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most exciting, startling and perceptive critics of visual images don't in the end
depend entirely on their sound methodology, 1 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 pas-

sionate engagement with what you see. Use your methodology to discipline your
passion, not to deaden it.

researching visual materials
towards a critical visual methodology

Choosing a research methodology means developing a research question and
the tools to generate evidence for its answer; both of these should be consis-
tent with a theoretical framework. This chapter explores recent debates about
the visual to help you develop that framework. To do that, it:

e discusses a range of literature which explores the importance of the visual
to contemporary Western societies;

o offers a broad analytical framework for understanding how images have
social effects;

e suggests some criteria for a critical approach to visual materials;

e and sets up the approach to discussing methods that the rest of this book
relies on.

1 an introductory survey of ‘the visual’

Beginning in the 1970s, and over the following three decades, the social sci-

ences experienced a significant change in their understanding of social life.

This change is often described as the ‘cultural turn’. That is, ‘culture’ became

a crucial means by which many social scientists understood social processes,

social identities, and social change and conflict. Culture is a complex concept, culture
but, in very broad terms, the result of its deployment has been that social sci-

entists are now very often interested in the ways in which social life is con-
structed through the ideas that people have about it, and the practices that

flow from those ideas. To quote one of the major contributors 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 practices. 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




epends on its participants interpreting meaningfully what
nd ‘making sense’ of the world, in broadly similar ways.

nings may be explicit or implicit, conscious or unconscious,
elt as truth or as fantasy, science or commonsense; and they may
through everyday speech, elaborate rhetoric, high art, television
peras, dreams, movies or muzak; and different groups in a society will
ke sense of the world in different ways. Whatever form they take, these
de meanings, or representations, structure they way people behave — the
y you and I behave — in our everyday lives.
- This sort of argument can take very diverse forms. But more recently.
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, 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, public sculpture
movies, surveillance video footage, newspaper pictures, paintings. All thes;
different sorts of technologies and images offer views of the world; they ren-
der th.e world in visual terms. But this rendering, even by photographs, is
never innocent. These images are never transparent windows onto the world.
They interpret the world; they display it in very particular ways. Thus a dis-

vision  tinction is sometimes made between vision and visuality. Vision is what the
buman eye is physiologically capable of secing (although it must be noted that

Ifieas about that capability have changed historically and will most likely con-

visuality  tinue to change: see Crary 1992). Visuality, on the other hand, refers to the

way in which vision is 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
t}}erein’ {Foster 1988: ix). Another phrase with very similar connotations to
visuality is scopic regime. 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.
Go.rdon Fyfe and John Law (1988: 2}, for example, claim that “depiction, pic-
tur.lng and seeing are ubiquitous features of the process by which most hL:man
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
atténltion to those who are born blind.) Other writers, however, prefer to his-
toricize 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.

scopic regime

acularcentrism

"This narrative of the increasing importance of the visual to contemporary
Western societies is part of a wider analysis of the shift from premodernity to
modetnity, and from modernity to postmodernity (for example, see Mirzoeff
999::1-33). 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
particular, 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 con-
firmation, or, when seeking opinion, by inquiring after people’s ‘views’.
(Jenks 1995: 3)

Barbara Maria Stafford (1991), a historian of images used in the sci-
ences, has argued that, in a process beginning in the eighteenth century, the
construction 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 valorization of science in Western cultures that has allowed everyday
understandings to make the same connection between seeing and knowing.
However, that connection was also made in other fields of modern practice.
Richard Rorty (1980), for example, traces the development of this conflation
of seeing with knowing to the intersection of several ideas central to eigh-
teenth 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 overarching 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. The work of Michel Foucault explores the way in which
many nineteenth century institutions depended on various forms of surveil-
lance (1977) (Chapters 7 and 8 here examine the methodological implications
of his work); and in his study of nineteenth century world fairs and exhibi-
tions, Timothy Mitchell (1988) shows how European societies represented
the whole world as an exhibition. Deborah Poole (1997) has traced how
visions of that modernity were thoroughly racialized in the same period. In

researching visual materials




epends on its participants interpreting meaningfully what
, and ‘making sense’ of the world, in broadly similar ways.

canings may be explicit or implicit, conscious or unconscious,
bezfgl as truth or as fantasy, science or commonsense; and they may
: through everyday speech, elaborate rhetoric, high art, television
peras, dreams, movies or muzak; and different groups in a society will
ke sense of the world in different ways. Whatever form they take, these
de meanings, or representations, structure they way people behave — the
ay you and I behave — in our everyday lives.
~ Thissort of argument can take very diverse forms. But more recently,
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; surrounded by different sorts of visual technologies — photography,
film, video, digital graphics, television, acrylics, for example — and the image;
they show us — TV programmes, advertisements, snapshots, public sculpture
movies, surveillance video footage, newspaper pictures, paintings. All thesc:,
different sorts of technologies and images offer views of the world; they ren-
der the world in visual terms. But this rendering, even by photographs, is
never .innocent. These images are never transparent windows onto the wo;ld.
3 ”Ijhey. interpret the world; they display it in very particular ways. Thus a dis-
vision  tinction is sometimes made between vision and visuality. Vision is what the
buman eye is physiologically capable of seeing (although it must be noted that
ideas about that capability have changed historically and will most likely con-
visuality  tinue to change: see Crary 1992). Visuality, on the other hand, refers to the
way in which vision is 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
scopic regime  visuality is scopic regime. 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.
Go.rdon Fyfe and John Law (1988: 2), for example, claim that ‘depiction, pic-
turing and seeing are ubiquitous features of the process by which most hu’man
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
attc?ntion to those who are born blind.) Other writers, however, prefer to his-
toricize 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  ocularcentrism to describe the apparent centrality of the visual to contemporary
Western life.

“This narrative of the increasing importance of the visual to contemporary
estern societies is part of a wider analysis of the shift from premodernity to
odernity, and from modernity to postmodernity (for example, see Mirzoeff
999: 1-33). It is often suggested — or assumed ~ that in premodern societies,
-sual images were not especially important, partly because there were so few
f them in circulation. This began to change with the onset of modernity. In
particular, 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
“geen” 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 con-
firmation, or, when seeking opinion, by inquiring after people’s ‘views’.
{Jenks 1995: 3)

Barbara Maria Stafford (1991), a historian of images used in the sci-
ences, has argued that, in a process beginning in the eighteenth century, the
construction of scientific knowledges about the world has become more and
more based on images rather than on written texts; Jenks (1995) suggests that
t is the valorization of science in Western cultures that has allowed everyday
understandings to make the same connection between seeing and knowing.
However, that connection was also made in other fields of modern practice.
Richard Rorty (1980), for example, traces the development of this conflation
of seeing with knowing to the intersection of several ideas central to eigh-
teenth 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 overarching scientific
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visual culture

simulacrum

the twentieth century, Guy Debord (1977) claims that the world has turned
into a ‘society of the spectacle’, and Paul Virilio (1994) argues that new visu-
alizing technologies have created ‘the vision machine’ in which we are all
caught. The use of the term ‘visual culture’ refers to the plethora of ways in

which the visual is part of social life.

Thus it 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 cul-
ture’. 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 come out quite right
in your photography, you can digitally manipulate 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 yourself 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 simulacrum.
Baudrillard argued that, in postmodernity, it is no longer possible to make a
distinction between the real and the unreal; images had 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.

This story about the increasing extent and changing nature of visual
culture in modernity and postmodernity is not without its 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 this account. Jeffrey Hamburger (1997), to take just
one example, argues that visual images were central to certain kinds of pre-
modern, medieval spirituality, and Ella Shohat and Robert Stam (1998) have
argued forcefully against the Eurocentrism that pervades many discussions of
‘the visual’. The work of Hamburger (1997) and Shohat and Stam (1998),
among others, makes it clear that if a narrative of increasing ocularcentrism
in the West can be told, it must be much more nuanced, historically and
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geogtaphically, than has so far been the case (see also Brennan and Jay 1996;
Cheetham et al. 2005; Pinney 2003). o .

There are also debates about the social relations within wh'lch these
visualities are embedded, and particularly about the eff.e:c?ts of sunulac_ra.
Baudrillard, for example, has often been accused of uncntlc.ally cel.ebratmg
the simulacrum without regard for the often very unequal social relations thajt
can be articulated through it, and the work of Donna Ha.raway (1991) is
taken by many as a salutary reminder of what is at stake in contemporary
ocularcentrism (see also Sturken and Cartwright 2001; Lister and Wells
2001). Like many others, Haraway (1991) notes the contemporary prolifera-
tion of visualizing technologies in scientific and everyday use, and fh.e.cha.p
acterizes the scopic regime associated with these technologies thus: vision in
this technological feast becomes unregulated gluttony;.all perspective iwes
way to infinitely mobile vision, which no longer seems just mythlcallg a ou;rt1
the god-trick of seeing everything from nowhere, but to have put the myt
into ordinary practice’ (Haraway 1991: 189). Haraway is C?ncerged to ipec-
ify the social power relations that are articulated through this partlc.ular1 olrm
of visuality, however. She argues that contemporary, anegul:ated visual g ;111:-
tony is available to only a few people and institut}ons, in ParFxcular ;ho.seljc at
are part of the ‘history of science tied to militarism, capitalism, co onialism,
and male supremacy’ (Haraway 1991: 188). She argues that wh.at thl; .v1su—f
ality does is to produce specific visions of social fllfferenc? - of hlerarcb ies 0
class, ‘race’, gender, sexuality and so on — while itself clalm.mg not to be P;i;t
of that hierarchy and thus to be universal. It is because t.hlS ordermg of -
ference depends on a distinction between those WhO. clalr.n to see with uni-
versal relevance, and those who are seen and categorized in particular ways,
that Haraway claims it is intimately related to the oppressions and ,tyrar}r'nesi
of capitalism, colonialism, patriarchy and so on. Pa‘rt o'f Harawg}.r s critica
project, then, is to examine in detail how certain institutions m.oblhze f:ert?1n
forms of visuality to see, and to order, the world. T%ns dominant visuality
denies the validity of other ways of visualizing social difference, but H?traway
insists that there are indeed other ways of seeing tk}e World{ and sl}e is espe-
cially interested in efforts to see social difference 1n n.on-hlerarc.hlcal .ways%
For Haraway, as for many other writers, then, thf: ‘domman't scopic regime 3
(post)modernity is neither a historical inevitability, Il.OF is it urllconte.sftfe )
There are different ways of seeing the world, and the c?rmcal task is to differ-
entiate between the social effects of those different visions. B . .

The particular forms of representation produced by.sp'eaflc scopic rzggnes
are important to understand, then, because they are 1nt1mat<.aly. b'oun lin'co
social power relations. Although we will later hear‘some rr}lsgls{lngs about
some of the results of this sort of argument (see section 4.2 in this .chapter),
Haraway’s (1991) argument makes clear the necessity of understa.mdn.lg whalct1
social relations produce, and are reproduced by, what forms of visuality, an
the next section explores this argument more fully.
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however, it is important to note that there is a dispersed
ork in the social sciences that uses various kinds of
nswering research questions (questions which may not be
th visuality or visual culture), not by examining images
m. Both anthropology and human geography have used
arch tools for as long as they have been established as
lees; mostly photographs, diagrams and film in the case of
gyand pho?os., maps and diagrams in the case of geography.
ology as a distinct sub-discipline is a more recent development;
he earliest sociological journals carried photographs for a shor;
od efore the First World War, it was not until the 1960s that a book b
nthropologist encouraged some sociologists to pick up their camer ,
gan%a(Cpﬂier. 1967). Researchers in these fields are taking heart from the cuarlf
_ rent interest in questions of visuality to argue with greater conviction than
ever for the. analytical power of visual materials produced as part of
research project (see, for example, Banks 2001; Emmison and Smli)th 20003T
anwles and Sweetman 2004; Pink 2006; Prosser 1998: van Leeuwen anci
]e\yltt 2001). However, when social scientists are making’ their own ima
their concern for the power relations in which those images are embediesd’
takes a specific form: it becomes a discussion of research ethics which reﬂecets
on the power dynamics between the researcher, the researched and th
u.nages: Chapter 11 of this book examines both the arguments for makine
visual images as a means of answering research questions, and the questj .
of research ethics in relation to that making. . een

2 ‘visual culture’: the soci iti
visual objects al conditions and effects of

Mak.mg mages as a way of answering a research question is relatively rare
studies of visual culture however. Instead, visual culture critics hawey N
trated their energies on critically examining the effects of visual Ci(x);l:en’
aIrela(;iy out t'here in the' world, already part of visual culture, and ChaptergsgzS
I:;) d’qf this boo.k discuss a range of methods for understanding such
ound" images. This body of work has developed from several different th
oretical pf)sitions (Barnard 2001; Bird et al. 1996; Evans and Hall 19996_
Much of it is concerned to interpret the meaning of visual images, thou, il
some focuses more on practices of visuality or on the agenc (;f vis gl
ob!ects; there are many historical studies, although some dis utZ th osst
bility of a fully historical account of an image’s effect-psome ef (ZiS'Sl‘
are more closely aligned with established academic disci’ lines I;‘{“ o
history or cultural studies than others; some are structuralll?st and ehart
post-structuralist; most of their methods are qualitative. This diversi Otber's
ously makes generalizing about studies of visuality a difﬁcultty (za;;i—
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Nevertheless, I am going to suggest that there are five aspects of the recent
literature that engage with visual culture that I think are valuable for think-
ing about the social effects of images.

The first point I take from the literature on (or against) ‘visual culture’ is
its concern for the way in which images visualize (or render invisible} social
difference. As Fyfe and Law (1988: 1) say, ‘a depiction is never just an illus-
tration ... it is the site for the construction and depiction 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. This point has been made most forcefully
by feminist and postcolonial writers who have studied the ways femininity and
blackness have been visualized. An example would be Paul Gilroy’s (1987:
57-9) discussion of a poster used by the Conservative Party in Britain’s 1983
General Election, reproduced in Figure 1.1.

The poster shows a young black man in a suit, with ‘LABOUR SAYS
HE’S BLACK. TORIES SAY HE’S BRITISH” as its headline text. Gilroy’s dis-
cussion is detailed but his main point is that the poster offers a choice between
being black and being British, not only in its text but also in its image. The
fact that the black man is pictured wearing a suit suggests to Gilroy that
‘blacks are being invited to forsake all that marks them out as culturally dis-
tinct before real Britishness can be guaranteed’ {Gilroy 1987: 59). Gilroy is
thus suggesting that this poster asks its viewers not to see blackness.
However, he also points out that the poster depends on other stereotyped
images (which it does not show) of young black men, particularly as muggers,
to make its point about the acceptability of this besuited man. This poster
thus plays in complex ways with both visible and invisible signs of racial dif-
ference. 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 exclu-
sion, 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)

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.

Secondly, writers on visual culture, among others, are concerned not
only with how images look, but how images are looked at. This is a key point
made by Maria Sturken and Lisa Cartwright’s (2001) book on visual culture,
which they entitle Practices of 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 (2001) take
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Figure 1.1
Conservative
Party election
poster, 1983
(Gilroy 1987: 58)

ways of seeing

With the Conservatives, theré

areno‘blacksIno“whitesjust people,

Conservatives believe that

4o o reating minorities as equals en-

7 courages the majority 1o treat them
asequals;

‘et the Labour Party aim to
‘treatyouasa‘specialcase) asa group
o allonvourown.

: Is setting you apart from the
restofsocieryasensible wayioover-
comeracial prejudice and social ine-
quality?

The question s, should we
really divide the British people in-
stead of uniting them?

Phitrtirin
When Labour were in govern-
ment, they promised 10 repeal Im-
migration Acts pussed in 1962 and
1971. Both promises were broken.
This time, they are promising
to thraw out the Britis Nationality
Act, which gives full and equal
citizenship to SVEryone permuanent-
Iy settled in Britain.
But how do the Conservatives®
promises compare?
We suld that we'd abolish the
SUS’ law.
Wekeptour promise,
We said we'd recruit more col-
oured policemen, get the police
back into the comumunity, and wain
them for a better understanding of
© your necds.
Wekept aur promise,
PUTTING THE ECONOMY
BACK ON ITS FEET,
The Conservatives have al-
"ways said that the only long term
Answer o our economic problems
was to conquer inflation.

Inflation is now lower than ir's
been for aver a decade, keeping all
prices stable, with the prrice of food
nosw hardly rising at all,

Meanwhile, many businesses

- throughout Britain are recovering,
leading to thousands of new jobs.

Firsily, inour traditional indust-
ries, but just as importantly in new
technology areas such as micro-
clectronics,

Inother words, the medicine s
working.

Yet Labour want to chunge
everything, and put us back 1o
square one. )

They intend to increase ta-
tion. They intend to increase the
National Debt,

They promise import and ex-
port controls.

Castyour mind back 1o the Jast
Labour government, Labour’s
methods didn't work then,

They won'twork now,

ABETTER BRITAH
FORALLOFUS.

The Conservatives believe that
everyone wants towork hardand be
rewarded for it.

Those rewards will only come
about by creating a mood of equal
opportunity  for everyone in
Britain, regardless of their race,
creed or colour,

The difference vou're voting
for is this;

To the Labour Party, vou're a
black person,

To the Conservatives, you'rea
British Citizen,

Vote Conservative, and you
vote fora more equal, more prosper-
aus Britain,

LABOUR SAYS HE’S BLACK.
- TORIES SAY HE’S BRITISH.

CONSERVATIVE X

their inspiration on this point 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 kind of seeing that they invite. He uses the
expression ‘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 ourselves’
(Berger 1972: 9). His best-known example is that of the genre of female nude

Tha mirror was often used as a symbol of the

i s she ig,
S s noked ot vanity of woman. The moralizing, however, was mostly

She is naked as the spectator seus her,

Often — as with the favourite subject of Susnmh
! thems of tho picture. We
the Elders ~ this is the actual A
;‘;2 the Elders to spy on Susannsh taking her bath. She looks
back at us looking at her.

You painted a M nman bacauas you enjoyed looking at

her, you put a mirror in her hand and you called the pah:t;ngn

Vanity, thus morally condemning the waman whaosa nakedne:
ou had depicted for your own ploasure, .

v ? The real function of tha mirrer was otherwise. It

was to maka the woman connive in treating hoesolf as, firs

., o sight,
tn another version of the subject by Tintoratto, and foremost, a siy!

Susannash is looking at herself in a mirror. Thus she joins the
spoctators of herasif.

The Judgemaent of Parls was another theme with
tho same inwrittan idea of a man or men looking at naked
women.

e
painting in Western art. He reproduces many examples of that genre (set
i n
Figure 1.2), pointing out as he does so the particular ways they represe1
’ i » . e
women: as unclothed, as vain, as passive, as sexually alluring, as a spectac

to be assessed. . o
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 Prir'lcipal protagomst
is never painted. He is the spectator in front of the pamtmg and he is pre-
sumed to be a man. Everything is addressed to him. Eve.rythmg must appea;
to be the result of his being there. It is for him that the figures have assume

their nudity. (Berger 1972: 54}

. . . . cans
Thus, for Berger, understanding this particular genre of painting mt'on
i - - - - 1
understanding not only its representation of fermmmty3 but its construcd :
of masculinity too. And these representations are in their turn understc];o a
i i er
part of a wider cultural construction of gendered difference. To quote Berg
again: :
i t
One might simplify this by saying: men act and women appear. ‘Men look ?
women. Women watch themselves being looked at. This determines not only
most relations between women and men but also the relation of women 11:0
themselves. The surveyor of woman in herself is male: the surveyed, female.

Figure 1.2

a double-page
spread from John
Berger's Ways of
Seeing (Berger
1972: 50~1)
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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 obviously by noting that he assumes heterosexuality in his discussion
of masculinity and femininity — many critics would concur with his general
understanding of the connection between image and spectator. Images work
by producing effects every time they are looked at. Taking an image seriously,
then, also involves thinking about how it positions you, its viewer, in relation
to it.

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, cul-
ture meant something like ‘a whole way of life’, and even from the brief dis-
cussion 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
emphasize the importance of visual images of all kinds to many aspects of sev-
enteenth century Dutch society. In this sort of work, it is argued that a par-
ticular, historically specific visuality was central to a particular, ocularcentric
culture. In using the notion of culture in this broad sense, however, 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 issue of difference becomes obscured. Barbara Maria Stafford’s
(1996) celebration of the visual in ‘our’ society has been criticized by Hal
Foster (1996) in just these terms. Stafford never specifies who the ‘we’ to
which she refers actually is, and she thus ignores this visuality’s possible
exclusions as well as the particularities of its inclusions.

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, and with what effects. Berger’s (1972) work is in some
ways exemplary here. An image will depend for its effects on a certain way of
seeing, 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:

. IlanV it mi ht be a Venu P . p 1t o 181 f
Noml g 15 (Z71d (:u Zd [Il 'act irisa ortralt i one o
1 ng's mustresse I\Ien (; ’\75‘11116 aor I[ef llal\edness 15 not, er,

> A L
he kl g S T 110W€V an
toaa) g U
CX})I‘CSSIOH Of heI (834413 fCEhIlOS 1t 1S a sign or he[ S IbInlSSlOll to the owner's
( [he owner ()f both the wOoman and the palntlng.) [he

Aeeli demands. : )T
fechner ™ ‘ demonstrated this submission

; paint'mg, when the king showed it to others,
- and his guests envied him. (Berger 1972: 52)

gh this kind of use, by those particular sorts of people interpret-

I][' mn dlat kuld Of \Nay tklat thlS kuld Of palntlllg aChleved 1ts CffCCt . Ille
g it P

seeing of an image thus always takes place in a Partlcu £ sl o
mediates its impact. It also always takes place 1n a ’spegx 1cbo o ond
i i i a king’s chamber, a
tices. That location may be am
O hive, a sitting room, a street.
i i _garde art gallery, an archive, , a st
g S entions : conomics, their own disciplines,

. different locations all have their own €

Pl;x}:;ieown cules for how their particular sort of spectator shouklld beha:ii
,' Fncluding whether and how they should look, and all.these afgect ovv;l pSee
lticular image is seen too (for an early example of this sort of approact,

Becker 1982). These specificities of practice are crucial in understanding how

an image has certain effects. - snal cul hat the particular
. ture argues tha 1%
Fourthly, much of this work in visual cu d) of an image will

<audiences’ (that might not always be the apgropnate wor ) of an e
bring their own interpretations to bear on 1ts meamngfa e e
audiences will be able or willing to respond to tbe way of seel g9 hed v @
particular image and its particular practices of display (Chapter 7 w1

this in more detail). .
Finally, in all of this wor
have their own agency. In the WOLtd
i is ‘at least potentia
example, an image 1s ‘at
of the irreducibly particular, and of the subvers

k there is an insistence that images themselves
s of Carol Armstrong (1996: 28), for
jly a site of resistance and recalcitrancei,
ively strange and pleasurable’,

while Christopher Pinney (2004: 8) sué;
¢ - aoes “look”, but what they can . '
O e ot refore important not to claim that it

image’s meaning, it is the .
meanings made elsewhere — in nEWspapers,
logues. It is certainly true that visual images very O
with other kinds of representations. It 1s very unusua
encounter a visual image unaccompanied
written (Armstrong 1998; Wollen 1970: 118) o the !
in a gallery will have a written label on the wa givi
about its making, and in certain sorts of galleries
ing a price t00, and these make a difference to
painting. S0 although virtually al s
they always make sense in relation to other things,
' -t
very often other images Jucible
those other things. The colours of an oil painting,

gests that the important question 1s
«do™. In the search for an
merely reflects
for example, or gallery cata-
fren work in conjunction
|, for example, to
by any text at all, whether spokeg or
; even the most abstract painting
g certain information
there are sheets of paper giv-
how spectators will see that
| visual images are multimodal in this way -
including written texts and

hey are not reducible to the meanings carried by
for example, or what
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Barthes (1982) called the punctum of a photograph (see Chapter $, section
3.3), will carry their own peculiar kinds of visual resistance, recalcitrance,
argument, particularity, 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 (so it is important to look very carefully at images); these
effects, through the ways of seeing mobilized by the image, are crucial in the
production and reproduction of visions of socigl difference; but these effects
always intersect with the social context of viewing and with the visualities
spectators bring to their viewing,

3 towards a critical visual methodology

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 inter-
preting found visual images. (The implications of this approach in relation to
the production of images as part of a research project are somewhat differ-

ent, as I've already suggested, and will be discussed in Chapter 11.) A critical
approach to visual culture:

e takes images seriously. While this might seem rather a paradoxical point
to insist on, given all the work I have just mentioned that addresses visu-
alities and visual objects, art historians of all sorts of interpretive hues con-
tinue to complain, often rightly, that social scientists do not look at images
carefully enough. I argue here that it is necessary to look very carefully at
visual images, and it is necessary to do so because they are not entirely
reducible to their context. Visual representations have their own effects,

e thinks about the social conditions and effects of visual objects. As Griselda
Pollock (1988: 7) says, ‘cultural practices do a job which has major social
significance in the articulation of meanings about the world, in the nego-
tiation of social conflicts, in the production of social subjects’. Cultural
practices like visual representations 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 of looking at images. This is not an explicit con-
cern in many studies of visual culture. However, if, as section 2 just
argued, ways of secing are historically, geographically, culturally 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 study-
ing 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 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

The aim of this book is to give you some practic‘:al‘ guidancc.e on how to
o these things; but I hope it is already clear from this mtrodx.xcnon that this
¢ not simply a technical question of method. "I.“here are also 1mportant. aIIa—
lytical debates going on about visualities. In this book, I use these Pamcu ar
criteria for a critical visual methodology to evaluate both theoretical argu-
ments and the methods discussed in Chapters 3 to 10. . ‘o
Having very briefly sketched a critical approach to images that I fin

useful to work with and which will structure this book’s accounts of ngous%
methods, the next section starts more explicitly to address the question o

 methodology.

é towards some methodological tools: sites
_and modalities

As I have already noted, the theoretical sources which h‘ave produced the
recent interest in visual culture are diverse. T}?is section will try to acknovsg-
edge some of that diversity, while also developing a framgyvork fo.r aplprolac -
ing the almost equally diverse range of methods that critics of visual culture
havellrllizfpretations of visual images broadly concur that there are thre? sﬂe;
at which the meanings of an image are made: the site(s) of t‘htj production °

an image, the site of the image itself, and the site(s) whey.:e it is seen by vari-
ous audiences. I also want to suggest that each of the.sc': sites has three differ-
ent aspects. These different aspects I will call modah.tl.es, and I suggest tha;
there are three of these that can contribute to a critical understanding o

images:

o technological. Mirzoeff (1998: 1) defines a visual technology as ‘a?y 'fgrm
of apparatus designed either to be looked at or ’to enhance natural vision,
from oil paintings to television and the Internet’. - . _

o compositional. Compositionality refc?rs to the spec1f1f: material qua mesb )
an image or visual object. When an image is made, it drgws on a num 1er
of formal strategies: content, colour and spatial organization, for examg e.
Often, particular forms of these strategies tend to occur tog;t.her, so that,
for example, Berger (1972) can define the. Western axjt'tradmon pamur}ﬁ,
of the nude in terms of its specific compositional qua.htl.es. Chapter 3 wi
elaborate the notion of composition in relation to paintings.

e social. This is very much a shorthand term. What I mean it to refer to are
the range of economic, social and political rela}nor}s,‘ institutions and prac-
tices that surround an image and through which it is seen and used.

These modalities, since they are found at all three sites, also suggest thgt tlhe
distinctions between sites are less clear than my subsections here mlgk.rc imply.
Many of the theoretical disagreements about visual culture, visualities

oo~ d ol Hniiisnn mvvnm serhinlh Af thaca citan and
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Figure 1.3

modalities are most important, how and why. The following subsections will
e;?cplore each site and its modalities further, and will examine some of these
disagreements 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 reproduced in Figure 1.3. Take a good look at it now and
note down your immediate reactions. Then see how your views of it alter as
the following subsections discuss its sites and modalities.

4.1 the site of production

All visual representations are made in one way or another, and the circum-
stances of their production may contribute towards the effect they have.
Some writers argue this case very strongly. Some, for example, would
argue that the technologies used in the making of an image determine its
form, meaning and effect. Clearly, visual technologies do matter to how an
image looks and therefore to what it might do and what might be done to it
Here is Berger describing the uniqueness of oil painting: '

What distinguishes oil painting from any other form of painting is its special
ability to render the tangibility, the texture, the lustre, the solidity of what it

depicts. It defines the real as that which you can put your hands on. {

Berger
1972: 88)

_ Fora particular study it may be important to understand the technologies
_used in the making of particular images, and at the end of the book you will
 find some references which will help you do that.

_ - In the case of the photograph here, 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 impossible. The pho-
_ tograph was made in 1948, by which time cameras were relatively lightweight
__and film was highly sensitive to light. This meant that, unlike in earlier peri-
_ods, 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 stumbled 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 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 section 3.2 of
Chapter 5, and Christopher Pinney, discussed in Chapter 10) 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, photography 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 8
will look at some Foucauldian histories of photography which make this case
with some vigour. Maybe we see the Doisneau photograph as a snapshot of
real life, then, more because we expect photos to show us snippets of truth
than because they actually do. But this photo might have been posed: the pho-
tographer who took this one certainly posed others which nevertheless have
the same ‘real’ look (Doisneau 1991). Also, as Griselda Pollock (1988: 85-7)
points out in her discussion of this photograph, its status as a snapshot of real
life is also established in part by its content, especially the boys playing in the
street, just out of focus; surely if it had been posed those boys would have
been in focus? Thus the apparently technological effects on the production of
a visual image need careful consideration, because some may not be straight-
forwardly technological at all.

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 pro-
duction that govern its compositionality. This argument is perhaps most
effectively made in relation to the genre of images a particular image fits (per-
haps rather uneasily) into. Genre is a way of classifying visual images into cer-
tain groups. Images that belong to the same genre share certain features. A
particular genre will share a specific set of meanineful obiects and locations.

researching visual materials
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and, in the case of movies for example, have a limited set of narrative
problematics. Thus John Berger can define ‘female nude painting’ as a par-
ticular genre of Western painting because these are pictures which represent
naked women as passive, available and desirable through a fairly consistent
set of compositional devices. A certain kind of traditional art history would
see the way that a particular artist makes reference to other paintings in the
same genre (and perhaps in other genres) as he or she works at a canvas as a
crucial aspect of understanding the final painting. It helps to make sense of
the significance of elements of an individual image if you know that some of
them recur repeatedly in other images. 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 books on visual images focus on one particular genre.

The photograph under consideration here fits into one genre but has
connections to some others, and knowing this allows us to make sense of var-
ious aspects of this rich visual document. The genre the photo fits most obvi-
ously 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 photo-
graphy). Documentary photography originally tended to picture poor,
oppressed or marginalized 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 to pres-
sure 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 photography 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 marvellous’. This seems to me to be the
response that this photograph, and many others taken by the same photog-
rapher, asks for. We are meant to smile wryly at a glimpse of a relationship,
exposed to us for just a second. This photograph was almost certainly made
to sell to a photo-magazine like Vi or Life or Picture Post for publication as

a visual joke, funny and not too disturbing for the readers of these magazines.
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 important
factors in understanding visual images. Some argue that it is the economic
processes in which cultural production is embedded that shape visual
imagery. 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 representations
exemplify postmodernity. Like many other commentatare Hawran Anfio_.

researching visual materials

ostmodernity in part through the importance of V‘isual images to Fost?nzdzleéz
ulture, commenting on ‘the mobilization .Of fashion, pop art, tle CVI}S:Ot nd
other forms of media image, and the varlety. of. urlzan life St}i ;Z 9t 23) e
, ecome part and parcel of daily life under capitalism (I.—Iarfxlfey‘ r;d Su. e
sees the qualities of this mobilization as ephemeral, fluid, ;:etmg at * 1201_
ficial: ‘there has emerged an attachment to surface rathzr.t an rorc; ts};er o
lage rather than in-depth work, to superm.lposed quote 1ma}11gesthan g
worked surfaces, to a collapsed sense of time and space rather n solidly
achieved cultural artefact’ (Harvey 1989: 61). A.I"ld‘ Harvey has an ° ];Z ana-
tion for this which focuses on the latter gharacterxstlcs. er zugiests iessmg
temporary capitalism is organizing itself in ways t.hat are indee dcorr;;;e ing
time and collapsing space. He argues that capltahsm is more ar;{ m e e
ible’ in its organization of production techniques, labgur mardets a}r)li | <o
_ sumption niches, and that this has depe‘nded on the increase r;xon nzhes
_ capital and information; moreover, the importance of colnsurrclip K;Cmde e
has generated the increasing importance of advertising, sty eil and sp cuacke in
the selling of goods. In his Marxist account, .bo.th thege c ;ractenl' e
reflected in cultural objects — in their superfmghty, their ep e@er? 1;{y :
| ’that the latter are nothing but ‘the cultural logic of late capitalism’ (Harvey
: 63; Jameson 1984).
1989'i“cf3gnjalyse images t)hrough this lens you will need to unde}:stand;tc;rrl;
temporary economic processes in a synthetic manner. Howe\{er, t ots;: v;rn pers
who emphasize the importance of broac% systems of producglor;tol (tet mean
ing of images sometimes deploy methodologies that pay rather 1tlt e ?1 ion
to the details of particular images. Harvey (1989),.f0r example, has <
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 socia to 'c1 e
production of images depend on rather more ‘detalled analyses of .partlc;‘ ar
industries which produce visual images. Dav1d. Morle.zy and Kevin .Rothlgi
{19935), for example, focus on the aud.iomsua.l industries of Europi 1nCtions
study of how those industries are implicated in contern.porfarlyc cons m; tions
of ‘Europeanness’. They point out that the European Unlofl is eendto te cour-
age a Europe-wide audiovisual industry partly on economic grc;lun ;, EU -
pete with US and Japanese conglomerates. But t'hey also argue t z;t C‘cI e ha
a cultural agenda too, which works at ‘improymg mutual kn(;;v e %de gesting
European peoples and increasing their consciousness of thehl € ellrcli diffez
they have in common® (Morley and Robins .199t5 : 3), and. thus eli e; "
ences within Europe while producing certain kinds of dlffereréc;e{s b.etwea
Europe and the rest of the world. Like Harvey, then, Morley and Robins pul}j
attention to both the economic and the cultural aspects of c'ontzmporarydcu "
tural practices. Unlike Harvey, however, Morley and Robins do not reﬁne—
the latter to the former. And this is in part I?ecause they rely'on a more
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companies and products, as well
whole works.
Another aspect of the social

political identities that are mobilized in its making. Peter Hamilton’s {1997)

discussion of the sort of photography of which Figure 1.3 is a part explores
its dependence on certain postwar ideas about the French working cla
though I will focus on another social identit
ular photograph. Here is a
photography that evokes
photographer:

ss. Here
y articulated through this partic-
passage from an introduction to a book on street

the ‘crazy, cockeyed’ viewpoint of the street

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 succes

sive wave brings a whole
new cast of characters, You ¢

ake wave after wave, you bathe in it. There
being in the crowd, in all that chance and
, but if you can keep paying attention some-
thing will reveal itself, just a split second, and then there’s a crazy cock-
eyed 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 he 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 photography, 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 toughness over the image
because it allows the viewer to remain in control, positioned as somewhat dis-
tant from and superior to what the image shows us. We have more informa-

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 of this chapter). But since this toughness is requi

red only in order to
record something that will revea] itsel

f, this passage is also an example of the

as understanding how the industry as a

production of an image is the social and/or

' - . . - . the
« like our photographer snapping his subject. Again, this erasure ofther
ity i iti among o
: i i hat Haraway (1991) critiques as,
ety ol o ignifi . hat of the many photographers
o patriarchal. It is therefore significant that o raphers
. ’work is reproduced in that book on street photography, very fe :
. You need to be a man, or at least masculine, to do street phoEogr?p a
- i ‘insti inter-
'I:rently However, this passage’s evocation of ‘gut’ and instinet 13 neer
PI'Jno in -this respect, since these are qualities 01f embodxm‘efnt an o
i ;ality that are often associated with femininity. Thus, i mgscg :
aFl(flt be said to be central to the production of street photography, it is a
g . .
arti i linity. .
particular kind of mascu ‘ ' §
- Finally, it should be noted that there is one element active at1 (ti:he site
> . - . . . Ver
nroduction that many social scientists interested in the v1sualh W01(1 paz t Oz
i indivi described as the author (or artis
i i : ividual often describe :
little attention to: the in ‘ : he author [or artist or
di on} of the visual image under .
irector or sculptor or so | : : : e
do‘tion that the most important aspect in understanding a v1suaIl_I image is w St
i i theory. However, mo
i i how is sometimes called auteur :
its maker intended to s mes e e oo
‘ isual matters is uninterested in the i
of the recent work on visu ey o2
i re a number of reasons for this
B e Gl i i have seen, there are those
i 3, section 3). First, as we have s :
also the focus in Chapter 3, : , pre seen, there are those
dalities of an image’s production
__whoargue that other mo e e
. those who argue that, since the imag .
effects. Secondly, there are ha, since the s
i i al context is m
: i to other images, this wider visu
. made-and seen in relation e o
 signifi i means than what the artist thoug
_ significant for what the image : ywere
dc%ing. Roland Barthes (1977: 145-6) made this argument nger.l hist p;hat
claimed ‘the death of the author’. And thirdly, there are those w 3 ins that
i i i is made is no
i i hich the meaning of an image is m ;
the most important site at w ' ; pads Is not it
i i who bring
i i duction or itself, but its audiences, .
author, or indeed its pro , Who bring thelr
i ther knowledges to bear on an imag
own ways of seeing and o . mage and in the
i i I can tell you that the m
heir own meanings from it. So : .
s oot i and that information
i i 8 was Robert Doisneau, atic
took this photograph in 194 : that tnformation
i i to find out more information
will allow you, as it allowed me, : s lite
and work. But the literature I am drawing on here WO}lld not suggest 'chet o
intimate, personal biography of Doisneau is necessary in order to mtecrlpr -
L 1 .
photogr;phs. Instead, it would read his life, as I did, in order to unders
the modalites that shaped the production of his photographs.

4.2 the site of the image ‘ ' . .

The second site at which an image’s meanings are madf}:1 is the {magz ;:fii
i formal components. As the previous :

Every image has a number of : bo section

1l be caused by the technolog
suggested, some of these components wi ;
usgg to make, reproduce or display the image. For fxa?lgle, t}}lle‘(l:)iasf giﬂm
i it i hoto are a result of his choi
white tonalities of the Doisneau p ‘ :
and processing techniques. Other components of an image will depend on
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raétii:ééﬁ:f*The previous section also noted how the photograph
ssion might look the way it does in part because it was made
d to particular magazines. More generally, the economic circum-
nces under which Doisneau worked were such that all his photographs
ere affected by them. He began working as a photographer in the pub-
licity department of a pharmacy, and then worked for the car manufac-
turer Renaultin 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, fashions. 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 commodities and
was itself a commodity (see Ramamurthy 1997 for a discussion of pho-
tography and commodity culture). Perhaps this accounts for his fascina-
tion 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 section 2 above noted, many writers on visual culture argue
that an image may have its own effects which exceed the constraints of its
production (and reception). Some would argue, for example, that it is the par-
ticular qualities of the photographic image that make us understand its tech-
nology 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 organization 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 say-
ing: 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 organization of looks in the ph(?tograph am.i bf;tween1
the photograph and us, its viewers. She argues that this aspect of its ?rmeii
qualities is the most important for its effect (although she has glsq mentione
the effect of spontaneity created by the out-of-focus boys playing in the street
tehind the couple, remember). '
kbéhlr;izh discuisi:)ns of the compositional modality of the sijce of the image
can produce persuasive accounts of a photograph’s effe‘ct on its Y1ewezs. ét is
hecessary to pause here, however, and note that thc::re isa SLgn1€1cant e aXe
among Critics of visual culture about how.to theonze an image’s effects. As
Ive already noted, some critics, often art historians, are concerned tha‘F many
discussions of visual culture do not pay enough.atten‘tlon to the spec1f1cc11t1es
of particular images. As a result they argue, visual images are redt;c; 3:)0
. nothing more than reflections of their cultural context. Po'llock (1988: ; h)
 herself has argued against such a strategy, and in(?eed her interpretation o the
 Doisneau photograph depends absolutely on paying very glose attention to its
visual and spatial structure and effects. However, hers is, only one Wayhto
__approach the question of an image’s effects, and other critics advocate other
~ ways. Caroline van Eck and Edward Winters (2005 ),. for exam‘p‘le, argue t :iu:
+the essence of a visual experience is its sensory qualities, qualities studl_ous y
ignored by Pollock, in her essay on Doisnea.u at leas’t,. Van .Ec.k a.nd. W;rlztefts
(2005: 4) emphasize that ‘there is a subjective “fe.el th’at is ineliminable nﬁ
our seeing something’, and that appreciation of tbls ‘feel sbould be' as muc
part of understanding images as the interpretation of their meaning, even
though they find it impossible to convey fully in wqrfis (see also E%kms 199§,
Corbett 2005). Moreover, emerging from some critical q}larters is a certain
hesitation about full-on criticism of images’ complicity wn:.h dominant ways
of seeing class, ‘race’, gender, sexuality and so on. W.J.T. Mltchell (1?96: 74),
for example, has called this sort of work ‘both easy and meffequal because
it changes nothing of what it criticizes. Michael Ann Holly (in Cbeetharr;,
Holly and Moxey 2005: 88) has also worried that the urge to study visual cul-
ture simply in order to critique it seems ‘to have sacr1f1ced.a sense of awe zt
the power of an overwhelming visual experience, wherever it might be fOI.m R
in favour of the “political” connections that lie beneath. the surfacc‘:‘ of this o’r’
that representation’. “To me,” Holly continues, ‘that’s neither good ' resegrch
nor serious understanding.” Holly even suggests that the theoretical rigour
with which so many visual culture studies are conducted may also have a
deadening effect on images. “There are many times’, she says, ‘when I yearn
for something that is “in excess of research™ (Cheetham et al. 200§ : 88).
What might this ‘something in excess of resear.c}‘l’ be fo'r which Holly
yearns? All of these suspicions about the ‘political’ critique of images depend
on claims that, in one way or another, visual rnate.rlals have some sort of
agency which exceeds, or is different from, the meanings brought' to ther}? by
their producers and their viewers, including their V1§ual culjcure critics. T is is
an interesting thread twisting its way through studies of visual culture, since
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it suggests that culture — understood as cultural meanings and practices ~ may
not be an adequate term to address fully all aspects of visualities. For if we
agree that images can have their own effects, this is not always because they
produce their own meanings. Rather, it may also be because they do some-
thing unique to their visuality which is also something excessive to meaning
itself (hence van Eck and Winter’s [2005: 4] suggestion that it might not be
possible to describe this effect in words). There are different understandings
of this excess beyond the cultural, though. For van Eck and Winter (2005),
as we have noted, it is the sensory and experiential nature of seeing (see also
Mitchell 1996). For Ernst van Alphen (2005: 194-5), it is an image doing its
own thinking, which presents puzzles to us on its own terms so that it
becomes ‘not only the object of framing — which, obviously, is also true and
important - but it also functions, in turn, as a frame for cultural thought’. For
Alfred Gell (1998: 6), it is about the way that art objects (specifically) are ‘a
system of action, intended to change the world rather than encode symbolic
propositions about it’. For now, though, it is enough to note that there are a
range of ways in which visual culture theorists have conceptualized the work-
ings of the site of the image itself; subsequent chapters will develop their
methodological implications.

4.3 the site of audiencing

You might well not agree with Pollock’s interpretation of the Doisneau pho-
tograph, and I will discuss some of the other interpretations of the image
made by students in some of my classes in this section. Your disagreement,
though, is the final site at which the meanings and effects of an image are
made, for you are an audience of that photograph and, like all audiences, you
bring to it your own ways of seeing and other kinds of knowledges. John
Fiske (1994), for one, suggests that this is the most important site at which an
image’s meanings are made, and 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. Once again, I
would suggest that there are three aspects to that process.

The first is the compositionality of the image. Several of the methods that
we will encounter in this book assume that the formal arrangement of the ele-
ments of a picture will dictate how an image is seen by its audiences. The
notion of ways of seeing assumes just this. So too does Pollock when she
claims that the Doisneau image is always seen as a joke against the woman,
because the organization of looks by the photograph coincides with, and reit-
erates, a scopic regime that allows only men to look. It is important, I think,
to consider very carefully the organization 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
furtive look. But that does not necessarily mean the spectator sympathizes with
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that look. Indeed, many of my students often comment that the photograph
shows the man (agreeing with Pollock, then, that the photograph is centred

on the man) as a ‘lech’, a ‘dirty old man’, a ‘yoyeur’. That is, they see him as

the point of the photograph, but that does not make the photograph an

 expression of a way of seeing that they approve of. Moreover, th.at man and
. his look might not be the only thing that a particular viewer sees in that pho-
. tograph, as I'll suggest in a moment. Thus audiences make their own inter-

pretations of an image. o . ‘ ’
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 tele-
vision screen differ from seeing it on a large cinema screen with 3D glasses?
How different is a reproduction in a book of an altarpiece frgm secing. the
original in a church? Clearly at one level these are technological questions

concerning the size, colour and texture, for example, of the image. At another
 level though they raise a number of other, more important questions about

how an image is looked at differently in different contexts. You don’t:.do the
same things while you’re flicking through a book of renaissancfe altar}:neces at
home as you do when you’re in a church looking at one. Wbll& you’re look-
ing at a book you can be listening to music, eating, comparing one plate to
another, answering the phone; in a church you may have to dress a certain
way to get in, remain quiet, not get very close, not actua.lly be able. to see it at
all well, let alone touch the image. Again, the audiencing of an image thus
appears very important to its meanings. .

The social is thus perhaps the most important modality fo%’ understar{d-
ing the audiencing of images. In part thisisa ques'tion of' the dlfferent social
practices which structure the viewing of particular images in ;?artlcular plaf:es.
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 expressionist canvas do not
have the same compositionality or depend on the same technologies, but also
because they are not done in the same way. Popcorn is not.sold by or tal'<en
into galleries, generally, and usually soaps are not watched in contemplatlve,
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, f01.‘ example, but-al‘)plauq-
ing 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; imzliges appear and reap-
pear in all sorts of places, and those places, with their particular ways of
spectating, mediate the visual effects of those images.
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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’re looking at it often (I hope ~ although this
work on audiences suggests you may well not be bothering to do that) and
looking at in different ways depending on the issues I'm raising. You would
be doing this photograph very differently if you had been sent it in the format
of a postcard (and many of Doisneau’s photographs have been reproduced as
greetings cards, postcards and posters). 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 com-
ment on your relationship ... and so on.

There is actually surprisingly little discussion of these sorts of topics in
the literature 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 also an
important and relevant body of work in anthropology that treats visual
images as objects, often as commodities, and sees what effects they have when
such objects are gifted, traded or sold in different contexts. Chapters 9 and
10 of this book will explore these two approaches to the site of audiencing in
more detail. As we will see, especially in Chapter 9, these approaches can rely
on research methods that pay little attention 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. They thus tend, like those stud-
ies which privilege the social modality of the site of production of imagery, to
use methods that do not 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 9 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 students over a number of years, their responses have changed in rela-
tion 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 hen-
pecked 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 wonder what the woman is looking at. For in a
way, Pollock’s argument replicates what she criticizes: the denial of vision to

the woman. Instead, more and more of my students started to specgiatefton
hat the woman in the photo is admiring. W(l)m.en §tudents began quite 0 kzz
suggest that of course what she is agpfec1at1ng is a gorgeous sTe}rlnkenalater
"aﬁ,, and sometimes they say, maybe it’s a gorgeous woman. [I es Jater
‘ SPonses depended on three things, thm'k. One was the mc.rea‘smgd Et N
sentation over those few years of male bodies as objects of desire in a ge i
g (especially, it seemed to me, in perfume adverts); we were more use nhat
o seeing men on display as well as women. Another develop@ent was Wb~1_
would very cautiously describe as ° girlpower’; the apparently increasing Z 1d
ty of young women to say what they want, What ﬂ'}é‘:y rfaally .rea.iﬂy zvaﬁt. n
+third development might have been the fashlonabxhty‘m Britain o w at was
called ‘lesbian chic’. 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 suggc;stlonsCi
but Loffer them here, tentatively, as an example of.how an image cand e rea
ifferently by different audiences: in this case, by different genders and at two
sh ifferent historical moments. o
Shghfg’lii are, then, two aspects of the social r.n-odality of audlencmgS: the
social practices of spectating and the social identmes of .the spect}elxtors. ome
_ work, however, has drawn these two aspects of audlenC{ng together to ?rflue
that only certain sorts of people do certain sorts of images in partic laur
ways. Sociologists Pierre Bourdieu and Alal'n. Darbel (1991), .for exzrr;lp e,
have undertaken large-scale surveys of the visitors to %n:t galleneg an avg
 argued that the dominant way of visiting art galleries - walking 1gr‘ounO !
:' quietly from painting to painting, appreciating the pargcular qua 1(§1es‘ !
_each one, contemplating them in quiet awe — 1S & prac'tl‘ce.: as§oc1ate wit
 middle-class visitors to galleries. As they say, ‘musegm visiting lncregsels ve;:ly
strongly with increasing level of education, and is almost exclusively the
 domain of the cultivated classes’ (Bourdieu and Darbel 1.991: 14). They are
quite clear that this is not because those who are not middle-class afe mcz—
pable of appreciating art. Bourdieu and Dar_bel (1991: 39) say that, ‘consid-
ered as symbolic goods, works of art only exist for t,hose who ha've the n;:ansf
of appropriating them, that is, of deciphering thfzm .To apprec1ate Wﬁr ] .oe
art you need to be able to understand, or to deqpher, their style — Et ergmn
they will mean little to you. And it is only the middle classes who have l:e
educated to be competent in that deciphering. Thus they suggest, rather,
that those who are not middle-class are not tgught to appfeaate art; thgt
although the curators of galleries and the ‘cultivated classes would. den}}f1 it,
they have learnt what to do in galleries and they are not §har1ng t euf
lessons with anyone else. Art galleries therefore exclude certain groups o
people. Indeed, in other work Bourdieu (19?4). goes further gnd suggezt.s~
that competence in such techniques of appreciation actually defines an indi
vidual as middle-class. In order to be properly m1dd1e—clgs§, one must 1‘<n0\l>v
how to appreciate art, and how to perform that appreciation appropriately

(no popcorn please).
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The Doisnean photograph is an interesting example here again. 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 methods that are quite common in qualitative social science research:
interviews, ethnography and so on. This will be explored in Chapters 9 and 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 partic-
ular 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.

9 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 viewing, and reflects on the specificity of that viewing by various
audiences including the academic critic. The meanings of an image or set of images
are made at three sites — the sites of production, the image itself and 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 discussed in this book are
better at focusing on some sites and modalities than others.
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With-these general points in mind, the next chapter explains some different ways to
use this book.

Further reading
Gtuart Hall in his essay “The work of representation’ (1997b) offers a very clear

discussion of recent debates about culture, representation and power. A.useful
’c'ollection of some of the key texts that have contributed towards the ferF{ of
visual culture has been put together by Jessica Evans and Stuart Hall as stz_uzl
Culture: The Reader (1999). Sturken and Cartwright’s Practices of Looking

(2001) is an excellent overview of both theoretical approaches to visual culture,
and of many of its empirical manifestations in the affluent world today.
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