated the point in relation to the contemporary ‘user’ of 
media (Jenkins, 2014; and see Hay and Couldry, 2011). Moreover, as many cul
tural critics point out, many of the participatory activities offered by the large
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corporations who make TV shows are the means by which those corporations 
carry out at least some of their market research. When you register on your 
favourite TV show’s website and download a cell phone theme, no matter what 
you think you are doing, even if you are downloading it to spoof it, your details 
and preferences are recorded and used as data by those corporations to work out 
what sells best to whom (Napoli, 2010; van Dijck, 2009). To resist the power 
wielded by contemporary media then is not simply to read their content counter- 
hegmonically.

The next subsection looks at how interviews and ethnographic methods have been 
used to explore these various conceptualisations of the site of audiencing.

10.3 Audience Studies Researching Audiences and Fans

Both interviewing and ethnography are very well established in the social sciences, of 
course, and there are huge literatures discussing them. (Good introductions include 
Atkinson et al. [2007], Braun and Clarke [2013], Bryman [2012], Gilbert [2008], 
Hammersley and Atkinson [2007], and O’Reilly [2008].) This section cannot therefore 
discuss in detail exactly what each method entails, nor examine all its possible implica
tions. Instead, it will focus on the implications of the debates about ‘audiences’, ‘fans’ 
and ‘users’ for the design of interview-based or ethnography-based studies.

10.3.1 Using interviews to explore decoding
In order to explore the ‘cultural knowledges and competences’ through which audi
ence members decoded mass media products, many early studies of audiencing turned 
to interviews with audience members. Interviews are not used in this body of work to 
discover what people ‘actually watch’; other methods are available for that, for exam
ple asking people to keep a diary of their viewing (see Couldry et al., 2010). Instead, 
interviews are used to explore the sense people make of television. One of the most 
influential of these early studies was written by David Morley (1980) on a popular 
early evening news programme broadcast by the BBC called Nationwide. Morley 
(1992: 181) advocates the interview method, for example, ‘not simply for the access 
it gives the researcher to the respondents’ conscious opinions and statements but also 
for the access that it gives to the linguistic terms and categories ... through which 
respondents construct their words and their own understandings of their activities’. It 
should also be noted, though, that other researchers have used other methods to gain 
access to audience interpretations. In her study of how viewers of the American soap 
opera Dallas understood the programme, for example, Ang placed a small advertise
ment in a women’s magazine asking people to write to her about why they liked or
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disliked watching it, saying that she would use their responses in her dissertation. She 
received 42 replies and used these in her book Watching Dallas (Ang, 1985).

Three sorts of interviews are used by researchers interested in how people interpret 
television programmes. The first sort of interview is the one-to-one interview, con
ducted by the researcher with one interviewee. This is the sort of interview used by 
Ann Gray (1992) in her study of how women used video cassette recorders (VCRs) in 
their homes. The second sort of interview is the group interview. This has usually 
involved working with groups that are already constituted. Morley (1980), for exam
ple, found his groups by going into classes that were already established at various 
institutions of higher education, and Buckingham (1987) found his by working with 
groups of friends established at schools and youth clubs. The third type of interview 
that has been used is also a kind of group interview: the family interview, in which 
most or all of the members of a family are interviewed together in their home. Clearly 
these three types do not exhaust the possibilities of interviewing. Group interviews 
can be carried out with groups brought together especially for the research project, 
say, though this is often time-consuming to organise and it can be difficult to find an 
appropriate venue; family members can be interviewed in groups, for example all the 
adults together and then all the children together; repeat interviews can also be done, 
perhaps as plotlines in a soap opera develop.

All these sorts of interviews are tape-recorded, transcribed and then analysed. 
Recording a group interview requires a really high-quality tape recorder, and tran
scribing group interviews is also notoriously even more difficult and time-consuming 
than transcribing one-to-one interviews. The analysis of the interviews is also com
plex and time-consuming. There is no space here to detail the various methods for 
doing this; they are discussed at length in many textbooks on qualitative methods.

First, more needs to be said about interview methods and especially about the log
ics underlying the recruitment of interviewees. The early work in cultural studies that 
was concerned with audiences made some assumptions -  later to be problematised - 
about why it was that different audiences decoded television programmes in different 
ways. The argument was that it was the socio-economic position of the audience 
member that shaped their reaction to the preferred meaning of a TV show. In his study 
of how a popular TV news programme was interpreted, Morley (1980) was clear that 
position did not determine the decoding process, and he stated explicitly that other 
things might affect it, in particular the audience member’s involvement in different 
cultural frameworks such as a particular youth culture or membership of ‘racial 
minorities’ (Morley, 1980: 23). However, Morley did argue that these sorts of social 
positionings could explain why certain groups reacted in certain ways to the same 
programme. He recruited his groups accordingly. While he was happy to mix the 
gendered and racialised composition of his groups, he never mixed the class composi
tion, and thus he found his groups through different higher education institutions 
with different student bodies. There were groups of mainly white working-class 
young men found through an apprenticeship course at Birmingham Polytechnic, for 
example, and groups of mainly white middle-class men found at a bank’s training
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college; he also found mainly black groups through further education classes, and a 
group of shop stewards through a Trades Union Congress training college. He 
screened two Nationwide programmes for these groups in their established group 
setting, and then held the group interview. Similarly, in her study of VCR use Ann 
Gray (1992) assumed that gender was an important analytical category that might 
well explain video use and therefore chose only to interview women; she did though 
try also to interview both working-class and middle-class women. Thus theoretical 
arguments about what structures the diversity of audience reactions are used to 
inform the choice of interviewees.

Morley (1980: 33) explains his preference for group interviews by suggesting that 
one-to-one interviews imply that people are ‘social atoms’, while group interviews 
allow for the dynamics of social interaction to become evident. It has also been argued 
that group interviews can replicate, to a degree, everyday talk about TV programmes 
(Lunt and Livingstone, 2009). Two points could be made here, both drawing on Anne 
Gray’s (1992) work. Gray wanted to explore how women used VCRs as part of their 
TV viewing, and used one-to-one interviews as her method. Her study is very far from 
assuming that the women she spoke to are social atoms, though; the whole point of 
her interviews was to understand the women’s VCR use as a consequence of their role 
in their family. Indeed, it is women’s position in their family that might well have been 
one reason that Gray chose to conduct one-to-one interviews, because there is a dif
ficulty in interviewing family members together that Morley does not mention in his 
1980 study, which is the issue of family dynamics. Much feminist research on domes
tic labour has found that in households where men and women co-habit, men tend to 
overestimate their contribution to that labour and, moreover, that their version of 
events often prevails in interviews in which both the man and the woman are present. 
Gray’s own work on VCRs (confirmed by Morley’s [1986] own later work on televi
sion use in families) suggests that, generally, it is the adult man of the household who 
controls its use when he is present. This may have been a difficult issue to explore in 
depth in family interviews -  men may have underestimated their control in order not 
to appear selfish -  and thus Gray’s choice of one-to-one interviews seems justified as 
a way of accessing women’s views. Indeed, although Morley argues that one of the 
strengths of group interviews is to make the dynamics of social interaction evident, he 
does not acknowledge how difficult it can be to make sense of those dynamics. Nor 
does he mention the potential difficulties an interviewer might have in facilitating an 
open discussion in a group with complex dynamics; David Buckingham (1991) gives 
some examples of complicated group interactions in his account of group interview
ing children about television. Group interviews are very challenging, both to do and 
to understand.

Once the interviews have been completed, the interpretation begins. Morley 
(2006: 75, 77) summarises his approach by commenting, ‘You just need to read it 
again and again ... You just have to be prepared to go on doing this kind of work 
on a project, examining the data for a long time and thinking very hard about it.’ 
Moores (1993: 18) describes the process as finding ‘significant clusters’ of meaning
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and then ‘charting the lines that join these clusters with the social and discursive 
positionings of readers’ . For Morley (1980: 34), these significant clusters emerged 
from a close study of the working vocabulary and speech forms of his interviewees. 
Fie established from these what he called their ‘lexical repertoires’, then looked for 
patterns of argument and evidence, and finally tried to ascertain the ideologies 
underlying all of these. His conclusion identified two sorts of decodings of the 
Nationwide programmes, which he did relate to two socio-economic groups. The 
first was a decoding that broadly accepted the preferred meanings of Nationwide, 
and this was produced by the middle-class members of Morley’s groups (as well as 
many of the young apprentices). The second was an oppositional reading, produced 
by working-class members of his groups but with important differences among 
them. Thus the shop stewards produced a politically informed ‘radical rank-and-file 
perspective’ while the black further education students offered an ‘alienated “crit
ique of silence” ’ (Morley, 1980: 137). Thus Morley could insist that class position 
alone did not determine the processes of decoding: so too did the cultural constitu
tion of racialised and politicised identities, for example.

In his 1980 study, Morley (1980: 163) admitted that he was unhappy with 
aspects of his methodology and felt that it needed further development. His later 
study of Family Television (1986) did take his work in new directions. In this work 
he chose to use family interviews. This was because he was increasingly interested 
in two issues that his earlier research methodology had made difficult to access. 
The first of these was the ways in which the actual practices of watching television 
at home were difficult to access through groups that were not constituted through 
shared domestic spaces. The second of these was the question of what people chose 
to watch in the first place. His 1980 study had assumed that all his groups would 
be familiar with Nationwide; but what if the blacks students’ ‘alienated “critique 
of silence” ’ was a consequence of their total uninterest in the programme? Thus in 
Family Television, Morley (1986) interviewed 18 white nuclear families living in 
south London. All were working class or lower-middle class (as defined by Morley 
using notions of cultural capital rather than income [Morley, 1986: 52-3]), all had 
two adults and at least two children less than 18 years old, and all owned at least 
one television and one video recorder. He used the unstructured interviews (which 
took place in the family’s home and lasted one or two hours each) to explore how 
the use of television was embedded in the wider family dynamics. How were TVs 
and videos used? What was watched and with what reaction? How were decisions 
about what to watch made? Most of his results (again with lots of transcripts 
reproduced) are recorded family by family, but there is one thematic chapter on 
television and gendered relations which argues that, in these households, the adult 
men tend to plan the viewing, control the remote control, watch in silence, watch 
more TV than anyone else, prefer more factual programmes, work the video, and 
don’t like admitting to talking about TV.
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discussion
Versions of the first method used by David Morley (1980) continue -  that is, 
showing mass media images to people in conditions very different from those 
the images were produced for, and then interviewing them about what they saw. 
Often described as ‘ reception research’ (Schr0der et al., 2003), it is used both 
by academic researchers but also by media producers as a way of testing new 
products on an audience.

Morley’s shift to considering the social practices through which watching TV occurs is 
one that many others interested in audiencing have also advocated. As John Fiske (1994: 
198) notes, ‘audiencing is a variety of practices, an activity’, and exploring that activity is 
of increasing interest to many researchers. However, many of these other writers have also 
advocated the use of other methods, in particular ethnography, to access those practices.

10.3.2 Ethnographies observing TV audiences
The trajectory followed by Morley’s work in the 1980s was to move from asking 
audiences to talk about a television programme in an interview situation set up 
entirely for the purposes of his research project, to asking people to talk about their 
TV watching in one of the locations where it is usually done: the family home. For 
Morley, this trajectory followed a logical line of argument concerning how the decoding 
of television programmes should best be examined. However, if the aim is to explore 
‘the immediate physical and interpersonal contexts of daily media reception’ (Moores, 
1993: 7), then it could be argued that any sort of interview format is inappropriate. 
Instead, the most appropriate methodology would be to go to those contexts and take 
a close-up view of TV watching as it actually happens. This logic implies a more eth
nographic approach to TV watching, which can access the complex detail of decoding 
as it is in the process of occurring. (Jenkins’s [1992, 2006] studies of fans also adopted 
this immersive ethnographic method.)

Like interviewing, ethnography is a method long established and much discussed 
in the social sciences, and, again, there are excellent discussions of it elsewhere which 
I will not repeat here. One of the most fundamental aspects of an ethnography is 
what ethnographers call ‘the field’, that is, the location of your ethnographic work. 
What is the location most relevant to your research topic? Well, very often, given the 
theoretical importance attached by audience studies to the notion of family viewing 
and the historical location of most televisions in houses, a frequent answer to that 
question has been ‘the home’ (Schroder et al., 2003: 5).
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An ethnographic approach to TV viewing at home would involve the researcher 
observing an audience in their homes over an extended period of time, and talking 
with them about their viewing but probably also about many other things too. Not 
surprisingly perhaps, examples of this sort of ethnography are rare, because it is dif
ficult to get access to people’s houses for the length of time that an ethnographic study 
requires. However, a self-styled ‘ethnographic’ study by James Lull (1990: 174-85) 
offers some pointers for other researchers. Lull (1990: 183) defines ethnographic 
audiencing research as ‘an interpretative enterprise whereby the investigator uses 
observation and in-depth interviewing to grasp the meaning of communication by 
analysing the perceptions, shared assumptions, and activities of the social actors 
under scrutiny’. He suggests that there are four things to consider when planning an 
ethnographic study of audiencing:

•  access to the audience. Lull (1990: 175) notes that this is very difficult. He suggests 
going through the committee or board that runs a local institution such as a school 
or a church. (He notes that this may involve gaining access only to a specific social 
group.) Explain what you want to do to them (Lull suggests keeping this as vague 
as possible), ask them to give you access to their membership list, and then contact 
the names on that list. He suggests that 25 to 30 per cent of families thus contacted 
will agree to participate in the study.

•  observation techniques. Lull (1990: 177) advocates the usual ethnographic means 
of recording what you see and hear: unobtrusive note-taking.

•  data collection. Lull (1990: 178-80) suggests that spending between three and 
seven days with a family is enough to give the researcher access to their usual 
behaviour, and that during this period there are different stages of data collection. 
The first one or two days he suggests spending in collecting the more obvious kinds 
of data: what the house looks like, family history, biographical sketches. The next 
couple of days should focus on recording the dynamics of the family, especially by 
participating in its important routines. The final stage is to interview each family 
member separately.

•  analysing data. As Lull (1990: 180) comments, ethnographic work generates lots 
of data. He rather briefly recommends interpreting it by organising it into inter
nally coherent topics that can be used to illustrate conceptual points. Judith Okely 
(1994), in her discussion of interpreting ethnographic data, is more detailed about 
the challenges of dealing with observational notes and interview material.

Lull (1990) puts these precepts to work in large-scale studies the aim of which is the 
objective study of family viewing habits. According to him, ‘The observer must create 
and sustain rapport with family members while maintaining the disinterested eye and 
ear of the objective observer-reporter’ (Lull, 1990: 179).
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In order to observe television watching as it occurs naturally, Lull recommends that 
the researcher does not reveal at any stage in the fieldwork process that their real 
object of interest is TV viewing. This raises an issue concerning the ethics of research. 
As Chapter 14 discusses at greater length, ethical research assumes as its starting point 
that research participants are fully informed about the aims and purpose of any 
research project, and explicitly consent to participate in it; there have to be very 
strong reasons indeed not to tell your participants what you are doing with them. In 
his advocacy of deceiving research subjects in the name of objective research, Lull 
shows little concern for the power relations between the researcher and researched. 
Thus there is no reflexive consideration of how those relations might affect his 
research findings either.

Another example of ethnographic research of an audience in its home -  and one 
that Lull (1990: 16-17) dismisses for being too personal -  is Valerie Walkerdine’s
(1990) account of watching a family watch a video of Rocky II. Walkerdine is cer
tainly very personal in this essay, but she is so in order to explore just those issues that 
Lull’s methodological orientation evades: her own complicity in the power dynamics 
between an academic researcher and, in this case, a working-class man who cheers as 
he watches the boxer Rocky smash his opponent into pulp. Walkerdine watched him 
do this when she was in the family living room, ethnographically observing their 
activities, and she describes her own revulsion at this scene and also her revulsion at 
the man’s pleasure in it. Later though, she describes how she watched the video herself 
in the privacy of her office and found herself breaking down in tears as she watched 
the same scene in another way; this time as a woman herself from a working-class 
background absolutely at one with Rocky’s brutal determination to succeed, to get 
out, to fight his way free. What her own changed audiencing suggests to Walkerdine 
is her own complicity with the ways in which the academy so often denigrates work
ing-class understandings. In that living room, she says, she was acting as a feminist 
academic horrified at male violence, and in that position she could not see any other 
way; in particular, the class dynamics of the situation were invisible to her.

Lull (1990) and Walkerdine (1990) offer two, very different, ways of researching 
audiencing in homes (and, in Walkerdine’s case, reflecting on the academic as an audi- 
encer too). A third model for ethnographic audience studies is offered by Gillespie’s 
(1995) account of television and video use by Asian young people in Southall, 
London. She chose to undertake her research in the area of London in which she had 
already been working for some time as a teacher. In fact, she lived there for two years, 
which poses another question in relation to Lull’s (1990) work: is studying a family 
for at most a week enough to explore adequately the everyday ‘microprocesses’ of 
audience activity? However, Gillespie did not use that family home as the main site of 
her ethnography. Instead, she used a range of places where young people gathered 
together -  morning registration and classes at school, ‘cruising’ around Southall at
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weekends, weddings -  as well as a number of families' homes. In all these locations, 
she listened to how what had been watched on television and video got talked about. 
The emphasis in her study is thus very much on talk about television. In brief, 
Gillespie (1995) argues that watching and, crucially, talking about TV programmes is 
a vitally important way in which social identities are made. In particular, the challenge 
for the young people with which she worked is to become competently ‘cosmopolitan’ 
as a means of articulating their diasporic and hybrid cultural identity. For Gillespie, 
not only does ‘the learning and testing of these competences [shape] talk among peers 
and in families about news on TV’ (Gillespie, 1995: 21), but also “ ‘TV talk” -  the 
embedding of TV experiences in conversational forms and flows -  becomes a feasible 
object of study only when fully ethnographic methods are used’ (1995: 23). Given this 
argument about the importance of talk about TV programmes, it was logical for 
Gillespie to choose the locations of such talk as her field; and these included family 
homes but also a range of other places.

discussion
One rich strand of ethnographic audience studies focuses on how racialised, 
ethnic, national and minority identities are articulated through particular practices 
of watching -  and sometimes making -  television. One classic study is the work 
of the anthropologist Eric Michaels (1995), who in the 1980s examined how 
Aboriginal Australians started to make their own kind of television. Another exam
ple discussed by Dhaenens (2012) is the editing of a German soap opera by gay 
fans to give it a more explicit queer storyline; the edited version is shared on 
YouTube. There is also an extensive body of work looking at how migrants create 
complex cultural identities by viewing the television broadcast in other countries 
via satellite dishes and websites (for a review, see Madianou, 2011).

One implication of this work is worth making explicit here: that what I have been 
calling the ‘site of audiencing’ is more than just a metaphor for a specific set of social 
and cultural processes. The ‘site’ of audiencing is also always literally a site - a 
physical location where people actually look at visual things. This book has remarked 
on this in passing before now, but ethnographies of audiencing make it explicit. 
Television was once viewed almost entirely in homes, and so ethnographies were 
done in homes. But television is also talked about in all sorts of other places, so some 
ethnographers go to those places too in order to listen to how the meanings of TV 
programmes were discussed, negotiated and defined. And of course the same logic 
applies to sites of production: they too are physical locations, and significant studies
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have been made of the production of several television drama serials (Tulloch, 2000). 
Indeed, the notion that there are two different but equally theoretically significant 
sites of meaning-making -  the site of audiencing and the site of production -  is 
implicit in Hall’s foundational model of the two parallel processes of encoding and 
decoding (Tulloch, 2000: 6).

focus
The same television programme 
(if it is indeed the same) can be 
watched in very different ways 
depending on where you are. The 
social conventions of viewing are 
different in homes, in bars and in 
airport departure lounges, for 
example.

See if you can watch the same 
programme -  or something very 
similar -  in two quite different 
circumstances. Watch a big sport- 

ing event with a group of friends Watching television coverage of
at home and another in a sports the Wimbledon tennis tournament, at 
bar; watch a 24-hour news chan- Wimbledon on a large screen 
nel on your own in an airport
departure lounge and at home. Are you watching the programmes differently in 
different places and with different people? How are the people around you watching 
it? Are there similarities, and is that to do with the programme itself or the social 
conventions of watching TV?

10.4 Ethnographies of Visual Objects

One way of thinking about the recent changes in television viewing is to consider how 
the sites of audiencing have diversified as modes of delivery and contexts of watching 
have multiplied. What, and where, television ‘is’ is no longer as straightforward as it 
once was. This leads to a body of work that pays close attention to how people encoun
ter particular kinds of visual images in specific social situations and locations: a body 
of work developed by a group of anthropologists interested in things like photographs 
and art objects (anthropologists have paid less attention to the mass media, it must be 
said; Askew and Wilk [2002] and Ginsburg et al. [2002] are exceptions).
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Now, as I have suggested, audience studies are concerned with social 
identity and its relation to the meaning of images. They explore how 
that identity affects the decoding of that meaning, and how the process 
of decoding is itself part of making identity. Their emphasis is on the 
process of interpretation undertaken by audiences on images. The 
anthropologists I want to discuss are certainly concerned with these 
questions, too. But what interests them most is what is done with 
things like TV shows, and what effects result from that doing (which 
may or may not include the interpretative creation ‘meaning’). To 

visual objects do that, these anthropologists pay attention to what they call visual 
objects: material objects that can be seen, watched, touched, carried 
and decorated. Alfred Gell (1998: 6) writes about art objects, for 
example, arguing that they are ‘intended to change the world rather 
than encode symbolic propositions about it’, and that he is therefore 
more interested in ‘the practical mediatory role of art objects in the 
social process, rather than with the interpretation of objects “ as if” 
they were texts’ . This aligns such work with the theoretical interest in 
the materiality of the visual that was described in Chapter 1, and it is 
a useful approach for considering television under conditions of con
vergence culture, I think, because it can pay close attention both to the 
diversity of visual objects that such convergence creates, and to what 
people do with such objects in a variety of locations. This section 
examines it in a little detail.

discussion
Along with those found on televisions and smartphones, family photos are prob
ably one of the most common kinds of visual images found in everyday spaces 
(Figure 10.8). While there are many accounts of family snaps that use composi
tional interpretation to evoke their affective qualities, and discourse analyses 
that examine the very particular ways in which familiality is represented in this 
sort of image, there are now a number of studies that approach family photos 
as particular kinds of object with which specific things are done, with particular 
social effects. In my own work, for example, I argue that family snaps, in the 
ways that they are made, stored, displayed and circulated, are objects that are 
fundamental to the performance of domestic spaces, kinship networks and 
mothering (Rose, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2010). Others have discussed the impor
tance of the display of family snaps to social status (Chalfen, 1987) and of their 
exchange to friendship networks among mothers (Lustig, 2004).
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10.4.1 Techno-anthropology
This chapter has already noted that television programmes can be seen in many dif
ferent places, on different kinds of screens: small screens, like mobile phones, and big 
screens, as when local authorities erect large screens in public places to show TV 
coverage of major sporting events like the Olympics. Not only this, but televisions can 
also work with other technologies like DVD players, satellites, game consoles and 
video cameras. All this suggests that ‘television’ might best be approached as ‘not so 
much a visual medium, more a visual object’ (Morley, 2006: 275). Indeed, Morley 
(2006) coins the term ‘techno-anthropology’ to describe the ethnographic study of 
communication technologies as objects.

For Morley, ‘techno-anthropology’ means the anthropology of technology. The 
term refers to visual communication technologies in particular, and it also refers to a 
particular kind of anthropology inspired by Arjun Appadurai’s (1986) book on The 
Social Life of Things. In that book, ‘things’ means any kind of material object, and it 
is this notion of a thing that underlies Morley’s emphasis on visual objects. This is not 
a conceptualisation of an object as something inert and lifeless, though. Instead, in 
Appadurai’s account, objects are absolutely integral to human life: to identity, and to 
social, economic and political relations and institutions. We humans surround our
selves with objects; we are who we are, and we do what we do, only in co-operation 
with a multitude of objects. For Appadurai, the relation between things and social 
identities and relations is so close that he talks about the ‘intercalibration of the biog
raphies of persons and things’ (Appadurai, 1986: 2). The vital visual objects that 
Morley’s techno-anthropology examines are the communication technologies that 
display images (Figures 10.1, 10.2, 10.7 and 10.8).

This emphasis on the social life of visual objects has two significant features 
(Dudley, 2010; Edwards, 2001; Gell, 1998; Myers, 2001; Pinney, 2003; Poole, 1997).
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First, and perhaps most importantly, it pays careful attention to exactly what sort of 
thing a particular visual object is. And in giving this attention to the materiality of a 
visual object, techno-anthropological approaches are immediately attentive to both 
the image and the technology that is displaying it. For example, it matters a great deal 
to techno-anthropology whether a television news programme is watched on a huge 
screen in a busy train station, or on a TV in a living room during a family meal, or on 
a smartphone during a daily commute. The different materialisations of an image 
matter because techno-anthropology insists that the material qualities of an image 
intervene in the world, particularly the world of people. The argument here is a per
formative one. ‘Images are not representations in the sense of a screen onto which 
meaning is projected,’ notes Pinney (2004: 8); they are instead ‘compressed perfor
mances’. That is, the significance of an object does not pre-exist its social life. Any 
object is always actualised in a specific moment of use, which produces both the 
object and the sort of person looking at it.

Appadurai (1986), for example, is interested in how practices of economic 
exchange bestow certain values on commodities; no thing is a commodity before it 
is put into specific economic circuits. His more general claim that it is what is done 
with things that produces their significance was extended to visual images in Thomas’s 
influential book Entangled Objects (1991), where Thomas argued that it is what is 
done with an image, rather than its inherent meaning, that gives it significance. 
Thomas (1991: 4) remarked there that ‘objects are not what they were made to be but 
what they have become’. An image may have a range of material qualities -  the term 
“affordance” is often used to refer to these -  but it is only when someone uses the 
image in some way that any of those qualities become activated, as it were, and sig
nificant. It may have a range of potential meanings, but they are latent until mobilised 
in a specific context. And while any person is a rich and complex subject, they are 
momentarily shaped by the visual object as they look at it. This suggests that the 
significance of objects is not entirely determined by the meanings people place on 
them. In his account of the relations between indigenous art and colonial culture in 
Australia and New Zealand, for example, Thomas (1999) explores the way certain 
artworks have intervened in the cultural identities of, and relations between, white 
settlers and indigenous peoples; ‘I have presumed that art is effective in defining 
those relations and meanings, and may radically redefine them’, he notes in his intro
duction (Thomas, 1999: 18). More generally, he argues that the agency of objects 
means that this co-constitution of people and objects is not always a predictable 
process. ‘Objects and contexts not only define each other,’ he writes, ‘but may change 
and disrupt each other’ (Thomas, 1999: 18). And Thomas (1991) strongly advocates 
the empirical investigation of specific encounters between objects and people in order 
to delineate properly the effects of those unpredictable encounters. This point 
deserves emphasis because it is an important difference between this approach and 
that of the audience-studies ethnographers discussed in the previous section, who 
very much tend to give agency to the viewers of television. The notion that the mat
eriality of the television might also intervene in viewers’ identities is not often considered
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in that work. (It does resonate, however, with the debate in visual cul
ture studies, mentioned in Section 1.4.2, about whether, and how, 
images exceed the cultural.)

To emphasise his argument that photographs are visual 
objects deeply embedded in social practices, Pinney (1997:173) chooses to 
reproduce this photograph of Sitabai holding a photograph of his son 
rather than show only the visual content of the photograph
Courtesy of University of Chicago Press

Secondly, visual objects are understood as mobile. Many visual obj
ects travel, of course, and if conventional TV sets are not particularly 
easy to move around with, TV programmes, smartphones and tablets 
certainly are; and both audience-studies scholars and anthropologists 
are agreed that a visual object’s value or significance often changes as it 
makes those various moves through time and across space. This is 
because, as Appadurai (1986) makes clear, although in theory any 
meaning could be given to any object, in practice the play of meanings 
is constrained by the cultural context in which an image is placed, and 
these are (radically or partially) different in different places and periods 
(see for example Danny Miller’s [2011] discussion of the use of 
Facebook in Trinidad, and Helen Grace’s [2014] on migrant workers 
sharing cameraphone photos in Hong Kong). The importance of that 
context lies both in its shaping of an object’s value and in what is done 
with a visual object. This claim allows Thomas (1991) to emphasise the 
recontextualisation of objects. In its social life and travels, an object recontextualisation
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passes through different cultural contexts which may modify or even transform what 
it means: ‘What we are confronted with is never more or less than a succession of uses 
and recontextualisations’ (Thomas, 1991: 29); and Myers (2001: 54) suggests that 
recontextualisation has become a ‘reigning concept’ for this anthropological approach 
to visual objects. What Thomas (1991: 28) called the ‘mutability of things in recon
textualisation’ is the theme of much anthropological work on visual objects.

The ethnographic methods adopted by these anthropologists means that the con
text for viewing a visual object is taken to be the particular social practices in which 
a particular kind of viewing takes place. There are cultural differences here -  Lakshmi 
Srinivas (2002) discusses the shouting and singing that accompanies films in cinemas 
in India, for example -  but there are also differences depending on exactly where an 
image is viewed and what the appropriate viewing practices are in that location -  the 
same film may be watched very differently in domestic settings. As this chapter has 
already suggested, the same visual content can be viewed very differently depending 
on where it is seen, and techno-anthropology is sensitive to these differences.

On the face of it, focussing on ‘recontextualisation’ is a very useful approach to TV 
audiencing in convergence culture, where TV programmes can be watched in many 
kinds of ways, via all sorts of devices, and in all sorts of places; it pays direct attention 
to the site of an image’s circulation. So what would be involved in doing a techno
ethnography of TV audiencing?

10.4.2 A brief guide to doing a techno-ethnography
There are four elements to this sort of ethnography.

First, consider the materiality of the visual object. The assertion that material objects 
have their own particular physical properties is one place to start an anthropological 
study of visual objects. One way to elaborate on these material properties would be to 
use compositional interpretation; that is, to take a visual object and subject it to a 
detailed description using the sort of vocabulary examined in Chapter 4. Edwards 
(2002) suggests that there are three aspects to their materiality:

•  visual form, or content. This refers to what the image shows. A television screen may 
show just a TV show, or it may have some sort of menu displayed too; a YouTube 
page may be screening a TV show fullscreen or the show may be surrounded by all 
the elements of the standard YouTube page, including adverts and comments.

•  material form, or the physical qualities of the visual object itself. In the case of 
television, we can think about the qualities of the screen: its size, its definition, its 
colour range.

•  presentational form, or the particular way in which an image is presented to the 
person looking at it. Is the television that’s screening the show large or small? Flat 
screen or analogue? Or is it being watched on a touchscreen phone or a laptop? 
How does that affect how it is seen and what effects that seeing has?
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Secondly, examine what is done with a visual object in a particular location. Since 
the visual object and viewer are co-constituted, it is very important to pay attention 
to those material qualities that the viewers emphasise or enact when they do things 
with the object, since the materiality of an image in context is in part about how 
its ‘objectness’ is constructed by those people doing things with it. So observe what 
is actually done with a specific visual object. What affordances are mobilised? In 
the case of a TV programme on a television in the kitchen of a house, is it watched 
intently, or glanced at occasionally? Is it on all the time, or only when the dishes 
are being done? It can also be important to consider how an individual object is 
placed in relation to other objects. Is a TV in pride of place in a living room, or 
tucked away in a corner? Is it surrounded by DVD players, MP3 players, CDs and 
an Xbox, by ornaments and knick-knacks, or by a pair of huge speakers? Ondina 
Leal (1990) discusses televisions in working-class Brazilian homes, which are 
placed in front rooms so that they can be seen from the street; they are symbols of 
the owners’ status. But they are also surrounded by sacred family possessions, 
notes Leal (1990: 21), including in one case family photographs, a religious picture, 
a fake gold vase, plastic flowers and a broken radio. Who dusts these precious 
objects? Who decides on such elaborate arrangements? Why? With what effects?

focus
One way of accessing the audiencing of television programmes watched on the 
Internet is to focus on websites that allow viewers to post comments about 
programmes on the site, and then analyse those comments. Susan Antebi 
(2009) did just this, examining reactions to the Peruvian chat show Laura en 
America, hosted by Laura Bozzo.

But are the comments on webcast TV programmes an adequate substitute fo r 
the fu ll act of audiencing which, as a ll the ethnographers discussed in this 
chapter agree, is an embodied and social experience? Can you rely on in te r
preting just the comments, w ithout knowing the circumstances in which they 
were posted?

Thirdly, consider the mobility of the visual object: where it travels and how it 
changes as it does so. This anthropological approach to images suggests that tracking 
objects as they move is necessary in order to understand their significance. Appadurai 
was explicit on this point:

We have to follow the things themselves, for their meanings are inscribed in their 
forms, their uses, their trajectories. It is only through the analysis of these trajec
tories that we can interpret the human transactions and calculations that enliven
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things. Thus, even though from a theoretical point of view human actors encode 
things with significance, from a methodological point of view it is the things- 
in-motion that illuminate their human and social context. (Appadurai, 1986: 5)

In the context of convergence culture, this is a useful contribution: follow some televi
sion as it travels, and locate the audiences it gathers in its different sites, and compare 
the sites the better to understand the specificity of each one.

These sites may be very diverse, and Livingstone (2009: 268) notes that some may 
be even more difficult to access than people’s living rooms: people watching TV on 
their computers in their bedrooms, or on their iPhones on the bus, are harder to 
observe, not least because they may be doing other, private things at the same time: 
instant messaging, or texting.

discussion
Ethnography as a method can be used to study sites other than that of audien- 
cing, including the television studios where TV programmes are made (see 
Tulloch, 2000). There are also ethnographies of sites where other kinds of visual 
objects are created: James Ash (2015) bases his account of the effects of com
puter games on their players on a careful ethnography of how they are made and 
tested; and with Monica Degen and Clare Melhuish, I have recently been exploring 
the making of digital visualisations of new urban development projects by, in part, 
watching visualisers at work (Degen et al., 2015; Rose et al., 2014). Indeed, it 
might be argued that with the dispersal of sites of audiencing into anywhere 
where someone has a smartphone, ethnographies of production have the practical 
advantage of suggesting a clear and limited number of sites at which ethnographic 
work can be carried out.

Ethnography can also be used to approach other kinds of visual materials. One 
of the most important sociological studies of art objects, in fact, is a sort of eth
nography (though rather light touch) of how art objects are both produced and then 
circulate. This is the book Art Worlds by Howard Becker, first published in 1982. The 
‘art world’ is the network of large numbers of people cooperating, often routinely, 
to produce and consume what we know as art, or, in Becker’s (1982: x) words, ‘the 
network of people whose cooperative activity, organized via their joint knowledge of 
conventional means of doing things, produces the kind of art works that the art 
world is noted for’ (and see Rothenberg, 2014). That ‘network of people’ includes 
the people making art works, but also the agents, gallery owners, curators, critics, 
commissioners and collectors whose various activities produce, distribute, publi
cise, display, sell and comment on art works.

Sarah Thornton (2008) takes a slightly different approach to Becker in her 
entertaining study of Seven Days in the Art World. Like Becker, she is interested 
in how some objects are produced as art by a range of social actors and
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organisations, but her book is organised with a chapter on what happens in one 
day at seven specific locations, including an a rtis t’s studio, an art magazine’s 
editorial office, the meeting of a major art prize jury, a major international art fair, 
and a university’s fine art programme seminar. Thornton’s work thus suggests 
(more explicitly than Becker) that multi-sited ethnographies can be used to 
explore how art objects -  but not only art objects -  circulate between different 
locations, as discussed in Section 10.4.1.

The work of both Becker (1982) and Thornton (2008) raises a question about 
how the sites of the ‘production’ of images should be defined. The site of produc
tion might be understood simply as the location of the creation of a visual object: 
an artist’s studio or a digital visualiser’s office. Or it might be understood, as in 
Becker and Thornton’s work, as distributed among a number of sites where differ
ent social actors and organisations operate to recontextualise an object as an 
artwork.

Becker (1982) makes another interesting methodological point. He says that 
his focus on the social organisation of the art world means that he is not inter
ested in thinking about the images that artists create in aesthetic terms. Indeed, 
he says explicitly that aesthetic judgements are produced by the collective social 
activity he is interested in studying, especially by critics and curators of various 
kinds. Thus while he is very interested in the material objects that members of 
the art world use to do their various kinds of work (and is thus often cited 
approvingly by those concerned to assert the importance of that materiality), 
unlike the anthropologists cited in the previous section he is not arguing that the 
objects that become defined as art in art worlds have any agency themselves.

Finally, interpret the effect o f the visual object by putting it all together. Examining 
the effects of these materialities, practices and mobilities is complex. At the level of 
discourse, ethnographic fieldnotes or interview materials can be interpreted using 
discourse analysis I, gradually finding recurring practices, effects and taken-for- 
granted assumptions that produce both a certain kind of television and a certain kind 
of user. Anna McCarthy’s (2001) study of televisions in public spaces is exemplary at 
putting together the mobile visual content of these TVs with the materiality both of 
the TV sets and their specific locations; however, the one thing she does not do in her 
study is to talk to any kind of audience about the various televisions she discusses. 
Lisa Taylor’s (2008) study of the relation between gardeners and garden media, on 
the other hand, is an account of how gardening television programmes and garden
ing journalism are received by gardeners in a town in the north of England. Her focus 
on both TV and gardening magazines could be seen as acknowledging an aspect of 
convergence culture, since some TV programmes have their own magazines, and the 
same gardening celebrities appear across different media. Her study, which is ‘ethno
graphic in intention’ (Taylor, 2008: 9), pays a lot of attention to how the meanings 
taken from this range of gardening media affect how her research participants garden
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(concluding that they are not impressed, generally, and very little of the 
media’s recommendations about ‘good’ gardening appears to impact on 
any actual gardening); but she does not pay detailed attention to exactly 
how these various media are encountered. Pulling the materiality of the 
TV programme, its mobilities and its effects together is not easy, then.

discussion
Taylor’s (2008) account of gardening media raises an interesting question about 
what to track when following mobile images. In the case of a TV programme, it is 
perhaps quite easy to identify when that programme, as a specific block of visual 
content, is mobile between different devices at different times in different places 
with different viewers. But if we take the argument about convergence culture 
seriously, just as a museum is no longer the building and its collections (recall 
the discussion of the transmediated museum in Section 9.4.5), the TV pro
gramme is no longer jus t the TV programme: it is also its social media presence, 
its spin-off magazine, and its branded live gardening shows. But how to track who 
follows the programme on Facebook or Twitter? Does the spin-off magazine count 
as part of the programme? What about its celebrity presenters, who may appear 
in all sorts of other media, about gardening but also about other things?

10.4.3 A final comment on users and non- 
media-centric media studies

non-media- 
centric media 

studies

Techno-anthropology is one productive direction in which to explore 
the consequences of convergence culture, particularly as it focuses so 
clearly on that culture’s modality of circulation.

However, some media studies scholars are taking the logic of conver
gence culture in a slightly different direction, towards what has been 
dubbed non-media-centric media studies. Media studies -  like audience 
studies -  has tended to organise itself through studies of particular media: 
film studies, new media studies, game studies, TV studies. Indeed, techno
anthropology’s focus on the various materialisations of specific visual 
content might be said to be organised in the same way, as it studies how 
a visual object like a photograph or a TV programme travels. However, if 
the distinctions between different media are breaking down as content 
converges across them, then that form of organising our understanding of 
media audiencing may be out of date. The idea of a non-media-centric 
media studies -  and indeed a non-media-centric audience studies -  is to 
examine audiencing not in relation to just one medium, like TV, but in
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terms of the full range of what people do with all sorts of media and its content. As 
Shaun Moores (2012) points out, many kinds of media are central to many, many kinds 
of ordinary, different everyday routines: listening to the news while driving to work, 
sitting down with your kids to watch their favourite after-school broadcast TV show, 
catching up on your favourite Internet-streamed show as a way to wind down on a 
Friday evening, checking Instagram while you take a coffee break; and many young 
people now do these things simultaneously, checking Twitter while watching a TV pro
gramme on catch-up, for example; multiple media content are accessed, more or less 
simultaneously, on various devices, often while on the move. Couldry (2011: 220) 
describes this situation as a ‘media manifold’. This complexity also means that it is no 
longer clear just what constitutes a ‘media’, nor what happens when it is watched -  
hence the emergence of non-media-centric media studies.

Both Moores (2012) and Couldry (2011) suggest that non-media-centric media 
studies involves a three-fold methodology: exploring ‘the rhythms, density, and pat
terning of what people do to access or use media’ (Couldry, 2011: 223); examining 
what visual content is accessed and how it is watched; and how that accessing and 
watching are related to broader social processes and practices. Couldry (2011) for one 
argues that this is the most important task for understanding media audiences now: 
gaining a better understanding of the diversity of audiencing. And although neither 
Moores nor Couldry elaborate much more on what might be appropriate methods to 
achieve this, it seems that ethnography -  of some kind -  would remain a good choice.

10.5 Ethnographic Studies of Audiencing: An Assessm ent

The work cited here explores an issue mentioned frequently in the preceding chapters 
of this book but not so far addressed directly -  audiencing -  and offers a number of 
theoretical and methodological resources for understanding its dynamics. Its first 
contribution to a critical visual methodology is obviously to make audiences -  or 
users -  central to the effects of images. In doing so, audience studies have made the 
whole notion of audiencing rather more complex than this book has so far acknowl
edged. What is an audience? What different kinds of audience are there? What are 
they watching and how? And where are they? These questions have been raised con
sistently by audience studies scholars as they have studied audiences, fans and users 
over the past three decades or so. And they have offered specific answers to these 
questions and others.

This chapter has only addressed some of the work on audiences carried out in the 
discipline of cultural studies, along with that of some anthropological fellow-travellers. 
But it is clear from this discussion that audience studies can fulfil the three require
ments for a critical visual methodology. It takes images seriously; while audience 
studies sometimes pays less attention to the preferred meaning of television images in 
order to pay more attention to the audiences’ meanings, the anthropologists discussed
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here take the visuality and materiality of visual objects very seriously indeed; and 
all of these scholars are centrally concerned with the power relations in which 
visual objects and their viewer are embedded, and which are performed as audiencing 
is done.

For some of these scholars -  though not for all -  reflexivity is core to their work. 
Many ethnographers from very different disciplinary backgrounds would argue that 
reflexivity is central to their method, and Patrick Murphy (2011) forcefully concurs. 
Unlike Lull (1990), both Walkerdine (1990) and Gillespie (1995) advocate full disclo
sure and the careful, not to say painful, exploration of the researcher’s position in 
relation to those she is researching. That position is understood in the same way as 
the social position or identity of the audience: in terms of class, gender, race and so 
on. Walkerdine (1990) and Gillespie (1995) use their reflexive self-descriptions in 
rather different ways, however. Gillespie (1995) reflects carefully on her position as a 
white researcher of Irish descent in relation to her research subjects. While not per
haps as powerful or revelatory as Walkerdine’s essay, Gillespie’s discussion nevertheless 
does a solid job of allowing the reader to evaluate the reliability of her account. 
Gillespie’s methodological explicitness affirms both the validity of her interpretation 
and the ethical nature of her project. Walkerdine’s essay, instead, seems to me to be 
conveying a critical theoretical insight into the complex and sometimes ambiguous 
work of critical interpretation. Reflexivity, then, is not a necessary component of audi
ence studies (it was not part of Hall’s [1980] early account of encoding); and when it 
is used, it is used to various ends.

There are, however, various questions to be asked of the approaches to audiencing 
explored in this chapter. One of these, directed at the earlier audience studies specifi
cally, concerns the way in which the site of audiencing is approached almost exclusively 
in its social modality. Both Mark Jancovich (1992) and Virginia Nightingale (1996) 
remark that as a consequence of the attention it pays to audiencing, this body of work 
neglects the image itself and its production. That is, ‘the textual processes through 
which television establishes social, cultural and political agendas’ are ignored 
(Jancovich, 1992: 136). As an example of this, Gillespie’s (1995) introduction to her 
ethnography takes 13 pages to get back to television after its opening mention, dis
cussing in the meanwhile questions of identity, race, hybridity, cosmopolitanism, 
fieldwork, diaspora, the subaltern and youth culture. While her more detailed discus
sions do pay attention to specific scenes in TV programmes, her overall approach is 
very much to subordinate the semiotic detail of the programme to the sociological 
situation of its audiences. Indeed, the emphasis on the social modality of TV watching 
is so strong in work of this kind that Moores (1993: 54) wonders whether studies that 
aim to embed TV watching firmly in the dynamics of classed, racialised and gendered 
social relations end up being more about those relations than about television. 
Jancovich (1992: 136) pursues this worry when he says that it is not clear in Morley’s 
(1986) study of family television precisely how those dynamics of family interaction 
affect the decoding of TV programmes. Clearly they do affect crucial aspects of televi
sion use, such as who decides to watch what and when; but their effect on who
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interprets what and how is much less clear. The same issue may appear as non-media- 
centric media studies develop more fully.

The theoretical assumptions of audience studies done as a part of cultural studies 
also have some questionable implications. Ang (1989) argues that much of the early 
work on audiencing assumed the authoritative researcher who knew more, or better, 
about TV programmes than the people they were interviewing. Moores (1993: 65) 
responds that some of her critique is misplaced, since authors like Morley (1980) 
explicitly invited their readers to make their own sense of their interview material by 
including large amounts of interview transcripts in their accounts. In this way, Morley 
is somewhat more modest in his interpretative claims than Ang allows, since his 
readers can reach their own conclusions (though still on the basis of the materials 
provided by Morley). However, on one point Ang’s (1989) critique does seem fair. She 
says that the assumption that there is a preferred meaning contained in a visual image 
implies that only the researcher can access it, and that it can act as a kind of baseline 
from which other audience interpretations can be assessed. Morley (1980: 22) actu
ally deploys a number of ideas from mainstream semiology to describe the preferred 
meanings of the TV programme Nationwide, or, as he puts it, ‘to establish provisional 
readings of their main communicative and ideological structures’. But as Moores 
(1993: 28) asks of these ‘communicative and ideological structures’: ‘Can we be sure 
we didn’t put it there ourselves while we were looking?’ Thus the notion of a preferred 
meaning is vulnerable to the same kind of questioning as all non-reflexive semiologi- 
cal claims to access the hidden meanings in images (see Section 6.5). (And recall that 
similar questions were posed in relation to content analysis and its claim to access the 
real meanings of images in Chapter 5.)

Other concerns about the role of the researcher in audience studies relates more to 
the methods used. In relation to interviewing, the issue is the impact of the researcher 
on their research subjects during the interview. As Buckingham (1991: 229) notes, all 
talk is done in a specific context, and this context affects what sort of talk is done. This 
is true of all social interactions, as those discourse analysts discussed in Chapter 7 here 
insist. However, Buckingham (1991) suggests that those researching audiencing should 
pay a little more attention to the effects of the interview context on what is said in the 
interview. I have already suggested that Gray (1992) might have considered this issue 
when making her decision to interview women VCR users on a one-to-one basis rather 
than in family groups. Obviously one-to-one interviews have their own specificities 
(which Gray [1992: 34] does explore), but it is rare to find any consideration of the way 
the researcher might have affected group or family interviews. The example Buckingham 
(1991: 229-32) uses is from his own work with school-age children. He notes that he 
interviewed these children at school and was introduced to them by their teacher, so that 
the children in those groups most likely associated him with teachers. In the group 
interviews, the children were very critical of TV advertising, and also discussed the racism 
and sexism of some kids’ cartoon series; but the question Buckingham asks is, were 
these children employing an ‘interpretative repertoire’ that they thought was appropri
ate to the situation (see Section 7.3.1), a situation in which an adult was listening to
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them, and when they know many adults, especially teachers, disapprove of television? 
Buckingham (1991) is not suggesting that the children were not saying what they 
thought, still less that they were lying; he is simply considering what effect the interview 
situation itself might have had on the material he gathered there. Concerns about the 
impact of the researcher on the material gathered are obviously relevant to ethnographic 
work as well. Hanging around in a living room, a school or indeed anywhere where you 
suspect something like television perhaps is being watched may, in some circumstances, 
affect what the people you are observing do; and talking to them about what they are 
doing will perform a particular kind of social interaction as much as allow you a win
dow into their audiencing (Schroder et al., 2003: 16).

Ethnography as a method is bedevilled by its own challenges. One is the time required 
to do an ethnography adequately. Clearly, given enough time and resources, researchers 
can embed themselves in many sites of audiencing in all their modalities in great detail, 
examining their co-constitution and the working of recontextualisation across them. 
But researchers with less time and resources will not have the luxury of extended, close- 
up ethnographic observation, and they will therefore have to make choices about what 
aspect of the social life of their chosen images they wish to concentrate on. Time and 
resource constraints place limits on many studies, and I imagine that such constraints 
affect many researchers. And since the quality of the findings of the anthropological 
approach do depend on detailed and extensive empirical evidence, such constraints may 
affect this method more perhaps than others this book has discussed (see Murphy 
[2011] for further discussion about the quality of some media ethnography).

Many of these issues, however, are endemic to any kind of social research: the role of 
the researcher and the definition of the field are questions any research project has to 
address. In that light, it is possible to conclude that this body of work on audiencing 
strongly emphasises the importance of the social modality of the sites of images’ circula
tion and audiencing, but can also pay attention to its technological modality. In terms 
of a critical visual methodology, some of this work can pay too little attention to the 
power of images themselves, and, although it can be strongly and productively reflexive, 
it is not necessarily so.

Summ ary: Audience Studies

•  associated with:
The sort of audience studies discussed here have been used most often in relation 
to the audiences of television programmes; the anthropologists discussed have 
examined a wider range of visual objects.

•  sites and modalities:
Audience studies focus most strongly on the site of audiencing in its social 
modality; anthropologists emphasise the site’s technological modality, as well as 
the circulation of images.
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• key terms:
Key terms include encoding, decoding and hegemony; practice, materiality, 
recontextualisation and non-media-centric media studies.

• strengths and weaknesses:
Audience studies can explore the richness and complexity of audiences’ 
engagements with visual materials while paying attention to social power 
relations. They can also offer reflexive accounts of the research process. However, 
the specificity of visual materials can be lost in more sociological accounts of 
audiencing. Anthropological accounts are strong on the social practices and 
diverse locations of audiencing, but are very time-consuming to carry out well.

Further Reading

The best book for exploring a fuller range of methods for researching audiences is 
called, not surprisingly, Researching Audiences (Schroder et al., 2003). Kim Schroder 
and his colleagues work with a much wider history of research into audiences than 
this chapter does, and they also give excellent and practical summaries of the full 
range of methods that can be used to research audiences, including interviews and 
ethnographies as well as quantitative techniques. A very useful collection of essays on 
the more theoretical aspects of thinking about audiencing is The Handbook of Media 
Audiences, edited by Virginia Nightingale (2011).

COMPANION WEBSITE

Visit https://study.sagepub.com/rose4 e for:

• Examples of the many different ethnographic approaches to understanding how users 

engage with images. These include a research project on how young people in the UK 
engage with celebrities, as well as a lecture by Lucy Suchman, who is very well known for 

her detailed studies of how different workers interface with computers.
• An exercise to extend your understanding of what ethnography as a method can do.

https://study.sagepub.com/rose4e


11
DIGITAL METHODS
DIGITAL IMAGES, DIGITALLY 
ANALYSED

key example: the chapter discusses studies of a video-sharing platform -  
YouTube -  and an image-sharing app -  Instagram.

11.1 Digital Methods: An Introduction

It may seem odd to devote a chapter to ‘digital methods’ when this book has 
explored the relationship between research methods and digital technologies of 
different kinds in all of its chapters thus far. Its opening review of theories of 
visual culture explored how the digital technologies that are used to create, circu
late and view images of many kinds are being theorised from a number of 
perspectives. Its conceptual framework addresses the need to examine the mobility 
of images; images of many kinds have always circulated, but the widespread use 
of visuals on most social media platforms have intensified that circulation and 
made that mobility more central to understanding contemporary visual culture. 
Various chapters have looked at digital images: computer games; YouTube videos; 
Instagram photos. And Chapter 5 on content analysis explored cultural analytics 
as a method that uses software to analyse large digital image collections and to 
create visualisations of those images. Moreover, as many books on digital media 
begin by pointing out, all scholars now use at least some kind of digital technol
ogy to undertake their research: word processing software to write papers, and a 
browser to email and read journals online, perhaps with an add-on to manage 
references and citations, at the very least. What research methods, you may ask, 
are now not digital in some way?

This chapter is based on a specific answer to that question. The answer 
is provided by Richard Rogers in his book called Digital Methods (2013). 
Rogers focuses on the web and its data, and for him, digital methods are
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methods that use the ways in which the web itself organises its data, to examine that data 
(Rogers [2014] gives a useful overview of a wider range of digital research). Digital 
methods thus examine ‘natively digital objects’ (2013: 1): things that are only found on 
the web, including ‘specific digital media’ (Rogers’ examples in his introduction [2013: 
15] are a blog post and a Wikipedia edit). And digital methods analyse those ‘objects’ 
using techniques that are only used on web data: searching for hyperlinks, tags, user 
locations, hits, datestamps and likes, for example. He suggests that using digital meth
ods on digital objects not only allows us better to understand how the web is organised; 
he argues that such methods can also help us to answer questions about social life now. 
For example, Lisa Nakamura (2014) studied the extensive spread of a type of online 
image created at the behest of ‘scambaiters’. Scambaiters are self-styled Internet vigi
lantes who pose as potential victims to online scammers in order to waste their time and 
resources by demanding that they create bizarrely posed photographs. The photos almost 
always show African (apparent) scammers, even though most online scammers are not 
African. Nakamura (2014: 261) suggests that‘an analysis of the origins and meanings of 
overtly racialized and sexist viral images such as these can tell us much about how racial 
and ethnic difference are enacted on the internet through visual means’, and she uses 
Google Images search to locate such images and then to explore their circulation and 
audiencing. In this way, digital methods ‘build upon existing, dominant [digital] devices 
themselves, and with them perform a cultural and societal diagnostics’ (Rogers, 2013:1-3).

There certainly seems to be a case to be made that understanding the pervasive 
presence of digital images in everyday life requires new methods. For most people in 
the Global North -  and a good many in the Global South too -  digital technologies 
are ubiquitous. They saturate everyday life, whether we are aware of them or not. 
Think of all the things that are done with a smartphone: calls (including calls made 
over 3G and 4G networks and VoIP services like Skype and Facetime) and messages 
are made and sent (emails and texts [SMS] as well as other messaging services like 
¡Message, WhatsApp and Snapchat); streets are navigated (using online maps like 
Google Maps); music is listened to (either downloaded or streamed) and photo
graphs are taken and shared (on platforms like Instagram and Snapchat); tweets are 
tweeted; games are played; not to mention the apps that tell you the weather fore
cast, track how far you walk each day, let you book a taxi, record your weight, and 
check your bank account balance. Many of these apps and services invite you to 
respond to them: to like an Instagram photo or a YouTube video, to favourite a 
tweet, or to make a location found on Google Maps your home. And then there’s 
your desktop, laptop or tablet, which does some of the same as your phone and 
more: emailing for work and leisure; googling for information; shopping; reading 
newspapers, magazines and ebooks; playing more games, listening to more music, 
watching films and TV programmes ... as well as using word processing packages 
and other software for work and study. A great many of these apps and software 
packages involve images. From the app icons on your phone screen, to video calls, to 
attaching a photo to a message or a tweet, to using your cameraphone to share
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images on Instagram, to the banners on websites -  quite apart from all the video and 
photography sites like Vimeo, YouTube, Flickr, Pinterest etc. -  there are images every
where. And increasingly, as well as the screens of your computer and your phone, 
there are larger screens in more-or-less public spaces like shopping malls and piazzas, 
showing news programmes, advertising and, sometimes, artworks (Berry et al., 2013; 
Casetti, 2013; McQuire et al., 2009; McQuire, 2010; Verhoeff, 2012). This is the 
‘media manifold’ described by Nick Couldry (2011: 220), as Section 10.4.3 noted, 
and, to quote the title of danah boyd’s (2014) recent study of how teenagers in the 
US use social media, ‘it’s complicated’.

The vast numbers of images on various online platforms is often used as evidence 
of the saturation of everyday life with images. In November 2014, for example, 100 
hours of video were uploaded to YouTube every minute and 60 million photographs 
were uploaded to Instagram every day, figures which were dwarfed by the 350 million 
images uploaded onto Facebook and the 400 million photos sent to Snapchat. And 
while many of these images are made and shared quickly and casually, many of the 
digital images that we see have gone through elaborate revision using image-editing 
software like Photoshop. Chapter 5 discussed the usefulness of content analysis and 
cultural analytics in this context. Given such vast numbers of images, quantitative 
methods continue to offer valuable insights. ‘We need to understand cultural, creative, 
and knowledge-systems across whole populations’, insists John Hartley (2012: 54);‘at 
the very least that we need to focus on probabilities in large-scale systems (e.g. “what 
can I find on YouTube?” ) rather than on essences found in single texts (e.g. the signed 
work of art in a museum)’ (2012: 57).

For many scholars, though, the ubiquity of digital technologies -  including 
‘ubiquitous photography’ (Hand, 2012) -  is about more than just the amount of 
digital stuff that is now being created. It is also about how the production, circu
lation and audiencing of digital materials (digital images, say) affect social and 
cultural life. Many argue that the technologies that enable all those YouTube videos 
and Snapchat photos are part of the emergence of new forms of social and cultural 
practice. Chapter 1 touched on one aspect of this argument in its discussion of the 
claim that a particular ‘digital vision’ is emerging that is visible in very many kinds 
of professionally produced digital imagery (Elsaesser, 2013). A more general argument 
has been articulated by Evelyn Ruppert, John Law and Mike Savage (2013). Drawing 
on the work of Bruno Latour (2007), they see ‘digital devices as increasingly the very 
stuff of social life in many locations ... reworking, mediating, mobilizing, material
izing and intensifying social and other relations’ (Ruppert et al., 2013: 24). This is 
very similar to the anthropological work discussed in Section 10.4.1, although it 
owes more to Latour’s somewhat stronger emphasis on the agency of objects: certain 
affordances shape what can be done with the technology.

Exploring just how digital ‘devices’ may rework social and other relations entails a 
number of methodological decisions, of course. For many scholars, it is important to 
focus on everyday interactions with technologies, and explore how people are using
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technologies to do what they want to do. Section 10.4.3 suggested that ethnographic 
approaches to this task could be effective. A somewhat different approach is taken by 
Jill Walker Rettberg (2014) in her book on Seeing Ourselves Through Technology. 
Hers is a more discursive account, mixing discussions of specific apps and platforms 
from media reports and academic discussions with her own experiences. Digital meth
ods are not the only way of studying digital images, then; as ever, the appropriate 
method depends on your research question.

However, other scholars have argued that, if digital technologies and social and 
cultural identities and relations are co-produced, it is necessary to look not only at 
what people do with technologies, but also at what the technologies themselves are 
doing. They are interested in how platforms for image sharing, for example, or social 
media platforms, have their own forms of internal organisation (Halavais, 2013; 
Ruppert et al., 2013). Hartley (2012), among many other new media scholars, empha
sises how platforms like Facebook and Google depend on internal algorithms to sift 
their data, and that this structures what their users see in quite particular ways: for 
example, Google Maps prioritises in its search results those locations that have 
received most ‘likes’ (Graham et al., 2013), and it may therefore be shaping who goes 
where. Hartley (2012) argues that this means we need to understand online platforms 
and databases as more than the sum of their individual parts; we also need to under
stand them as systems that organise themselves -  through their software -  in quite 
particular ways.

This is the understanding that drives Rogers’ (2013) definition of digital methods. 
To summarise: if, as it is claimed, digital devices are making us through new ways of 
organising all sorts of data about us, including images, we need to use those same 
devices and their methods to work out the effects of that organisation on social and 
cultural life.

Rogers makes a clear distinction between digital methods and other kinds of meth
ods that use digital technologies. On his definition, methods that examine objects that 
are not natively digital are not digital methods, even if those objects have been scanned 
and uploaded to the web. So, for example, an analysis of eighteenth-century portrait 
paintings may have relied on looking at portraits in the online archives of many art 
galleries. While their online availability has changed the research because it has made 
many more portraits available for study, their interpretation cannot be a digital 
method because the portraits were not created digitally. Nor, on Rogers’ definition, do 
digitised versions of pre-digital methods count as properly digital methods. Thus, 
according to Rogers (2013: 15), the cultural analytics discussed in Chapter 5 is not a 
digital method. Partly this is because it does not always study digitally created objects. 
Cultural analytics has been deployed on digitised versions of films, Impressionist paint
ings, manga comics and magazine covers, for example, none of which were created 
digitally. And even when it does analyse digitally created objects -  it has also been used 
on Instagram photos of cities and selfies -  cultural analytics does not use Instagram’s 
distinctively digital objects for organising its photographs. It does not, for example, use
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image
recognition
software

tags tags (very short textual descriptions of an image), likes or follows to 
understand how Instagram’s photographs are organised: it only analyses 
their visual content. Indeed, this was a criticism of cultural analytics made 
in Chapter 5. Cultural analytics treats digital photographs as isolated 
objects, and analyses them by identifying patterns in very large numbers 
of them; it does not examine the ways in which Instagram’s software 
structures their distribution. Thus even when it analyses digitally created 
images, cultural analytics is not a digital method on Rogers’ definition.

‘Digital methods’ must therefore be deployed on those digital images 
that are fully embedded in online image-sharing (and social media) plat
forms and apps. Given that they pay particular attention to the ways that 
those platforms and apps organise the millions of photos that they host in 
order to present a specific selection on any one phone or PC screen, it also 
becomes apparent that digital methods focus particularly on the sites of 
the circulation and the audiencing of images. They look at online data - 
that is, data (like images) that has been uploaded to the web and is 
available for study there (Section 11.4 will mention the issues of privacy 
that this raises) -  and they explore how that data is organised by the con
ventions and techniques of its platform using those same techniques.

discussion
There are also a large number o f image recognition software programmes that 
can explore the content o f digital images. They can search large collections of 
digital images and generate textual descriptions o f those images; and research
ers are also working on programmes tha t will be able to  undertake searches for 
images based on the im ages’ visual content rather than on the tags th a t have 
been attached to them  (New York Times, 2014). Such software is comm ercial and 
currently very expensive, so will not be discussed fu rther in th is  book.

This chapter will discuss digital methods in relation to an analysis of 
YouTube by Jean Burgess and Joshua Green (2009) and a discussion of 
Instagram by Tim Highfield and Tama Leaver (2014; see also Weller 
et al., 2013). Both of these studies look at digitally produced images - 
photographs and videos -  and explore how the digital objects of their 
respective platforms (for example, Instagram’s tags and YouTube’s ‘like/ 
dislike’ buttons) affect how the images on that platform become visible.

This definition of digital methods creates something of a paradox for 
this chapter, however, because digital methods for analysing visual images 
are currently still emergent. Burgess and Green’s (2009) methods are not
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fully digital, and Highfield and Leaver (2014) are reporting on the early 
stages of their Instagram analysis. What this means is that this chapter 
cannot point to a selection of off-the-shelf software tools for analysing 
digital visual materials using digital methods as defined by Rogers. 
Currently, to use a digital method for analysing images, you need to know 
how to write software, or to work with someone who does. So this chapter 
does not contain a discussion of how to do a specific digital method for 
analysing digital images. Nonetheless, in a book like this it seems impor
tant to address the methodological issues that these methods raise, for 
three reasons. First, there are various projects afoot working to invent and 
share digital methods for working with images, and their results will 
surely be available in the lifetime of this book. Secondly, some readers 
may well be able to code, or know someone who can, and may want some 
methodological guidance on how to proceed. And thirdly, digital methods 
raise some interesting questions about visuality and digitality which are 
not simply technical and are therefore of interest to anyone concerned 
with how to study contemporary visual culture.

So, despite not discussing a specific digital method, this chapter dis
cusses digital methods more generally in five sections:

1. The first is this introduction.
2. The second examines some of the issues surrounding how to access 

digital images.
3. The third examines some of the questions that digital methods exam

ining digital images might usefully ask.
4. The fourth explores some of the ethical issues involved in using 

digital methods.
5. And the fifth assesses the usefulness of digital methods for analysing 

images, using the criteria established in Chapter 1.

11.2 How to A ccess Digital Objects for Digital 
Methods

The first step in deploying a digital method to interpret online images is 
to figure out what images you are interested in and why. Your research 
question should ‘perform a cultural and societal diagnostics’ (Rogers, 
2013: 1-3), remember. And the images must be both digitally produced 
and digitally organised.

One important means by which digital objects are organised is by their 
metadata. Metadata is data that adds information to other data. To take 
the example of an image file: if you take a digital photograph with a 
camera, that photo’s metadata may include the camera’s make and model,

metadata
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whether a flash was used or not, when it was taken, and its location. 
(It is the date and time in this metadata that enables photo management 
software like Picasa and iPhoto to sort your photos in date order.) If 
you then tweet that photograph when you have turned on the ‘Add a 
location to my Tweets’ option in your Twitter account settings, the 
image file will be stripped of its original metadata by Twitter, but among 
the tweet’s 32 pieces of metadata will be its location. Thus an image’s 
metadata can be created by the device that created the image, and it can 
also be created by subsequent things that are done to that image -  by 
Twitter’s software, in the previous example, but also for example by you 
when, after you’ve tweeted it, you add a tag to that photo in the appli
cation you use to organise your digital photo collection on your desktop 
computer. The data carried by digital images, then, vary as a photograph 
(that is, an image file plus its metadata) circulates through different 
media. (Rogers’ [2013] discussion of digital methods describes a much 
wider range of digital objects, but at the moment it seems that image files’ 
metadata is the focus for most efforts to develop digital methods that can 
analyse images.) The first step in figuring out what digital objects you 
want to base your analysis on, then, is to understand what digital infor
mation is attached to the specific images you are interested in.

The next step is to decide which of those combinations of images and 
metadata are relevant to answering your research question. In their 
study of YouTube, Burgess and Green (2009: 7) describe their interest in 
understanding how YouTube, as a platform, functions as ‘a mediated 
cultural system’. How is YouTube structured by its particular interface? 
What are its dominant patterns of use? What sorts of visual and other 
practices are becoming the norm on such sites? What is their ‘shared and 
particular common culture’ (Burgess and Green, 2009: 39)? In line with 
Rogers’ argument, they assume that to answer those questions, they 
needed to use YouTube’s distinctively digital objects. These were not simply 
the videos on YouTube, but the videos that YouTube itself had calculated 
were its ‘most viewed’, ‘most favourited’, ‘most responded’ and ‘most dis
cussed’ over a particular period in 2007, and tagged as such. That is, they 
chose videos with certain kinds of metadata (the ‘most viewed’ tag) to 
study.

Once you’ve identified both the images and their relevant metadata, 
you then need to extract them from their online source, and turn them 
into your own dataset. This can be done manually, with a large enough 
team (Burgess and Green [2009] imply that this is how they down
loaded the 4,320 YouTube videos that form the basis of their YouTube 
study). Or it can be done by using or designing a software programme 

scrape that can extract -  or scrape -  specified data from a platform automatically.



DIGITAL METHODS 295

The digital method described by Highfield and Leaver (2014) for exploring Instagram 
functions like this. It involved writing code that hooks into Instagram’s API, or appli
cation programming interface. The code in effect poses questions to Instagram’s API, 
querying Instagram’s digital objects. Highfield and Leaver (2014: n.p.), like Burgess 
and Green (2009), focus on the tags attached to images, in their case the photographs 
on Instagram, and report that ‘the information about the tagged images returned 
through the Instagram API allows us to examine patterns of use around publishing 
activity (time of day, day of the week), types of content (image or video), and locations 
specified around these particular terms.’ Highfield and Leaver’s (2014) work builds 
on similarities between Instagram’s digital objects and Twitter’s. For a number of 
reasons, doing large-scale, quantitative analyses of tweets is relatively straightforward, 
and Highfield and Leaver suggest that using what has been learnt about tweets is a 
good starting point for analysing Instagram photographs, particularly given the simi
larities between the use of the tag in Instagram to label photos, and the use of the 
hashtag in Twitter to signify a particular issue. However, what they cannot currently 
do is analyse Instagram’s visual content directly: their analysis is restricted to 
Instagram’s images’ metadata.

discussion
The queries tha t can be directed at online images include:

• queries th a t will retrieve images o f specific form  or shape or colour;
• queries tha t will retrieve images tha t have been tagged in sim ilar ways by the ir 

users;
• queries tha t will retrieve images if the ir surrounding text is similar.

focus
A pro ject w hich does not use d ig ita l m ethods because it does not analyse b orn - 
d ig ita l images, but w hich nonethe less gives a good idea of the process of d ig ita l 
m ethods, is The Real Face of White A u stra lia . This p ro ject has extracted  pho to 
graphs from  a part of the d ig itised  N ationa l Arch ives of A u s tra lia . In the early  
tw entie th  century, the A u stra lian  governm ent was asserting  th a t A u s tra lia  was 
w hite , w hich , qu ite  a p a rt fro m  the tre a tm e n t m eted out to A b o rig in a l 
A ustra lians, m eant tha t thousands of Chinese, Japanese, Indian, Afghan, 
Syrian and Malay im m ig ra n ts  and th e ir  fa m ilie s  w ere  su rve ille d  and policed in 
various ways; th is  often included having th e ir  photographs taken and being 
held in police o r im m igra tion  records (rem em ber the discussion of photography
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Screenshot from The Real Face of White Australia http://invisible 
australians.org/faces

in C hapter 9). These photos are the ones scho la rs  Kate B agna ll and Tim 
S h e rra tt have scraped from  the N ationa l Arch ives of A us tra lia  (NAA) and 
placed onto The R eal Face of White A u stra lia  w ebsite , w here  you can c lick  on the 
photograph to see the o rig in a l record, 're vea lin g ', as the w ebsite  says, ‘the real 
face of W hite A u s tra lia ’ . Here is a shortened  vers ion  of Tim  describ ing  how he 
scraped the im ages:

It d idn ’t take long to find a python sc rip t tha t used the OpenCV lib ra ry  to 
detect faces in photographs. I tr ie d  the sc rip t on a few  of the NAA docu
m ents and was im pressed ... So then the excitem ent kicked in. I m odified 
the sc rip t so tha t instead of ju s t find ing  the coordinates of faces it w ould 
enlarge the selected area by 50px on each side and then crop the image. 
This did a great job of ex tracting  the p o rtra its  ...

Once the sc rip t was w ork ing  I had to assem ble the docum ents. I a lready 
had a basic harveste r tha t w ould  re trieve  both the file  m etadata and d ig i
tised im ages fo r any se ries  in the NAA database. Acting on Kate 's advice,
I pointed it at [the relevant section of the arch ive] and downloaded 12,502 
page images. A ll I then had to do was loop the fac ia l detection sc rip t over 
the images. S im ple! ... a fte r  running  fo r several hours, my fa ith fu l old 
laptop fin a lly  w orked its way th rough  a ll the docum ents. The re su lt was a 
d irec to ry  fu ll  of 11,170 cropped images. There w ere s t i l l  qu ite  a lot of false 
positives and so I s im p ly  w orked my way th rough  the files, m anua lly  d e le t
ing the e rro rs . I ended up w ith  7,247 photos of people ... Then it was ju s t a 
m a tte r of bu ild ing  a web app to d isp lay the p o rtra its  ... It's  im p orta n t to

http://invisible
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note tha t the p o rtra its  provide a way of exp loring  the records them selves. 
If you c lick on a face you see a copy of the docum ent from  w hich the photo 
was extracted. A lin k  is provided to exam ine the fu ll  context of the image 
in RecordSearch. This is not ju s t an exh ib ition, i t ’s a find ing  aid. I th in k  our 
experim enta l b row ser helps us to understand why the Invisib le A u stra lian s  
project is so im p orta n t —  you look at th e ir  faces and you s im p ly w ant to 
know m ore. Who are they? W hat w ere th e ir  lives like? (S herra tt, 2011)

Both Burgess and Green (2009) and Highfield and Leaver (2014), then, use some 
of the distinctive ways in which YouTube and Instagram organise their images -  
particularly the tags attached to images -  to create their datasets. As both elaborate, 
though, there are a number of issues with this process.

First, access: many platforms that carry images do not allow access to their APIs. 
As Highfield and Leaver explain, not all platforms have open APIs that can be quer
ied: although both Twitter and Instagram do, Facebook does not, for example. Other 
platforms do not allow their images to be downloaded (Instagram does not, which is 
one reason why Highfield and Leaver cannot analyse Instagram photos directly), or 
will charge for access to their content. So simply getting hold of the images and their 
metadata in the first place may not be straightforward, or even possible.

Secondly, your research question may make it necessary to work not only with 
images and their metadata like tags or locations, but also with the text that accompa
nies those images online: captions, comments or discussion. Analysing large numbers 
of images in relation to such text is currently very difficult.

11.3 Som e of the Questions that Digital Methods 
Exam ining Digital Im ages M ight Usefully Ask

Assuming you have managed to collate a large number of digitally created online 
images with their metadata, though, what sort of analysis might you conduct?

11.3.1 Questions about audiencing
The current focus seems to be on tags as a way of exploring digital images. Many tags 
are added to an image by the platform onto which the images have been loaded. Other 
tags can be added by the image’s creator; and still more are added as other people 
viewing the images ‘like’ it, ‘favourite’ it and comment on it. So analysing the tags can 
explore how online images are audienced in different ways.

Burgess and Green’s (2009) study of YouTube as a system uses some of YouTube’s 
tags. They also add their own tags to each video, though, in order to be able to add
ress certain aspects of the question that YouTube’s own available metadata cannot.
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folksonomy

The videos downloaded from YouTube were each tagged -  or coded 
(Chapter 5) -  according to whether they were created by professional 
media organisations or amateurs (or whether this wasn’t clear). Burgess 
and Green then examined the relation between who uploaded videos onto 
YouTube and how often those videos were tagged as ‘most viewed’, ‘most 
favourited’, ‘most responded’ and ‘most discussed’ (see Figure 11.2). 
Displaying this data in a simple bar chart format shows very clearly that 
the majority of the ‘most viewed’ videos were those uploaded by what 
Burgess and Green categorised as ‘traditional’ media producers, while the 
‘most discussed’ videos were mostly ‘user-created’. This immediately sug
gests that there are two different kinds of viewing practices on YouTube, 
depending on the sort of material that is being watched, with user-created 
videos embedded in a much more participatory kind of viewing.

Another approach to audiencing online image platforms would be to 
understand how some images create groupings of viewers. Tags are again 
one way to approach this. Early Twitter users started to use the hashtag 
symbol # in order to be able to join and follow specific conversations: 
tweets about a particular event, for example, use the relevant hashtag to 
identify a contribution to that event’s Twitter stream. Tags are therefore 
a folksonomy: that is, an emergent, fluid and uncodified user-generated

Most Most Most Most
viewed favourited responded discussed

Uncertain d H  Traditional H  User-created

Bar chart from Burgess and Green's (2009: 45) study of 
YouTube, showing the three kinds of content they identified on YouTube 
and their distribution across the four different popularity categories
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vocabulary for grouping and naming things. An analysis of Instagram’s tagged photo
graphs, though, would show how particular tags were visualised. They would show 
how a particular thing was being pictured by a particular group of Instagram users.

This ‘group’ is a good example of how digital forms of organisation can be theo
rised as constituting new forms of social organisation: not through traditional 
sociological categories but through the online attributes that accumulate as various 
things are done online. This is not a group defined by particular social characteristics 
like class or age, which is how the audience studies discussed in the previous chapter 
described TV viewers. Rather, it is a group defined simply by the fact that all its mem
bers have used the same (hash)tag as part of their online activity. This ‘group’ is a 
social form that Rogers (2013) calls ‘post-demographic’ and Ruppert et al. (2013), 
following Latour, describe as ‘monadic’.

Burgess and Green (2009) discuss at some length the implications of using 
YouTube’s own tagging system as part of their analysis. The tags they were working 
with -  the most favourited videos, for example -  were generated by YouTube’s inter
nal analytics. Nonetheless, there are issues about using such metadata. They point 
out, for example, that you need to have a YouTube account to tag videos in this way; 
thus the tags don’t reflect the preferences of all visitors to YouTube but only its reg
istered members. They also note that when YouTube’s software analytics describe a 
video as ‘most favourited’, it encourages other people to look at it, thus increasing its 
chances of being ‘favourited’ yet more times; similarly, tagging something as ‘most 
discussed’ encourages people to comment on it. A straight content analysis, as 
described in Chapter 5, would worry that this would constitute a bias in their sam
ple. However, given that Burgess and Green (2009) were interested precisely in the 
dynamics of YouTube as a cultural system, they conclude that in fact YouTube’s own 
categories are very useful for their own analysis.

However, it is important to emphasise that tags and hashtags must be used carefully. 
Software-generated tags only create some kinds of information, and many tags gener
ated by users of a platform like YouTube are not applied consistently. Different users 
create different tags for different reasons, and indeed different tags can refer to the 
same thing; they are not always applied to what might be appropriate images; and 
they may have no relevance to your research question. People can attach Flickr’s most 
popular tags to their photos, for example, even if their photo has nothing to do with 
what the tag refers to, just to get more people to look at their photo. As a result, 
searching image collections using tags and hashtags does not necessarily return (links 
to, in Instagram’s case) all the images related to a particular topic. Not all photo
graphs of New York on Twitter, for example, are tagged with the hashtag ‘New York’, 
and nor do all tweets carry geolocation metadata.

11.3.2 Questions about the circulation of images
Digital methods may be able to say something about aspects of how digital images are 
audienced then. They can also address aspects of the site of the circulation of digital
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images. There are perhaps three possibilities here. The first is within a 
platform: what images become most liked, favourited, commented, dis
cussed. Thus tags can be taken not only as indicators of different forms 
of audiencing but also, as Burgess and Green (2009) suggest too, as 
ways in which YouTube generates patterns among its vast content.

A second possible question that digital methods may be able to ask 
about images’ circulations would be about the cross-platform circula
tion of images. This is a key aspect of the digitally enabled ‘convergence 
culture’ discussed in Chapter 2, and social media and image-sharing 
platforms and apps are rarely used in isolation. As this chapter and the 
last have already noted, they are usually just one element in a range of 
platforms and apps that people have settled into certain ways of using 
and sharing content across, perhaps modifying that content as they do 
so. Given this, then, as Highfield and Leaver (2014) note in relation to 
Instagram, analyses of images on any one app or platform also need to 
acknowledge how those images work in the context of other apps and 
platforms. In particular, this suggests that it is important to examine the 
processes by which images are shared, and also how particular images 
are shared at such a scale that they go viral. Social media and image
sharing platforms have users distributed in many different places, and 
they too, obviously, are dynamic in time as new images are uploaded 
and tagged; images are also shared between platforms (Beer, 2013; 
Highfield and Leaver, 2014; Rettberg, 2014; Ruppert et al., 2013). 
A particular image may be shared between platforms by very many 
people, gathering more and more hits, likes, links, retweets and so on; 
tracking where and how that happens may shed light on the temporary 
emergence of particular kinds of social networks (which again have to 
be understood as monadic or post-demographic). Software is available 
to map the networks created by specific words shared by tweets. At the 
time of writing this, though, it is not available for tracking how particu
lar images circulate where and at what speed; indeed, Highfield and 
Leaver (2014) point out that the apps that allow the Instagram equiva
lent of a retweet do not always leave a trace in the retweeted photo’s 
metadata. This is clearly an area needing more methods work.

A final possible means of researching the circulation of digital images 
has already been touched on in Sections 3.5 and 8.3.1: what images 

image searches appear in what kind of image searches. Search engines are one of the 
most important tools for accessing information on the web. As 
Alexander Halavais (2013) points out, as more and more data, informa
tion and images are uploaded, ways of finding relevant information 
become more important, as the success of Google testifies. Google’s web 
search algorithm apparently collects around two hundred aspects of 
each webpage’s data and metadata -  far more than just, say, its textual
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content -  and analyses all of these when it produces the results of a search. Google 
Images search similarly evaluates a number of the characteristics of each image it 
retrieves: these apparently include its page’s speed (so very large image files that take 
a long while to appear on screen are less likely to appear high up in a search); its 
uniqueness (if it’s an advert, for example, that appears in the same form on lots of 
different sites, again it won’t appear high up in a list of search results); as well as 
image names, title tags and the textual richness of the page it appears on. Search 
engines have therefore been described as ‘a biasing technology’ (Halavais, 2013: 249).

Given all that, Rogers (2013) discusses the ways in which Google searches can be 
used as a research tool. One way to search for viral images, for example, is to use 
Google Images Search and track each result back to its webpage and thus attempt to 
map its original appearance and spread, which is what Nakamura (2014) seems to have 
done in her study on scambaiting photos. Alternatively, you could use Google’s reverse 
image search. In a Google reverse image search, you upload one image and Google 
searches for similar-looking images. Again, this could be a way to locate and (indirectly) 
track the emergence and spread of specific images. However, Rogers (2013) recom
mends that if you plan to use Google searches as a research tool, you need to start with 
a ‘clean’ version of Google (by logging out and clearing all caches and cookies), oth
erwise your search results will be influenced by your previous searches.

As I understand it, there are currently significant technical issues to be resolved 
before these sorts of question can be answered with confidence using digital methods. 
However, many efforts are being made to analyse the vast amounts of data generated 
by online activity, and not just by academics. As Ruppert, Law and Savage (2013) point 
out, there is a paradox at work here. On the one hand, understanding and analysing 
big data of any kind requires high levels of technical expertise -  and the kind of exper
tise that many social scientists interested in answering questions about social and, 
especially, cultural life, simply do not have. (The ‘cultural turn’ set its face very much 
against quantitative and, by extension, computational methods.) This suggests that 
collaborations between qualitative and computational scholars may be valuable, and 
Chapter 15 will discuss mixing methods. However, it is not just academic researchers 
who are working on digital methods for analysing images. So too are many commer
cial companies, who, for a price, can run sophisticated image-recognition software 
packages on very large numbers of online images. And, as Noortje Marres (2012) 
points out, many of the platforms and apps that this chapter has mentioned have their 
own data analysis tools.

11.4 W hat are the Ethical Issues Involved in Using Digital 
Methods?

As recent events have made clear, the data that we wittingly and unwittingly gener
ate when we text, tweet, shop and chat online is rarely if ever entirely private. Our 
communications and transactions are logged and the data is used in various ways.
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This book has already explored the implications of some examples of this. Google 
searches, for example, modify their search results on the basis of its record of your 
location and what you have previously searched for. Likewise, the adverts that 
appear on your Facebook newsfeed and Gmail page are placed there according to the 
kinds of thing that appear on that feed and in your emails. When it comes to online 
activity, ‘our audience today includes machines. The machines parse the data we 
provide -  running selfies through image-recognition software, our status updates 
through sentiment analysis software, and our health data through risk indication 
analysis -  and send the results on to marketers, employers, insurers or governments’ 
(Rettberg, 2014: 87-8).

In this context, questions about the ethics of working with data gathered online - 
especially images scraped from social media sites -  are raised by many researchers. 
Chapter 14 will discuss the issues in greater detail, but there are two main concerns 
to note here.

The first is is that individuals who upload their images to social media sites have 
not given explicit consent for their images (and their associated data) to be used 
by researchers. In all other forms of research, it is standard practice now to ask 
participants in research projects to sign a consent form agreeing that the infor
mation produced in an interview, for example, can be used as part of the research 
project’s dataset. That does not happen when thousands of images are collected by 
software automatically. Some social media researchers suggest that this is not in 
fact a problem -  that consent is not necessary -  because they are studying images 
and text that are already by definition available to anyone, by dint of being 
uploaded to a social media site in the first place; and in any case, as just noted, 
that data is being used by corporations and governments in all sorts of ways any
way. Other researchers disagree. This is partly because images that are uploaded 
on one platform -  perhaps to a limited number of ‘friends’ -  may then be shared 
on other platforms without the uploader’s consent; and there is also a general 
concern that a researcher analysing a Facebook timeline, for example, is not doing 
the same thing as the Facebooker’s friends are, and that the researcher should 
therefore be guided by academic protocols including protocols for ethical research.

Secondly, standard practice is also that all research data collected should be 
anonymised so that no individuals can be identified. As Chapter 14 will discuss in 
more depth, this poses a particular challenge for researchers working with images. 
Again, while some scholars seem unconcerned about working with images of identi
fiable individuals, others like Highfield and Leaver (2014) suggest that all data 
generated by digital methods should be aggregated where possible, and if that data 
includes images, every effort should be made to ‘de-identify’ them.

There is no easy answer to these debates. For example, while some social media 
researchers are concerned not to use images of identifiable individuals, The Real Face 
of White Australia project discussed in Section 11.2 assumes that showing individual 
faces is a way of honouring the lives of those who were not respected by the Australian 
government in their own lifetimes.
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11.5 Digital Methods: An Assessm ent

This section cannot be a proper assessment of digital methods for analysing the online 
organisation of digital images, because few such methods currently exist for research
ers to use. Nonetheless, even at this stage of their development, some aspects of the 
usefulness or otherwise of digital methods for a critical visual methodology are clear.

To begin with, it is evident that digital methods focus on the sites of the image 
itself, its circulation and its audiencing, and they do so by focussing on their tech
nological modality in particular. Digital methods thus sit very comfortably with 
those accounts of the impact of digital technologies on social and cultural life which 
suggest that the machines -  to use Rettberg’s (2014) phrasing -  are active agents in 
this life; that is, with approaches to visual culture that emphasise the importance of 
the material agency of digital hardware and software. Coming from a Latourian posi
tion, for example, Ruppert et al. (2013) explicitly endorse what they describe as 
Rogers’ (2013) ontological claim about the organisation of social life by distinctively 
digital processes. In an odd way, then, digital methods do satisfy the first criteria for 
such a methodology that this book has so far used, which is that, to be critical, a 
visual methodology must pay close attention to the image. Digital methods do not do 
this by paying close attention to visual content of images in the same way as the other 
methods discussed in this book do, though. In fact, they pay attention to the visual 
content in very particular and rather limited ways, as we have seen both in this chap
ter and in Section 5.3 on cultural analytics, because software can only detect certain 
elements of the data contained in, or associated with, image files. Nonetheless, digital 
methods are based entirely on that data, and in this sense can be said to be very atten
tive to the image itself.

If Ruppert et al. (2013) are also to be believed, digital methods may be able to say 
important things about new, monadic forms of social difference that are emerging as 
digital technologies of many kinds intervene in many aspects of everyday life. As for 
reflexivity: digital methods simply do not discuss reflexivity, in the sense it was dis
cussed in Chapter 2. There is no discussion of how the researcher’s social position 
might affect a digital methods analysis. Indeed, Rogers’ (2013) recommendation, 
noted in Section 11.3.2, that researchers should use a ‘clean’ version of Google as a 
research tool, is precisely about removing any impact you may have on its results. 
Paradoxically, though, this suggests that digital methods may be open to a certain 
kind of reflexivity. After all, the data trail left behind by everyone who uses Google is 
what constitutes (part of) the ‘post-demographic’ or ‘monadic’ sociality that online 
activity co-produces between technologies and people, and that includes researchers. 
Digital methods may therefore enable reflexivity about how the research results gen
erated by digital methods are situated by the particular online profile of a researcher.

Digital methods certainly have potential as a critical visual methodology, then. 
However, there are also various issues that need some thought in relation to digital 
methods. One is the instability of web data and objects: a platform may disappear (as 
Myspace did), or an API be discontinued (Rogers, 2015).
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Another is its particular definition of what counts as a digitally pro
duced image. Rogers (2013) does not spend a lot of time elaborating 
on this. It is though rather less straightforward than he seems to 
assume. Take the example of the high-quality digital visualisations that 
are found on the hoardings around building sites, showing what the 
building will look like when it is finished (Figure 11.3). They weren’t 
very common even five years ago, but they’re now to be found on the 
billboards of even quite small building projects. Their production is 
certainly digital from its inception (Rose et al., 2014; Degen et al., 
2015). These images are derived from the 3D computer model that is 
the architect’s design for the building: sometimes the design software 
creates images as it designs the building, and sometimes the computer 
model is imported into visualisation software. Either way, software is 
used to create that intensely detailed and immersive imagery which 
Chapter 1 suggested was perhaps becoming typical of a contemporary 
‘digital vision’. These images are therefore digital at their site of pro
duction, for sure, and arguably at the site of the image itself too.

A digital 
visualisation 
on a billboard 
in Cambridge, 
UK

However, visualisers often try quite hard to make their visualisations 
look like photographs. Many visualisations contain bits of photographs
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cut and pasted into them, in fact, particularly photos of people, trees and other par
ticularly complex objects. And many architectural photographs now are mimicking 
the intensity of the digital visualisations, with a preference for dusk or night scenes 
that allow lots of glowing light and dazzling effects, not least by using post-produc
tion software like Photoshop. The result is that it’s often not possible now to 
differentiate between a photo and a visualisation of a new building. In terms of the 
image itself and its compositional qualities, then, this sort of visualisation remedi
ates (analogue) photography in a number of significant ways. So can it be said to be 
a purely digital object? This returns us to some of the debates rehearsed in Chapter 
1. For materialists focused on the ontology of objects, the answer would be yes, 
because the production of these images relies entirely on digital technologies. 
Indeed, Rogers (2013: 25) cites both McLuhan and Hayles as he develops an onto
logical claim for the distinctiveness of digital methods, although he argues not that 
such methods are materially distinctive (as do McLuhan, Hayles and other material
ists discussed in Chapters 1 and 2) but that they are structured by distinctive 
software processes. For those more interested in the discursive framing of images, 
though -  discourse analysts, for example -  the answer might be more equivocal. If 
such visualisations are often described as ‘photographs’ when they are reproduced 
in newspapers -  and they often are -  and if the billboards on which they appear 
carry warnings reminding their viewers that a ‘Computer Generated Image is indic
ative only’ -  which seems to imply that they might be taken as images of real scenes -  are 
their digital qualities irrelevant so that they should be understood as photographs 
after all?

It also remains to be seen just how digital methods will be able to deal with the 
‘expressive content’ of images. While image software is becoming increasingly adept 
at recognising what photographs show and even generating captions for photos auto
matically, as Section 5.4 noted, the mood or feel of an image is something else. But it 
is as important for digital images as for any other. Many digital images are created 
with the immersive, intense aesthetic of a contemporary ‘digital vision’, and that is 
crucial to images intended to sell urban redevelopment projects to would-be buyers, 
for example. But elsewhere, quite other expressive content is valued. A great deal of 
web content adopts what Nick Douglas (2014) calls the ‘internet ugly aesthetic’ in 
which ‘it’s meant to look like shit’. Whether polished and atmospheric or sloppy and 
amateurish, digital methods do not (yet?) provide a means for examining the compo
sitional modality of the image itself.

Finally, many scholars remain sceptical that digital methods can address questions 
of cultural meaning. The same doubt appeared in Chapter 5’s discussion of content 
analysis and cultural analytics; for many researchers, especially those schooled in the 
cultural turn, these automated and/or large-scale methods simply cannot focus on 
what matters in contemporary visual culture: people doing all sorts of complex, 
thoughtful, creative, ‘idiotic’ (Goriunova, 2013) things with all sorts of anticipated 
and unanticipated effects.
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Summ ary: Digital Methods

•  associated, with:
The analysis of digitally produced objects, using digitally distinctive forms of 
organising data.

•  sites and modalities:
Digital methods are most concerned with the sites of the image itself -  its 
circulation and audiencing, in their technological modality

•  key terms:
Key terms include metadata, tag, folksonomy, image searches and scrape

•  strengths and weaknesses:
Digital methods that can analyse online images are not currently fully developed. 
Potentially, though, they will be able to analyse patterns in the content and 
distribution of online images, particularly in what they suggest about forms of 
social and cultural activity.

COMPANION WEBSITE

Visit https://study.sagepub.com/rose4 e for:

• A link to the Digital Methods Initiative at the University of Amsterdam, led by Richard 

Rodgers, the author of the key text discussed in this chapter. On their website, you'll find 
lots of tutorials on, and discussion about, how to do digital methods.

https://study.sagepub.com/rose4e
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MAKING IMAGES AS 
RESEARCH DATA
PHOTO-DOCUMENTATION AND 
PHOTO-ELICITATION

key examples: the exam ples discussed in this chapter all use photographs, 
as part of either photo-documentation or photo-elicitation methods, in order 
to explore urban environments.

The chapter also looks more briefly at a range of other visual materials cre
ated as research data in the course of research projects.

12.1 M aking Im ages as Research Data: An Introduction

This chapter looks at a range of methods attracting more and more attention in social 
sciences such as sociology, health studies, anthropology, education and human geog
raphy. These methods are distinct from all the other approaches to visual materials 
discussed in this book so far, because they do not work with found images that 
already exist distinct from a research project like Hollywood films, YouTube videos 
or family snaps. Instead, they work with images that are made as part of a research 
project. Such images can be made by the researcher, or they can be made by the people 
they are researching; and they can take many forms, including film, video, photo
graphs, maps, diagrams, paintings, models, drawings, memory books, diaries and 
collages. Importantly, these are not visual objects that simply illustrate some aspect of 
the research project, what Marcus Banks (2001: 144) calls a ‘largely redundant visual 
representation of something already described in the text’. Instead, in these methods, 
the images are used actively in the research process, as one type of data amongst oth
ers generated usually by interviews or ethnographic fieldwork. They are what is often 
called ‘visual research methods’.

The two methods this chapter will explore are photo-documentation and photo
elicitation. As their names suggest, each uses photographs as its key visual element.
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In photo-documentation, a researcher takes a carefully planned series of photographs 
to document and analyse a particular visual phenomenon. Photo-elicitation asks 
research participants to take photographs which are then discussed in an interview 
with the researcher; the data generated in this case consists of both the photographs 
and the interview. However, the chapter will also mention work that uses other visual 
media and briefly explore the specific contributions that those other media can make.

Many of the methods discussed so far in this book flow directly from a clear theo
retical position. Semiology, psychoanalysis, discourse analysis I and II, and audience 
studies in particular are clearly predicated on specific theoretical frameworks that 
understand the visual in particular ways. This is somewhat less true of the anthropo
logical approach discussed in Chapter 10, whose theoretical bases are materiality, 
performativity and mobility rather than visuality. But neither compositional interpre
tation nor content analysis are based on any particular theoretical position, no matter 
how broad, and this is also true of the three methods discussed in this chapter. They 
do not emerge from specific theoretical contexts, and so they can be used to answer 
a very wide range of research questions. In particular, such visual methods can and 
often are put to use to answer a research question that has nothing to do with visu
ality or the visible.

However, for its key examples this chapter chooses to concentrate on a number of 
studies that use photo-elicitation and photo-documentation as ways of understanding 
social relations and identities in contemporary urban spaces. Clearly, towns and cities 
are hugely complex, and visual methods can be deployed to access only certain aspects 
of them (Dicks et al., 2006; Emmison and Smith, 2000). Nonetheless, images such as 
photographs are seen as especially valuable in urban research because they can convey 
something of the feel of urban places, space and landscapes, specifically of course those 
qualities that are in some way visible: they can suggest the layout, colour, texture, form, 
volume, size and pattern of the built environment, for example, and can picture people 
too. Photographs can thus capture something of the sensory richness and human 
inhabitation of urban environments (though not all, of course: they cannot convey 
sound and can only suggest touch). The chapter thus looks at a body of work that uses 
visual methods to explore specific aspects of what is visible in urban environments.

It is also argued by many researchers that urban environments are experienced 
very differently by different people. Not all spaces are equally safe to everyone; not 
everyone has the power or resources to use towns and cities as they want; processes 
of deprivation, marginalisation and privilege profoundly affect how urban spaces are 
used and seen by different social groups. And many visual methods -  photo-elicitation 
in particular, as we will see -  are deployed with the aim of generating evidence about 
the ways in which social positions and relations are both produced by, and produce, 
distinct urban experiences. In that sense, all these methods are part of a critical social 
science aiming to explore and account for social difference and hierarchy. And, hav
ing said that they do not share a common theoretical source, it is nonetheless 
interesting that they have become much more popular over the past ten years at the 
same time as academic interest in the everyday uses of urban spaces (Highmore,
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2002; Jacobsen, 2009) and in the sensory experiencing of urban spaces (Degen, 
2008; Mizen and Wolkowitz, 2012; Pink, 2015) has grown.

This book has already explored photography as a specific medium in several places. 
Chapter 5 briefly discussed its complicity with colonialism; Chapter 6 rehearsed the 
debate about whether the photograph contained an indexical trace of the real or not; 
Chapter 9 described John Tagg’s (1988: 63) Foucauldian account of photography as 
‘a flickering across a field of institutional spaces’; and the arguments in Section 10.4 
imply that photographs can also be understood as performative visual objects whose 
affordances are activated, as it were, only by specific social practices. So how are 
photographs understood to be contributing to the efficacy of photo-elicitation and 
photo-documentation ?

Surprisingly, the debates among theoreticians of photography are rarely cited in the 
social science literature discussing the use of photography as a research tool (Rose, 
2014). Many researchers simply use photographs as records of what was really there 
when the shutter snapped. One of the first to argue for the use of photographs along
side interviews -  John Collier -  claimed that ‘photographs are precise records of 
material reality’ (Collier, 1967: 5) and that their value lay in the way this precision 
provided data for analysis. John Grady (2004: 20) agrees: ‘Pictures are valuable 
because they encode an enormous amount of information in a single representation.’ 
Photos are valuable too for the way they convey ‘real, flesh and blood life’, according 
to Howard Becker (2002: 11), making their audiences ‘bear witness’ to that life 
(Holliday, 2004: 61; see also Mizen and Wolkowitz, 2012). Others, however, argue 
that it is less the visual content of a photograph that matters and more how it is made 
and interpreted in the context of a specific research project. Now, even Collier’s early 
argument for photo-elicitation claimed that it is only through interviewing that the 
information carried by a photo can be accessed by the researcher (Collier, 1967: 49). 
But more recent arguments suggest a more radical contextualisation of the knowledge 
that a photograph carries. The editors of one collection of essays on using visual meth
ods for social research, Caroline Knowles and Paul Sweetman (2004a), for example, 
claim that they are uninterested in theorising exactly what photography in general is 
or does. Instead, they suggest that the photographs used by social science researchers 
are simply means to certain ends. They emphasise ‘the analytical and conceptual pos
sibilities of visual methods’ in terms of ‘what it is that visual methods are able to 
achieve’ (Knowles and Sweetman, 2004a: 6), rather than in terms of what photographs 
inherently are. Given such debates over the significance of the site of the image and the 
site of its audiencing, it is not surprising that there remains no clearly established meth
odological framework to discuss the uses of photography in social science research 
(Becker, 2004; Rose, 2014; but see Pauwels [2010] and Wagner [2007] for attempts).

Such differences make the question of whether these methods constitute a critical 
visual research methodology rather hard to answer. Clearly, the criterion that images 
must be considered carefully, and as having their own agency, seems to be met by 
both those who see photographs as evidence of the real, as well as by those who 
argue that the interpretation of photos is always context-specific. In both cases, the
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role of the photograph itself is clearly present, either as self-evident evidence, or as 
evidence whose significance is established through the research process. The second 
criterion -  that the research considers the social conditions and effects of visual 
objects -  needs approaching rather differently when considering these methods, how
ever. None of the studies I will discuss in this chapter uses photographs to examine 
the social effects of imagery (though such a use of photo-elicitation and photo
documentation could be imagined). And though some do explore the social effects 
of particular visualities, as I have already noted, the methods discussed in this chap
ter are not always directed at examining the social effects of visual materials in the 
same way as many of the other methods in this book are. Nonetheless, the question 
of the social effects of the visual remains relevant to these methods: not so much in 
relation to what their images do in the wider social world, but in relation to the 
social relations embedded in the research process itself. That is, the social effects of 
images with which these methods are most concerned centre on the relations 
between the researcher, those people they are researching, and the photos. And this 
means that the question of research ethics is much more overt in these methods than 
in others. Research ethics is precisely about ensuring that the social relations of a 
research project are ethical. A consequence of this concern with research ethics is that 
the third criterion for a critical visual methodology -  reflexivity -  is also usually quite 
central to research projects using photographs. Just how reflexivity has been argued 
to be part of ethical research practices using photographs will be examined in rela
tion to each of the methods discussed in this chapter. Research ethics more broadly 
will be discussed in the penultimate chapter of this book.

In order, then, to assess the usefulness of these methods in relation to this slightly 
modified understanding of a critical visual methodology, this chapter has four sections:

1. The first is this introduction.
2. The second examines photo-documentation as a research method.
3. The third examines photo-elicitation as a research method.
4. And the final section assesses the strengths and weaknesses of these approaches.

12.2 Photo-docum entation

Photo-documentation is a method that assumes photographs are accurate records of 
what was in front of the camera when its shutter snapped -  ‘a precise record of mat
erial reality’ -  and takes photographs in a systematic way in order to provide data 
which the researcher then analyses. A good example of this approach being put to 
work on urban environments is Charles Suchar’s work on gentrification in the neigh
bourhoods of Lincoln Park in Chicago and Jordaan in Amsterdam (1997, 2004; see 
also Suchar, 2006). Gentrification is a process of change in long-established, rather 
run-down, but quite central urban neighbourhoods; new people, attracted by relatively 
low house prices and the centrality of the location, start to move in, with subsequent



MAKING IMAGES AS RESEARCH DATA

changes to a range of the neighbourhood’s features. Suchar’s earlier 
work was interested in the detailed physical, social and cultural changes 
that gentrification brought to the urban environment, both externally, 
to the streets and gardens, and to the internal decoration of homes. It 
focused on the individuals who moved into the areas recently as well as 
on long-term residents, using photographs of shops, roads, buildings 
and homes, and portraits of individuals.

discussion
One visual research method that this chapter does not discuss is video
documentation: the video-recording of naturally occurring social situations. 
Section 6.4 noted that this was a method often used by social semiologists, and 
referenced detailed discussions by Hubert Knoblauch (2009; Knoblauch and 
Tuma, 2011) and Christian Heath, Jon Hindmarsh and Paul Luff (Heath et al., 
2009; Hindmarsh et al., 2010), which this chapter will not summarise. Other 
uses of video to create research data include asking research participants to 
carry video cameras as they do something, for example cameras mounted on the 
handlebars of bikes as part of research on cycling mobilities (Myrvang, 2008). 
Indeed, wearable technologies in general are beginning to make their debut as 
social science research tools (see for example Paterson and Glass, 2015).

It should be noted here that, while video has a long history of being treated as 
a descriptive tool that documents social activities, several scholars take a differ
ent approach to it and argue that it is a particularly effective tool for capturing the 
affective and non-representational aspects of social life. Charlotte Bates (2014) 
has recently edited an interesting collection of essays making this case, as does 
the ongoing work of Sarah Pink (2013, 2015; Pink et al., 2015).

Key to the successful use of photo-documentation, as Jon Rieger 
(1996) makes clear, is the careful conceptualisation of the link between 
the research topic -  in Suchar’s case, those changes associated with 
gentrification -  and the photographs being taken. Suchar (1997) 
achieves this by using what he calls a shooting script. Shooting scripts shooting script 
depend on the initial research question being addressed. They are lists 
of sub-questions, if you like, generated by that overall question, and 
they guide a first go at taking photographs relevant to the research 
question. Suchar (1997: 34) uses scripts so that the ‘information within 
[a photo] can be argued as putative facts that are answers to particular 
questions’. For example, one of the things that changes when an urban 
area is undergoing gentrification are the shops. They often go more 
upmarket, or more trendy. So the list of questions Suchar (1997: 37) set 
himself in relation to the aspect of gentrification was:

311
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•  What variety of shops are found in the different areas of the neighbourhood?
•  What do they sell, or what services do they provide?
•  Who are the customers? Are they locals or do they come from outside the

neighbourhood?
• Who works in, owns or manages these shops?

While Suchar does not discount taking photos in a more intuitive kind of way, a 
shooting script of this sort guides what photographs he takes and, most importantly, 
why: Suchar rightly insists that to serve as evidence for social science research, the 
photos must be clearly connected to a research question, and in his work this is 
achieved by the shooting script.

Such an initial shooting script guides the first stage of taking photographs. The 
photographs thus made, however, do not speak for themselves. To further develop 
their links to the research question, Suchar (1997) adds field notes to each photo he 
takes. This includes factual information (date, time, location for example), but also a 
paragraph or two of commentary on how each photo relates to the shooting script 
questions. Suchar also attaches labels to each photo, which he describes as a kind of 
coding (Suchar, 1997: 38).

The second stage of the process then begins. Attaching codes to his photos allows 
Suchar to begin to compare photographs. He could compare the same sort of stores, 
and compare different kinds of stores; he evaluated their storefronts, advertising and 
clientele. And from this process of comparison, facilitated by the first stage of coding, 
further codes begin to emerge. These codes might contribute to answering the research 
question; but they might themselves require further exploration. Suchar (1997: 39) also 
says that the photos themselves might throw up interesting issues that the questions of 
the initial shooting script didn’t address. So a third stage of this process is to develop a 
second shooting script, to develop and refine the insights generated by the first.

Suchar (1997) develops his method by comparing it to a grounded theory approach 
to social science research (on grounded theory, see Strauss and Corbin, 2008). 
Grounded theory builds iteratively from detailed field evidence, and this is exactly 
Suchar’s approach to using photographs as evidence; he says that he finds ‘that refer
ence to very detailed visual documents, and the information they contain, allows for a 
closer link between the abstractive process of conceptualizing and experientially 
derived observations’ (Suchar, 1997: 52). And although the photographs show him 
patterns that would not otherwise be evident, their significance depends on Suchar’s 
systematic coding of what they show. They are used as descriptive devices, the meaning 
of which must be established by the researcher. For example, although his photos of 
gentrifiers’ houses allowed him to establish the importance of a certain style of their 
housing which he called ‘urban romantic’, the significance of that style in terms of its 
relation to social change is established by the interpretative work he does with the 
photos (and with photo-elicitation interviews with residents [Suchar, 1997]). The status 
of the photographs is clear in many of Suchar’s (1997, 2004) published accounts of his 
work, where his photos are presented as illustrations of typical changes in these two
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urban neighbourhoods. They have captions explaining what they show, 
but those captions usually downplay any peculiarity in favour of present
ing each photo as a typical example of the wider changes with which he 
is concerned. In his published work therefore, his photos serve to confirm 
and validate his analysis of gentrification.

From Suchar's study of gentrification in Chicago. The original 
caption reads '900 W. block of Concord Place. A typical collection of older 
cottages and new construction/housing units that have replaced torn-down 
structures. Spring 200V (Suchar, 2004:158)
Courtesy of Routledge

Photo-documentation can also be used to track changes in the urban 
environment over time. Change in urban environments can be tracked 
by repeated photographing -  or rephotography -  of the same place over 
days, months or years (Rieger, 2011). Time-lapse photography -  where 
a series of photos are taken from the same place at regular, frequent 
intervals, and then spliced together -  can track much faster changes in 
the urban environment, for example how crowds come and go over the 
course of a day. Paul Simpson (2012) used this method to track how a 
crowd gathered and then dispersed around a street performer over a 
period of around 45 minutes. He used a camera on a tripod and took a 
photo every 15-20 seconds; he also made notes about the event, espe
cially what the performer was saying. He analysed the resulting 151

rephotography
time-lapse
photography
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photos by creating a time-lapse video of the photographs and then, playing it at dif
ferent speeds, identified the rhythms of the crowd’s movement as the performer 
intervened in the usual flow of pedestrians.

Photo-documentation as described here is not a widely used method in the social 
sciences (though, as Mizen and Wolkowitz [2012] point out in their introduction to a 
special issue of Sociological Research Online on visual research methods, many social 
scientists take photographs in a much less considered way as a means of ‘realistically’ 
documenting social life). However, it can be a rigorous and careful way of document
ing visual appearances and relating them to social processes, which, with a reflexive 
discussion of the coding process, can certainly work as a critical visual methodology. 
Without that discussion though (as in Suchar’s 2006 essay), it risks creating photo
graphs that appear to be simply illustrative.

focus
You know that a local town always has a lantern parade down its high street 
three weeks before Christmas each year, to coincide w ith the Christmas lights 
being switched on. You are also interested in notions of ‘comm unity’, a key term 
in the social sciences from the ir foundation in the late nineteenth century to 
today. Develop a shooting script that would begin to answer the question: does 
that parade generate a sense of community among its participants?

Things you need to consider include what theorisation of community you w ill be 
working with, what the visible effects of such a parade are, and how they might 
relate to that theorisation. You also need to th ink about what information and 
evidence you need about the parade and how you w ill get it: w ill you need to do 
interviews, for example, or participate in the local workshop events where the 
lanterns get made?

Finally, how does Suchar’s iterative approach to photo-documentation work 
when you are interested in a one-off event?

12.3 Photo-elicitation

Photo-elicitation is, as Douglas Harper notes, ‘based on the simple idea of insert
ing a photograph into a research interview’ (Harper, 2002: 13). While the photo 
inserted into a research interview can be one taken by the researcher, or indeed 
an image found elsewhere, most photo-elicitation studies ask research participants 
to take some photos -  and it is their photos that are then discussed in the photo
elicitation interview. It is a widely used method across a range of social science 
disciplines.
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discussion
There is sometimes some confusion in the literature on visual methods between 
photo-elicitation and photovoice, so it is useful to clarify the differences between 
these two methods. Photovoice is a method developed in particular by Carolyn 
Wang and Mary Anne Burris (Baker and Wang, 2006; Wang, 1999; Wang and Burris, 
1997; see also de Lange et al., 2007), and comes in part from a specific tradition 
of action research with disadvantaged and marginalised social groups inspired by 
the Brazilian activist Paulo Freire. The point of action research is not just to study 
something, but to engage research participants and researchers in a process of 
social learning, analysis and empowerment, in the hope of eventually changing the 
social situation itself. Visual images can be a powerful tool in this process (Carlson 
et al., 2006), and a key difference between photovoice and photo-elicitation is that 
the former is a process of ongoing and cumulative work with a group of people that 
takes place over a long period of time. Photo-elicitation, in contrast, usually involves 
just one or two interviews between the researcher and the research participant. 
Photo-elicitation takes place over a period of a few weeks rather than the months 
and years of an ongoing and long-term photovoice community empowerment pro
ject. And while photo-elicitation also speaks about empowering research participants, 
this usually refers to the relation between the researcher and the researched, not 
the relation between participants and the wider society.

Photo-elicitation as a method is argued by its users to have four key 
strengths. First, it is claimed that, since photographs carry a great deal 
of information, they are ‘an opportunity to gain not just more but dif
ferent insights into social phenomena, which research methods relying 
on oral, aural or written data cannot provide’ (Bolton et al., 2001: 503; 
Mannay, 2016). So it is argued that while ordinary interview talk can 
explore many issues, discussing a photograph or a drawing with an 
interviewee can prompt talk about different things, things that research
ers hadn’t thought about and places that researchers can’t go (what 
Louisa Allen [2012] calls ‘unknown unknowns’). One project exploring 
the importance of consumption to young people’s identity in the UK, for 
example, found that it was only when the young people were talking 
about the photographs they had been asked to take that they directly 
raised issues of race, ethnicity and religion (Croghan et al., 2008).

Secondly, it is argued that these sorts of interviews can prompt different 
kinds of talk from other interview methods. In particular, it is often 
suggested that photo-elicitation encourages talk that is more emotional, 
more affective, more ‘ineffable’ (Bagnoli, 2009: 548). Namiko Kunimoto 
(2004), for example, was researching the experience of Japanese-Canadians

photovoice
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interned during and after World War II. Although not initially designed as a 
photo-elicitation study, her essay demonstrates especially clearly how photos 
can evoke quite different kinds of memories in her interviews. She recounts that 
at the beginning of an interview, things would feel rather restrained and 
formal -  until she asked to see any photographs from the internment camps 
that her interviewee had. Once the photos were retrieved, she found the whole 
interview changing, becoming much more intense and emotional as the photos 
stirred deep and often painful memories. Other researchers emphasise the abil
ity of photo-elicitation methods to evoke the affective materiality of social life 
(Hunt, 2014; Pink, 2013; Pink et al., 2015). Thus for many researchers, photo
elicitation interviews evoke different kinds of knowledge from their participants 
than just talking would do (Darbyshire et al., 2005), and this richness of inter
view material is often emphasised by advocates of these sorts of visual methods.

Thirdly, many researchers also argue that elicitation interviews with 
participant-generated visual materials are particularly helpful in exploring 
everyday, taken-for-granted things in their research participants’ lives. 
Asking them to take photographs of that life, and then to talk about the 
photos, allows the participants to reflect on their everyday activities in a 
way that is not usually done; it gives them a distance from what they are 
usually immersed in and allows them to articulate thoughts and feelings 
that usually remain implicit (Blinn and Harrist, 1991; Holliday, 2004; 
Latham, 2003; Liebenberg, 2009; Mannay 2010).

Fourthly, elicitation interviews with participant-generated images are also 
often argued to empower research participants. Getting research participants 
to say why they took a photo and what it means gives them a clear and central 
role in the research process, and also positions them as the ‘expert’ in the 
interview with the photographs as they explain the images to the researcher. 
Given the centrality of the research participant’s expertise, several researchers 
also claim that photo-elicitation demands collaboration between the researcher 
and the research participants in ways that other methods do not (Allen, 2012; 
Liebenberg, 2009; Mannay, 2010; Rasmussen and Smidt, 2003; White et al., 
2010). These claims have become considerably more nuanced in recent years, 
however, as researchers have used visual methods in a wider variety of settings 
and begun to reflect in more detail on the complex dynamics between 
researchers, research participants and the broader contexts in which research 
is undertaken (see Allen, 2012; Joanou, 2009; Lomax, 2012; Packard, 2008).

discussion
Many visual research methods are used in research projects that also 

participatory describe themselves as participatory. Participatory research methods are 
those that attem pt to hand over to research participants the creative and 
interpretative work involved in conducting research; they are often members
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of a community group or organisation. (Photovoice can therefore be described 
as a participatory method.) There is a very rich literature discussing the com
plexities of such participation, to which justice  cannot be done here. However, 
both Claudia Mitchell in her book Doing Visual Research (2011) and Dawn 
Mannay (2016) in her Visual, Narrative and Creative Research Methods focus 
directly on participatory visual research methods, and there is also the very 
useful Handbook of Participatory Video (Milne et al., 2012; see also de Lange 
et al., 2007).

These four key strengths of photo-elicitation are in fact argued to be 
strengths of elicitation methods using any sort of visual materials. Advocates 
of photo-elicitation also add two further factors to the specific strengths of 
photo-elicitation. First, they emphasise the detailed information that photo
graphs are understood to record, as noted in Section 12.1. Secondly, they report 
that asking people to take photographs is a good way to enrol participants into 
a research project because taking photographs is perceived as easy and fun, and 
participants get something from their involvement: the photos (Darbyshire 
et al., 2005; Wright et al., 2010). Indeed, taking photographs does seem easier 
for most people than, for example, asking them to draw, map, paint or work as 
a graphic novelist. Researchers using the latter methods all note that potential 
participants often need a lot of reassurance that any kind of drawing, no matter 
how unskilled, is perfectly acceptable and useful (Bagnoli, 2009; Crilly et al., 
2006; Galman, 2009); indeed, participants in photo-elicitation projects may 
also need reassuring that they do not have to take photos that (they think) the 
researcher will find ‘interesting’ (Frith and Harcourt, 2007).

It is now possible to see more clearly why photo-elicitation is proving a popular 
method among researchers interested in the experiencing of urban environments, 
and particularly in how towns and cities are experienced by less powerful groups in 
society, for example the homeless (Hodgetts et al., 2007b; Johnsen et al., 2008; 
Klitzing, 2004) and children (Barker and Smith, 2012; Clark, 2010; Clark and 
Moss, 2001; Clark-Ibanez, 2007; Croghan et al., 2008; Darbyshire et al., 2005; 
Dennis et al., 2009; Dodman, 2003; Fleer and Ridgway, 2014; Jorgenson and 
Sullivan, 2009; Lomax, 2012; Mannay, 2010; Mitchell et al., 2007; Rasmussen, 
2004; Rasmussen and Smidt, 2003; Thomson, 2008; White et al., 2010; Young and 
Barrett, 2001). Children’s experiences of urban environments in the global North 
are often highly constrained by adults, and the past 20 years has seen a body of 
work emerge that listens to children’s own views about the implications of their 
often-disempowered social position. Such work has quite often used photo
elicitation as a way of hearing children’s views about the urban places they inhabit. 
This choice of method has been made not, as Philip Darbyshire and his colleagues 
(2005) make clear, because children are seen as inarticulate verbally, but for all the 
reasons listed above: the method is effective at recruiting children and young people
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and at recording the details of the places children use; it empowers children by 
allowing them to picture what they want to show and by making adults listen to 
their explanations and interpretations of their world; and the interview talk becomes 
rich and multi-layered when photographs are being discussed. The rest of this 
section draws on this body of work with children in cities in order to explore photo
elicitation as a method in more detail.

The first thing that looking at the use of photo-elicitation for researching children’s 
experiences of urban spaces shows is that there are many permutations of the method. 
However, once the initial research question has been formulated and the research 
participants recruited -  and it is important to note here that getting access to, and 
consent to work with, children often requires following extensive ethical protocols 
(Matthews et al., 1998) -  there are six stages to a photo-elicitation project. Marylis 
Guillemin and Sarah Drew (2010) also offer a good discussion of the process.

discussion
Photo-elicitation is the most popular form of visual method currently in use across 
the social sciences. However, many researchers are experimenting with other 
kinds of participant-generated visual material, and argue that these other kinds of 
material can be especially effective at producing particular kinds of evidence.

Asking participants to draw diagrams, for example, is good for getting an 
overview of an issue because it encourages more abstract kinds of thinking 
and ta lk (Crilly et al., 2006). Maps of d ifferent kinds can explore relation
ships between d iffe ren t th ings (Clark, 2 011 ; Jung, 2014); re lational maps, 
fo r example, in which the research partic ipant is given a pen and paper, 
asked to put them selves in the centre of the page, and then to add important 
people and places to the map -  putting the m ost im portant c losest to them 
and the least im portant fu rthest away -  are a useful method for exploring 
relationships between people (Bagnoli, 2009). Getting partic ipants to draw 
tim elines can focus on significant events in the ir biographies (Sheridan 
et al., 2011), and asking them to make collages (Mannay, 2010), self-por
tra its  (or ‘visual autobiographies’ [Esin and Squire, 2013]), or drawings can 
help in discussions of identity (Bagnoli, 2009; Garner, 2008; Kearney and 
Hyle, 2004; Theron et al., 2011).

Giving participants a camera and asking them to film a journey or a place is 
a way to explore both the corporeal and sensory engagement with environments 
(Bates, 2014; Pink, 2013; Pink et al., 2015), and to explore aspects of mobility 
(Murray, 2009). Participants’ video-diaries have been used to explore questions 
of identity and visual appearance (Holliday, 2004). Asking participants to make 
a collage from all sorts of visual materials can give interesting insights into 
their visual culture, as they mix their own photos and drawings with those culled 
from the Internet and print media (Mannay, 2010; O’Connor, 2007). And mem
ory books (Thomson and Holland, 2005), graphic novels (Galman, 2009), and
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‘diary-photographs’ (Latham, 2003), which ask participants to write and create 
and/or collect images, have also all been advocated as ways of exploring social 
identity.

Many of the researchers using these methods openly admit that they are some
what experimental; but each also explains very carefully why the particular 
method they decided to use was appropriate for generating evidence to answer 
their research question. So you too should feel free to experiment -  just make 
sure that when you write up your research, you are very clear about what you 
hoped your particular experiment would achieve and why.

12.3.1 Photo-elicitation: planning the practicalities
It is important before you start your photo-elicitation project that you give some 
thought to its practicalities. For a start, you need to think about how many partici
pants you need. In the studies of children’s experiences of urban places cited above, 
the number of children involved ranged from 6 to 88, and the number of photographs 
from 57 to nearly 1000. So photo-elicitation projects can be quite small and focus 
in-depth on a limited number of participants, or be quite large. Deciding on the size 
of yours depends on a number of factors, not least how much time you have for the 
project; and this relates to another point: photo-elicitation projects are more time- 
consuming than research projects based on one-off interviews. You need to find your 
participants, meet them, wait for them to take their photographs, get the photos 
printed, arrange another interview, do that interview, chase up those participants who 
have not returned their camera, transcribe the interviews, and then analyse both pho
tographs and transcripts.

Then there is the camera to sort out. It appears to be common practice to give a 
camera to project participants, who take the photos for the project on that camera. 
These cameras are usually single-use, disposable cameras. The reason for this seems 
to be that they are simple to use, take decent pictures, and are cheap, so if they get 
lost or damaged it is not a big problem. This is particularly a consideration when 
working with younger children. However, Quaylan Allen (2012) says that for his 
research participants -  middle-class Black men in high school -  disposable cameras 
were not felt to be ‘cool’ enough to be seen using, so he bought cheap digital cameras 
to recruit students to his project. Whether disposable or digital, you need to buy the 
cameras, and think about how you are going to get them back from the participants 
and print the photographs fairly quickly so that you can then interview them about 
the photos while the process of taking them is still fresh in their minds. You might 
also want to consider the advantages and disadvantages of asking participants to use 
their own cameraphones.

You need to consider too where you are going to undertake the two interviews 
needed in a photo-elicitation project: an initial briefing interview and then the longer 
photo-elicitation interview proper. In many cases, interviewing in the participant’s
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home would seem the obvious choice, but many projects that work with children 
access the children through their school. In the latter case, you need to be flexible 
enough to respond to the school’s timetable requirements.

Finally, you need to prepare some documentation. One vital piece of paperwork is 
a consent form. The ethics of working with images is something Chapter 14 will dis
cuss in more detail. For now, it is important to note that you should ask your 
participants to sign a form that says they are aware of what the project is about and 
they agree to participate, and if you want to reproduce the photographs they have 
taken, you should take care to ascertain that they also agree to that (and can change 
their minds later). Working with children produces some particularly complex ques
tions about who can and should consent to research being done with them; 
researchers agree that as well as the child’s consent, the consent of their parents or 
carers is also vital to obtain. Another piece of paperwork is an information sheet for 
your research participants, which may or may not be part of your consent form. 
Marisol Clark-Ibanez (2007) reproduces an information sheet she prepared for the 
children she worked with in South Central Los Angeles, briefly explaining what she 
wanted the children to do, how she was going to collect the cameras, and how to 
contact her with any questions.

12.3.2 Photo-elicitation: the initial briefing
All photo-elicitation projects start off with an initial interview with the research par
ticipants. The aim of this interview is for the researcher and the person they are 
interviewing to meet and establish some initial trust, for the researcher to explain the 
overall aims of the research project and what is expected from the participant, and for 
the participant to agree to sign the consent form you have already prepared.

This initial briefing interview will also obviously involve explaining what you want 
the participant to do with the camera. You might need to show your participant how 
the camera works. You also need to tell them what kind of photographs you are hop
ing for. Most photo-elicitation projects give their participants a fairly broad remit in 
terms of what they should photograph: a typical day (Hodgetts et al., 2007b), things 
or places that are most important to them (Clark-Ibanez, 2007; Dennis et al., 2009; 
Liebenberg, 2009), their world inside and outside their home (Mannay, 2010). Some 
projects set more focused tasks though: a project on the relation between young peo
ple’s identity and consumption asked participants to photograph their favourite 
consumer goods (Croghan et al., 2008), and a project on how children perceived their 
journey to school asked them (rather leadingly) to take photographs of whatever they 
thought was dangerous (Mitchell et al., 2007). Disposable cameras place an upper 
limit of 39 on the number of photographs taken; if you decide to use a digital camera 
you may want to choose a maximum number of snaps. And don’t forget to give your 
participants the information sheet to remind them what you are expecting and when 
and how to return the camera to you.
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focus
Given tha t m any ch ild ren  now, ce rta in ly  in the g loba l N orth , own e ith e r a cam 
eraphone o r a d ig ita l cam era o r both, and tha t they take a lot of p ic tures w ith  
them , w hat so rts  of research questions could be answered by gaining p e rm is 
sion to in te rv iew  them  about the photographs they choose to take outside the 
context of a research project?

In some projects it might also be useful to gather some preliminary data from the 
participant that is relevant to the project, or even to have a longer interview.

12.3.3 Photo-elicitation: printing the photos
The photographs are usually turned into prints, so that they can all be seen together 
by both the researcher and the research participant in the photo-elicitation interview. 
Once they are developed, some researchers suggest returning them to their makers 
without looking at them, before the photo-elicitation interview is held. There are two 
reasons for this. One is that the person who took the photographs may not, on reflec
tion, want to show the researcher all the photos they took: some may be embarrassing, 
or show illicit activities, for example. Returning the photos to their creator before the 
interview gives them an opportunity to remove any they do not wish to discuss 
(Clark-Ibanez, 2007: 176; Croghan et al., 2008). The second, quite different, reason 
for returning the photos to the participant before the photo-elicitation interview is 
that it allows the participant to write a caption for each photograph, and in so doing 
the participant begins to reflect on the process of taking photographs in a way that 
then enriches the subsequent interview (Blinn and Harrist, 1991).

Whether the photos have gone back to the participant or not, it is a good idea to 
number each one so that you can refer to specific photographs in the interview (Clark- 
Ibanez, 2007).

12.3.4 Photo-elicitation: the photo-elicitation interview
The researcher then conducts another interview (or interviews) with their interview
ees, discussing the photos with them in detail. All researchers using this method agree 
that this stage is vital in clarifying what photos taken by interviewees mean to them; 
by themselves the photos are meaningless. Some choose to show the photographs to 
the participant one by one, asking for comments on each; some spread all the photo
graphs out together and the interview starts from there; some do both. The prompt 
questions are quite broad -  often simply ‘What does this show?’ or ‘Why did you take
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this one?5 -  and the interviewer then pursues and develops whatever 
topics emerge. It is also useful to allow the participant to reflect on the 
taking of the photographs as a process, rather than focus only on the 
photographs’ content. As Darrin Hodgetts and his collaborators explain 
in relation to their photo-elicitation work with homeless men and 
women in London:

In its most straightforward form, a participant might photograph 
an object such as a can of cider and then move, in discussion with 
the researcher, beyond this depiction to talk about drinking schools 
and other social formations often inherent to cultures of homeless
ness. It is common for photo-production participants to offer 
stories that take off from photographs, moving well beyond the 
depiction, and raising issues about the history of depicted events, 
relationships and places. (2007b: 266)

This is exactly why photo-elicitation (Hodgetts et al. prefer the term 
‘photo-production’) is argued to be so productive: even the most banal 
of photographs -  a can of cider! -  can prompt participants to give elo
quent and insightful accounts of their lives.

Doing photo-elicitation work with children -  even children as young 
as three years old (Clark, 2010; Clark and Moss, 2001) -  similarly 
produces very rich accounts of their worlds. Clark-Ibanez (2007: 181) 
reports dreading an interview with one girl who had taken 38 pictures 
of her new kitten, her gatito, and nothing else (see Figure 11.2). But in

FIGURE 12.2 
Janice's gatito, 
reproduced 
from the 
photo
elicitation study 
of inner-city 
children by 
Marisol Clark- 
Ibanez 
(2007: 186)
© Clark-Ibanez
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talking about the kitten, the girl also talked about the pets she had had in Mexico, 
before her family’s move to Los Angeles, which then prompted more talk about her 
immigrant journey. Darbyshire et al. (2005: 424) note that pets appeared very fre
quently in the photographs and maps made by children in their study, too. This was 
a large study of children’s physical activity as it related to their health, and in par
ticular to obesity, in Australia. Pets were hardly ever mentioned in interviews with 
children about their sports and play, but it was clear from the photos and maps that 
playing with pets was an important part of children’s physical activities. Both these 
examples suggest how photo-elicitation interviews can produce very informative 
accounts by participants of their lives.

They also suggest that in talking about how urban spaces were experienced -  in 
these cases through interactions with pets -  these children were also presenting par
ticular versions of their own identity to the researchers. This point has been discussed 
at length by Hodgetts et al. (2007b) and Croghan et al. (2008), and relates to how the 
photographs are understood in these photo-elicitation interviews. Clearly, photo
graphs are used as evidence of material reality by all researchers to some extent: they 
record what was there when the shutter snapped. All researchers, in their assumption 
that the meaning of what is pictured in a photo can only be understood by talking 
with the person who took the photograph, also assume that the photograph is a rep
resentation of something. A can of cider can represent drinking schools, a cat a 
journey from Mexico to the USA. The image has a meaning: it represents something 
else, and the interview explores those representations. In these assumptions it is pos
sible to see the two understandings of what a photograph is that this book has already 
touched on: the photograph as a trace of the real, and the photograph as a culturally 
encoded image. However, Hodgetts et al. (2007b) and Croghan et al. (2008) both 
argue that the photographs of photo-elicitation should also be seen in a third way, 
similar to the previous chapter’s discussions of photographs: as visual objects put to 
work to perform social identities and relations. Indeed, Hodgetts et al. suggest that 
the photograph has no inherent meaning, even to its maker, because its significance 
depends entirely on the context in which it is being viewed:

Photographs are things that people work with, use to explain and to show. 
Photographs provide a vehicle for invoking and considering situations, events and 
issues. The meaning of a photograph is thus more fluid and variable in response 
to the changing circumstances of the photographer, the viewers, and what is being 
done in the interaction between them. (Hodgetts et al., 2007b: 266-7; see also 
Barker and Smith, 2012)

That is, photo-elicitation interviews are sites in which the interviewees (and interviewers) 
perform their social identity by, in part, making and talking about the photographs they 
have taken. This leads Croghan et al. (2008: 347) to describe such interviews as ‘forms 
of self-accounting’, in which identity work is done that focuses particularly on the special 
features of the photographs. They note that ‘the photo-elicited interviews in our study
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were often used to clarify and repair any problems in the presentations of self in the 
photographs, and of the consequences of that presentation in a broader social context’ 
(Croghan et al., 2008: 351). A project working with schoolchildren in Ireland comments 
on how photographs discussed in the classroom had clearly been taken as ways of pre
senting particular versions of the children to their peers as well as to the researchers 
(White et al., 2010); and these accounts of the importance of the interview context also 
recall David Buckingham’s (1991) discussion of the dynamics of group interviews with 
schoolchildren in their schools, discussed at the end of Chapter 10 (see also Buckingham, 
2009). At the very least, this suggests the need for some reflection on the relationship 
being established between the researcher and the researched in the context of the photo
elicitation interview, and some consideration given as to how that is shaping the 
discussion of the photographs.

Some researchers also comment on the usefulness of asking interviewees about 
what photos they wanted to take as part of the photo-elicitation project, but could 
not (Allen, 2011; Allen, 2012; Guell and Ogilvie, 2015; Hodgetts et al., 2007b). The 
reasons given for not taking photographs vary wildly, but all can be insightful. 
Sometimes it matters to know that something isn’t pictured because the camera broke 
down, or couldn’t zoom, or, in the case of Cornelia Guell and David Ogilvie’s (2015) 
study of commuters, because something that usually appeared in an interviewee’s 
daily commute happened not to appear on the days they were carrying the camera. 
Participants’ discussion of what would have been in a photo that was not made for 
practical reasons can be as rich as their discussions of photographs they were able to 
take. Sometimes, though, the reasons for not photographing something are more com
plex. For example, Hodgetts et al. (2007b) point to the way in which photographs 
themselves are also part of the ‘self-accounting’ just discussed. Participants’ desire to 
picture themselves in particular ways to the researcher, or to the outside world, might 
lead them to deliberately choose to avoid photographs of less socially acceptable -  or 
even illegal -  activities, or to avoid repeating what they see as media stereotyping (see 
also Holgate et al., 2012). Discussing what photographs were not taken as part of the 
photo-elicitation project is thus an important part of the second interview.

Finally, some more practical points about the photo-elicitation interview. Ideally these 
interviews should be recorded. As the interviewer, always remember to say the number of 
the photo you are discussing out loud so you can cross-refer between the interview tran
script and the photographs later. However, researchers working with children often point 
out that obtaining a decent audio recording in a noisy classroom is often impossible, so 
you may need good note-taking skills if you are discussing photos in that situation.

12.3.5 Photo-elicitation: analysing the interview and 
photographs

Once the photo-elicitation interview has been transcribed (if it was recorded), the tran
script and the photographs are interpreted using conventional social science techniques.
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There are a number of options here. If you are faced with a large number of pho
tographs, you should consider doing some kind of content analysis to begin to get a 
sense of what they show. Several of the studies of children’s photographs already cited 
use some kind of frequency count of the content of the photographs. Clark-Ibanez 
(2007: 178), for example, recommends categorising photographs either as inventories 
(or events that are part of institutional paths, such as photos of schools), or as ‘intimate 
dimensions of the social’ (such as photos of family), though I find these categories 
rather hard to distinguish between. Croghan et al. (2008) use a different approach and 
categorise their photos more simply into those that show commodities, people (sub
divided into photos of friends and photos of family), and significant places. (In the 
process they discovered that, despite having asked their participants to photograph 
consumer goods that mattered to them, only 17.9 per cent of photos showed such 
goods, while no less than 71.8 per cent showed people instead -  a good example of 
photo-elicitation allowing participants to shape the research project to their own ends.) 
Kim Rasmussen and Soren Smidt (2003) also divide photos into simple categories, in 
their large-scale study of Swedish children’s understandings of their neighbourhood: 
places to be used by children in neighbourhoods (such as playgrounds), means of trans
portation, nature spots or nature objects, public buildings, private buildings and places, 
special persons with a connection to neighbourhood, and animals.

These frequency counts can occur alongside more qualitative analysis. Such analysis 
usually seems to involve some kind of coding process quite close to the discourse 
analysis I outlined in Chapter 8 of this book, although detailed discussions of this 
coding process in the literature are rare. Most researchers seem to treat the photo
graphs and interview transcripts as one body of data, and devise a coding system that 
includes both of them, although some researchers work with their participants to 
develop the codes (see, for example, Dodman, 2003). An exception, however, is Patrice 
Keats’s (2009) account of the analysis of textual and visual materials that formed part 
of the same research project. She suggests first taking a careful overview of all the data 
you have collected; then analysing the textual data and the visual data separately; and 
then exploring the relationship between the written and visual texts. This seems a 
useful approach with photo-elicitation, because it allows the specific roles of the pho
tographs and the talk, and the relation between them, to be considered more directly.

Codes should reflect the status of the photographs in the interview: as inventories of 
material reality, as representations of social identity, and as objects whose meaning is 
negotiated in the context of the photo-elicitation interview. Codes need to acknowl
edge the complexities of the photographs as well as the talk. For example, it is 
important to recognise that, as well as what they show, some photographs are intended 
to signal what is no longer in a place. Rasmussen (2004), for example, discusses one 
photograph taken by a boy of the site where he and his friend had a play town out of 
mud and sticks, until it was washed away by the rain; Rasmussen (2004: 157) says, T 
have to admit that as an adult coming from outside this community, I cannot see what 
Anders “ sees’” , but does not explain how a picture that refers to something no longer 
visible was coded.
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Finally, when analysing photo-elicitation photographs it is also necessary to explore 
whether the form the photographs take is influenced by other kinds of visual practice. 
For example, the relation between the photographs taken as part of a photo-elicitation 
project and the research participants’ experience of family photography should be 
considered; Frith and Harcourt (2007) report that some of their participants’ photo
elicitation activity was turned into a kind of family photography, shaping what was 
pictured and how. In relation to research with children and young people, the influence 
of mass media images of young people has been noted by several researchers (Croghan 
et al., 2008; Mannay, 2010; Woodward, 2008). Young people seem to want to picture 
themselves in the way that the media picture them, creating ‘a particular view of teen
age identity as a fun time in which friendships are paramount’ (Croghan et al., 2008: 
349). In contrast, other groups may wish to picture themselves very differently from 
their representation in the mass media. Hodgetts et al. (2007b) argue that homeless 
adults deliberately emphasise the ordinary and the mundane aspects of their lives in 
their photo-elicitation work, to counteract the exaggeration of the extreme aspects of 
their lives in the media.

Clearly, interpreting the data generated by photo-elicitation interviews is complex. 
In particular, the relationship between the talk and the photograph needs careful 
consideration.

12.3.6 Photo-elicitation: presenting the results
Chapter 13 discusses the use of images in the presentation of research findings in 
some detail. However, writing up a photo-elicitation project entails some final meth
odological decisions which are worth mentioning here, particularly in relation to how 
the research participant photographs will be used.

It is fair to say that most photo-elicitation studies do not reproduce very many of the 
photographs taken by their participants, and indeed many studies do not reproduce 
any at all. An exception is Clark-Ibanez (2007), who includes 26 of her participants’ 
photos (from a total of 959). Her choice of photos -  which she does not discuss -  seems 
often to emphasise the positive and engaging aspects of her young participants’ lives; 
and, with her written text, the assertive presence of these photographs conveys a strong 
sense of the social agency of the children with whom she worked. Another strategy for 
reproducing participants’ photographs is adopted by Rasmussen (2004), whose essay 
includes just a few photographs, chosen as good examples of the various analytical 
points being made about children’s places in urban environments. These two strategies 
might be described as evocative and exemplary respectively: one uses photographs to 
evoke the social world of their participants, and the other uses photographs to exem
plify how the photographs contribute to analytical understanding.

What of those who choose not to reproduce any of the photographs they worked 
with? This is not a decision that any of the studies cited in this chapter explains. 
I assume there may be several reasons. Perhaps the anonymity of the participants has
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been guaranteed; perhaps the participants refused permission for the photos to be 
reproduced; perhaps the argument that the value of the photographs in generating 
rich and complex talk means the results tend to pay more attention to the talk; per
haps the argument that the photographs create meaning in specific contexts of 
display and talk mean that reproducing them in a different context -  that is, in the 
pages of an academic journal -  would change their meaning and thus render them 
tangential to the paper’s arguments. Whatever the reason -  and there may be others 
I am unaware of -  it is clear that as much thought needs to go into the decision about 
why, whether and how to reproduce photo-elicitation photographs as needs to go 
into any other aspect of this method.

12.3.7 Photo-elicitation: a critical visual methodology?
Photo-elicitation has a large number of enthusiastic advocates across a wide range of 
social science disciplines. It seems clear that it is a productive method, but also a com
plex one, in which the conceptualisation of the status of the photograph -  as inventory, 
as evocation and as performance -  has significant implications for all aspects of the 
method. For both these reasons, photo-elicitation practitioners tend to be highly reflex
ive in their use of the method, making clear their own role in the photo-elicitation work 
and carefully exploring the impact of the various ‘contexts, genres and sites of elicita
tion’ (Croghan et al., 2008: 346) in which they work. This attentiveness to the role of 
the image, to the research process, and to the researcher’s role in the method certainly 
suggest that photo-elicitation can be a valuable critical visual methodology.

12.4 M aking Photographs as Research Data:
An Assessm ent

This chapter has discussed two methods that depend on making photographs as part 
of the research process, rather than using found images as the focus of research. It 
has identified the characteristics of photos that these researchers put to work, and 
looked at how those characteristics are related to the researcher’s arguments and 
knowledge claims.

Advocates of both photo-documentation and photo-elicitation make photographs 
and then use them as data, subjecting them to specific forms of analysis: what they 
show can be interpreted via forms of content analysis, or by different kinds of qualita
tive coding, and interpretation usually takes place in the context of other research 
data that has been gathered by the researcher, very often interviews.

A challenge faced by both methods is the relation of the photograph to the social 
phenomenon being investigated by the researcher. The value of visual research meth
ods is usually claimed to be revelatory: that is, images can show things that other 
forms of analysis cannot. However, photographs can only show ‘embodied and
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material manifestations’ of social phenomena (Allen, 2011: 488; see also Barker and 
Smith, 2012). Not everything that is of interest to a social scientist is necessarily 
visible in a photo, and projects using photographs as part of visual research meth
ods therefore have to think quite carefully about the relation between the visible 
and the social. As Rieger (2011: 144-5) notes, ‘The strength of the relationship 
between visual and social change ... varies: some visual changes seem to have little 
social significance, and there are social changes that may not have very obvious or 
prominent visual manifestations.’ Another significant issue that may require careful 
thought is the relation between the photographs and the other data gathered as part 
of the research project, including the interviews with the photos. While photo
documentation and photo-elicitation methods rely on the unique abilities of visual 
materials to convey information or affect in ways that words find hard or impos
sible, both also rely on some kind of spoken or written work to make the effects of 
those visual materials evident, and many photo-elicitation methods also depend on 
other forms of data. However, data gathered by these various means can confirm, 
complement, elaborate or contradict each other, and the researcher must evaluate 
their different claims (O’Connell, 2013). Moreover, the relation between images and 
what is said about them in interviews perhaps requires more careful thought than it 
is often given, because such interview talk explicates images in complex ways (for 
discussion see Esin and Squire, 2013; Hodgetts et al., 2007b; Jenkings et al., 2008).

One further challenge that all visual research methods face is the question of 
research ethics (Allen, 2012). Research projects using visual research methods are 
subject to the same research ethics requirements as all social science research, but the 
visual research methods are often perceived to face particular ethical challenges, espe
cially around the anonymity of research participants. This is discussed at some length 
in Chapter 14.

The final question to pose to these methods is whether photo-documentation and 
photo-elicitation are valuable as critical visual methodologies. Certainly many studies 
using these methods pay careful attention to the agency of the image and what exactly 
it can show and do in the specific research situation. Many of these studies are also 
methodologically explicit, explaining carefully what they chose to do and why, so 
there is an element of reflexivity too in very many of them. And finally, many use these 
visual methods to explore marginalised or disempowered people and places: children, 
the homeless. It seems, then, that these research methods have ample potential to 
work as critical visual methodologies.

Summ ary: M aking Im ages as Research Data

•  associated with:
These methods usually use either photographs taken by the researcher, or 
images -  which might be photos but could also be drawings or maps, for 
example -  made by the research participants.
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• sites and modalities:
These methods can pay careful attention to the sites of production and the image, 
and to the site of audiencing in the form of the research participants. Interest in 
how the images may circulate beyond the research process is generally confined 
to a concern with the ethics of showing images.

• key terms:
Documentation, elicitation, participation time-lapse photography, video
documentation.

• strengths and weaknesses:
Images can show things and prompt talk that other interview types may not, and 
can therefore be used as evidence to develop and support, or to supplement, other 
forms of research data.

Further Reading

There are three collections of essays that contain a wide range of useful examples of 
visual research methods being put to work: one is a book edited by Caroline Knowles 
and Paul Sweetman (2004b), one a special issue of the online journal FQS: Forum 
Qualitative Social Research edited by Susan Ball and Chris Gilligan (2010), and the 
third is a special issue of Sociological Research Online edited by Philip Mizen and 
Carol Wolkowitz (2012).

COMPANION WEBSITE

Visit https://study.sagepub.com/r0se4e for:

• Resources relating to visual research methods, and specific methods including photo
documentation, photo-elicitation, participatory mapping, participatory video-making, 

photovoice and digital storytelling.
• Links to a number of projects that have used these various methods so that you can 

see them in action in more detail, which is invaluable if you are thinking of using some kind 
of visual research method yourself.

https://study.sagepub.com/r0se4e
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USING IMAGES TO 
DISSEMINATE RESEARCH 
FINDINGS: CIRCULATION AND 
AUDIENCING

key examples: the types of image discussed in this chapter as means of 
disseminating the results of research projects include data visualisations, 
photo-essays, films, interactive documentaries and exhibitions.

13.1 Using Im ages to Dissem inate Research:
An Introduction

This chapter looks at ways to use images to share the results of your research with 
different kinds of audiences. Showing research results in visual form is not new, of 
course. Geographers have drawn maps and anthropologists have made films since 
their founding as academic disciplines, and the graphs, diagrams and charts of quan
titative social science also have a long history. In recent years, though, interest in 
disseminating research results by using visual images has been growing among social 
researchers across a much wider range of disciplines, and the kind of visual material 
that might be used to convey research results has also expanded. There are five main 
reasons for these changes.

The first reason is one that has appeared repeatedly throughout this book: for many 
researchers, images carry different kinds of information from the written word. The 
hoary cliché that ‘a picture is worth a thousand words’ is often used in support of this 
claim. More rigorously, researchers like Sarah Pink (2013, 2015) argue that still and 
moving images are particularly good at conveying aspects of the social world that may 
elude written description: colour, movement, arrangement, gesture, texture, sound. 
The discussion of photo-elicitation as a visual research method in Section 12.2 noted 
that this is the reason it is chosen by many researchers: they think that the images 
themselves are often more evocative of the sensory, as well as richer in information, 
than interview talk or written text can be, and that research participants’ talk about
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images can be particularly revealing about the affective aspects of their experiences. 
These claims parallel a wider theoretical turn in the social sciences towards the con
cepts of affect, embodiment, the sensory and the emotional, as discussed in Chapter 1. 
All this suggests not only that images are useful in evoking affect, but also that affect 
is a particularly important thing to try to convey as part of research findings. And if it 
is indeed the case that an image and only an image can convey an important aspect of 
the topic under investigation, then it seems logical that images should also be used 
when the research findings are being presented. Which, as this chapter will explore, is 
one reason why many researchers are now choosing to create their own visual materi
als as a means of accurately conveying their research findings.

A second reason for social scientists turning to data visualisation is the recent inter
est in what is often called ‘big data’. As Chapters 1, 5 and 11 have all discussed, the 
availability of very large datasets is encouraging something of a resurgence in quanti
tative and computational methods in the social sciences (although, as Chapter 11 
pointed out, the technical difficulties in accessing the large numbers of images circu
lated on social media has meant that the full implications of that particular kind of 
big data have not really impacted on visual research methods as yet). Analyses of big 
datasets are often presented visually.

The third reason that many researchers are turning to visual materials to present 
their research findings is a claim that research conveyed in the form of images can reach 
more audiences, and different kinds of audiences, than the usual academic research 
output of a paper in a scholarly journal or a chapter in a book (Puwar and Sharma, 
2012). Sometimes this is advocated on the grounds that visual images communicate 
their messages very powerfully, either because they can carry lots of information, or 
because images can be more affectively powerful than academic writing. Susan 
Thieme (2012: np) claims both about making a film, suggesting that ‘representing 
research in moving pictures and sound can be far more evocative, immediate and 
detailed than in a written text’. Images may also communicate the results of research 
more directly because the format in which they are presented is more familiar to more 
people than academic work. If an argument is expressed not in the often-arcane 
vocabulary of the social sciences, but instead as a film or a cartoon (Bartlett, 2013), 
it may be much more accessible to non-academic audiences.

This relates to the fourth reason often given for showing research results visually, 
which is that most of us live in a very visual world. If more and more communication 
is happening through visual media, the argument goes, then academic research also 
needs to start communicating visually. Jessica Jacobs (2013: 714) opens her discus
sion of the use of film by geographers by making just this point: ‘the Internet and 
digitisation are disrupting the hegemony of the printed word’, she says, because 
platforms and apps include so many images, and she concludes from this that geog
raphers (and other social researchers) should not only get better at interpreting films 
(and other visual materials), but also get better at making them in order to commu
nicate their research more appropriately in the current moment (see also Hunt, 2014; 
Newbury, 2011).
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arts-
based
research

The fifth reason that visual materials might be used to share the results 
of a research project is specific to participatory research projects. 
Participatory research projects -  using methods like photovoice, or 
image-elicitation methods, both discussed in Chapter 12 -  are concerned 
to empower the people who participate in those projects, and one way 
to achieve this is to make public the images that they have created to 
express their views. This could take the form of a film screening or an 
exhibition. Or it could take the form of a more focused presentation: a 
slideshow presented to a specific group of policymakers, for example.

Mentioning participatory research projects, and the importance they place 
on showing the results of their work to various audiences, raises an impor
tant point about the relation between this chapter and Chapter 12. Chapter 
12 explored creation of visual materials as research data, particularly as part 
of photo-documentation and photo-elicitation methods. This chapter 
focuses on using visual materials to disseminate research results. Putting 
these two discussions into separate chapters might imply that there is a clear 
distinction between images studied as research data, including images cre
ated as data is analysed, and images created to disseminate the findings of 
a research project. This is not always the case, however. Sometimes the 
images that are treated as data, or as a way of analysing that data, are also 
used when the research findings are turned into some kind of output, aca
demic or otherwise. This is particularly the case for participatory research 
because the whole point of participatory visual research projects is to 
facilitate research participants to create images that will be disseminated 
once the project has ended. It is also true, for example, of the graphs and bar 
charts reproduced as Figures 5.2 and 5.3, which were generated in order to 
analyse the data generated by the first stages of a content analysis, and then 
reappear in the book that summarised the insights of that research project. 
Hence, as Darren Newbury (2011) points out, the same image can serve as 
data, be merely illustrative of a written argument, or express part of the find
ings of a project. For many research projects, then, the distinction between 
images-as-data, images-as-analysis and images-as-dissemination is not clear.

discussion
The distinction between images-as-data and images-as-dissemination is also 
blurred in arts-based research. Arts-based research is ‘an effort to utilize the 
forms of thinking and forms of representation that the arts provide as a means 
through which the world can be better understood’ (Barone and Eisner, 2012: xi).
It is a wide field, sometimes encompassing versions of some of the methods 
referred to in this book: photo-elicitation and collage, for example (Butler-Kisber, 
2010; Leavy, 2009). Arts-based research also includes more specialised forms 
of arts practice though, such as sculpture, theatre, installation art and paint
ing (all discussed in Knowles and Cole, 2008). It can be participatory, with the
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research process facilitated by an artist, or it can be conducted by the a rtis t/ 
researcher alone. The end product is usually ‘something that is close to a work 
of a rt’ (Barone and Eisner, 2012: 1) and is therefore created as something to put 
on display or to perform: it is created for audiences of some kind. (It is therefore 
also sometimes claimed that arts-based research can reach wider audiences 
than more conventional kinds of research [Boydeli et al., 2012].) Arts-based 
research is thus not a report of findings derived by other means -  it is not a dis
semination technique.

Since arts-based research creates insights specifically through the creative 
possibilities enabled by the medium of a specific art form, its projects depend 
on arts techniques rather than social science research methods. So th is book 
does not discuss arts-based research specifically. For readers interested in the 
field, Tom Barone and Elliot Eisner (2012) give a very good introduction and 
overview.

However, in some cases, and more and more often, researchers do 
decide to make images specifically in order to disseminate their 
research findings to various audiences. This chapter focuses on some 
of the ways to do that, and on some of the issues it raises. The chapter 
uses the four sites that have organised the book’s discussion of visual 
methodologies, because the sites of the production of images, the 
image itself, the circulation of images, and their audiencing are as rel
evant to understanding academic uses of images as they are to any 
other kind. The chapter’s examples are of different kinds of images, 
produced and circulated in different ways, and with different (antici
pated) relationships to their audiences.

This chapter has six sections:

1. The first is this introduction.
2. The second looks at data visualisation.
3. The third looks at photo-essays.
4. The fourth looks at making films.
5. The fifth section examines multimedia websites.
6. And the final section explores the strengths and weaknesses of using 

images to disseminate research findings.

13.2 Data Visualisation

Data visualisation means representing data in a visual format in order to 
discover its patterns (Manovich, 2011); sometimes the term infographie infographie 
is used to refer to the same thing. Visualising data, especially quantitative 
data, is a common practice in the social sciences. Chapter 5 on content
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analysis and cultural analytics showed examples of how quantitative visual methods 
might generate visualisations of data. Data visualisations are also increasingly popular 
in other fields: both The Guardian and the New York Times newspapers design strik
ing data visualisations as part of their online news analysis. Many of these online 
infographics are animated and many are interactive: that is, the viewer can alter the 
data they show by clicking on a menu option or hovering over different parts of the 
screen. Many online datasets are now also accompanied by visualisation tools to help 
users make sense of the data they contain. This section briefly reviews some debates 
about data visualisation, and some of the issues at stake in using data visualisations as 
part of social science research.

13.2.1 Visualisation and the spectacularisation of research 
findings

John Grady’s (2011) discussion of visualisation in social analysis suggests that visualis
ing data is a craft, and an essential one for social researchers, because it allows them 
to draw on what he calls ‘the cognitive competency of the eye’ (Grady, 2011: 495).

A typology of non-anim ated visual displays of information (Grady 2011: 496)
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He suggests that turning quantitative data into pictures allows the researcher to see 
patterns and thus to make discoveries about that data that would otherwise remain 
obscure. He is thus advocating visualising data as a means of analysing it more effec
tively. Grady (2011) focuses on quantitative data (survey data in particular), and he 
discusses the various kinds of graphs and charts that can be made using Microsoft’s 
Excel spreadsheet. As he points out, to create a bar chart that is both useful and under
standable is a skill that cannot entirely be delegated to the software, so he pays some 
attention to questions of layout and readability. However, he is mostly concerned with 
how different ways of displaying different data can yield analytical insight. His charts 
and graphs are therefore all pretty basic. It could be said that his interest in what might 
be called the aesthetics of data visualisation is subordinate to the usefulness of the 
analytical insights the visuals can generate (which is not to say that his visuals do not 
have an aesthetic).

This is somewhat different from the recent popular interest in data visualisation, 
especially among journalists. There, the claim is both that ‘information is beautiful’ 
(McCandless, 2012) and that beauty can be a tool for improving the understanding 
and analysis of information. The emphasis is thus on ‘the explanatory power of 
beauty’ (McCosker and Wilken, 2014: 155). Some academics are also utilising that 
power to create gorgeous data visualisations, many of which are based on different 
kinds of mapping. Figure 13.2 is an example of a different kind of aesthetic: brutal 
(the central data visualisation looks like a bleeding bullet hole), to show data about 
some of those who died in the First World War.

This interactive data visualisation uses data from the Commonwealth War Graves 
Commission to show the numbers of men and wom en from Commonwealth countries w ho died 
fighting in the First World War; http://codehesive.com /com m onw ealthw w l/ data based on 
Commonwealth War Graves Commission Records; design by James Offer

http://codehesive.com/commonwealthwwl/
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discussion
If you are interested in learning the basics of designing data visualisations, the 
classic texts are by Edward Tufte, especially his Envisioning Information (1991) 
and The Visual Display of Quantitative Information (2001).

Grady (2011) rightly emphasises that the beautiful visualisations produced by pro
fessional designers for newspapers require excellent skills in both design and in using 
graphics software, as well as a good understanding of the data to be visualised. While 
a social science researcher will understand the data, they are very unlikely to have the 
design or technical skills necessary to produce those sorts of complex visualisation. 
Grady (2011) thus raises an important issue that will recur throughout this chapter - 
whether social science researchers have the skills necessary to create effective kinds of 
visualisation. With the exception of anthropologists who learn how to make ethno
graphic films, neither filmmaking nor photography -  let alone graphic design -  are 
part of the training of social science researchers (although some geographers might 
learn about mapmaking). This is the reason for Grady’s (2011) decision to focus on a 
well-known and widely available spreadsheet package for his discussion of using 
visualisations to analyse data. He is suggesting, in effect, that social researchers should 
stick to what we know best, which is the careful analysis of data, and that we should 
more-or-less rely on software to make the visual presentation of that analysis clear 
and legible. Other social science researchers discussed in this chapter, facing a similar 
skills gap, make a different decision, and choose to collaborate with professionals 
who have those skills.

discussion
The basic process of data visualisation is a translation from data to visual format. 
Generally,

we map the properties of our data that we are most interested in onto a 
topology and geometry. Other less important properties of the objects are 
represented through different visual dimensions -  tones, shading patterns, 
colours or transparency of the graphical elements. (Manovich, 2011: 39)

However, Lev Manovich (2011) argues that his own data visualisations -  produced 
as part of the cultural analytics method discussed in Chapter 5 -  are rather differ
ent from this. Rather than translating just some specific properties of a larger 
dataset into visual form, cultural analytic visualisations (and some other data
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visualisation formats like tag clouds) are ‘direct visualisations’ (Manovich, 2011: 
47). They do not ‘reduce’ data before visualising it, as happens when the specific 
properties of a dataset to be visualised are selected, or the data summarised and 
then visualised; instead, cultural analytics creates new representations built 
directly from all the existing data.

Views about the data visualisations that can be generated to show research find
ings are diverse. In their discussion of data visualisations of big data, Anthony 
McCosker and Rowan Wilken (2014) suggest that the insight to be derived from 
this sort of often-spectacular image is not in fact the clarity of analytical patterns 
as suggested by Grady (2011), but rather the evocation of intensity and flow that 
corresponds most closely to the specifically Deleuzian notion of ‘the diagram’. 
Deleuze’s discussions of ‘the diagram’ do not take the diagram to be an explana
tory tool but rather a form of indicating non-representational fields of affective 
intensity and flow.

Johanna Drucker (2011), however, is rather suspicious of that affective intensity. 
In a polemical essay, she argues that many data visualisations are so focussed on 
their spectacular effects that they do not pay enough attention to the data itself. She 
suggests that data visualisations tend to focus too closely on doing things with the 
data without paying enough attention to who generated that data and why, how 
reliable it is, what categories it assumes, and so on. Data visualisations -  especially 
the visually seductive ones -  thus tend to gloss over the crucial fact that data is not 
equivalent to the real world, she claims: ‘Rendering observation (the act of creating 
a statistical, empirical, or subjective account or image) as if it were the same as the 
phenomena observed collapses the critical distance between the phenomenal world 
and its interpretation’ (2011: n.p.). For Drucker, data visualisations therefore need 
to get much better at foregrounding questions of interpretation in the audience’s 
mind, and Figure 13.3 reproduces two images from a project aiming to do just that 
in relation to what can be found on Wikipedia. Drucker herself suggests some ways 
in which the kinds of graphics that Grady (2011) discusses might be rendered more 
obviously interpretative:

the most striking feature distinguishing humanistic, interpretative, and construc
tivist graphical expressions from realist statistical graphics is that the curves, 
bars, columns, percentage values would not always be represented as discrete 
bounded entities, but as conditional expressions of interpretative parameters -  a 
kind of visual fuzzy logic or graphical complexity. Thus their edges might be 
permeable, lines dotted and broken, dots and points vary in size and scale or 
degree of ambiguity of placement, and so on. These graphical strategies express 
interpreted knowledge, situated and partial, rather than complete. (Drucker, 
2011: n.p.)
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FIGURE 13.3A 
A map 
showing the 
location of the 
geotags 
attached to 
Wikipedia 
articles written 
in English

FIGURE 13.3B 
A map 
showing 
the location 
of the 
geotags 
attached to 
Wikipedia 
articles written 
in Egyptian 
Arabic

While Grady (2011 ) does discuss the production of the data he uses at some 
length in his text, Drucker (2011) is advocating embedding indications of 
the situatedness and partiality of the data into its graphical representation. 
These debates have implications for the design of data visualisations.

Geotagged Articles in Egyptian Arabic Wikipedia

Da>a ssr«."«<i from Wfcipstfi Ne* 201' M*."* V i-*-  
3 « - * -ic$ar, A *»3
Outer! Irsmtt rsrtu* r. soiüqoraSo'T , i v  s
AS ftilMt Fa&ng »î» !ORC
Mer» r*5 u » 4 ■ flgeeeHe»>ar w ew .gieiic*

One form of the partiality of data is the language that information 
is written in, which shapes w ho can create information, w hat can be said, and 
who can interpret w hat is said. Here, tw o m aps show which places in the world 
are described in Wikipedia in two different languages. It is clear that many more 
places are described in English (for a fuller discussion, see Graham et al., 2014)



USING IMAGES TO DISSEMINATE RESEARCH FINDINGS 339

13.2.2 Designing a data visualisation
Section 13.2.1 suggested that visualising data is by no means straightforward -  even 
if there are an increasing number of software tools that allow you to do so in an 
increasing variety of formats. There are therefore a number of issues to consider when 
visualising data (see also Figure 13.4):

• What are the key research findings you want your visualisation to display?
• How will your visualisation embed specific knowledge claims? For example, do you 

want it to be a ‘direct’ or a ‘reduced’ visualisation, to use Manovich’s (2011) terms? 
Do you want it to refer to the partiality or situatedness of its data? If so, how will you 
do that?

• Who is the intended audience for your visualisation? Will that audience have cer
tain skills in understanding particular kinds of visualisation? Will the site of the 
visualisation’s display make a difference to what it should be?

What makes a good visualisation?

s,o ry Goal
<conceP‘> (function)

Information
(data)

• Research 
doc

• Script
• Article
• Outline

Proof of concept
Prototype • Template

• Plot

Schematic
Wireframe

Scamp/storyboard 
Detailed sketch

Successful
visualisation

• Rough sketch
• Art

Boring Useless

• Eye candy
• Data art
• Pure data viz

Visual form 
(metaphor)

The important things to consider when visualising data, according to David 
McCandless (2015)
© Information is Beautiful 2015
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•  Only now should you start to think about the visual format that might best show your 
findings. Is a bar chart, a diagram, or map the most appropriate format? Still or ani
mated? Do you want to convey diagrammatic intensity or representational clarity? 
Interactive or not? Tufte (1991, 2001) has lots of food for thought here.

•  Design your visualisation.

13.3 Photo-essays

A photo-essay is a combination of writing with photographs. The writing can range 
from extended captions to book-length studies, and the photographs must be at 
least as important as the text to the photo-essay’s impact (Newbury, 2011). W.J.T. 
Mitchell (1994: 290) says that the photo-essay is ‘a truly composite form’ because 
of this equality between text and image. Being able to take (and edit) really good 
photographs -  like designing good data visualisations -  is not a skill that social 
researchers necessarily have, and some photo-essays are therefore collaborations 
between a photographer and a researcher. However, digital cameras do now enable 
most people to take at least decent photographs; and on that basis, making a photo
essay is probably one of the least difficult ways of showing the findings of a research 
project visually. This section therefore spends a bit more time discussing this method 
than the others in this chapter.

13.3.1 Photo-essays: some preliminary considerations
So why might you consider creating a photo-essay as part of your research project? 
Well, photo-essays rely on the ability of photographs to carry large amounts of infor
mation about ‘how culture and social life looks ... that’s difficult to represent in text 
alone’ (Wagner, 2007: 47); they can display ‘the taken-for-granted moments that com
municated ethnographic meaning’ (Harper, 2006: 158). They also build on the ability 
of photographs to carry more than that. Photo-essays are also argued to be powerful 
devices because they can evoke a wide range of sensory and affective responses in the 
viewer of the photos (Hunt, 2014).

One of the foremost exponents of the photo-essay method is Douglas Harper, and 
he has reflected at some length on his book Changing Works (Harper, 2001), which 
uses both his own photographs and archival images. He is insistent on the ways in 
which both sets of images are full of both information -  they show specific places 
and people -  but also representations, always making particular arguments. And 
following Harper, Marcus Banks (2008: 47) argues that one of the things that 
photo-essays can do is present an argument. They can offer an analysis of a particu
lar social situation, as Muntadas (2005) did in his photo-essay on the Guggenheim
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Bilbao, part of which was reproduced in Figure 9.9. Indeed, Carol Marley’s experi
ence in starting to take photographs as part of a research project about immigration 
is that you have to have an argument -  or at least a conceptual framework -  to 
enable you to work out what you want to photograph (Gilligan and Marley, 2010).

The other thing that Banks (2008) suggests a photo-essay can do is to offer a sense 
of the subjective experiencing of a social situation. What does it feel like to be there? 
While most photo-essays contain elements of both of these, perhaps a first step in 
considering how to put a photo-essay together is to decide whether you want it to 
analyse something, or to evoke something. Do you want to create an argument or a 
feeling for your audience, or both? And of course, answering this depends on the 
larger theoretical context in which your project is grounded.

An example of a city being photographed as both an ‘inventory’ and as ‘a way into 
the macrosocial process through which the global world is organized’ is Hong Kong, 
in a book by Harper and sociologist Caroline Knowles (Knowles and Harper, 2009). 
However, I think it is fair to say that photographs have mostly been used to evoke the 
sensory experience and feel of urban environments, or what Alan Latham (2003) calls 
their ‘texture’. Geographers and others have long been interested in the elusive quali
ties that define senses of place, and some are now using photography to convey the 
feel of particular places. Tim Edensor’s (2005) book about industrial ruins is exem
plary here (see also Liggett, 2007). Edensor uses photographs throughout his book to 
evoke excessive qualities of ruins. In fact, he uses photographs in two ways. First, he 
records ruins themselves, before they are demolished or renovated or disintegrate 
entirely, noting that photos ‘can reveal the stages and temporalities of decay’ (Edensor, 
2005: 16). Secondly, he suggests that photographs convey some of the experiential 
qualities peculiar to ruins:

Photographs are never merely visual but in fact conjure up synaesthetic and 
kinaesthetic effects, for the visual provokes other sensory responses. The textures 
and tactilities, smells, atmospheres and sounds of ruined spaces, together with the 
signs and objects they accommodate, can be empathetically conjured up by visual 
material. (Edensor, 2005: 16)

Occasionally, the ruins’ decay seems to have infected the form of Edensor’s pho
tos. They too sometimes lose definition and meaning, and it is impossible to make 
out what they are ‘of’ (Figure 13.5 reproduces one of these). Edensor also induces 
the feel and texture and strange obscurity of ruins by inserting the photos 
uncaptioned into his text. There they work as a kind of visual supplement to his 
arguments, hanging unreferenced, perhaps ‘utilised as an alternative source of 
information independent from the text’ (Edensor, 2005: 16), and in any case 
always suggesting that there is more to ruins than Edensor’s textual interpretation 
can convey.
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From 
Edensor's 
(2005:121) 
study of 
industrial 
ruins 
© Timothy 
Edensor

A photo-essay can have two effects, then: the analytical and the 
evocative. To achieve either, or both, it is crucial to consider the relation 
between the photographs and the text. As I have already noted, in a 
photo-essay the photographs are as important as the text in conveying 
the meaning of the photo-essay. But as W.J.T. Mitchell (1994: 281-322) 
makes clear, the relation between text and photographs can take differ
ent forms, and it is that form that requires careful consideration.

The text and the photographs may, for example, be doing the same 
thing: making the same argument, evoking the same feeling. Often this 
is achieved either by captioning the photographs fully or referring to 
them directly in the text. Certainly in analytical photo-essays I think 
this explicit cross-referencing is vital. Hence Helen Liggett (2007: 
22-3) takes care in her photo-essay on urban space to explain just what 
she intends the reader to see in the photos. However, Howard Becker 
(2002) has discussed an example of a photo-essay in which the photo
graphs work to support the arguments of the text without any explicit 
cross-referencing between them -  a book written by John Berger and 
heavy with photographs by Jean Mohr, called A Seventh Man (Berger 
and Mohr, 1975), about the experiences of men migrating from poorer 
to more affluent parts of Europe. The photos are never referred to 
directly by the text, and their minimal captions are listed at the end of 
the book rather than next to the relevant photo. Nonetheless, the pho
tos ask the reader to work to make sense of them; they are not all easy 
to respond to; there is a depth to the engagement they invite that again 
suggests a seriousness of purpose to Mohr’s work. Becker (2002) thus
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calls Mohr’s photographs ‘specified generalizations’. They add something to Berger’s 
generalisations about migration and its effects: they specify them. They show what 
they really are, what they look like, what they do -  they make them believable. And 
Becker argues it is the peculiar ability of photos to do this, to show ‘flesh and blood’ 
as if for real:

What can you do with pictures that you couldn’t do just as well with words (or 
numbers)? The answer is that I can lead you to believe that the abstract tale I’ve 
told you has a real, flesh and blood life, and therefore is to be believed in a way 
that is hard to do when all you have is the argument and some scraps and can 
only wonder if there really is anyone like that out there. (Becker, 2002: 11)

Becker is arguing that the effect of Mohr’s photos is, in the end, to affirm the veracity 
of Berger’s text. The photos do not simply illustrate the researcher’s arguments; they 
work more actively to convince us that those arguments are correct. The visual qual
ities of the photographs are being used to make the reader believe what the text of the 
book is telling us.

Another strategy for photo-essays, though, is for the photographs and text to work 
against each other in some way. Perhaps the photographs suggest that there is more 
to a situation than the text is offering; perhaps the text points to wider social relations 
that the photographs cannot show.

So, in thinking about a photo-essay, you need to consider whether it will tend 
towards the analytical or the evocative or both; and what the relation between the 
photographs and the text will be.

discussion
In their project Small is Beautiful?, geographers Caitlin DeSilvey and James Ryan 
travelled with photographer Steven Bond around the south-west of England looking 
for ‘broken things and the people who mend them ’ . Their interpretation of the rela
tions between the craftspeople they met, the things they mended, and the tools 
they used have appeared in a number of different forms: as a blog and a website 
(Celebration of Repair, 2015), as exhibitions, as a book (Bond et al., 2013), and 
as a paper in the journal Cultural Geographies (DeSilvey et al., 2014).

They describe the relation between Steven’s photographs and the text written 
by Caitlin and James like this:

As we sorted, the images fell into relation with each other in resonant trip- 
tychs, and we let them. For each photo we made a small text box and we filled 
until it was full, the words settling in place like handfuls of screws or buttons 
in a square tin ... The words try to inhabit (and illuminate) the peculiar space 
created by each photograph, a space which is, as Walter Benjamin intuited,
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immense and unexpected. Whole worlds are contained in a fleck of paint, a 
twist of loose thread. We find ourselves wandering through landscapes where 
odd textures and atmospheres remind us of something or some place we 
can’t quite name -  the smell of a grandfather’s workshop, perhaps, or a tac
tile childhood memory of the greasy resilience of smooth leather, the shock 
of cold steel. (DeSilvey et al., 2014: 657)

This method of working with the photographs 
depends on the argument that photographs 
evoke the affective. One part of one of their 
triptychs of photographs is reproduced as 
Figure 13.6. Compare it to Figure 9.9, which is 
an extract from another photo-essay and which 
seems to me to be an attempt at an analysis 
in visual form.

And on the tailor’s table, two pairs of 
steel shears lie side by side, both 
close to a foot long, and weighing 
over a pound each. One pair, which 
has a worn leather sheath around the 
loop of one handle, was 
manufactured in Sheffield; the other 
came from Newark, New Jersey. How 
does the tailor decide which of the 
two to use when faced with a piece of 
fabric that needs cutting? What fine 
distinctions of edge and angle does 
he set against considerations of 
weave and weight? The equivalence 
of the shears is illusory; each pair has 
specific capacities and proficiencies, 
learned (and shaped) by the tailor 
over the 72 years since he was 
trained as a young boy in Birmingham 
in what he calls ‘the art of cutting’.

R. P a ve  Iy, Fo rtu n esw ell, D o rse t

A photograph and its text from DeSilvey, Ryan and Bond's essay 
71 Stories' (2014: 670-1)
© Steven Bond

13.3.2 Photo-essays: putting one together
All this suggests that the sorts of question you need to consider when making a photo-essay
might include the following:

•  What’s the conceptual framework you’ve been working with, and what is it you 
want the photographs to do in relation to that framework?

•  Related to this, do you want to tend towards making an argument or evoking a 
feeling, or both? Why?

• Will the photographs speak for themselves, or do you want to tie them tightly into 
the text? So do you need a draft of that text already? Or will you start writing after 
you’ve taken some photos?

•  What will the relationship between the photographs and the text be? What layout 
do you want? How large should photographs be? Where will they be placed on each 
page and in relation to each other? What sort of text, if any, should accompany 
each? Do you need -  or are you being asked to work with -  some kind of designer
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to make these decisions? Newbury (2011: 655-62) has an interesting 
discussion about these sorts of choices.

• Who are you assuming will be looking at and reading your photo
essay? Who is its audience? This question is only rarely addressed in 
the discussions of photo-essays mentioned in this section; Section 13.6 
will return to this point.

• What format are you going to use to create the photo-essay? Will it 
be a paper, a dissertation, a book? A printed pamphlet? A download
able pdf? An exhibition?

• Given all that, what photographs do you want to use? Becker 
(2002) points out that in A Seventh Man, there are enough of Mohr’s 
photos, from different places and showing different things, to give 
an impression of properly comprehensive coverage (see also Wagner, 
2007: 47-8). What photographs do you need to similarly convince 
your reader that your photographs are credible? Why do you want 
to photograph specific things? What kinds of content, framing, 
focus, colour, perspective and so on might help you achieve the 
effects you want? (It might be useful to go back here to Chapter 4 
on compositional analysis to get some ideas.) Would some com
parisons be effective (Harper, 2003: 259)? Between what and why?

• Do you want to include photographs that you haven’t taken? If you 
do, will you need to get copyright clearance? (Chapter 14 discusses 
copyright in a little more detail.)

• Are there any ethical considerations relating to any of the photo
graphs you are considering using?

• Finally, following Newbury (2011: 662), take a look at some photo
essays that you like and see what you can learn from them.

In short, creating a social science photo-essay is not the same as being a 
documentary photographer, as Wagner (2007) discusses at some length, 
and you need to be clear about what you are doing and why: how does 
your photo-essay articulate the social science argument you are making 
for the wider audience you are imagining?

13.4 Films and Videos

Another possibility for making a visual account of a research project is 
to make a film.

13.4.1 Ethnographic film as a context
Anthropology as an academic discipline has a long tradition of high- 
quality, 50- or 90-minute ethnographic films, and excellent accounts of

ethnographic
films



346 VISUAL METHODOLOGIES

ethnographic filmmaking are available (see for example Banks, 2001; Banks and Ruby, 
2011; Barbash and Taylor, 1997; Pink, 2013; and on filmmaking more generally see 
Thurlow and Thurlow, 2013). Making this sort of film is a specialised and technically 
demanding process which requires a lot of expensive equipment as well as a produc
tion team (getting good-quality sound recording is a different task from directing the 
filming, for example, and a film editor will have an entirely different skillset again). All 
this is unlikely to be accessible to most readers of this book and indeed to most 
researchers in the social sciences.

There have however been some collaborations between researchers and film
makers to make such extended films. Susan Thieme (2012) discusses her experience 
of such a collaboration in relation to a film called The Other Silk Road, about 
migrant workers within and from Kyrgyzstan in Central Asia. The 28-minute film 
(with some other accompanying visual material) took 15 months to make. She 
describes the collaboration in terms of a series of ‘interfaces’ with her research 
participants, with the various members of the filmmaking crew, and with the film’s 
sponsor, a media-focussed NGO. These began in the pre-production phase, when 
her research project got underway, continued through the film’s production phase, 
when the film was being planned and filmed, and through its post-production 
phase, when the film was edited by the film crew’s editor and then re-edited after 
discussions with her research project’s sponsor (see Franzen [2013: 421] for 
another discussion of collaborative re-editing). The film was then released for 
distribution. Thieme’s (2012) detailed account of this process gives a very useful 
insight into its complexity and demands.

Thieme’s (2012) discussion focuses mostly on the sites of the production of her film 
and its imagery. She says less about its distribution and audiences (though notes that 
her decision to make a shorter film was driven by her desire to screen it to busy policy
makers). Ethnographic filmmaking has its own circuits of distribution -  festivals and 
repositories from which films can be borrowed for teaching or other kinds of 
screening -  which suggest diverse kinds of audiences, from the interested general 
public to anthropology students. However, as Sarah Franzen (2013) discusses, it can 
be very useful to have a more specific idea of who the audience for your film is, how 
you are going to reach them, and what kind of audiencing you want to encourage. 
She notes that ethnographic filmmakers tend not to be very concerned about how 
their films are interpreted by their audiences; but some of the little research that has 
been done suggests that, far from increasing understanding of the people in the film, 
some audiences of ethnographic films watch them in ways that affirm various kinds 
of cultural stereotypes (Franzen, 2013: 417). To counter this, Franzen suggests a 
more collaborative approach not only to the production but also to the audiencing 
of ethnographic films. In her own practice, for example, she attends screenings of 
her films and hosts question-and-answer sessions after they’ve been shown, so that 
she can engage with audiences and encourage interpretations of the films that match 
what she and her collaborators were hoping to achieve.
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13.4.2 Making and showing a short digital film
With the advent of relatively cheap digital video cameras and digital film-editing soft
ware, though, making a high-quality, extended film with filmmaking professionals is 
not the only option for researchers interested in film as a medium for disseminating 
their research results. It is possible to make a short film now just using your smart
phone, some apps and a bit of extra hardware; and online platforms like YouTube and 
Vimeo provide easy and free ways to share the film.

If you are thinking of making a short film, you can find useful advice on making 
simple films in many guides to home movie-making (see, for example, Cope, 2007a, 
2007b), as well as the guides to ethnographic and other filmmaking mentioned in 
Section 13.4.2. Even though you can use just your phone to make and edit a film, 
other equipment might also be desirable: a tripod almost certainly, perhaps a separate 
audio-recorder and microphone, and perhaps some more sophisticated editing soft
ware. The subsequent steps are not that dissimilar to making a photo-essay:

• First of all think carefully about what you want your film to show. Yolanda 
Hernandez-Albujar (2007) discusses a short film that she made called Voices, which 
was made to evoke the feelings of Latin American migrants in Italian cities. She 
emphasises the importance of thinking carefully about what you want to film and 
why, given your research questions and emergent findings.

• Think too about who you want to show it to and how you want them to react. 
How might that affect what you film?

• Start a storyboard: put the outlines of key scenes onto separate index cards or 
PowerPoint slides, and move them around until you have them in the most effective 
order to create the effect you are seeking. Add other scenes that seem necessary.

• Take any ethical considerations into account.
• Script a voice-over commentary if needed.
• Then go shoot the film. Remember to pay as much attention to the quality of the 

sound as to the quality of the image.
• Edit the film to match the storyboard shape and add the voice-over.
• Put your film into circulation. This might mean uploading it to Vimeo, inserting it 

into a website or a blog accompanied by some text that encourages your audience 
to approach it in a particular way, or it might mean organising live screenings.

13.5 Multimedia W ebsites

Another form of disseminating research results more widely than the conventional 
academic paper or book is to design a multimedia website. A website could of course 
be a way in which a photo-essay or a film could find its audiences. You could upload 
your film to Vimeo and also make it the centrepiece of a website, for example, and
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many blogs are designed show off photographs. However, websites can 
carry all sorts of media, including any kind of still image, written text, 
animations and sound, as well as film, and websites have other possi
bilities. The arrangement of the website’s pages can put different things 
into various relationships; a search box can make a complex website 
easily navigable; a website can be updated regularly; and it can be inte
grated with social networks like Twitter.

13.5.1 Multimedia websites: an overview
Many of these possibilities are now being explored by researchers inter
ested in using visual means to convey their research, and a number of 
different ways of doing this seem to be emerging. There are some fairly 
simple websites that work just as hosts of things like photo-essays or 
films. Having said ‘fairly simple’, of course this still means that a lot of 
thought has gone into how the site is structured and how it can be 
searched.

Some websites have been designed as repositories for the visual and 
other materials made or collected as part of a research project. In terms 
of how these materials are organised and searchable, these websites tend 
to be more complex than the previous kind. One example is the Invincible 
Cities website, which contains essays, maps and photographs (see Figure 
13.7). The photographs have been taken by Camilo José Vergara over a 
number of years in Harlem in New York, Richmond in California, and 
Camden in New Jersey. The website’s home page invites the visitor to 
choose one of those locations, and the next page offers the introduction 
to the site by Vergara and an essay about urban change in that place either 
by Vergara or by sociologist Howard Gillette. Vergara’s aim is to docu
ment the evolution of the urban ghetto over time, and the site hosts 
hundreds of photographs taken by him in the three cities. Many of these 
are repeat photographs of the same place (see Section 12.2). They can be 
searched by date, by location via the maps on each city page, and by 
photo type, for example ‘panorama’ or ‘interior’.

There are also websites that have a more explicitly interactive 
design, which not only organises an extensive collection of material 
but also aims to ‘transform how users engage with materials’ (Coover, 
2011: 617; see also Favero, 2013; Nash et al., 2014). Roderick Coover 
(2011) calls these ‘interactive media representations’, and the term 

interactive interactive documentary -  or i-docs -  is also used to refer to similar 
documentary things. Coover argues that digital technologies, particularly software, 

not only draw on older forms of communication like writing and pho
tography, but also offer new ways of communicating, particularly
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Screenshot 
from the
Invincible Cities 
website, http:// 
invinciblecities. 
camden.rutgers. 
edu/intro.html 
© Camilo José 
Vergara

‘layered tropes, juxtaposed paths, modally varied arguments, and 
active choice-making’ (Coover, 2011: 618). He thus proposes that 
these new forms allow for a new way of disseminating the results of 
research. It means dissemination can be ‘multimodal’: it can include 
written text but also audio recordings and video. It can also include 
more material: all the audio recordings of entire interviews (not just a 
selection of transcribed quotations), and all the video that was made 
as part of a project (not just the bits that might make it into a 50-minute 
film). Paths and links between materials can be created that can show 
how particular interpretations might be made. Most importantly, 
though, this new way of dissemination can create opportunities for 
those interacting with such an interactive media site to take their own 
routes through the material. Coover (2011), then, is advocating inter
active media representations because they can host most, if not all, of 
the different kinds of research data generated during a research pro
ject; they can host most if not all of that data; they can show something 
of how the researcher came to their conclusions; and they can allow 
the visitor to engage with the evidence so they can make their own 
interpretations. In this way, ‘i-docs generate new, creative, non-linear 
forms of engagement and interaction between viewers, authors and the 
material itself’ (Favero, 2013: 260).
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There are many possible ways to achieve this interactivity. Coover’s own technique 
for allowing the users of his sites to create their own pathways through them is to 
create panoramas, which are images annotated with various kinds of text. These 
panoramas also contain linked and layered materials that connect to the panoramic 
image ‘whether directly or by juxtaposition ... offer[ing] points of disruption, encoun
ter, and difference by creating paths into the image’ (Coover, 2011: 629): these are 
accessed by clicking on the panorama. Coover suggests that this method allows for a 
coherent argument to be made, through the panorama, but also allows visitors to 
question that coherence by exploring other kinds of data. As he says, ‘these environ
ments promote re-interpretation, contextualized by agency, exploration, path-making, 
and choice-making’ (Coover, 2011: 636).

discussion
Exhibitions share with multimedia web projects the ability to show a wide range 
of different kinds of material. An exhibition can show framed photographs with 
minimal captions, or it can be an immersive experience using film, sound projec
tion, music and even performance. An exhibition is not an unusual way of 
sharing research results with a wider audience. You need to identify a venue, 
decide which images to display and how (taking any ethical or copyright issues 
into account), build the display, and publicise the exhibition to the appropriate 
audiences.

A multimedia exhibition can be an ambitious undertaking. Sociologists Nirmal 
Puwar and Sanjay Sharma (2012) discuss their collaboration with filmmaker 
Kuldip Powar, poet Sawarn Singh, musician Nitin Sawhney, and composer Francis 
Silkstone to make Noises of the Past, a mix of music, poetry and film launched in 
Coventry Cathedral in 2011. The installation explored the experiences of Indian 
men who fought in the British army during the Second World War. Puwar and 
Sharma (2012) note that sociologists have done a lot of work on ‘the vexed issue 
of postcoloniality, memory and belonging in relation to national(ist) commemora
tion ceremonies and proliferating "global wars"’ (Puwar and Sharma, 2012: 52). 
This work has often been critical of the ways that soldiers’ experiences have been 
assimilated into a celebratory account of the British Empire. They wanted to make 
these sociological analyses more public, but not in a way that was didactic, accu
satory or exclusionary. Drawing on sociology’s history of using inventive and 
creative methods to share sociological insight with non-academic audiences, they 
decided that a creative installation would be a good way:

to productively intervene in public debates concerned with reimagining a 
British nation able to come to terms with its colonial past, in the present 
(contested) multicultural moment. In this respect, the project aimed to 
engage with existing currents of nationalist sentiment and remembrance, 
and reroute these towards more immersive, open-ended ways of belonging 
to a multicultural nation. (Puwar and Sharma, 2012: 53)



USING IMAGES TO DISSEMINATE RESEARCH FINDINGS 351

They describe the complex process of creating Noises of the Past at some length; 
it is clear that such a large-scale public intervention involves a huge amount of 
work, and a willingness to engage actively with the creative insights and processes 
of non-academics too.

As well as reaching new audiences, scholars who have been involved in mount
ing exhibitions point to two other ways in which an exhibition can be a productive 
way to share research insights. The first is how the exhibition design process can 
enhance research findings. Felix Driver (2013) reflects on this in his discussion 
of an exhibition based on his research called The Hidden Histories of Exploration. 
The second is evident in Katherine Johnson’s (2011) account of a much less 
elaborate exhibition she helped to run as part of a participatory research project 
on LGBT mental health; she suggests that an exhibition can also be particularly 
valuable to the research participants who made the images that appeared in the 
exhibition, in this case ‘showcasing the the experiences of lesbian, gay, bisex
ual and transgendered people living with and managing mental health issues’ 
(Johnson, 2011: 176).

13.5.2 Building a multimedia website
Designing a simple website to host research outputs is not hard; there are several 
softwares or platforms that offer more or less flexible templates into which your own 
digital files can be inserted. As with filmmaking, there are plenty of ‘how to design a 
website’ books that will be very useful for designing a simple website as part of a 
research project. An excellent discussion of integrating a research project with a web
site is that offered by Stephen Papson, Robert Goldman and Noah Kersey (2007).

Elaborate multimedia projects are more challenging to implement, however. They 
require considerable skills in both design and programming (and Banks [2008: 107-11] 
works through some of the complications in both structuring a site and making it 
searchable). As with making complex data visualisations, extended films, or a complex 
installation, working with other creative professionals may be necessary.

Some basic pointers to designing a site using these sorts of packages:

• Decide where the site will be hosted and, if necessary, purchase a domain name.
• As with all the uses of visual images discussed in this section, think about what you 

want them to achieve for the audience you have in mind (and what any other media 
can best achieve [Dicks et al., 2006]).

• Consider any ethical or copyright issues as you decide what you want the site to 
carry (Chapter 14 says a bit more about this).

•  The basic unit of website design is the page, so think about what each page should 
do, one page at a time.

• Think about what else you want on the site: a search facility for example, or a news 
feed.

• Think about how the pages should link together in a robust and clear way.
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13.6 Using Im ages to Dissem inate Research:
An Assessm ent

This chapter has discussed a range of different kinds of image that can be used to dis
seminate the results of your research. Interest in such forms of dissemination is 
growing for a range of different reasons, as Section 13.1 discussed. Perhaps the most 
consistent reason given by advocates of these various means of visual dissemination 
is that well-designed images -  whether bar charts, data visualisations, photo-essays, 
films, interactive websites or an exhibition -  can all reach audiences that conventional 
academic outputs do not, and can reach them in ways that have real impact. In order 
to reach those audiences in such a powerful kind of way, all these techniques require 
the researcher to ask similar questions: What research findings do I want to convey? 
Who do I want to convey them to? And what visual design or format is therefore the 
best to use?

Given their claims to reach those audiences that other forms of academic output 
cannot, these various dissemination techniques should also be subjected to interroga
tion in the context of this book’s concern with critical visual methodologies. Section 
1.3 outlined four criteria for such a critical visual methodology: a critical approach 
to visual culture is one that takes images seriously, thinks about the social conditions 
and effects of visual objects, and is reflexive. All the techniques discussed in this 
chapter take images seriously, clearly. Thinking about how the images that dissemi
nate research findings are produced and about their effects has also been central to 
the chapter’s discussion of each technique. Questions about audience -  about where 
to display these images -  have also been raised consistently. And it is certainly pos
sible to think about ways in which reflexivity can be built into these uses of images. 
Section 13.2.1 discussed Drucker’s (2011) concern that some data visualisations do 
not reflect enough on the data that they use, and her essay suggests some ways in 
which such visualisations might suggest the situatedness of that data; likewise Jacobs 
(2013) argues that reflexivity must be part of critical filmmaking, and shows how she 
achieves this in her own filmmaking practice. It certainly seems, then, that dissemi
nating the results of research using visual materials can be part of a critical visual 
methodology.

Exciting as all of this potentially is, though, there are a number of issues that need 
careful consideration before deciding to invest a lot of time and energy in creating a 
visual summary of a research project.

Several of these considerations are practical. Although many of the technologies 
necessary to create the kinds of visual materials discussed in this chapter are rapidly 
becoming more accessible both in terms of price and skill, producing good-quality 
visual outputs still takes considerable investment. You may need to learn -  and 
practise -  a whole new skillset, and have to buy -  and practise using -  at least some 
decent kit, whether for producing images or editing them. Even with digital cam
eras that correct for your wobbling grip, and editing software that can sharpen
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images that are out of focus, using photographic or moving images in the way 
discussed in this chapter still requires good-quality images. Although ‘good’ is a 
rather hard quality to define, it does seem to me that these approaches to dissemi
nation require a fairly high level of visual skill to really be effective. While this is a 
skill that can be developed and improved (Grady, 2004), there is no doubt that 
some researchers are just better at, for example, taking the sort of photos that work 
to convey lots of information or to convey a mood or an affect, than others. If in 
your heart of hearts you know you are not one of them, then you would need to 
think seriously about undertaking a project that relied on you making photo
graphs, for example.

Or -  you could choose to work with someone who has the skills you lack. Several 
of the projects mentioned in this chapter were achieved as collaborations between 
researcher(s) and one or more creative professionals. Susan Thieme (2012) discusses 
the benefits and the challenges of this, as does Ruth Bartlett (2013) in her account of 
working with a professional cartoonist to create five cartoons to summarise the results 
of her research into dementia activism. Working with a photographer, filmmaker or 
cartoonist can give you access to their technical skills, but it also requires a good deal 
of careful discussion about your research so that the professional understands what 
you are trying to achieve and also any ethical considerations you may have about the 
kinds of images they may create. Conversely, researchers also need to appreciate that 
creative professionals will have specific expectations and assumptions about producing 
something they are happy with visually. And of course many visual professionals will 
rightly expect payment for their input, which you will need to source.

If there are issues to consider in relation to the production of images to disseminate 
your research, there are also practical issues related to its distribution. Disseminating 
the results of research in visual form to other academics remains somewhat fraught. 
Including a photo-essay instead of a chapter in a research dissertation is fairly 
straightforward, if your supervisor is supportive. But when it comes to publishing 
research with images, the situation remains a little trickier. While all social science 
journals are now online, and online can carry, in principle, many high-quality colour 
images, in practice the guidance on submitting images still often seems to be dictated 
by the requirements of the printed versions of journals. Indeed, even achieving good 
quality reproduction of a single image can be difficult in some journals, let alone a 
photo-essay.

And most social science journals continue not to carry photo-essays, for example, 
because they are not seen as legitimate research outputs (Newbury, 2011). While 
much of this may be a short-sighted reaction against innovation (Newbury, 2011), 
there are also issues about the rigour and reliability of visual outputs that are genu
inely challenging, I think. Many academics would not be clear how to judge the 
quality of, say, a series of collages as part of a journal’s peer review process. In their 
discussion of arts-based research, Barone and Eisner (2012: 148-54) suggest six crit
eria for judging such research:
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•  incisiveness
•  concision
•  coherence
•  generativity
•  social significance
•  evocation and illumination.

As Barone and Eisner (2012) themselves say, though, this list is just a starting point 
for wider discussion among visual researchers; it is not a usable checklist that journal 
reviewers can easily use.

The question of how visual research outputs are received brings this discussion to 
the site of the audiencing of images. Academics are one audience for such outputs, 
when and if they appear in journals or in books. But one of the major claims for dis
seminating research findings visually, remember, was that this was a way in which 
those findings would reach many more people, and also non-academic kinds of peo
ple, than the standard academic outputs of a paper or book. Again, there are a number 
of questions to think about here.

Many visual dissemination projects rely on reaching ‘the general public’, either by 
using the web or by mounting an exhibition. It is clear that some well-resourced and 
high-quality visual projects clearly do reach out to new audiences and have consider
able impact on how they think about the research topic. Noises of the Past seems to 
have been one of these. However, the impact of even the most brilliant installation or 
exhibition is limited to the number of people who walk through the door, and that 
may not, in the end, be very many. It may also be a particular group of people, those 
that tend to go to exhibitions in art galleries and museums (particularly if you are 
using the gallery or museum space on your university campus; this may be free to use 
but limit your audience in quite specific ways). Putting work online may appear to be 
a solution to this problem, but it also has drawbacks. There is an awful lot of stuff 
online, and people need to be able to find yours easily; multimedia projects hosted on 
their own unique websites are very difficult to find unless you know what you are 
looking for, and they can also disappear if their funding is not secure.

Another issue that the dissemination of research using visual materials needs to pay 
more attention to, I think, is just what audiences make of a research project’s visual 
output. Some of the research projects mentioned in this chapter note that their exhibi
tion or installation had a ‘visitors’ book’, which invited visitors to comment on what 
they had seen; and Franzen (2013) describes the question-and-answer sessions she ran 
with her film screenings. But most of the examples of visual research outputs in this 
chapter do not seem particularly interested in considering their audiences’ reactions to 
their work (Boydell et al. [2012] note a similar absence in arts-based research in health 
studies). This is somewhat perplexing. I at least remain convinced that interpreting 
images is not an easy task. Images without any text are very hard to make head or tail 
of (and Banks [2001: 139-51] confirms this; see also Gilligan and Marley, 2010).
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Without wanting to undermine the valid point that images can do work that written 
text cannot, nor disallow (even if that were possible) the kinds of interaction with evi
dence and interpretation that interactive documentaries invite, audiences for such visual 
projects still need some guidance on how to treat the images that they are being offered. 
If they are not, one risk is that the viewers of the work will simply be baffled, rather 
than convinced by them or sensorily stimulated by them or whatever. Or they could 
come to conclusions that are counter-productive to the research’s findings. Drucker’s 
(2011) worries, that all too often data visualisations are seen as straightforward 
abstractions from reality, are also relevant here. If visualisations of quantitative data 
risk being taken too readily as descriptive and truthful, qualitative visualisations risk 
being too obscure to communicate the findings of a research project effectively. 
Johnson’s (2011: 185) account of the exhibition organised as part of a participatory 
photography offers a further salutory warning: one comment in the visitors’ book was 
highly abusive about the experiences shown in the exhibition. To be effective as means 
of conveying research findings, then, and particularly as a critical visual research 
method, visual outputs need accompanying text that explains their aims effectively; 
obviously this won’t entirely control an audience’s reactions to the work, but it may 
provide a framework for interpretation. So visual projects should consider how that 
guidance is best provided, I think.

discussion
Darren Newbury glosses one use of photographs in his book on photography dur
ing the apartheid era in South Africa like this:

At the end of one chapter, a magazine page spread showing a photograph 
of a funeral that followed the Sharpeville Massacre is juxtaposed with a 
musician seated at a piano. The visual echo of the row of coffins in the 
piano keyboard was intended to summarize one of the themes of the chap
ter, which counter-posed the oppression of the apartheid state with culture 
as a form of resistance and escape. (Newbury, 2011: 657)

Without such help, there is a much higher risk than usual that the images will 
be ignored or else read in ways entirely different from those intended by the 
researcher.

Finally, disseminating the results of research projects using visual materials -  
particularly if the point of making those materials is to share them with a wide and 
general audience -  raises the question of research ethics. The next chapter discusses 
this much more fully.
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Summ ary: Using Im ages to Dissem inate Research

•  associated with:
Many kinds of images can be used to disseminate the results of research.

• sites and modalities:
Making such images requires consideration of the images’ production, content, 
circulation and audiencing.

•  key terms:
There are no key terms.

•  strengths and weaknesses:
It is claimed that images can convey the results of research more directly and 
more affectively to non-academic audiences. This claim is tempered by concerns 
about the effective distribution and actual audiencing of the visual outputs of 
research projects.

Further Reading

Marcus Banks (2008: 92-112) offers a useful discussion of presenting visual research.

COMPANION WEBSITE

Visit https://study.sagepub.com/rose4 e for:

• Links to resources on engaging non-academic audiences with the process and outcomes 

of academic research, as well as resources on how to create your own images from (or as) 

your research results, using free data visualisation software and online platforms.
• Examples of research projects that have used various visual means to disseminate their 

findings. Looking at how other researchers have done this is a useful way to reflect on 
exactly what you want to achieve if you are thinking of doing something similar.

• An exercise asking you to make quite a different kind of visual object as a way of com

municating your research results.

https://study.sagepub.com/rose4e


14
RESEARCH ETHICS AND 
VISUAL MATERIALS

key examples: the chapter pays special attention to the ethical issues 
raised when photographs are created as part of a research project.

14.1 Research Ethics and Visual M aterials:
An Introduction

Chapter 12 discussed a range of different methods that involved either researchers 
or research participants making visual images as part of a research project, and 
Chapter 13 explored a number of ways in which such images could be made public. 
Over the past couple of decades, it has become more and more necessary for such 
activities to consider the ethics of their practice. This is so for a number of reasons, 
not least the fact that for some time now (in the UK, the USA and elsewhere), con
ducting social science research -  particularly funded research, or research for 
university degrees -  has had to gain formal approval from university ethics review 
boards. These boards are constituted differently in different universities but they all 
review the ethics of proposed research projects and come to a judgement about their 
adequacy. If judged inadequate, the project should either never happen, or be altered 
in some way so that it is deemed to be ethical.

So what is ethical research? All discussions of research ethics agree that there are 
very few absolutely hard and fast rules about what constitutes ethical research in all 
situations; every research project must consider the particular circumstances it will 
encounter and create, and then decide what is ethical in those circumstances (Clark, 
2012). Absolute rules of ethical conduct are hard to find, then; instead, many social 
science research organisations offer principles or guidelines for ethical research. The 
Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), for example, which is a major 
funder of social science research in the UK, says that ethical research is based on six 
key principles (Economic and Social Research Council, 2015: 4):
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•  Research participants should take part voluntarily, free from any coercion or 
undue influence, and their rights, dignity and (when possible) autonomy should be 
respected and appropriately protected.

•  Research should be worthwhile and provide value that outweighs any risk or harm. 
Researchers should aim to maximise the benefit of the research and minimise 
potential risk of harm to participants and researchers. All potential risk and harm 
should be mitigated by robust precautions.

•  Research staff and participants should be given appropriate information about the 
purpose, methods and intended uses of the research, what their participation in the 
research entails, and what risks and benefits, if any, are involved.

•  Individual research participant and group preferences regarding anonymity should 
be respected, and participant requirements concerning the confidential nature of 
information and personal data should also be respected.

•  Research should be designed, reviewed and undertaken to ensure that recognised 
standards of integrity are met, and quality and transparency are assured.

•  The independence of research should be clear, and any conflicts of interest or par
tiality should be explicit.

These principles should inform every stage of the research process, from its design, to 
the selection of both participants and materials, to the collection and analysis of data, 
to the dissemination of the project’s results, to the archiving of its data.

While most of the principles of ethical social science research are exactly the same 
whether you are dealing with interview transcripts, ethnographic observation notes, 
or participant-generated collages, working with some kinds of visual material can 
pose specific ethical dilemmas that general discussions of social science research 
ethics tend to overlook. The ESRC’s Framework for Research Ethics has a list of 
research that would normally require a full ethics review because there is a ‘more 
than minimal risk’ that ethics guidelines may be breached (ESRC, 2015: 9), and 
included in this list is research using ‘visual/vocal methods’ (ESRC, 2015: 10). Why 
are visual methods mentioned here? The list clarifies its concern when it notes that 
it is concerned about methods ‘where participants or other individuals may be iden
tifiable in the material (e.g. images, sound recordings) used or generated’ (ESRC, 
2015: 10). Not all visual methods create or work with images of identifiable indi
viduals, of course, but photographs, films, drawings and videos are particularly 
likely to create data where individuals are identifiable, and this recognisability may 
be in conflict with the fourth principle of ethical research, which states that ‘prefer
ences regarding anonymity should be respected’ (ESRC, 2015: 4). This is why visual 
research methods can be seen to involve ‘more than minimal risk’ of breaching 
ethical principles.

While there are a number of very helpful guides to the ethics of social science 
research using written or spoken texts (see, for example, Denzin and Giardina, 2007;
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Iphofen, 2009; Mertens and Ginsberg, 2009), until quite recently there 
were far fewer dealing with the ethics of visual research. With the 
growing popularity of visual research methods, this has changed, and 
there are now several important statements and discussions. Almost all 
pay most attention to research projects generating new visual materials, 
whether by researchers or by research participants. However, I would 
suggest that many of the principles developed for research with such 
photographs should also apply to found photographs. All research 
should be ethical, whether you are working with visual materials gener
ated in the course of your research project, or working with visual 
materials that you have found ready-made; research should be ethical 
if the people who made those visual materials, or who are pictured in 
them, are alive, or if they are long dead. Photographs, film and video 
images can pose ethical difficulties whether generated a day ago, a dec
ade ago, or a century ago. All research using visual materials, then, 
should consider its ethical implications.

This chapter’s discussion of the ethics of visual research methods is 
based on the overview provided by Rose Wiles et al. (2011). They sug
gest that there are now four factors that shape the making of ethical 
decisions when using visual research methods (see Figure 14.1): the 
critical issues of anonymity, guidelines and consent; frameworks and 
ethics review boards; laws, including copyright law; and the research
er’s own personal moral framework. This chapter has a section on 
each of these five factors that impact on making ethical decisions when

FIGURE 14.1 
Current forces 
shaping ethical 
decision-making 
on a research 
project (adapted 
from Wiles 
et al., 2011: 687)
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conducting visual research, and each one discusses an example of a researcher explor
ing the factor in detail:

1. The first of the chapter’s sections is this introduction to research ethics in general.
2. The second explores the dilemma that anonymity imposes on visual research with 

video and photographs.
3. The third discusses the issue of research participant consent.
4. The fourth discusses some of the formal regulations and committees with which 

ethical research must engage.
5. The fifth examines the implications of law and copyright for the use of visual 

materials in research.
6. The sixth reflects on the research’s own moral framework.
7. Finally, the seventh section concludes by reflecting on these ethical debates in the 

light of some of the changes in contemporary visual culture broached in the first 
chapter of this book.

14.2 Anonymity and Confidentiality

As a focus group of researchers using visual methods convened by Wiles and her team 
(2012) confirms, it is in relation to concerns about the anonymity of research partici
pants that visual research methods often face their most severe challenges (and see 
Banks, 2001: 128-35; Pink, 2013; Warren, 2002; Wiles et al., 2011). Videos, films and 
photographs usually create images that identify individuals; they also create images 
that identify specific places. If an ethics review board insists that a project must fully 
anonymise both its participants and the places in which the research took place, is it 
even worth considering using visual methods?

Well, yes. It might be possible to make or use photographs as part of a photo
elicitation project, providing participants are shown only those photographs that 
they themselves made, and that the photos are not shown to anyone else at any stage 
of the research (Section 13.6 noted that this could be another reason why so few 
published photo-elicitation studies contain photographs taken by research partici
pants). And it might be possible to anonymise the images made or found. Eyes or 
other identifying features could be blocked out, and digital photographs that picture 
people could be anonymised using software that turns them into cartoon-like images, 
or drawings (Wiles et al., 2012).

However, visual methods researchers have also questioned the assumption that all 
images that identify individuals are in some way unethical. They suggest, for example, 
that the wealth of information that a photograph of a person or a film of a place can 
convey can be so important to retain that it overrides the right to anonymity of the 
people and places pictured (Wiles et al., 2011). They also suggest that obscuring faces 
or landmarks can be dehumanising and thus disrespectful to those pictured (Jordan,
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2014; Nutbrown, 2011; Wiles et al., 2012). Indeed, some research projects are 
designed precisely in order to allow their participants to articulate some aspect of 
their identity; it might then be very important to the participants themselves that they 
are clearly identified with the images made with or by them.

discussion
Ruth Holliday (2004), for one, has insisted that using identifiable images of 
research participants can enhance their power in the research process (see also 
Sweetman, 2009). For Holliday, this is part of reflexivity about the role of the 
researcher in relation to the researched. She shares the scepticism of various 
post-structuralist schools of thought about forms of reflexivity that involve the 
researcher reflecting on his or her position and identifying its effects, a reflexivity 
that assumes a stable identity that can be reflected upon (Holliday, 2004: 56; 
Rose, 1997). Instead, she argues that both researcher and researched are posi
tioned by discourses external to themselves, as well as in relation to each other. 
While this is a differentiated relationship, she argues that writing up research 
from it that includes images of the participants renders that relationship visible 
to a more sustained kind of scrutiny than texts authored by the researcher alone, 
because, according to Holliday, the voices and the images of the research partici
pants are there to ‘talk back’ , as it were, from their photos. Holliday (2004: 60) 
says of her participants that ‘their reflections seem to be much more present 
within the authorial text I have constructed through video than if I were simply 
reciting their accounts in my own words’ . It is as if the veracity of the visual 
demands that due attention be paid to the research participants. So for Holliday, 
identifiable images have more ethical potential than anonymised images.

Some researchers therefore make the case that it is more ethical to use visual methods 
that identify specific individuals and places, than it is to anonymise them. Indeed, the 
Code of Research Ethics developed by the International Visual Sociology Association 
states quite clearly that ‘various research methods do not require anonymity. Among 
these are: community/participatory research, and individual case studies involving indi
viduals who consent to using identifying information (e.g. own names and visual 
representations)’ (Papademas and IVSA, 2009: 254). And there is some evidence that 
in the UK at least, many ethics committees, particularly in universities, are happy to be 
persuaded of this, provided the case is a robust one, carefully made (Wiles et al., 2010). 
Anonymity, then, is not necessarily obligatory when using visual research methods; but 
its absence requires careful consideration. Wiles and her team (2012: 48) suggest that 
there are three key criteria to consider: research participants’ status and ‘vulnerability’; 
the nature of the research; and the ways that the visual data will be used and presented.
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There is one situation, however, in which research participants should not remain 
anonymous, regardless of their own wishes, according to the principles of ethical 
research: when the researcher uncovers evidence of illegal activity. The guidelines 
produced by the British Sociological Association’s Visual Sociology Study Group are 
particularly clear on this point:

Images depicting illegal activities, including criminal damage, sexual violence and 
hate crime do not have the privilege of confidentiality. The BSA-Visual Sociology 
Group believe that members have a responsibility and duty to give images depict
ing serious crime (including sexual violence, terrorism or child abuse) to the 
relevant authorities. Furthermore, the members have a professional responsibility 
to assist the police in matters of criminal activity. This is as much to protect the 
researcher, as it is to protect vulnerable individuals in society. (British Sociological 
Association, VSSG, 2006: 3)

The same statement also reminds researchers that:

Research data given in confidence do not enjoy legal privilege; that is they may 
be liable to subpoena by a court and research participants should be informed of 
this. Retaining images of serious crime (including child abuse, sexual violence and 
hate crime) is deemed criminal under British law and researchers should therefore 
contact the relevant authority and hand over any materials to the relevant author
ities in such cases. (British Sociological Association, VSSG, 2006: 3)

Anonymity, then, is something to be considered carefully in research using visual methods.

14.3 Consent

The principle of informed consent is one of the most important in all kinds of 
research. That is, the people you are researching should be aware of what the 
research is about, what you are hoping they will do if they agree to participate, and 
what you intend to do with the research results; they should then explicitly agree to 
participate. (Hence the problem with the ethnographies of television viewing by 
James Lull [1990] discussed in Section 10.3.2; Lull did not inform his participants 
about what he was really interested in researching when he negotiated access to their 
homes. Hence too the worries about using data scraped from social media platforms 
discussed in Chapter 11.) In the context of visual research methods, the ‘people you 
are researching’ can include both individuals you are recruiting for an organised 
photo-elicitation project, say, as well as those people who end up being pictured in 
the images that your research finds or generates.

Sometimes verbal consent might be sufficient, but ethical review boards usually 
expect researchers to create written consent forms for all research participants to
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sign at the beginning of the research project. A typical consent form would include 
a summary of the research project, and various boxes for participants to tick, agree
ing to a range of different activities and to a range of things that you may want to do 
with the data they help you to generate. In terms of visual research methods, consent 
forms would be expected to include a short description of what you hope the partici
pants will do (for example, ‘make a collage’, ‘keep a photo-diary’) and a range of 
options about what you plan to do with the images (for example, ‘use for analysis 
only’, ‘reproduce only in my dissertation’, ‘reproduce in academic publications’, ‘use 
in a public exhibition’). Consent forms also often explicitly offer anonymity to 
research participants, which the next sub-section will address. In thinking about con
sent, then, you should think about the whole research project, not just the data 
collection stage, and gain consent for all the uses of the images that the whole project 
will entail.

An ethical issue particularly relevant to methods asking participants to consent to 
generate their own images is the age of the participant. Visual research methods are 
often used with children, as Chapter 12 discussed. However, children under the age 
of 16, or sometimes 18, are assumed not to be capable of making informed judge
ments about their participation in research projects (hence they are very often 
described, somewhat controversially, as ‘vulnerable’ research participants). To pre
vent any possible risk to them, research with children usually requires the consent of 
both the child (often verbally, especially with younger children) and their parent or 
legal guardian. In the UK, researchers working with children also have to undergo 
vetting by the Criminal Records Bureau to ensure they have no record of child abuse 
(for discussions of this in the UK context, see Farrell, 2005; Matthews et al., 1998).

There are a number of issues in relation to gaining informed consent to visual 
research methods (Wiles et al., 2011). One I have already mentioned: is informed 
consent from everyone pictured in an image generated as part of a research project 
necessary? Although the legal situation is not crystal clear, in the UK and the USA, 
anyone is allowed to take photographs in public places, even if the photo shows a 
private place. Legally, then, consent from people pictured in public places is not 
required. Hence the IVSA Code of Ethics states that ‘visual researchers may conduct 
research in public places or use publicly-available information about individuals 
(e.g. naturalistic observations in public places, analysis of public records, or archival 
research) without obtaining consent’ (Papademas and IVSA, 2009: 255). However, 
if clearly identifiable individuals are pictured, in some circumstances you may feel 
it is appropriate (and indeed simply polite) to ask them if it is OK if they appear in 
your photograph or film.

Another issue relating to consent is the use of images on social media sites. Images 
visible to researchers on social media platforms like Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and 
Pinterest, for example, are visible because the people who uploaded them agreed to 
make them ‘public’ when they did so. However, they did not explicitly agree to allow 
their images to be used as part of a researcher’s dataset. So is using their images for 
research purposes appropriate?
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focus
Take a look at Figure 14.2, w hich was taken by pho tographer M artha Cooper as 
part of a research pro ject directed by un ivers ity  pro fessor David Halle and rep ro 
duced in his book Inside Culture (Halle, 1993). How many people in th is  p icture  
m ight have to give in form ed consent, in o rder to reproduce it in a book like  this?

One of Martha Cooper's photographs in Inside Culture: Art and Class 
in the American Home (Halle, 1993: 95). Its original caption was The "den" of a 
Manhattan house'

focus
Look at some of the debates generated in many d iffe ren t coun tries  about 
Google’s e ffo rt to photograph s tree ts  fo r  Google Maps S treet View. For some, 
Google is w ith in  its  righ ts , since it is film in g  from  a public place -  the s tree t -  
and it b lu rs  any faces o r car licence p la tes tha t appear in its photos. For others, 
its cam era ’s gaze into fro n t gardens and liv ing room s is in trus ive .

W ould you use G oogle's S tre e t View photos as p a rt of a research  p ro je c t th a t 
w anted to exp lore  co n te m p o ra ry  p a tte rn s  in the  design of house fro n ts?  (You 
m ight have d if f ic u lty  doing th is  in G erm any, w here  n ea rly  250,000 people 
asked Google to b lu r  the  fro n ts  of th e ir  hom es in S tre e t View.) T h ink about 
your answ er sp e c ifica lly  in te rm s  of the IVSA and BSA-VSSG s ta te m e n ts .
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Another issue about informed consent concerns the fact that many research projects 
start out planning to do one thing, only to end up doing another. For example, organis
ing a community mapping workshop with a group of young people might seem like a 
great research method to explore their sense of local belonging; the young people might 
agree to it in principle and sign the consent forms, but when you get them together 
around a table with blank sheets of paper and lots of marker pens, it just doesn’t work: 
they’re not interested, it’s boring, they don’t see their neighbourhood like a map ... but 
what they do want to do is create a collage about their neighbourhood using photos 
they take with their cameraphones. Great, you think (while also pondering the practi
calities and the ethics of downloading cameraphone images) -  but they haven’t formally 
consented to making a collage: they consented to making a map. These sorts of situa
tions are not that rare in relation to visual methods, because the methods are sometimes 
very different from participants’ everyday experiences. Participants might agree in prin
ciple to something unusual, but when it comes to actually doing it, they might not be so 
keen; or it might be seen to require specific skills that research participants do not feel 
they have (this is a challenge often faced by researchers who want to use drawing as a 
visual research method, as Chapter 12 noted). In this situation, you will have to change 
what you were planning to do and will thus have to gain the participants’ consent once 
more, this time for the new activity.

Another circumstance in which consent might need renegotiating is in relation to 
the audiencing of images. Research participants should be asked to consent to specific 
uses of the images that are part of the research project they are involved in. Here, it 
is important to consider carefully what audience each image will have and what that 
audience might do with it. Is it better that some images are only viewed by the 
researcher and the research participant who made them? Making such decisions can 
be done in principle at an early stage of the research, but may need to be revisited once 
the actual images are made or found -  if participants make particularly intimate or 
private photos of their children, for example. And what about the various audiences 
that might see images once the research is being presented to those not involved in its 
production? Asking for consent to use images in public places -  whether your under
graduate dissertation, a published, peer-reviewed paper, an exhibition or a website -  is 
crucial. But informed consent to the consequences of displaying an image is difficult 
to achieve. Consent might be gained for specific sorts of dissemination, and might 
assume an informed and sympathetic audience. But once an image has gone public -  
and online, in particular -  it is very hard to ensure that it will only be seen by 
particular audiences, or in the context in which you have carefully placed it (any cap
tion might well disappear if an image is cut and pasted elsewhere or, for example, 
reblogged on Tumblr). Section 13.6 discussed this in its assessment of disseminating 
the results of research using images. Given these complexities, it might be better to 
negotiate consent to displaying images when it is clearer which images you and your 
participants want to show, where and why, and who the likely audiences might be 
(Jordan, 2014). In fact, many visual researchers suggest thinking about consent as a 
rolling process, rather than a once-and-for-all event that happens at the beginning of 
data collection.
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discussion
Laura Lewis (2004) offers a salutary tale in her discussion of the photographs 
taken by Maya Goded of the inhabitants of a village in Guerrero, Mexico. Coded 
stayed in the village in the early 1990s and took many intimate portrait photo
graphs, with the permission of the villagers. When the photos appeared in a book 
and exhibition some time later, Lewis took a copy of the book to the village. She 
found that the villagers barely recognised themselves in the photos. They had 
been pictured in ways that they found degrading and inappropriate, while Goded’s 
career as an up-and-coming documentary photographer advanced. Lewis (2004: 
491) describes Goded’s photography as an unethical ‘optical violence’ inflicted 
upon the villagers. Clearly, in an ethical research project, the process of consent 
has to extend beyond the site and moment of producing an image, to the sites of 
its content and audiencing as well.

Lewis’s (2004) essay also asks another ethical question of visual research. 
What do you do when you are researching found images -  like those taken by 
Maya Goded -  that you consider to be unethical in some way? Specifically, do 
you reproduce them in your own work so that your readers can see what it is 
you are criticising, or do you refuse to circulate them yet more widely? Lewis 
(2004) does not reproduce any of Goded’s photographs (though she does note 
that they can easily be found on the Internet). She describes them instead; yet 
even that gave her pause for thought. She notes that she hesitated about writ
ing her paper, concerned about ‘the sensitive nature of some of the photographs’ 
(2004: 494). In the end though, she went ahead because, in her words, ‘the 
issues I hope to have laid out fairly here are, I believe, important ones to bring 
to light’ (2004: 494).

Consent, then, is a requirement of ethical research. However, it is better thought of 
as a process than a one-off event.

14.4 The Formal Framework: Regulations and  
Committees

All of the professional bodies for social science researchers, as well as some funders 
like the ESRC, have developed statements about the principles or guidelines -  or 
sometimes regulations -  for conducting ethical research. Some of these are quite gen
eral, such as the ESRC’s Framework for Research Ethics (2015), or the American 
Sociological Association’s Code of Ethics (n.d.), and this chapter has already men
tioned two clear statements of ethical principles and guidelines for visual researchers, 
one drawn up in 2006 by the Visual Sociology Study Group of the British Sociological 
Association (British Sociological Association, VSSG, 2006), and the second by the 
International Visual Sociology Association in 2009 (Papademas and International
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Visual Sociology Association, 2009). These guidelines are not exactly the same; for 
example, the BSA-VSSG guidelines are rather more prescriptive than the IVSA’s.

Any research project planning to collect or create visual materials is now required 
to gain formal ethics approval from the researcher’s institution; and if you are a free
lance researcher, you should comply with the relevant professional body’s ethical 
research guidelines. If you are a researcher based in a university -  whether as an 
undergraduate or a professor -  your research proposal will need to go through a for
mal process of review by your university’s ethics committee or institutional review 
board before you can proceed. Ethics committees now usually have clear processes 
and procedures, but, again, these are not the same everywhere, or for every sort of 
research project. Research with people deemed to be ‘vulnerable’ -  for example, chil
dren, or people with dementia -  will be subject to a greater degree of scrutiny.

It is important to proactively think through the position of your research proposal 
in relation to both the principles of ethical research and the process of gaining con
sent. To repeat Andrew Clark’s (2012) argument, each research project is dealing with 
a unique situation and must be thought through in the round and on its merits. On 
the one hand, following principles and processes to the letter may not necessarily 
guarantee an ethical project (what if, for example, your ethics committee insists on 
anonymising data but your research participants insist they want an exhibition of 
their self-portraits at the end of your work together?). On the other hand, ethics prin
ciples and processes are not just another administrative burden placed on the poor 
researcher: they are there to prevent the abuse of the researcher’s power.

discussion
Liz Tilley and Kate Woodthorpe (2011) discuss another, more or less formal 
‘framework’ , but one that applies to a lot of funded research: the expectation that 
the researcher will disseminate the results of their research as widely as possible. 
Certainly research projects funded by the ESRC in the UK are expected to have 
‘impact’ on non-academic users, and as Tilley and Woodthorpe (2011) discuss, 
this can have implications for maintaining the anonymity of research participants. 
Although neither of them used visual research methods, their discussion of why 
they decided to make the sites of their research public is very useful in highlighting 
the way in which the funders of research may have expectations -  or even formal 
conditions -  about how research results will be publicised and acted on that make 
maintaining the anonymity of research participants difficult.

14.5 Copyright

Copyright is a legal term that refers to the ownership of a specific visual image (see 
Lowe, 2011; Prosser et al., 2008: 6-9). Generally, the person who made the image
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is the person who owns it (sometimes, though, their employer owns the copyright). 
Copyright may also be transferred to the maker’s family, their employer, their estate, 
or an authorised representative. If the photos in the photo-essay of your research 
project were taken by the people you were researching, for example, they are the 
copyright owners and you will need to seek their consent to reproduce the photos 
in any presentations or publications (Barker and Smith, 2012). Similarly, if you 
are studying webpage banner advertisements or documentary films or whatever, 
you will need to locate the copyright owner of specific images and request their 
permission before reproducing any of their work in published work of your own. 
However, you are the copyright owner of photographs you take yourself (although 
you may still want to gain consent from anyone pictured in your photographs for 
their public use).

Most discussions of copyright in relation to visual research ethics stop here. 
However, as Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright (2009: 204-20) and Jeremy Lowe 
(2011) make clear, copyright and associated laws about the right of publicity, trade
mark practice, and (in the USA) the Fair Use doctrine are legally very complex. They 
have been challenged by a number of artists concerned to problematise notions of 
authenticity, originality and authorship; and, as they say, ‘the digital image raises ques
tions of reproduction and copyright to new levels of intensity’ (Sturken and Cartwright, 
2009: 212), because images can so easily be copied.

discussion
Copyright is a restrictive condition attached to the use of images, which makes their 
sharing and re-use difficult. In response to this, the Creative Commons organisation 
has established a licensing system which supplements that of copyright. Under the 
Creative Commons system, the copyright of an image still resides with its owner. 
However, the copyright holder can choose to add Creative Commons licences to 
their work too, which allow it to be shared in different ways. A Creative Commons 
licence always contains an attribution licence, but can also include a number of 
other options relating to the sharing, modification and commercial exploitation of 
your work. If you have created visual images as part of your research project, you 
may wish to share them under a Creative Commons licence. You can find out more 
about Creative Commons licences at their website, creativecommons.org.

Permissions might also be needed to undertake various other aspects of visual 
research. For example, while you are legally entitled to take photographs in public 
places, many places are not clearly either ‘public’ or ‘private’ and you will most likely 
need to get permission to take photographs there. Examples include shopping malls 
and museums.
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14.6 The Researcher's Own Moral Framework

Research ethics is clearly a complex area. Beyond copyright laws there are no hard 
and fast rules, and each research project will have its own specificities. When reaching 
ethical decisions, a researcher might also, in the end, rely on their own convictions and 
commitments as to the proper course of action.

For example, as Chapter 12 pointed out, visual research methods are very often used 
as part of participatory research projects. Researchers who advocate participatory 
research methods usually do so because they want to try to empower the people who 
take part in their projects. Often working with marginalised or oppressed groups and 
communities, they see participatory research as a means of giving their research par
ticipants skills and confidence, perhaps enabling them to present their views in public, 
and perhaps to those with more power and the ability to influence. This is one way in 
which the researcher’s own moral framework may shape their research activity. In this 
example, it may be that the researcher’s personal commitment to their research par
ticipants may encourage them to challenge their ethics review board guidelines in 
relation to anonymity, for example. Conversely -  as in the case of Laura Lewis’s (2004) 
research discussed above -  a researcher’s convictions may compel them to refuse to 
reproduce images that they consider demeaning to their research participants.

14.7 Conclusions: Ethics, Visual Research and  
Contem porary Visual Culture

Designing, undertaking and disseminating research that uses visual materials in ethi
cal ways is clearly not straightforward. The issues raised by consent and anonymity 
are complex; laws, guidelines, frameworks and ethics review boards are not straight
forward; and researchers have their own convictions too. There are ethical guidelines 
available, more now than there used to be; but they do not, and cannot, offer cast-iron 
rules that guarantee ethical research. Each research project must devise its own ethical 
practices, based on the specifics of its situation. Hence, all the guidelines cited by this 
chapter -  by the ESRC, the IVSA and the BSA-VSSG -  start by emphasising the need 
for social science researchers to uphold the highest professional standards. For many 
researchers using visual methods, this means that reflexivity is a prerequisite for ethi
cal research. By this they simply mean a constant, careful and consistent awareness of 
what the researcher is doing, why, and with what possible consequences in terms of 
the power relations between researcher and researched, both during and after the 
research process (Mannay 2016). Many researchers also find that discussing particu
larly recalcitrant ethical dilemmas (appropriately) with colleagues can be very helpful.

It might also be important to place your ethical concerns in the wider context of 
contemporary visual cultures. Sarah Pink (2013: 49-52) makes the point that differ
ent people, places and cultures have different notions of ethical practice (as does the
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BSA-VSSG statement). As Pink says (2013: 50), ‘this problematizes the idea that there 
is one set of rules that defines the ethical way to undertake ethnographic research.’ 
Indeed, it may well be the case that you encounter quite different uses of images in 
your own everyday life. As I have been writing this chapter, reflecting on my own 
research practices in the light of its discussions, I have also participated in a number 
of photographic practices that bear little relation to the ethical principles discussed 
here. I live in a town in the UK that is full of tourists all year round, and I am sure 
that I must have been photographed by one or two of them -  without my consent! -  as 
I was walking to the library to look for books for this chapter. I also live in a country 
with the highest number of closed-circuit television cameras per head of population 
in the world, so it is most likely I was also videoed in the last few days when I was in 
town. My kids have been doing homework most days and, like millions of others, are 
experts at searching with Google Images and downloading what they find to illustrate 
their school projects, regardless of copyright laws. And a few days ago, I got an email 
from a friend with a link to a photosharing website where she has uploaded some 
photos she took of my daughter and hers going trick-or-treating this Halloween. None 
of this activity has involved anyone asking the consent of anyone else to take or share 
these various images. Indeed, Gunther Kress (2010) has argued that contemporary 
visual culture now is composed of image-making, circulating, sharing and mashing so 
profligate that, in many situations, to talk of consent, privacy, copyright and anonym
ity is simply irrelevant to many people (see also Flores and James, 2013).

Or is it? While it is certainly the case that what the IVSA or the BSA-VSSG would 
see as unethical practices exist in contemporary visual culture, it is also the case that 
specific dilemmas in how to deal ethically with images are often hotly debated there. 
Think of the public controversies over Facebook’s privacy rules, or whether news 
photographs have been faked; think of the care taken to educate young people about 
how to present themselves online, or what to do about cyberbullying. As Clark 
(2012) points out, there are many conventions in contemporary visual culture about 
how to deal appropriately with various kinds of images, including, for example, fam
ily snaps. Researchers in a project looking at family resemblances, for instance, asked 
several of their interviewees if they could take copies of some of the family snaps that 
had been discussed as part of their interviews (Wiles et al., 2011). What they got as 
answers revealed a nuanced set of sensibilities about who could give permission to 
copy which family photographs: the owner of the photo in question, who had just 
been interviewed; or the people who were pictured; or the parents of the people in 
the picture if those people were not adult; or the nearest surviving relative of the 
person pictured. Thus even an apparently banal practice like family photographs is 
highly regulated by accepted ways of making, sharing and displaying family snaps 
(Rose, 2010). Caroline Scarles (2013) draws a similar conclusion about holiday 
snaps from her study of UK tourists taking photographs of local people in Peru. 
Similarly elaborate ethical conventions may be emerging in digital media like cam
eraphone videomessaging, Facebook pages and friending (Livingstone, 2008), and
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video games (Bainbridge, 2010; Flores and James, 2013; Sicart, 2009). Ethical dis
course is alive and well in many locations of contemporary visual culture, and to 
ignore it as a researcher may be to enact a kind of ‘paternalism’ that negates research 
participants’ agency (Wiles et al., 2012: 48).

Of course, it may not look much like the sort of ethical discourse that this chapter 
has explored; and this does suggest that the concepts used by social science research
ers to talk about the ethics of visual research methods are rather restricted. Social 
science researchers tend to discuss ethical issues implicitly in terms of rights (Gross 
et al., 2003; Mitchell, 2007). Copyright protects the rights of the owner of a photo
graph; the right to anonymity protects the research participant; the right to consent 
(and to withdraw consent) likewise. This language of ‘rights’ is central to modernist 
ethics, and various assumptions inhere in it, primary among them ‘confidence in a 
determinable calculus of harms and benefits [and] fixed principles of right and wrong 
action’ (Shildrick, 2005: 3). While many situations do demand such calculations, prin
ciples and judgement, this chapter has already suggested that many scholars working 
with visual methods argue strongly that there is a need to develop other kinds of eth
ics, in which the aim is to explore continually the dynamic and relational grounds 
upon which relations between researcher and researched are played out. Ethical rela
tions between them then become a more open-ended, ongoing process of reflection 
and provisional assessment, which is perhaps better described as an ethics of care, or 
dignity (Langmann and Pick, 2014) than an ethics of rights. And what about ethics 
based on other kinds of principles? Of recognition, for example, or intervention 
(Rose, 2010)? As visual research methods continue to gain ground, these questions 
will no doubt become more pressing.

Summ ary: Research Ethics and Visual M aterials

•  associated with:
All research with visual materials should consider its ethics.

•  sites:
The ethics of working with visual materials play out at all four sites: the site of 
the image’s production, its circulation, its audiencing and the image itself.

•  key terms:
Key issues include the confidentiality, anonymity and consent of research 
participants, and any copyright issues relating to the images.

•  strengths and weaknesses:
Current discussions of research ethics are very often phrased in terms of rights, 
and driven by the institutional imperatives of ethics review boards. This may 
encourage researchers to neglect other possible forms of ethical research 
practice.



372 VISUAL METHODOLOGIES

Further Reading

The chapter written by Rose Wiles, Andrew Clark and Jon Prosser is a very good 
overview of many of the issues this chapter has touched on, with some helpful case 
study discussions (Wiles et al., 2011). There are also a number of books exploring the 
ethics of various visual media: film (Downing and Saxton, 2010), video games (Sicart, 
2009), the Web (Gross et al., 2003), the mass media (Mitchell, 2007; Silverstone, 
2007), and museums (Marstine, 2011), for example.

COMPANION WEBSITE

Visit https://study.sagepub.com/rose4 e for:

• Links to online resources that discuss research ethics in general, as well as some that 
focus on research ethics in relation to visual research methods in particular.

• An exercise which takes you through the complications of creating and displaying poten
tially controversial photos, as a way of thinking through the ethics of visual research.

https://study.sagepub.com/rose4e
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VISUAL METHODOLOGIES: 
A REVIEW

15.1 Introduction

This chapter ends the book by rehearsing its central themes. Almost all the chapters 
have explored a particular method for working with just one or two kinds of visual 
imagery, and the first section of this chapter will compare the methods a little more 
systematically than previous chapters have done. For each of these methods has its 
strengths and weaknesses not only in relation to the criteria for a critical visual meth
odology laid out in Chapter 1, but also in terms of what it is most effective in 
exploring empirically. These empirical foci do not concern the kinds of visual image 
on which each method can be deployed; although most chapters have concentrated 
on only one sort of visual image, every method discussed here can be applied to 
images other than the sort discussed in that method’s chapter, and the first section of 
each chapter gave examples of this. Rather, the specificity of the empirical orientations 
of these methods concerns the sites and modalities of visual meaning-making, and this 
specificity leads to the other topic of this chapter: the possibility of mixing methods -  
in order to broaden the empirical scope of a study.

Thus this chapter has just three sections:

1. this introduction;
2. a brief reiteration of the arguments of Chapter 2 about the sites and modalities of 

the meanings of visual images, and how the methods the chapters have discussed 
relate to them;

3. and the final section, which discusses the merits of mixing methods.

15.2 Sites, M odalities and Methods

Chapter 2 commented that the large body of work exploring the meanings of found 
visual images suggests that there are four sites at which their meanings are made: the 
site of production, the site of the image or object itself, the site of its circulation, and 
the site of its audiencing. That is, how an image is made, what it looks like, where and 
how it travels, and how it is seen are the four crucial ways in which a visual image
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becomes culturally meaningful. (I use the term ‘image’ in this discussion, but that should 
also imply the notion of a visual ‘object’, as discussed in Chapter 10.) Chapter 2 also 
suggested that each of those four sites could be understood in terms of three modalities, 
which it termed the technological, the compositional and the social. The technological 
concerns the tools and equipment used to make, structure and display an image; the 
compositional concerns the visual construction, qualities and reception of an image; 
and the social concerns the social, economic, political and institutional practices and 
relations that produce, saturate and interpret an image.

Clearly, these sites and modalities are in practice often difficult to distinguish neatly 
from each another. Because of that, Figure 2.1 in Chapter 2, which pictured sites and 
modalities in a circular grid, is an image that draws boundaries between things that 
are rarely so neatly divided one from another. Its lines are misleadingly solid; and, if 
you’ve been reading steadily through this book, by this point you may feel that a list 
of questions like the one that follows is a more appropriate way of approaching the 
complexity and richness of meaning in a visual image than the demarcated sectors 
offered in Figure 2.1.

Some questions about the production of an image
•  When, where and why was it made?
•  Who made it?
•  Was it made for someone else?
• What technologies does its production depend on?
•  What technologies does its transmission depend on?
• What were the social identities of the maker, the owner and the subject of the 

image?
•  What were the relations between the maker, the owner and the subject?
• Does the genre of the image address these identities and relations of its production?
• Does the form of the image reconstitute those identities and relations?

Some questions about the image
•  What is being shown? What are the components of the image? How are they 

arranged?
•  What is its material form?
• Is it one of a series?
•  Where is the viewer’s eye drawn to in the image, and why?
•  What is the vantage point of the image?
•  What relationships are established between the components of the image visually?
•  What use is made of colour?
•  How has its technology affected the text?
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•  What is, or are, the genre(s) of the image? Is it documentary, soap opera, or melo
drama, for example?

• To what extent does this image draw on the characteristics of its genre?
• Does this image comment critically on the characteristics of its genre?
• What do the different components of the image signify?
• What knowledges are being deployed?
• Whose knowledges are excluded from this representation?
• Does this image’s particular look at its subject disempower its subject?
• Are the relations between the components of this image unstable?
• Is this a contradictory image?

Some questions about the circulation of an image
•  What transports this image?
• In what form(s) does this image circulate?
• Must it change form in order to circulate?
• In what forms is it materialised in different places?
• Is its circulation organised in any way, and if so, how?
• How is its circulation organised and controlled?
• Who controls its circulation?

Some questions about audiencing
• Who were the original audience(s) for this image?
• Where and how would the image have been displayed originally?
• How is it stored?
• How is it re-displayed?
• Who are the more recent audiences for this text?
• Where is the spectator positioned in relation to the components of the image?
•  What relation does this produce between the image and its viewers?
•  Is the image one of a series, and how do the preceding and subsequent images affect 

its meanings?
•  Would the image have had a written text to guide its interpretation in its initial 

moment of display, for example a caption or a catalogue entry?
•  Is the image represented elsewhere in a way that invites a particular relation to it, 

in publicity materials for example, or in reviews?
•  Have the technologies used to display it affected the audiences’ interpretations of 

this image?
•  What are the conventions for viewing this technology?
•  Is more than one interpretation of the image possible?
•  How actively does a particular audience engage with the image?
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•  Is there any evidence that a particular audience produced a meaning for an image that 
differed from the meanings made at the site of its production or by the image itself?

•  How do different audiences interpret this image?
•  How are these audiences different from each other, in terms of class, gender, ‘race’, 

sexuality and so on?
• How do these axes of social identity structure different interpretations?

Such a long list of questions addressed to a particular visual image may be a useful 
starting point for your study. It may prompt new ideas because the questions ask 
about something you have not thought about before; or your image may suggest other 
questions to you that become more interesting by their absence from this list.

However, this list of questions is very eclectic. It does not suggest that any one series 
of questions is any more important than any other. And the usefulness of Table 3.1 is 
precisely to suggest that the theoretical debates in which many of the methods dis
cussed in this book are embedded are important because they do claim that certain 
sites or certain modalities are more fundamental for understanding the meaning of an 
image than others. Thus, Table 3.1 locates the methods this book discusses in relation 
to Figure 2.1’s grid, emphasising to which sites and modalities various methods are 
most attentive. In so doing, Table 3.1 suggests that, for each method, some questions 
in that list are more important than others. So, as Chapter 2 also insisted, you need 
to engage with these more theoretical debates about how images mean, or how they 
do things, before deploying any of the methods discussed in this book.

Since many of the methods discussed here are related to specific arguments about 
how images become significant, it is not surprising that many of them produce quite 
specific empirical foci when they are used, as well as implying their own conceptual 
understanding of imagery. Table 3.1 suggests what these empirical foci are -  although, 
as has been noted at various moments in this book, in some cases these foci are more 
a matter of what has been done so far by those researchers interested in visual matters 
than what the method itself might allow. This is the case, for example, in relation to the 
neglect of audiencing by the second type of discourse analysis discussed in Chapter 9; 
there does not seem to be anything in the founding arguments of discourse analysis II 
that precludes exploring the site of audiencing, but very few of its proponents have 
carried out that kind of research. Instead, the practitioners of discourse analysis II 
have focused on the institutional sites of image production, use and display, and on 
particular genres of images. On the other hand, mainstream semiology and much 
psychoanalysis also neglect to explore the processes of audiencing, but this is because 
both claim that it is the image itself that produces its audiences’ positions. Since both 
these theories conceptualise the image as productive of spectatorship, both have devel
oped complex and elaborate ways of interpreting what their proponents argue are the 
effects of those images by looking only at the images in question. The notion that 
different audiences might react differently to the same image is rarely emphasised 
conceptually by either mainstream semiology or psychoanalysis, and the methodolo
gies that flow from that conceptualisation therefore also neglect the processes of
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audiencing. Hence it would be difficult, using those methods as they are usually 
deployed, to explore how actual audiences make sense of images.

These sorts of considerations might suggest that mixing one method with another 
is a useful strategy for widening the empirical focus of a research project, because 
what one method neglects can be given attention by another. Whether this is in fact 
the case is considered in the next section.

15.3 M ixing Methods

Most of the methods discussed in this book, then, have been applied, either necessar
ily or contingently, on only one of the sites at which the meanings of images are made. 
This raises the question of mixing different methods to explore more fully the range 
of meanings invested in an image at its different sites.

This book has already mentioned some studies that choose to use more than one 
method in order precisely to explore the diverse meanings that particular images carry 
at their various sites of production, circulation, image and reception. Catherine Lutz 
and Jane Collins (1993), for example, used a different method to access each of these 
three sites in their study of the photographs of the National Geographic magazine. At 
the site of the photographs’ production, they studied the archives of the magazine and 
interviewed editors, journalists and photographers. At the site of the photographs 
themselves, they used content analysis, as Chapter 5 examined. And at the audiencing 
site, they used group interviews, showing different groups the same few key photo
graphs and examining their reactions. Similarly, in her study of an exhibition in a 
museum, Henrietta Lidchi (1997) suggests using discourse analysis II to interpret the 
institutional processes that produced the exhibition’s effects, and semiology for inter
preting the effects of the technologies of display themselves. Section 12.3 also noted 
that some advocates of photo-elicitation studies use content analysis to interpret their 
informants’ photographs and then use qualitative methods on the transcripts of their 
interviews. All these strategies then link together the various data that has been gath
ered in some way (Mason, 2006).

Using more than one method in this manner clearly has some benefits. It allows a 
richly detailed picture of images’ significance to be developed, and in particular it can 
shed interesting light on the contradictory meanings an image may articulate. The 
visualities articulated by producers, images and audiences may not coincide, and this 
may in itself be an important issue to address. Making images (as well as studying 
them) as part of research into the workings of visual culture could be a very produc
tive research strategy. Using more than one method could also be appropriate for 
certain examples of the recontextualisation of visual content in convergence culture 
(Schroder et al., 2003).

There are, however, a couple of warning notes that should be sounded too. First, if 
you decide to use more than one method, take care that the theoretical assumptions 
implicit in both are compatible. Putting together a Hansen-esque affective account of a
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digital art exhibition with, say, a Foucauldian account of the art gallery system could 
risk incoherence at the theoretical level, for example in terms of how bodies are concep
tualised; and combining large-scale quantitative analysis with in-depth, small-scale 
qualitative work also has its difficulties (Hall, 2013; Lewis et al., 2013). Secondly, 
simply discovering that different sites produce different meanings may be a rather obvi
ous finding. And this kind of argument can easily shift into a claim that ‘everyone sees 
things in their own way’, a claim that obscures the very real power relations in which 
visual images -  and all social life -  participate. As Ang (1989: 107) argues in the con
text of audience studies, the critical task is to assess what the significance of diverse 
audience interpretations might be, not simply to mark their existence. Here, the empha
sis on circulation in the anthropological approach to interpreting visual materials 
discussed in Chapter 10 is obviously useful. Instead of just pointing to the existence of 
three different sites, that approach focuses precisely on the movements of specific vis
ual objects between different locations, which could include the sites of production and 
audiencing, and it examines the consequences of their effects as they travel. It is per
haps therefore better equipped to respond to Ang’s (1989) concern than some more 
eclectic methodological strategies.

My assessments of methods in this book have depended on an argument about the 
power relations articulated through visual images. Hence the critique of composi
tional interpretation, mentioned in Section 4.3.6, which, in its turn to universalised 
notions of Art and Genius, ignores the social modality of art entirely. Hence, too, the 
criticism of audience studies, mentioned in Section 10.4.2, that audience partici
pation may not be the same thing as audience empowerment. And then there are 
the problems with Lutz and Collins’s (1993) use of content analysis (discussed in 
Section 5.3), where their advocacy of that method as the most ‘objective’ means of 
avoiding the unconscious interpretation of images implies that researchers are more 
analytically powerful than other sorts of audiences. These criticisms all depend for 
their force on an abiding concern for the power relations that saturate all ways of 
seeing: producers’, images’, and audiences’, including researchers like us. This is 
important to bear in mind when mixing methods, then. Be methodologically eclectic 
or, even better, methodologically innovative; but do so bearing in mind the power 
relations that structure the connections between the different sites and modalities 
you want to bring together.

Finally then, I would like to reiterate the implications of the critical visual methodology 
outlined in Chapter 1. Precisely because images matter, because they are powerful and 
seductive, it is necessary to consider them critically. Whatever method you choose to use, 
make sure that your account acknowledges the differentiated effects of both an image’s 
way of seeing and your own.
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gardening media, 281-2 
Gate of Memory, The, 212-13 
gay sexuality, 178-80 
Gaze, the, 169-74 

see also male gaze 
gender

and audience studies, 267, 268 
and computer games, 89, 98-9 
and sexual politics of looking, 18-19, 33, 40 
see also femininity; feminist approaches; 

masculinity; sexual difference 
genius, 82
genre, 28, 63, 139, 153 
gentrification, 310-13 
geometrical perspective, 66-72 
Glasgow Media Group, 257 
global aesthetics, 12 
god-trick, 13, 14 
‘good eye’, 56-7, 82, 198, 244 
Google, 291, 300-1, 303 

Google Images, 53, 54 
Google Maps, 291, 364 

graphs, 335 
grounded theory, 312 
group interviews, 266, 267 
Guggenheim Museum (Bilbao), 247-9, 341

Halo: Reach, 65 
haptic approach, 81 
harmonious colour combinations, 65 
Heat, 75
hegemony, 259, 264 
heterosexuality, 154
historical materials see East End of London 
homosexuality, 154, 178-80 
hue, 64

i-docs (interactive documentaries), 348 
iconic signs, 119-20 
iconography, 198-201 
identifiable images, 361 

see also anonymity 
identity

of audience, 40, 45-6 
participant exploration of, 318-19, 323-4 
and social production, 30-1 

ideological complex, 108 
ideology, 107-9, 126, 128 
idiomedia, 111

illegal activities, 362
image banks, 53-4, 197-8
image recognition software, 292, 305
image searches, 300-1
image/text, 22
images

coding in content analysis, 95-6 
created as research data, 332 

introduction to, 307-10 
photo-documentation, 308-14, 327-8 
photo-elicitation, 308, 309, 314-28, 332, 360 
summary, 328-9
variety of participant-generated, 318-19 

in discourse analysis of museums, 228 
disseminating research through 

assessment of, 352-5 
data visualisation, 102, 333-40, 355 
films and videos, 345-7 
introduction to, 330-3 
multimedia websites, 347-51, 354 
photo-essays, 340-5 
summary of, 356 

finding, 53
accessing digital, 53, 100, 293-7 
for content analysis, 88-91 
for discourse analysis, 194-204 
for psychoanalysis, 165 
for semiological study, 110-12, 143 

increasing number of, 10 
method choice based on, 50-1 
referencing, 54-5 
in relation to text see text 
reproduction of, 55, 368 
sharing, 21, 300, 368, 370 
site of, 24, 25, 32-4, 373-5 

and digital methods, 303 
and discourse analysis, 192-3 
and mixed methods, 377 
and psychoanalysis, 151, 376-7 
and semiology, 109, 376-7 
see also compositional interpretation; content 

analysis
social effects of see social effects 

Imaginary, the, 161 
immersive displays, 236, 244 
immersive images, 12-13, 14, 76 
Incredible Hulk, The, 74 
indexical signs, 120 
indigenous art, 276 
industry, and social production, 30 
infographics, 333-4 
information sheets, 320 
informed consent, 271, 302, 320, 362-6, 370 
Instagram, 103-4, 291-2, 295 
institutional apparatus, 223, 224 

of museums and galleries, 229-33 
institutional location, 214
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institutional technologies, 223 
of museums and galleries 

architecture, 227, 240 
display, 233-7, 244 
interpretation, 237-8 
layout, 238-40 
spaces behind displays, 241-2 
visitor engagement, 242-4 

photography as, 224-6 
institutions 

archives as, 221 
in Foucauldian analysis, 221-3 
museums and galleries see art galleries; museums 
and photography, 224-6 
prisons, 221-2

interactive displays, 236-7, 244 
interactive documentaries (i-docs), 348 
interactive media representations, 348-50 
International Visual Sociology Association (IVSA), 

361,363,366-7 
internet

advertising on, 111 
television on, 279
see also digital methods; online images; websites 

interpretation, xvii-xviii, 148 
by audiences, 141, 346, 354-5 
of computer game content, 63-4 
and data visualisation, 337-8 
museum and gallery technologies of, 237-8 

interpretative repertoires, 212-13 
intertextuality, 187-8, 195, 198, 199-200, 204, 

217-18 
interviews

in audience studies, 257, 265-9, 285-6 
and discourse analysis, 228 
photo-elicitation, 308, 309, 314, 315-16, 318, 

319-26, 328
Invincible Cities website, 348 
invisibility/absences, 167-8, 213 
iris cuts, 77 
Islam, 14, 20
IVSA (International Visual Sociology Association), 

361, 363, 366-7

Jack the Ripper murders, 211, 215 
journals, 353
juiciness of computer games, 80 
jump cuts, 77

keywords, 197-8 
knowledge

contextual, 52, 57, 92-3, 97, 103, 200-1
and ideology, 107-8
link with seeing, 3-5
and power, 190, 193, 223, 241, 245-7

labels see captions 
Lacanian gaze, 169-74 
language

and discourse analysis, 192 
see also terminology

layout, in museums and galleries, 238-40 
Lego, 43
lesbianism, 178-80
light, and compositional interpretation, 78-9 
lighting, in film scenes, 160 
logic of figuration, 70 
logonomic system, 140-1, 142, 144 
London, constructions of East End, 193, 194-5, 

201-4, 205, 209-11, 213, 215

male gaze, 157, 163, 165, 169-70 
manner, representations of, 116 
maps, 209-10, 318, 363 
Marxism, 107 
masculinity

Freud’s theory of, 154 
and Lacanian gaze, 173 
in media representations, 115, 155 
relationship with femininity, 157, 159, 188 
and sexual politics of looking, 18-19, 33, 40 
and street photography, 31 

masquerade, 166-9, 176 
mass media

concepts of audience, 258-9 
content analysis of, 86 
methods of interpretation, 86 
and photo-elicitation, 326 
psychoanalytical accounts of, 149, 155, 163-5, 

170, 173-4, 183 
see also television 

materiality, 7-8, 276, 278 
meaning

Barthes’s concept of, 131 
and culture, 2 
and digital methods, 305 
multiple in adverts, 132-3 

meaning transference, 124-7, 133 
meaning-making 

by audiences, 259 
see also semiology 

media manifold, 283, 290 
media studies, non-media-centric, 282-3 
medical discourse, 187 
medium

concept of, 44-5 
and content, 263
and convergence see convergence culture 
and finding images, 53-4 
and non-media-centric media studies, 282-3 

metadata, 293-4
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methods
choice based on images, 50-1 
Foucauldian, 191-2 
mixing, 301, 377-8 
rise of visual, 15-16, 307 
sites, modalities and, 49-50, 373-7 
see also critical visual methodology 

metonymic signs, 121 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 230 
mimesis, 167 
mirror stage, 161-5 
mise-en-scene, 73-6 
Mission: impossible, 77 
mixed methods, 301, 377-8 
MMORPG (massively multiplayer online 

role-playing game), 17 
mobile phones, 95, 347, 365 
mobility, of visual objects, 277-8, 279-80 
modalities, 25-6, 373-7 

choice of method based on, 49-50 
see also compositional modality; social modality; 

technological modality 
modernity, 3-4
modes, in social semiotics, 138 
modesty, 216 
montages/collages 

of film, 76-8
of online images, 100-2, 103-4 
participant generated, 318 

mood see expressive content 
moral framework of researcher, 369 
mortise, 124
Muhammad, images of, 14, 20 
multimedia exhibitions, 350-1, 354 
multimedia websites, 347-51, 354 
multimodality, 138, 139, 140, 349 
multiple images, 74 
museum staff, 232, 241-2 
museums

approaches to studying, 226-7 
institutional apparatus of, 229-32 
institutional technologies of 

architecture, 227, 240 
behind-the-scenes, 241-2 
display, 233-7, 244 
interpretation, 237-8 
layout, 238-9 

presenting research in, 354 
visitors, 242-7 

music, in films, 78 
mythology, 129-32

narrative cinema, 155 
narrative structure, 77 
National Archives of Australia, 295-7

National Geographic study 
analysis and interpretation, 97-8, 99, 103 
choice of method, 87, 153 
codes and coding, 93-4, 96, 128 
mixed methods, 253, 377 
sourcing images, 89, 90, 91 

Nationwide, 265, 266-7, 268, 285 
nature

and culture, 129, 230 
as referent system, 129, 130 

N a’vi images, 41, 42 
negotiated readings, 259 
new media, 5, 44 

see also digital media 
new museology, 242 
news coverage

online infographics, 334 
psychoanalytical accounts of, 149, 155, 163-4, 

170, 173-4, 183 
newspaper images, 211,215  
Noises o f the Past, 350-1 
non-media-centric media studies, 282-3 
non-Western world see National Geographic study 
non-representation, 10, 14 
Now, Voyager, 176, 177 
nude paintings, 18-19, 20, 33

objective correlates, 124 
objet petit a, 171, 174 
observation, 228, 270, 286 
Ocean’s Eleven, 74, 75, 77, 78 
ocularcentrism, 3, 4, 12, 20 
one-to-one interviews, 266, 267, 285 
online archives, 53, 196-8, 295-7 
online digital culture, television as, 256, 263 
online engagement, with museums and galleries, 243-4 
online image banks, 53-4, 197-8 
online images, 100-2, 103-4 

and consent, 363, 365 
see also digital images; websites 

online infographics, 334 
online searches, 35-7, 53-4, 197-8, 291, 300-1 
oppositional readings, 259, 268

paintings/artwork
compositional interpretation, 56-61, 64-6, 68-70, 

72-3, 79, 81-2
discourse analysis, 198-204, 206-9, 212-13
female nudes, 18-19, 20, 33
Lacanian gaze, 171, 172
and method, 50
photos of, 37
referencing, 54
and truth, 190
see also art galleries
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pan shots, 76
panels, in museums and galleries, 237 
panopticon, 222, 223 
paradigmatic signs, 120, 136 
parallel sound, 78 
parody, 141
participant viewers, 41, 260, 261, 263, 272 
participant-generated visual materials 

photo-elicitation, 316, 317-18, 319-27 
varieties of, 318-19 
see also user-created content 

participatory research, 316-17, 332, 369 
patriarchy, 156, 157 
patrons, 231
penal organisations, 221-2 
perspective, 65, 66-72 
persuasion, 193, 209 
phallocentrism, 157, 163 
phallus, 156
photo-documentation, 308-14 

assessment of, 327-8 
photo-elicitation, 308, 309, 314-18 

assessment of, 327-8 
and ethics, 360 
stages of, 319-27, 332 

photo-essays, 55, 249, 340-5, 368 
photographs 

as analogue images, 5 
of artwork, 37
created as research data, 307-10 

photo-documentation, 308-14, 327-8 
photo-elicitation, 308, 309, 314-28, 360 

dissemination of research through, 55, 249, 
340-5, 368

ethics in work with, 310, 360-2, 363-6, 368, 370
family photos, 37, 274, 275, 326, 370
and method, 50, 295-7
in museums and galleries, 238
realism of, 27, 122, 190, 224, 309, 310, 343
and reflexivity, 310, 327
signs in, 122-3
and social circulation, 37
visual culture, ethics and, 370-1
in visualisations, 304-5
see also advertisements; Doisneau’s photographs; 

National Geographic study 
photography

economic context of, 32-3 
as institutional technology, 224-6 
street photography, 28-9, 31 

photovoice, 315, 332 
phrenology, 201-2 
physiognomy, 201-2 
Player; The, 76 
point of view, 75, 163 
police mugshots, 70 
political aims of writing, 181

political context, 30 
polysemy, 132-3, 144 
postcards, 91 
posthuman, 9-10 
postmodernity, 4-5, 14, 29-30 
power

Foucault’s work, 189-90, 191 
of museums and galleries, 229-30 
see also empowerment 

power relations, 13-14, 107, 378 
and photography, 225 
in research, 271, 285-6, 361 
see also social relations 

power/knowledge, 190, 193, 223, 241, 245-7 
preferred meanings, 133-4, 268, 285 
preferred readings, 133, 259 
pregnant women, 195 
premodernity, 3, 11
presentation of research see dissemination of 

research
Prince of Persia games, 71, 72
prisons, 221-2
production

analogue and digital images, 5-7, 304-5 
by audiences, 41, 260, 261, 263, 272 
ethnographies of, 280-1 
site of, 24, 25, 27-32, 272-3, 373-4 

and compositional interpretation, 61-2 
and content analysis, 103 
defining, 281
and discourse analysis, 224
and mixed methods, 377
see also dissemination of research;

photo-documentation; photo-elicitation; 
photo-essays 

of YouTube videos, 298 
production regimes, 140 
professional codes, 128, 258 
props, for adverts, 116 
prostitutes, 208-9, 210, 212, 213 
provenance, 61 
psychoanalysis

approach to mass media, 149, 155, 163-5, 170, 
173-4, 183

assessment of, 181-4, 186, 376-7 
and audiencing, 151, 153, 183, 254, 376-7 
compared with other methods, 153-4 
fantasy, 174-8, 183 
and Foucault’s work, 186-7, 188 
introduction to, 147-50 
Lacanian gaze, 169-74 
queer looking, 178-80 
reflexivity, 148, 180-1 
rejection of, 154 
sexual difference, 155-6, 165-6 

castration complex, 156-61 
masquerade, 166-9, 176
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psychoanalysis cont. 
mirror stage, 161-5

subjectivity, sexuality and unconscious,
151-5

summary of, 184
publication, of research images, 353 
punctum, 122 
punishment, 221-2

qualitative approach, 86
and content analysis, 87, 99, 102 

qualitative methods, and content analysis, 87 
quantitative approach see content analysis 
queer looking, 178-80
queer theory, rejection of psychoanalysis, 154

race and ethnicity 
and advertising, 115 
and audience studies, 272 
in computer games, 17 
in constructions of East End, 210, 213 
on internet, 289
in psychoanalytic film theory, 182 
The Real Face of White Australia, 295-7 
see also Western representations 

radical formalism, 81 
Railway Station, The, 203, 204 
random sampling, 90, 91 
Real Face of White Australia, The, 295-7, 302 
Real, the, 171,173-4 
realism

and colour, 65-6
of photos, 27, 122, 190, 224, 309, 310, 343 
and technologies of interpretation, 237 
see also truth

reality television shows, 263 
Rear Window, 159, 160, 162, 163 
Rebecca, 167-8, 169, 177-8, 179-80 
reception regimes, 140 
reception research, 269 
reconstructions in museums, 234 
recontextualisation, 277-8 
reduced visualisations, 337 
referencing, of images, 54-5 
referent systems, 128-9 
referents, 114, 122, 171 
reflexivity, 22-3, 46 

and compositional interpretation, 83 
and content analysis, 104 
and digital methods, 303 
and discourse analysis, 193-4, 215-17, 225-6, 

250-1
and dissemination of research, 352 
and identifiable images, 361 
and photographic work, 310, 327 
and psychoanalysis, 148, 180-1 
and research ethics, 369

reflexivity cont.
and semiology, 108-9, 143, 144 
and studies of audiencing, 271, 284 

regeneration, role of museums, 248 
regimes of truth, 190, 193, 224, 234 
relational maps, 318 
relay-function, 121 
reliability, 87, 96 
remediation, 28, 65
repetition, and representations of femininity, 167 
rephotography, 313 
replicability, 87, 96, 143 
representations 

in adverts, 115-16 
concept of, 2, 8-9 

representativeness, 89-91, 110, 143 
reproduction of images, 55, 368 

see also sharing of images 
research data

making images as 
introduction, 307-10 
photo-documentation, 308-14, 327-8 
photo-elicitation, 308, 309, 314-28,

332, 360 
summary, 328-9
variety of participant-generated, 318-19 

research dissemination see dissemination of 
research 

research ethics
anonymity, 302, 358, 360-2, 367 
audience studies, 271 
confidentiality, 360-2 
consent, 271, 302, 362-6, 370 
copyright, 55, 367-8, 370 
digital methods, 301-2 
guidelines, 357-8, 362, 363, 366-7, 369 
introduction to, 357-60 
in photographic work, 310, 360-2, 363-6, 

368, 370
researcher’s moral framework, 369 
rights-based approach, 371 
summary, 371 
and visual culture, 369-71 
work with children, 320, 363 

research findings see dissemination of research 
research questions, 89, 92-4, 294, 311-12 
research relationship, 271, 285-6, 316, 324, 361 
researchers, moral framework of, 369 
resistance, 141, 142, 189-90, 245, 246, 259, 

264-5
reverse-angle shots, 75, 163
rhetorical organisation of discourse, 205-14
rhythm of cuts, 77
rights, and ethics, 371
Ripper murders, 211,215, 217-18
roll shots, 75, 76
ruins, 341, 342
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rules and regulations
in museums and galleries, 239, 244
research guidelines, 357-8, 362, 363, 366-7, 369
see also discipline

sample size, 91 
sampling, 64, 90-1, 99 
saturation of colour, 64 
scambaiters, 289 
science

discourses of, 230, 232 
semiology as, 107, 108 

scientific knowledge, 3-4 
scientists, and discourses, 232 
scopic regimes, 3, 12, 163 

resistance to, 141 
scopophilia, 147

fetishistic scopophilia, 159-61, 165 
scrape, 100, 294-5, 296-7 
screen frame, 74 
screen planes, 74 
screen ratio, 73-4 
screenshots, 64
search engines, 35-7, 53-4, 197-8, 300-1 
seeing

link with knowing, 3-5 
see also point of view; ways of seeing 

self-portraits
participant-generated, 318 
Rembrandt’s, 58-60, 64-5, 69, 70, 72-3, 79, 

81-2
semiology

assessment of, 109-10, 142-5, 376-7 
and audiencing, 109, 133-4, 253^1, 258-9, 

376-7
choice of images, 110-12
codes, referent systems and mythologies, 127-32 
compared with other methods, 153-4, 201 
decoding adverts, 132-6 
defining signs, 112-17 
describing signs, 117-23 
introduction to, 106-10 
relations between signs, 124-7, 132 
social semiotics, 107, 109, 136-42, 144, 226 
summary of, 145 
use with films, 149 
use with mass media, 86 

semiotic resources, 137, 140 
sensory experiencing 

of images, 34, 58, 330-1, 340, 341 
see also affect 

settings, for adverts, 116 
sexual difference, 155-6, 165-6 

castration complex, 156-61 
fantasy, 174-8 
Lacanian gaze, 169-74

sexual difference cont. 
masquerade, 167-9, 176 
mirror stage, 161-5 

sexual politics of looking, 33, 40 
sexuality, 154, 178-80, 182, 272 
sharing of images, 21, 300, 368, 370 
shooting scripts, 311-12 
shops

Apple stores, 135-7 
and gentrification, 311-12 
in museums and galleries, 242 

shot distance, 74-5 
shots, in films, 74-6 
significance, 102 
signification, 131
signifieds and signifiers, 113-14, 115, 119-20, 123, 

124-5 ,129 ,131 ,137
signs

codes, referent systems, mythologies and, 127-32 
decoding adverts, 132-6 
defining, 112-17 
describing, 117-23 
and Lacanian gaze, 171 
relations between, 124-7, 132 
sites, modalities and, 109 

Silk Road, The, 346 
simulacra, 5, 12 
sites, 24-7, 49-50, 373-8 

see also audiencing; circulation; images; 
production 

smart phones, 347 
see also cameraphones 

social class
and audience studies, 266-7, 268, 271 
and gallery visitors, 45-6, 232, 244 
in psychoanalytic film theory, 182-3 
see also East End of London 

social construction, 167, 186-7
of East End see East End of London 

social context
of production, 214-15
of viewing, 20-1, 127, 138, 183-4, 277-8, 279, 

323-4
social differences, 17-18 

construction of prostitutes, 208 
and semiology, 107-8, 109 
see also East End of London; social class 

social effects of visual materials, 16-22 
digital images, 290-1, 299, 300, 303 
photographic work, 310 

social identities
of audience, 40, 45-6
and participant-generated materials, 318-19, 

323-4
and social production, 30-1 
see also social class



SUBJECT INDEX 431

social media, 103-4, 243, 291-2, 294-5, 298-9, 
302, 363

social modality, 25, 26, 374 
and audience studies, 284 
and compositional interpretation, 61 
and discourse analysis, 193, 224 
and psychoanalysis, 152, 183-4 
and semiology, 109 
and site of audiencing, 39-46 
and site of circulation, 37-8 
and site of image, 32-3 
and site of production, 29-32 

social production of discourse, 214-15 
social relations, 16-22 

debates on, 12, 13-14 
and museum discourses, 231-2 
in photographic work, 323-4 
in urban environments, 308-9 
see also power relations 

social semiotics, 107, 109, 136-42, 144, 226 
software

and anonymisation, 360 
and data visualisation, 335, 336 
and defining digital images, 304 
and global aesthetics, 12 
image recognition software, 292, 305 
and multimedia websites, 351 
and online image banks, 197-8 
to scrape data, 100, 294-5, 296 
see also cultural analytics 

Software Studies Initiative, 100 
sound, and compositional interpretation, 78 
sources

for discourse analysis II, 227-8 
of light, 79 
of sound, 78 
see also images (finding) 

spaces behind displays, 241-2 
spatial organisation

and compositional interpretation, 66-76 
in computer games, 71, 76 
in film scenes, 159-60 
in museums and galleries, 235-6, 238-40 
and position of audience, 69-73, 159, 165 

spatial routing, of visitors, 244 
spatiality, and mirror stage, 161 
specified generalisations, photos as, 343 
spectacular data visualisations, 337 
spectacularised masculinities, 173 
spectators see audiences 
Spiral Jetty, 8 
sponsorship, 231 
spontaneity, 27, 33 
spreadsheets, 96 
storyboards, 347 
stratified sampling, 90, 91

street photography, 28-9, 31
structure, 62
studium, 122
style, 139
subjectivity/ies

in Foucauldian analysis, 186, 222 
and museum discourses, 231-2, 241, 242 
and psychoanalysis, 151-3, 154, 156, 162, 180-1 
and reflexivity, 180-1 

superimpositions, 74 
surveillance, 222-3, 232, 245 
symbolic signs, 117, 120, 136 
Symbolic, the, 171, 173-4 
symbolism, and discourse analysis, 199 
synecdochal signs, 121 
syntagmatic signs, 120 
synthetic intuition, 201 
systematic sampling, 90

tags, 197-8, 292, 294, 295, 297-9, 300 
techno-anthropology, 275-82 
technological equipment and skills 

cameras and cameraphones, 95, 319, 320, 347, 365 
for dissemination of research, 347, 351, 352-3 

technological modality, 25, 374
and compositional interpretation, 61-2 
and concept of medium, 44-5 
and digital methods, 303 
and site of audiencing, 38-9 
and site of circulation, 35-7 
and site of image, 32 
and site of production, 27 
see also digital technologies; institutional 

technologies 
television

audience studies, 254 
ethnographies, 269-73 
interviews, 265-9 

changing nature of, 255-6 
fans, 41, 260-3
limitations of studies of, 284-5 
and method, 51
news programmes, 128, 265, 266-7, 268, 285 
and techno-anthropology, 275, 278-82 
users, 263-5

temporal organisation, of films, 76-7 
terminology, of semiology, 109-10, 114, 143-4 
text (written)

about museums, 228 
in museums and galleries, 237-8 
in photo-essays, 340, 342-3, 343-4 
in relation to images, 21-2, 55, 95, 121, 325, 

343-4
textual technologies, 237-8 
texture, 341 
themes, 206-7, 209
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theoretical basis of methods, 308, 376, 377-8
theoretical explicitness, 181
theory, understanding, 52
third person shots, 75
tilt shots, 76, 176
Time magazine, 101
time-lapse photography, 313-14
timelines, 318
tourist gaze, 4
tracking shots, 76
transmedia texts, 243, 247
traumaculture, 37
truth

and discourse, 190, 193, 209-11, 224, 236 
technologies of display in museums, 234 

and realism in photos, 27, 122, 190, 224, 309, 
310, 343

truth claims, 209, 242
truth regimes, 190, 193, 224, 234
Twitter, 294, 295, 298-9

unconscious, the, 151-2, 163, 176, 180 
university ethics review boards, 357, 367 
urban environment 

multimedia websites on, 348 
photo-documentation of, 310-14 
photo-elicitation in, 317-18, 319-27 
photo-essays on, 341 
photos in research on, 308 
social relations in, 308-9 

user-created content, 142, 298 
see also participant-generated visual materials 

users
concept of, 256, 263-5, 283 
see also audiences

validity, 87, 92, 100
value of colour, 64-5
vanishing point, 68
Vertigo, 159, 162, 163, 168, 173
video clips, 64
video games see computer games 
video recordings 

content analysis of, 95 
see also films 

video-diaries, 318 
video-documentation, 140, 311 
viewers see audiences
violence/conflict, news coverage of, 149, 155, 163-4, 

170, 173-4, 183 
vision, concept of, 2, 9
visitors, to museums and galleries, 45-6, 232-3,

236,242-7 
visual

centrality of, 3 
key concepts

visual cont.
culture and representation, 1-7 
debates, 11-15 
materiality and affect, 7-10 
visual research methods, 15-16 

visual culture, 16-22 
concept of, 4 
differentiating, 20-1 
and discourse, 186-9 
and research ethics, 369-71 
use of term, 20 

visual economy, 11 
visual materials see images 
visual objects 

definition of, 274 
ethnography of, 273-83 
see also images 

visual pleasure, 156
castration complex, 156-61 
mirror stage, 161-5 

visual research methods, 15-16, 307
see also photo-documentation; photo-elicitation; 

photo-essays 
visual technologies 

definition, 25
in museums and galleries, 238 
see also digital technologies; institutional 

technologies 
visualisations

data visualisation, 102, 333-40, 355 
and digital images, 304-5 

visuality
concept of, 2-3, 20 
and psychoanalysis, 147-50 

voyeurism, 158-61, 163, 165

ways of seeing, 18-19, 20, 22-3, 32, 33, 38, 39 
see also male gaze; visual pleasure 

websites
disseminating research through, 347-51, 354 
as genre, 28, 29 
image banks, 53-4, 197-8 
and internet advertising, 111 
museum and gallery, 243 
online infographics, 334 
and television viewing, 279 

Western representations, of non-Westerners, 94, 97 
Wikipedia, 337-8 
wipes, 74, 77
World Trade Centre attacks, 164, 173-4 
World of War craft, 17, 64
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zoom, in online montages, 103-4 
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