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David MacDougall is a documentary filmmaker and writer on cinema. He was educated at
Harvard University and UCLA. His first feature-length film, To Live With Herds, won the
Grand Prix Venezia Genti in 1972. Soon after this, he and his wife, Judith MacDougall, pro-
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Ray McDermott is a Professor of Education at Stanford University. For 40 years, he has used
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He is the author (with Hervé Varenne) of Successful Failure: The Schools America Builds
(1998).
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Preface: Aims and Organization
of this Handbook

Throughout the past several decades, visual research as a methodology and research on the
visual as a topic of interest have produced an increasingly articulated set of paradigms and
fields.

This handbook seeks to provide an accessible and coherent ‘state-of-the-art’ account of visual
research across a growing number of disciplines and from a host of different perspectives.

It is intended as a guide for those new to the field, and interested in designing visual research
projects, but also as a companion for seasoned visual researchers. We expect readers to come
from across the academic spectrum: sociology, anthropology, psychology, communication,
media studies, education, cultural studies, journalism, health, nursing, women’s studies, ethnic
studies, global studies, cultural geography, art and design, etc.

The handbook elucidates the theoretical currents and key controversies, but also different
approaches to gathering, analyzing, and presenting visual data. It aims to present ‘cutting-edge’
as well as long-standing and recognized practices, exemplify both the best and most recent
methods and techniques, and also present some emerging trends and debates.

Because visual research methods and interest in visual studies are global phenomena, we
tried to include contributors, both leading authorities and new voices, from a wide geographical
spread and from a variety of disciplinary backgrounds: sociology, anthropology, communica-
tion studies, geography, psychology, photography, the fine arts, history, film studies, education,
semiotics, and legal studies, among others.

While a certain coherence is pursued in this handbook, it is not achieved by suppressing
points of view or imposing an artificial uniformity based on just a few dominant theoretical
perspectives. The contributions represent a wide range of epistemological positions and include
methods and techniques as varied as eye tracking research, autoethnography, and arts-based
approaches.

It was the deliberate choice of the handbook editors to reflect the empirical, theoretical, and
methodological diversity typical for this burgeoning field of research. Authors were encour-
aged to present their views in substantiated ways, even if their views at times diverted or con-
tradicted those of other contributors, including those of the editors. Thus, the handbook does
not produce a consistent view or voice, but seeks to exemplify the diversity in methods and
techniques as well as the sometimes conflicting views and assessments of the strengths and
weaknesses of those approaches. This seemed to result in a more valid presentation of the field
in its current diverse state of development.

The 37 chapters of this handbook have been arranged in seven parts that each highlight a key
aspect or option of visual research in its present form of development. While this works well
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for most chapters, some have been difficult to classify because issues of collecting, producing,
analyzing, and presenting visuals are typically intertwined in visual research. Moreover, many
more threads tend to crosscut the seven sections, such as cross-disciplinary exchanges, for
instance, between design and ethnography, or geography and sociology. Moreover, the very
nature of the visual suggests the meeting and perhaps conflict of art and science.

Part One: Framing the Field of Visual Research provides a detailed view of the state of the
field by discussing, theorizing, and conceptualizing the history, place, prospects, and broader
context of visual methods and visual studies. It presents an integrated analytical framework that
pinpoints key issues and options in visual research (Pauwels), offers a proposal to redirect
visual culture studies to examine how one is looking, with or without camera technology, and
how one is being seen or looked at (Chalfen), examines three manifestations of visual studies
(as ‘offshoot, branch, and root’) including a systematic description of the material challenges
of empirical enquiry (Wagner), and closes with a provocative exploration of the relationship
between culture, materiality, and visibility (Wagner).

Part Two: Producing Visual Data and Insight consists of four chapters that elaborate on and
discuss different ways to generate and process visual data. These ‘researcher-generated produc-
tion” methods cover both moving and still images, as well as computer-based and free-hand
drawing techniques. This section covers a wide area ranging from anthropological filmmaking
(MacDougall), the techniques and uses of repeat photography in both landscape research
(Klett) and for documenting social change (Rieger), to the use of visualization methods in
design practice (Boradkar).

Part Three: Participatory and Subject-centered Approaches similarly focuses on visual
data production techniques, but particularly on those that explicitly seek to stimulate respon-
dent participation in various forms, some of which challenge or interrogate the researcher—
respondent or observer—subject divide. This section covers participatory video (Mitchell and
De Lange), an integrated discussion of the many participatory techniques that enjoy an increas-
ing popularity (Chalfen), photo-elicitation (Lapenta), subject-produced drawing (Ganesh),
and concludes with a discussion and an example of the photo diary as auto-ethnography
(Chaplin).

Part Four: Analytical Frameworks and Approaches presents the main theoretical frameworks
and methodological tools for analyzing images (‘found images’ but also researcher produced
ones): content analysis (Bock, Isermann, and Knieper), iconography (Miiller), semiotics
(Noth), and rhetoric (Wright), as well as ethnomethodological (Ball and Smith) and micro-
ethnographic accounts for producing and using images (McDermott and Raley; Knoblauch and
Tuma). Special attention is paid to trying to make sense of historic images, both still (Margolis
and Rowe) and moving images (Chapman).

Fart Five: Visualization Technologies and Practices foregrounds rapidly emerging technolo-
gies for conducting and presenting visual research. It contains contributions about ‘eye track-
ing’ as a unique tool for examining how people literally are looking (Olk and Kappas), the
emerging uses of cartography in social and cultural research (McKinnon), using Geographic
Information Systems in a more participatory way (Collins), visualizing quantitative data
(Grady), and using various software to analyze visual data (Bassett).

Recognizing both the expressive boundaries of the visual as well as its convoluted connec-
tions with other expressive systems and sensory experiences, Part Six: Moving Beyond the
Visual first introduces the concept of ‘multimodality’ (van Leeuwen), to further include a mul-
timodal tool for analyzing Internet phenomena (Pauwels), insights about image text relations
(Baetens and Surdiacourt), and a call for research that also tries to include non-visual (auditory,
olfactory, tactile) sensory experiences (Pink).
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The final section of this collection, Part Seven: Options and Issues for Using and Presenting
Visual Research, first addresses new multimedia opportunities (Coover), and arts-based
research and presentation (O’Donoghue). Other chapters discuss: expressive (Newbury), ethi-
cal (Wiles, Clark, and Prosser) and legal (Rowe) issues of performing and publishing visual
research. There is also an example of applying visual research methods to make a legal case
(Gran).

While this collection colors outside the lines of traditional (visual) social science, and covers
a broad spectrum of issues and uses, it cannot claim to cover the whole hybrid and dispersed
universe of visual studies and visualization practices in the sciences, the social sciences, and
the humanities. Moreover, the field is in rapid flux due to technological innovations, the adop-
tion of visual research methods by traditional disciplines, and the rapidly developing trans-
disciplinary research groups. We strongly believe that the future of visual research will depend
on the continued effort to cross disciplinary boundaries and engage in constructive dialogue
with different schools of thought. The aim is to produce a more integrated knowledge base
about the visual as a source, tool, and form of scholarly expression.

Eric Margolis and Luc Pauwels

[ companion [:@ ]

Color versions of the images used in the book are available on a companion website to the book
which can be found at: www.sagepub.co.uk/margolis
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Framing the Field
of Visual Research
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An Integrated Conceptual
Framework for Visual Social

INTRODUCTION: TOWARD A MORE
FIRM VISUAL METHODOLOGY

While visual methods in sociology and
anthropology today may rejoice in a growing
number of enthusiasts, along with a number
of skeptics, most social scientists are
completely unaware of their existence or
potential. Visual sociology and visual anthro-
pology are grounded in the idea that valid
scientific insight in society can be acquired
by observing, analyzing, and theorizing its
visual manifestations: behavior of people and
material products of culture.

The growing popularity of visual methods
is expressed in a number of recently estab-
lished or renewed scholarly journals: Visual
Studies (formerly Visual Sociology), Visual
Anthropology, Visual Anthropology Review,
and the journals that gather their inspiration
from a broader humanities base, such as
Visual Communication and the Journal of
Visual Culture. Equally significant is the
steady stream of dedicated handbooks (Ball

Research

Luc Pauwels

and Smith, 1992; Chaplin, 1994; Pauwels,
1996b; Emmison and Smith, 2000; Banks,
2001, 2007, Pink, 2001) and readers (Prosser,
2000; Grimshaw and Ravetz, 2004; Hamilton,
2007; Stanczak, 2007), and a marked rise of
membership in scholarly organizations
devoted to the visual: for example, the
‘International Visual Sociology Association’
(IVSA), the ‘ISA Visual Sociology Thematic
Group,” the ‘Visual Communication Studies
Division of the International Communication
Association” (ICA), and the ‘International
Visual Literacy Association’ (IVLA).
Unfortunately, there is little integration
with respect to the findings and practices of
visual methods, especially between the social
sciences and the humanities and behavioral
sciences. Visual methods, therefore, seem to
be reinvented over and over again without
gaining much methodological depth and
often without consideration of long-existing
classics in the field (Mead and Bateson,
[1942] 1985; Mead, 1963, [1975] 2003;
Collier, [1967] 1986 with M. Collier;
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Hockings [1975] 2003; Rouch, 1975; Heider
[1976] 2006; Curry and Clarke, [1977] 1983;
Wagner, 1979; Becker, 1986; Ruby, 1986,
2000; De Heusch, 1988; MacDougall and
Taylor, 1998). Such ahistoric and highly
dispersed efforts are detrimental to advanc-
ing a more mature methodology and devel-
oping a social and behavioral science that in
its basic roots could easily become ‘more
visual’ (that is, in its conceptualizing, captur-
ing, and dissemination of knowledge about
human society). Often more effort is expended
in trying to ‘appropriate’ a field (through
renaming it, by relabeling its techniques, and
by imposing particular theoretical perspec-
tives and themes) than in developing a more
cumulative and integrative stance.

Even the above-mentioned classics
of visual sociology and anthropology paid
relatively little attention to the development
of a more rigorous methodology for the
collection, production, analysis, and commu-
nication of visual aspects and insights or
an in-depth description of visual media’s
expressive capabilities. Often authors seem
to hop from celebratory accounts of the
iconic and indexical powers of the visual to
the presentation of found or produced visual
data, without paying much attention to
sketching out the tedious path in between.

Given this current state of affairs, with the
growing disparity of visual approaches and
their ambiguous labeling, the lack of over-
sight and the methodological and conceptual
vagueness, I present in this chapter a frame-
work that seeks to bring some clarity to these
matters in an integrated manner.

AN INTEGRATED FRAMEWORK FOR
VISUAL SOCIAL RESEARCH

The ‘Integrated Framework for Visual Social
Research’ (Pauwels, 2010) is an attempt to
offer an integrated overview of the wide vari-
ety of interconnected options and opportuni-
ties researchers have when considering using
visual input and/or output in the study of

society and culture. These options or choices
are discussed systematically and are placed
in perspective within the complete trajectory
of a visual research project from its concep-
tion to the dissemination of the research
findings or insights. The framework is
grounded in the idea that a more refined ana-
lytical and synthesizing approach of the
many issues and aspects of visual research
may contribute significantly to the concep-
tual and methodological grounding of a
‘more visual’ social science (Henny, 1986).

Such an integrated conceptual framework
for visual research is hitherto lacking. Most
authors in the field limit themselves to dis-
cussing some existing modes or techniques
(for example, photo-elicitation, native image
making, systematic recording) or presenta-
tional formats (for example, film, visual
essay), often without trying to explain the
existing diversity, underlying claims or meth-
odological caveats. While good examples
and discussions of particular types of visual
research do exist, few authors have ventured
to provide an analytical and integrated
approach to visual research as a whole.

The purpose of this framework is not just
to provide a synthesis of existing methods
and techniques. It deliberately does not
follow customary distinctions and labels to
address the essential elements of visual
research in their most meaningful and basic
components. It aims to offer better insight
into current possibilities and approaches and
to stimulate new and more refined approaches
to visual research. It does not in any way
seek to restrict the vast potential of enquiry
to a number of standardized techniques and
approaches.

The framework (as summarized in
Figure 1.1) is built around three themes:

A. Origin and Nature of Visuals
B. Research Focus and Design
C. Format and Purpose

These themes correspond more or less
with the interrelated aspects of the input,
processing and output phases of a visual



Y24easal [e1D0S [eNnsIA 10} YJomawesy pajesbajul uy || 3inbiy

sjemned on ®

Juswolepoadse = a|diound asn Jieq o
uondo/aoloyo = < ﬂuwumm diysiaumoydiysioyiny e (~senbiuyoey
PuoASq puE JUSSUOJ pawojul, « (diysiosusd ‘Ayjqeliel Buibew! oynualos ‘wyy ‘Aydesboroyd)
WSIAOE [21008/8BUBYD [€100S sjoadsy |ebe pue [eoiy1g 18U0Ieasa) [BNSIA ‘S]08)0 JOAI9S]0) UOIEN)S senbiuyos) ,payewoine, oILYILOBY <
sonpulauswiemodwa AJunwiwio) < o wmw_.ww_mw”m_ mmw.z cm mcwz_mwwwowuewwwﬁ (- suonejussaidal [enydaouoo ‘sbuimelp)
(1uswdojenap uosod, sJeyoreesal Buipnjoul ‘SeouBISWNOLD L} 40 SeduBNIUL 8L 4O JuBw o Eh_m: w_u . senbjuyos) [EUOHUBIU/OIWUILOBIE-UON <
Kaijod) 1oddns [euonnsu; < uononpoud Joexs oy} pue ABojopoyaw ussoyd BuiSn J0 SBOUBL BU} PUE plal mﬁ.*o wms_m& (Buipiooai [ensiA ou =) Buinseaw/Bulunod
seous|pne [eJaush wiou| < ay} Aysnl pue Juswnoop _mm:m..m_.b oY o " ouoads syp Jo UONEBISEAUI AJBUILIBIY - /BUnLIM Ul paqLIoSUBI} UORBAIBSO 108110 <
SJUBPNIS B18oNPT < (sesuodsai syuewloul ‘6'9) sbuipuly SUOIEORIPOI [BUOKUBY|
suoleoIUNWIWOD (193d) isife1nads < PUE E1ED JO SpUI Jaulo yim Juswa|ddns ition X anbiuyos /wNIps e
.«:8.30 012050] E:wEm. un /aredwoo :1xeju0d [eulelxe-ebewl epInold e pue [euonusjulun Buljjonuod : :
4 I pundg < Jjosy 1onpoud
|ensia ay} uiyum sdiysuonelas sjoym-ped (yreaday/jeuipnybuol
sas( A1epuooeg pue papusiu| ‘gD USI|qeIS® :1X8jU00 [Bulsjul-oBeWI BpIAOId 10 ‘seuiss awi ‘Joysdeus) onewelshs < suonoelsqe/suoneel/sideouo) <
1XeJU0D) AIBSSB08N JO UOISIAOIY onsiunpoddo/anneloldxy < 2IN}|NJ [eldjew PajonJisuodal

solbojens 10 Joineyaq pajoeus-ai/pabels
| (s|enyu) Joineyaq paquosald

uofonpold eleq pue Buidwes

<
. . uoponpoud ulop < <
¢ (ouawnu ‘[eqien) swaisAs anissaidxe fioedioned < (l'eglan/iensia) Joineyaq paydlg <
Jaylo yum Aejdiejuj/suoneiey e sAmOBION| < . . Joineyaq Buiinooo AjleinieN <
5100} anIssaldxa pue onewiw ooy < ) SAealo m>_%§oc [Boluyos} (s100(q0/S108J111E) BINYNO [ELIBIBN <
10q se (uBisap oiydelb ‘sabew) SBPaIMOUNEl 's|IINs/senss| asi}iadxa/uoleloqe|o) e
4 pabpajmoworun - < BIPAW [BNSIA JO SUOISIOAUOD PUB
SJUBWS [BNSIA JO UOIIUB0DaI PUB 8S « SSOUBIEME ON < sbenbue| [einynd 8y} Jo 8Bpe|MOU| BANOY 1alqngusIsley 2y
(uswnbie pazijensin/ JUBWIBA|OAU| pIalH Jo 8aibaq saouanbasuoo [eaibojowsaiside Jiey}
10nJ3su09 [Bnideouod/siseyjuls/esed 0} 108dsal Yim saoiAep Buipodal Jo 8010YD e
[euondeoxe 1o Jejnoed/s|dwexe suonuaAIalul [euonuSIUl Asnl pue aziubooay e Kioay} jo uopejsues
|ea1dAy@0ua1in220 auo jo ajdwexa SeousN|jul 8|qeIISapUN YsIulwIp |ensiA pue uonezijeuonelado ayeldoiddy o
Juolelisn||l :[ensIA 8y} JO 8j04 o110adS o 0} S9oUBISWNIIID 9}eald pue sanbiuyos) Alddy « ww_ocwﬂwanO [ensip

(sisiie1o0ads Jayio
yum uoneloge|jod ul Ajqissod)
|ensiA 8y} Jo snjeis ‘g0 sanss| [ealbojopoyie N ‘€'g paonpoid-1ayoleasay <
uononpo.d pajelsuab-juspuodsay

/s1onpoud paydwoud Jo payonold <

uonejjeisul suopejussaidal [ensia Bupeuiwessip s|ensiA pajebiisu| Joyoseasey €
AoNpoId BIPSWIHNW SARORISIU| < pue ‘Buikedsip ‘Buisn-ai seonoeld <
03PIA/WIl JBBUI| PBUIBJUOD-J|8S < (uone|iwisse [einynd ‘oineyaq uelisapad SENSIA UO 0BqPa8) [BqIan Siuspuodsay <
uonIqiyxs Aessa [ensia/ainjos)/isisod Keidsip snjels ‘uoneoylyusb -6-e) selBejes pue seoloyo [euoiiejussaidal (s19youeasal Jayio Aq Jo
/olo1e pajesisn||l :SPJOM pue S[ensIA < uolsuawip [ensiA Jueoyiubis e aney o} spaau ‘Buibess ‘Buisod ‘suopenoBau ‘Bunosip sosodind Emmwm\_c‘_m o Mo: m\_&
suopejuasaldal 1eyl Apnjs jo pjay paljdde ayy jo saweyy (payole ‘punoy) ssesoid uononpoid oy < M_‘_m o Summm‘_&ﬁm cWow
[enjdeouod Jo [eaiydelb yum sjoIy < pue sjoadse 0} paje|al SaLI0ay} JO 8210YD e (18onpoud aBeuw 10 a1mno pue aifis [elorew y oo Mwe;om <
(-ebejooy wyy ‘sainyoid jo sjes *saIpnis [einynd ‘swbipeled /5821040 [euOnEIUBSBIdaI) UoKoIdep By g Iy \. 3
‘wnpusppe Ul ‘esodind Aseipawisiul, [eaiBojodoiyyue pue ‘jeoibojoloos ‘ABojouoal (19A8] DIWII}-BIUBAUBII0D) PajoIdep au L oljand ‘feuonnyisut ‘ayeaud)
ue Ajuo panJas Jey} elep [ensiA Mel ‘ol10}ey ‘sonojwas :uononpo.d/sisAjeue s ”Gwﬂmhmcmm.g.m_._ohmmww\_ S[ensiA punoy,/[edloos <
yum Ajqissod) s|ensia Jnoyim sy < |ensiA 0} paje|al Seloay) JO UOI108|eS « 10 “payale ‘punoy) ynpoid [ensin BUL < sjoeyiy [ensip Buisixe-aid <€—

Jew.o [euonejuasaidAnding 1D uoiepuno4 |eonelosy] ‘g'g snoo4 [eanAleuy “L°g 1X8]U0D) UOHONPOIL/UIBLQO “ 'Y

asoding pue jewod D uBise@ pue sSnoo4 yosessay ‘g S[ensiA Jo ainieN pue ubLQ Y

yoleasay [e100S [ensiA Jo} YJomawel pajelbalu]




6 THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF VISUAL RESEARCH METHODS

research project. Within each of these themes
different options and aspects are presented
and discussed in the context of the broader
research project.

A. Origin and nature of visuals

A.1. Origin / production context of visuals
One of the most essential choices or options
in visual research is whether to use (or
restrict oneself to using) existing visual mate-
rial (‘found’ visuals) as primary data for
research, or to initiate as a researcher
first- hand observations or visual products.
This choice has many consequences with
respect to important aspects, such as (1) the
nature and amount of control over different
aspects of the production of the visual
materials, (2) access to the field (less—more;
direct—indirect), (3) knowledge of the
broader ethnographic context, and (4) accept-
able uses of the visual outcome and ethical
issues.

A.1.1. Found materials as data source

First and foremost, social scientists should
take advantage of the wide sweep of visual
data sources available in society. Societal
images and visual artifacts are ubiquitous,
and produced on a daily basis without any
researcher effort (for example, advertise-
ments, newsreels, CCTV images, website
content, artworks, cartoons, resulting in huge
data repositories of actual, historic, and
fictional(ized) worlds, which have become
more accessible nowadays with network and
database technologies. This huge offering of
both contemporary and historic material has
a highly divergent nature: it consists of naive,
utilitarian, mundane, or very professional
types of visuals (family photography, adver-
tising, fiction and non-fiction film, drawings,
maps, diagrams, etc.) spanning many sectors
of society (commercial, governmental,
educational, entertainment, science, etc.) and
thus offering access to a wide variety of
public and private worlds.

Studying these materials, sociologists may
acquire insight into the social functions of
the cultural product itself (for example,
family pictures or advertisements), but also
gain access to broader and more profound
aspects of society (the broader realm of
values and norms of a given culture). Images
often tend to offer a (not-unproblematic)
window to the depicted world, but at the
same time they invariably constitute cultural
artifacts in themselves, and may offer a gate-
way to the culture of the producer and that of
the implied audience.

On the down side, when using found mate-
rials, sociologists as ‘image collectors’ often
lack sufficient background knowledge or
contextual information with respect to the
exact origin, the production circumstances,
and the representative character of the
acquired visual data set. This applies a
fortiori to ‘anonymous’ visual artifacts (for
example, family pictures found on a flea
market) and to a varying degree to artifacts
with known provenance. Researchers remain
highly dependent on knowledgeable inform-
ants, to be able to contextualize the ‘visual as
presented’ (the images or visual artifacts)
through data from the past and/or outside
their immediate frame of view.

Apart from a broad and specific cultural
knowledge, researchers benefit from devel-
oping the expertise to analyze both content
and form (style) of the visual product, which
requires knowledge of both visual technolo-
gies and representational cultures over time
and space. Moreover, researchers may
encounter problems of quite another nature,
such as copyright issues and censorship.

At present, many types of societal imagery
(for example, family pictures, ads, postcards,
paintings, newsreels, feature and documen-
tary film, various picture archives, maps, and
charts) have been used by social, cultural,
and behavioral scientists to study a variety of
subjects and issues: labor (Margolis, 1994);
school culture (Margolis, 2004; Burke and
Grosvenor, 2007); family dynamics (Musello,
1979; Chalfen, 1987; Pauwels, 2008a); trau-
matic experiences (McAllister, 2006; Godel,
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2007); youth culture (Larson, 1999); stereo-
typing (Hagaman, 1993); migration (Wright,
2001); nature versus culture (Papson, 1991;
Suonpdd, 2000; Bousé, 2003); deviance
(Lackey, 2001); race and ethnicity (Mellinger,
1992; Tomaselli and Shepperson, 2002;
Grady, 2007); health (Bogdan and Marshal,
1997); gender and identity (Goffman, 1979;
Edge, 1998); and globalization (Barndt,
1997). However, many areas of enquiry and
many types of visual materials are still wait-
ing to be explored.

A.1.2. Researcher-initiated production of
visual data and meanings
With the collection of existing imagery from
society, the emphasis of research lies on the
decoding of a ‘secondary’ (mediated) visual
reality, which is often no longer directly
accessible. However, a number of key modes
of visual research (including image produc-
tion) begin with the primary reality from
which the social scientist selects events
and phenomena to be visually recorded and
processed as an intermediate phase in a
research project, or as a proper scientific end
product. Researcher-generated production of
visuals in general allows more control over
the data-gathering procedures (and ideally
more reflexivity) so that more highly contex-
tualized material can be produced. In theory,
this should provide better insight into the
limitations of the produced material (external
influences, sample characteristics, etc.).
Some typical strands of visual research
based on researcher-produced imagery
include a variety of topics and issues such as
social change (Rieger, 1996, 2003; Page,
2001), urban processes (Suchar, 1988, 1992),
education (Wagner, 1999; Prosser, 2007),
corporate culture (Pauwels, 1996a), burial
rituals (Synnott, 1985; Chalfen, 2003), gender
construction (Harper and Faccioli, 2000;
Brown, 2001), pedestrian behavior (Zube,
1979; McPhail and Wohlstein, 1982), youth
culture (Hethorn and Kaiser, 1999; Wagner,
1999), social activism (Schwartz, 2002;
David, 2007), and migration and ethnicity
(Krase, 1997; Gold, 2007).

A.1.3. Secondary research uses and
respondent-generated material

The origin or provenance of visual materials
is one of the more solid and basic distinctions
in visual research. A clear distinction can be
made between ‘found materials’ of no known
origin and researcher-generated visuals. But
these types of material represent only the
extremes of what can be thought of as a
continuum that slides from ‘anonymous arti-
facts,” ‘collected artifacts with known prove-
nance,” to ‘other researcher’s data,’
‘respondent-generated data’ and finally
‘researcher-generated visuals.” Moreover,
concrete examples of each of these catego-
ries may show a great deal of variation in
terms of contextual background, production
control, and expertise, thus really expressing
the idea of a continuum.

A discussion of two specific categories
in between the two extremes of the contin-
uum ‘found imagery’ versus ‘researcher-
generated’ may further illuminate the diverse
nature visual materials may take and point
out their implications for research.

First, I will address the case of ‘secondary
research material’ or ‘other researchers’
visual data.” Researchers may indeed choose
to use materials that have been produced by
other researchers for similar or different
research purposes. This material may be used
for comparison with new data or (as a his-
toric source) be revisited by a new researcher
for the same purposes or to answer different
research questions: for example, revisiting
earlier anthropological and ethnographic pic-
tures as cultural-specific visualizations of the
‘Other’ (see, for example, Edwards, 1990;
Geary, 1990; Pinney, 1990; Hammond,
1998). This form of visual research combines
features from both sides of the continuum: it
uses pre-existing material that has been pro-
duced for research purposes. The central issue
here is how much information is available
regarding the exact context of production.
Knowledge of the context is often better doc-
umented for research material than for other
types of found material, but may still be insuf-
ficient. As availability of such information
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may vary considerably, this type of research
may lie somewhere along the continuum. For
the purpose of classification, I have posi-
tioned this visual material (in Figure 1.1)
with ‘Found’ or ‘Pre-existing material,” since
it is not specifically produced with the cur-
rent research purpose in mind, and thus lacks
full control or freedom over several crucial
aspects of production. Visual materials
produced for research purposes are not the
only highly contextualized data sources on
the continuum. There are many more pre-
existing visual materials, which have been
produced in a more or less systematic and
documented way: for example, private and
state archives of all sorts, formal portraits
and police photography.

A second distinctive instance along the
line of the continuum is the now increasingly
popular technique in the social sciences (and
currently even in art practice and community
development) called ‘native image produc-
tion” (Worth and Adair, 1975; Wagner, 1979:
a term that cannot deny its anthropological
roots), ‘cultural self-portrayal’ (Pauwels,
1996b), or the use of ‘respondent-generated
imagery’ (probably the broadest and most
descriptive term). These materials differ from
pre-existing or ‘societal’ imagery or artifacts
in that they are clearly produced within a
research context, although not by the
researchers or their collaborators, but on
their request and following their basic instruc-
tions. These materials therefore belong to the
broader category of researcher-initiated
(or prompted) materials. The respondents or
culture under study produce their own
cultural data in a visual form. The research-
er’s control over the production process is
therefore more limited than with researcher-
generated visuals, but usually higher than
with found visual data. It is important to note
that the respondent-generated material, while
offering a unique (insider) perspective, is
never an end product, but just an intermedi-
ate step in the research. Researchers still
need to analyze and make sense of the visual
output generated by the respondents; their
cultural self-portrayal or vision needs to be

verbally or visually framed within the
research output.

One of the most telling and reputed exam-
ples of the power of respondent-generated
imagery is still the ‘Through Navajo Eyes’
project, whereby Worth and Adair (1975)
taught the Navajo the very basics of han-
dling a camera. The films produced by the
Navajo were at first somewhat puzzling as
they did not meet the (Western) expectations
of the anthropologists. On closer inspection,
this very quality established the films as
extremely relevant expressions of Navajo
culture. Cameras (both still and moving
image) or paper and pencil have subse-
quently been handed out to many different
groups of respondents, such as schoolchil-
dren (Prosser, 2007), adolescents (Niesyto,
2000; Mizen, 2005), migrant children (Clark-
Ibanez, 2007), and chronically ill patients
(Rich and Chalfen, 1999) to depict aspects
of their culture and experience for further
scrutiny.

A.2. Referent /subject of research

Visual research in the social sciences pre-
dominantly has material culture and human
behavior as its subject and—when visual
representations are being produced—as its
‘referent’ (= that which is being depicted or
visually referred to). Visual ‘material culture’
includes artifacts and objects (boardrooms,
home settings, art objects) and larger visible
structures (for example, urban areas, ceme-
teries) that may provide useful information
about both the material and the immaterial
traits in as much as they embody values and
norms of a given society.

‘Naturally occurring or spontaneous
behavior’ is another crucially important sub-
ject of visual social research. This type of
behavior is often looked upon as one of the
most valuable sources for visual data gather-
ing. The main issue with this type of source
is exactly its adjective, ‘naturally occurring,’
which seems to imply non-reactivity, a
requirement that is hardly attainable when
the researchers and their recording equip-
ment are visible to the research subjects.
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Moreover, researchers and their recording
equipment being invisible is often questioned
from an ethical viewpoint. It is therefore
useful to assess the amount and nature of
reactivity for each individual situation
and the impact on what exactly we need to
study. The same applies to relevant ethical
aspects.

Of course not only naturally occurring or
non-reactive behavior is a valid subject of
research; ‘elicited behavior of both a verbal
or visual nature’ may also yield valuable
input for research. Researchers can prompt
people to react (most often verbally) to visual
stimuli (pictures, drawings, artifacts) and use
these reactions as input or to correct their
research (Collier, 1967; Wagner, 1979;
Harper, 2002). Or researchers may even
prompt people to produce their own imagery
or visual representations as a response to a
specific assignment (for example, ‘depict a
typical day of your life’). The first technique
is known as ‘photo or film elicitation’ (the
term ‘visual elicitation’ may be better, since
it does not limit this technique to photo-
graphic media, but also includes drawing, for
example). The latter technique whereby the
respondents themselves produce imagery
or visual representations about aspects of
their culture for further use by the researcher
is (as stated earlier) best described by the
broad category of ‘respondent-generated
imagery.’

Though less common in social science
than in psychological research, visual social
scientists may also opt to record behavior
resulting from an experimental situation,
which has been constructed solely for the
purpose: for example, an uncommon artifact
is introduced or elements of a built-up
environment are suddenly altered to study
pedestrians’ reactions. The recorded behavior
in this situation is not (only) reactive to the
research set-up, the camera, and the crew
(which are often concealed), but also to the
new and artificial situation (assumed to be
real by the passers-by). The stimulus is
not provided in an acknowledged research
situation (different, for instance, to using

pictures in an interview). The behavior thus
recorded is ‘spontaneous’ but not ‘naturally
occurring’ in the sense that ‘it would have
occurred anyway’ (for example, without a
researcher intervention).

‘Rituals and other highly prescribed
activities’ in a society offer very condensed
information on important aspects of human
organization. Depicting these processes may
also benefit from a visual approach, because
of its ability to capture the richness and
complexity of the event, its capacity to cope
with the semiotic hybridity (different types
of signs and orders of signification) of the
depicted including its cultural specificity,
and development over time and space
(especially when using continuous visual
recording techniques: film or video).

Social scientists may even opt for ‘staged
or re-enacted behavior’ as the referent
for their visual research, not just for educa-
tional purposes (to show others how
something has happened or could have been
in the past) but also to generate new data in
much the same way as a ‘reconstruction’ of
a crime may generate new insights into
what really happened. Crucial points in
reconstruction are the number and nature of
reconstructed aspects versus aspects that
have remained unchanged over time; the
knowledge, skills, and the exact briefing/
training of the participants, the sources that
are being used to guide the reconstruction,
such as memory, writings, oral accounts,
visual materials, artifacts, etc. When
re-enacting behavior from the past (for
example, hunting or farming techniques), we
often need to ‘reconstruct accompanying
aspects of material culture’ (for example,
tools such as bows, ploughs, and huts). It
is important that the audience is kept
informed of exactly how the information
about the reconstruction was acquired and
processed so that they know what they
are looking at. This is important because
whether behavioral and material reconstruc-
tions are based on memory, written accounts;
or earlier visual representations, and whether
an event is re-enacted by survivors or mere
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actors—both influence the outcome in
numerous ways.

Finally, a more comprehensive and con-
temporary view on visual sociology and
anthropology also includes the study and use
of types of imagery and visual representa-
tions that don’t necessarily have a (visual)
referent in the material world, but rather
embody relational and comparative con-
structs of ‘non-visual data and conceptual
representations of ideas’ (see Tufte, 1983,
1990, 1997; Lynch, 1985; Grady, 2006;
Pauwels, 2006b). Hitherto these aspects
have been more prominently studied in the
sociology of science, or by scholars from
educational technology, visual communica-
tion, and science and technology studies
(Latour and Woolgar, 1979; Cambrosio et al.,
1993; Knor-Cetina, 1981; Lynch, 1985;
Goodwin, 1995; Gordin and Pea, 1995). This
expansion of non-visual data and conceptual
representations of ideas, and the gradual
interest arising, constitute a very important
aspect of sociology becoming ‘more visual.’

A.3. Visual medium/technique
Visual sociologists and anthropologists have
primarily focused on camera-based imagery
(both static and moving). The paramount
importance of these kinds of imagery is
beyond question, both because of their
ubiquity in society, the ease with which they
are produced and because of their specific
iconic and indexical qualities (mostly under-
stood as their high level of ‘resemblance’ and
the ‘natural’ or even ‘causal’ relation to the
depicted object). However, researchers may
also take advantage of non-(technically)
mediated or directly observed aspects of
visual culture (signage, architecture) and
of studying and using non-photographic rep-
resentations (such as drawings, paintings,
murals, graffiti, maps, charts). In many cases,
‘fixing the shadows,” however, by producing
a permanent (most often photographic)
record is helpful or even necessary.

Any visual practice and its products
embody a complex meeting of the cultures of
the depicted and of the depicter, along with

the—again, culturally influenced—intricacies
of the representational techniques or the
medium. Visuals produced with ‘non-
algorithmic techniques’ (techniques that
require many ‘intentional’ choices by the
maker, such as drawings: Mitchell, 1992)
are readily used as existing data sources
(for example, paintings, murals, graffiti,
children’s drawings). For ‘researcher-gener-
ated’ types of imagery, however, this category
of imaging techniques is a far less obvious
choice. Indeed, social scientists routinely
turn to photography and film to record mate-
rial cultural and human behavior in all of
its complexity. Yet in some instances, non-
algorithmic techniques (more intentional or
less automated techniques) can be more
suited or may even prove to be the only
option (for example, to depict concepts or
relational constructs as these ‘entities’ cannot
be photographed since they have no visual
material referent, or in cases where photogra-
phy is not allowed). Intentional techniques,
moreover, may be chosen because they allow
simplification and abstraction; photos can be
too detailed and particularistic. Intentional
techniques also allow the simultaneous
application of many different representa-
tional codes: for example, a map may
combine many types of iconic and symbolic
information, such as pictograms, arrows,
colors, gradients, and text. The relation
between a picture and its depicted content
potentially becomes more problematic as
more specialized (or non-canonic) techniques
(special lenses, unusual vantage points, use
of rays that are not visible to the naked eye)
are used, or when the depicted cannot be
observed directly and thus is only ‘available’
as a representation (Pauwels, 2006b).

B. Research focus and design

B.1. Analytical focus and fields

of application
The analytical focus of a visual research
project may be quite varied. Whereas we
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may primarily think of a detailed analysis of
the visual product, it may also involve the
processes of making (production) these visual
artifacts or entail uses (consumption, recep-
tion) the visual representations are being put
to, and the focal point of interest may even
lie on the verbal reactions to visuals (verbal
feedback).

The analytical focus will always be deter-
mined by the particular research questions
being addressed. These research questions
may cover a vast number of possible areas of
research as long as the right visual angles to
answer the questions are found.

B.1.1. Product: the depicted and the
depiction

The content or that which is depicted is an
important source of data, and for most
researcher-generated visuals the focal point
of analysis. Indeed, much research tries to
produce images in a systematic way and thus
relies explicitly or implicitly on the mimetic
strengths of the camera image, thereby seek-
ing to minimize the variations and expressive
effects of style originating from dissimilar
applications of filmic parameters (for exam-
ple, camera distance, angle, position).
Essentially, we then try to use images as
‘windows’ to the depicted world. This rather
‘realist’ approach is legitimate if we are
primarily interested in the depicted matter for
further scrutiny. However, researchers always
need to be aware of the inevitable difference
between the depicted (the referent) and the
depiction (the visual representation), a differ-
ence that can seriously influence or even
misinform their views on the depicted. This
difference can also become a field of study in
its own right: the study of style as a gateway
to the norms and values and other immaterial
traits of a culture.

Operationalizing research questions and
foci from visually observable elements may
involve deriving data from images in a
fairly straightforward way (for example,
number of people, distances, cultural
inventory of objects) or may require more
interpretative decoding (emotional states,

complex relations). Such operationalization
may implicate the image or visual field as
an integrated whole (the spatial organization
of a town square, the global impression of
a city as a cultural meeting place) or just
small parts or aspects of it (clearly defined
types of exchange between people, for
example, such as a handshake, eye contact,
or a nod).

Research of ‘found’ or pre-existing visuals
(for example, advertising, family pictures) in
general will also have a primary focus on the
depicted (for example, changes in fashion,
architecture, street art, events, poses and
persons in a family snap or an ad). However,
the researcher can also benefit from focusing
on the depiction as a result of a representa-
tional practice (which involves cultural and
technological normative systems) and thus
scrutinize the ways in which particular
objects or events are being represented
visually by certain actors or institutions over
time. Thus, the focus of attention moves to
researching form and style, and so to the
world of the image producers rather than that
of the depicted (unless these worlds largely
coincide as is often the case with family
photography). Studies, for instance on the
colonial gaze, have focused on how the
‘Other’ is represented (staged, selected, ster-
eotyped, made docile). This research involves
both looking at what is depicted and how it
is depicted on a pro-filmic (mise-en-scéne)
and filmic level (framing, editing, post-
production, etc.)

So an important focus of visual research
is also the representational practices as
cultural expressions in relation to what the
visuals depict. The visual form is then prob-
lematized and the image no longer seen as
an unproblematic window to the depicted
world but (also) as mirroring the social and
cultural world of the image producer. This
focus of analysis requires sufficient knowl-
edge of the medium and its culture (for
example, the evolution of analog/digital
camera techniques, the cultural codes of
picture-making and the depicted culture in
a broad sense).
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B.1.2. Analyzing production processes and
product uses

Analyzing the processes of image making
and the subsequent uses and cultural prac-
tices surrounding the use of imagery and
visual representations are not the most domi-
nant foci in current visual research, but they
too may yield very unique data. Indeed, in
some cases the process may be more reveal-
ing than the end product. Anthropologists
may, for instance, look at how a large sand
painting is being created by members of a
tribe. The process of negotiating the different
choices, the forms of collaboration, the
required skills that are being made and
displayed make up a research interest in
themselves. Next to studying the visual end
products, family researchers can also take an
interest in the dynamics just before and
during the production of a family snap (the
directing, posing, negotiations, the technical
choices, and the implicit power relations)
and the processes by which the snaps
are afterward selected, manipulated, and
combined with texts in an album or on
a website; where, how, and which photos
are displayed in the home or distributed
among friends and acquaintances, for what
reasons, etc. (Chalfen, 1987; Pauwels, 2008a).
Psychotherapists may ask children of fami-
lies under severe strain to make a drawing of
the members of their family and study the
order in which family members are drawn—
for example, the mother before the father
or vice versa—based on the belief that ‘what
is drawn’ first may reveal what is most
important for the drawer (Diem-Wille, 2001:
119). In a way, these examples, of course,
involve (direct) observation of behavior
(spontaneous, ritual, or instigated), yet the
interesting link between the behavior and its
immediate result in material culture, and the
fact that it involves behavior related to image
making and handling, make them an area of
special relevance to the visual researcher.

B.1.3. Analysis of feedback
Some types of visual research (for example,
visual interviewing or photo-elicitation) rely

to a large part on the analysis of verbal reac-
tions to visual stimuli (drawings, photos,
film). Visual stimuli are provided by the
researcher to gather factual information about
the depicted cultural elements and—a very
powerful and unique trait of the visual
elicitation technique—to ‘trigger’ more
projective information with the respondents
(their deeper feelings, opinions). The method
of ‘respondent-generated images’ also gener-
ates ‘feedback,’ but of a mainly visual nature,
and thus this feedback needs to be analyzed
both for its content and its form. It is to
be considered as a research ‘input’ not an end
product, even if it takes the form of a com-
pleted film or video. Through detailed analy-
sis, the researcher will try to make sense of it
and situate it within the larger framework of
the discipline.

In a more general sense, visual researchers
today are routinely using the reactions of
their subjects to correct and improve
their visual account and interpretations: for
example, through regular screenings of the
unfinished visual product in front of the
culturally savvy audience.

In summary, the focus of analysis in visual
research can lie on:

e the content of a visual representation (the
depicted),

e its form and style (most often in conjunction
with the depicted),

e the processes that are related with the produc-
tion and use of visual representations,

e the verbal reactions to visual stimuli.

B.1.4. Fields of application

Possible fields and types of subject matter
that can be studied with visual methods are
virtually limitless so long as what is being
researched has a significant visual dimen-
sion. Some questions about aspects and
processes of the social world that have size-
able visual aspects—for example, status
(display), social class and enculturation—
may be more suited for visual research than
others—for example, relative deprivation,
fraudulent behavior—but it all comes down



INTEGRATED CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 13

to finding the right visual entry points to
disclose relevant aspects of social and cul-
tural life. The inquisitive and visually literate
mind may come up with many novel ways of
looking at what (at first sight) might seem
too abstract a subject.

Taking this into account, visual sociology
is not really a specialized field of sociology
in the same way as the sociology of law, or
sociology of culture, but a cross-cutting field
of inquiry, a way of doing and thinking that
influences the whole process of researching
(conceptualizing, gathering, and communi-
cating). It is not only a ‘sociology of the
visual’ (as subject) but also a method for
sociology in general (whatever its field: law,
religion, culture, etc.) and a way of thinking,
conceptualizing and presenting ideas and
findings.

B.2. Theoretical foundation

As in most types of research, theory usually
guides visual data production and analysis.
So whether looking at existing visual
representations or producing new visual data,
both approaches require a solid and fully
motivated theoretical grounding. Without
theory, our seeing is blind or tends to rest on
unexplained views and expectations (implicit
theory), which we may even be unaware of.
It is fairly naive to expect that the camera
will automatically collect large quantities
of relevant data. Theory is needed to give
scientific research some direction. It can
focus attention on issues which at first
sight are not expected to have much signifi-
cance, but which from a specific stance,
hypothesis, or idea, can yield relevant scien-
tific information.

Visual researchers can make use of several
theoretical frameworks that have been
adapted over the course of the years to visual
analysis (Smith et al., 2005; Rose, 2006)
for example, semiotics, socio-semiotics,
rhetoric, several sociological paradigms, psy-
choanalysis, cultural studies, post-colonial
theory, and feminist theory. Others, such
as iconology, have been developed for that
very purpose. Many embody already very

particular interests in the image: from deter-
mining its subject and explaining its deeper
meanings, to uncovering its signifying struc-
ture, revealing its power structure, gender
biases, or racial prejudices. Some of these
frameworks offer concrete methodological
tools, while others don’t seem to suggest any
method of investigation and leave it to
researchers to incorporate their views in a
more or less systematic qualitative and/or
quantitative type of content analysis. In fact,
relatively few theories seem to offer handles
for concrete in-depth analysis of both the
depicted (or content) and the depiction (the
stylistic choices at the level of the execution
and the characteristics of the medium). Many
visual studies, therefore, limit themselves
to the analysis of the depicted, whereas
the level of the depiction—which often
proves much harder to investigate, since
it falls outside the scope of expertise of
most social scientists—may reveal particu-
larly relevant data: for example, about
the norms and values of the image makers
or their commissioning institutions. Such
data at the level of depiction may prove
highly complementary with the content-
related data.

However, the theoretical grounding of a
project not only involves the visual analytical
side (how to deal with the form and content
of the visual products) but also includes the
main subject matter or the thematic focus of
the project. Researchers who, for instance,
study gentrification processes or poverty
issues start by selecting particular definitions
and aspects of gentrification or poverty
theories and research, and combine those in
a solid framework that is compatible with
the goals of the research and with the particu-
lar combination of research methods and
techniques.

B.3. Methodological issues

B.3.1 Visual competencies: aspects and
implementation options

Working toward a more visual scientific
discourse implies the development of a
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particular sort of visual competence. When
collecting pre-existing imagery (‘societal
imagery’), researchers preferably need at
least a passive knowledge of the technical
and expressive aspects of imagery and repre-
sentational techniques, to be able to read and
make use of them adequately. In analyzing
such found imagery, most often special atten-
tion is paid to the historical and cultural
context of production and consumption.

When researchers produce imagery them-
selves (‘researcher-generated imagery’) or
are using visual elements in one or more
stages of their research and scholarly com-
munication, a more active visual knowledge
and skill is required, since all technical or
medium-related decisions have epistemolog-
ical consequences. Thus, competent visual
researchers not only have a sufficient degree
of technical knowledge, allowing them to
produce images or other types of visual rep-
resentations with the required amount of
visual detail (data richness), but also are
aware of the cultural conventions regarding
the medium they are using and, consequently,
of the perceptual cultures of the academic or
non-academic audience they intend to
address.

Visual scientific competence thus implies
a thorough insight into the specific character-
istics of visual media along with the skill to
translate scientific insights into verbo-visual
constructs. Ultimately, visual scientific
literacy manifests itself as a form of visual
thinking and doing throughout the complete
research process. This starts with the concep-
tion of a problem, and continues through the
phase of data gathering or production
of visual material, the phase of analysis or
further preparation and handling, up to the
presentation of the data and findings (Pauwels,
2006b).

B.3.2. Sampling and data production strategies
Different questions and research methods
necessitate different sampling strategies and
data collection/production (shooting) tech-
niques. Hypothesis-testing visual research

may require systematic recording techniques,
random or stratified sampling (for example,
every 10th house in a street), while more
explorative research may benefit from more
‘opportunistic sampling’ (Sorenson and
Jablonko, 1975). The latter is used for record-
ing things which attract the researcher’s
attention or which can only be collected on
an ad hoc—‘when it occurs’ or ‘comes into
view’—basis. Examples are the reactions of
bystanders at the site of a car accident, illegal
street sellers, and unanticipated or remarka-
ble aspects of visual culture. As always, the
sampling technique co-determines the infer-
ences possible from the visual data in a later
stage.

Standardized research designs often bene-
fit from the use of ‘shooting scripts’ (Suchar,
1997) that detail the exact positions, subject
matter and time, and enable comparison.
A longitudinal variant of systematic observa-
tion, known as ‘repeat photography,” is very
much focused on keeping the recording
parameters (angle of view, camera distance,
framing) constant over time to record (social)
change (Rieger, 1996).

Thus, a clearly theory driven or systemati-
cally conceptualized research project doesn’t
rule out more exploratory and intuitive
approaches (Collier, 1967). These latter
approaches may be particularly suited to get
acquainted with a new field (a new city,
settlement, culture, kind of behavior) and
its products may stimulate thinking in a
‘grounded theory’ like fashion. Often it is
very rewarding for research to remain open
to the unexpected and the unanticipated
events. Stochastic or, conversely, more
exploratory and opportunistic approaches do
therefore have a place in the process, as they
can lead to new insights and sometimes even
succeed in reaching the heart of the matter.
Visual research in particular benefits
from the continued fertilization between
theory and practice, thinking and doing.
Non-systematically acquired data can often
serve as a test for more systematically
acquired data.
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B.3.3. Controlling intentional and unintentional
influences and modifications

Visual researchers usually have a keen eye
for unintended and uncontrolled influences
on the researched situation, which could be
attributed to their and/or their camera’s
presence (or to some other ‘limiting’ or ‘dis-
turbing’ instances—for example, forms
of censorship before, during, or after the
shooting). It is their task then to evaluate how
and to what extent these influences and
instances affect what is considered ‘normal,
or at least what could be considered accept-
able within the context of their research.
They are expected to be knowledgeable
of techniques to reduce the occurrence of
various forms of ‘obtrusiveness’ (Grimshaw,
1982) or other kinds of unintentional
influence, or find ways to creatively take
advantage of them (for example, by making
them part of the focus of the research).

Undesired influences may be reduced
first of all by a thorough investigation and
preparation of the field of research (‘prior
ethnography’: Corsaro, 1982), including a
gradual introduction of both the set-up and
the instrument of the research (the camera)
and by providing information about the
possible consequences for the people
involved. ‘Monitored’ behavior (self-
conscious reactions to being observed) often
stems from an understandable fear on the
part of the observed of being harmed by
the way they are being represented visually
(see ‘Ethical and legal aspects’ below).

Data are likely to be more representative
when people have been given time to grow
accustomed to the special situation and have
sufficient information regarding the purpose
of the research. Whether behavior is repre-
sentative is also influenced by the varying
degrees of freedom subjects have to respond
to the camera (Becker, 1986). Recordings of
rituals and other strictly prescribed activities
are far less problematic in this regard than
trying to record spontaneous behavior (for
example, an informal conversation), where a
certain degree of reactivity is unavoidable.

The relation and interaction between the
researchers and the observed before, during
and after the recording session may also
prove to be important factors. In some cases
interaction may be desirable, while in others
keeping a distance is preferable to obtain
valid data. Effects of ‘monitoring’ not only
relate to behavior but also may occur when
recording material aspects of culture. Thus,
researchers could try to find out to what
extent the setting has been modified (for
example, what objects have been moved,
removed or added) in anticipation of the
recordings.

Sometimes ‘reality’ needs to be brought
back to life via re-enactments or ‘adapted’
for technical or other reasons to be ‘revealed’
(for example, filming a sacred ritual, which
is normally performed at night, during day-
light). Obviously these rather radical types
of interventions need to be well-thought-
through, and above all, well motivated and
explained so that the spectators know what
they are looking at and what inferences can
be made from the interplay of the depicted
elements. The visual end product needs to
be critically examined more than ever as a
particular construction (a series of transfor-
mations and choices), not just as an unprob-
lematic reflection of an unproblematic or
pristine reality.

Next to reconstructing parts of the culture
under study—for example, Asen Balikci’s
film on the life of the Netsilik before the
introduction of the rifle in 1919 (Balickci,
1975)—social scientists may even go as far
as to construct an experimental situation,
which may never happen spontaneously in
real life, but which may help to reveal some
deeper aspects of a culture. For example, the
anthropologist Rob Boonzaijer-Flaes once
confronted Tibetian monks with Alpine horns
to see how they responded to something alien
to their culture.

B.3.4. Nature and degree of field involvement
Exploring society with visual media requires
thorough preparation and consideration with
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regard to the field and the subjects treated.
Involving the field of research (the subjects
or otherwise related or concerned parties) in
a more active, less passive (‘object’) role in
the visual research set-up and execution
(production, decoding, revising) may take
many forms. Such involvement may be
chosen for a variety of reasons, both for sci-
entific (to acquire more in-depth knowledge
from the ‘inside’) and for moral grounds (to
pursue a more egalitarian relationship, with a
willingness to share the benefits).

In a ‘zero-state of involvement,” people
may be ‘totally unaware’ of being the subject
of research before, during, and after the
research has been completed. This may be
the case when using pre-existing material
(for example, taken from archives) that is
centrally stored and often relating to the past,
or when hidden cameras are being used, or
when fairly overt camera recording remains
unnoticed due to the density of the public or
the intensity of an event.

A further case may be that ‘people are
aware that they are being recorded’ (for
example, at tourist sites where almost every-
body is running around with digital still and
moving cameras) but don’t know the particu-
lar purpose (and erroneously subsume it to
be, for example, for private family pictures,
or for journalistic purposes).

People may, however, react to being
recorded whether or not they know its exact
purpose: they may try to hide away, or to
perform in front of the camera in less or more
explicit ways. When people know they are
being recorded they most often display a
degree of reactivity. Looking into the camera
is the most noticeable, but not necessarily the
most significant reaction. This reactivity may
even be, or become, the very subject matter
of the research.

Many visual researchers have experienced
the value of involving the field in a more
active and encompassing way (not just during
the recording, but before and afterward),
which can lead to more ‘participatory and
joint forms of production’ (Rouch, 1975).
In fact, sometimes this participation of the

community under study may be the main
objective of the project, which then, rather
than having a scientific purpose, seeks to
promote community empowerment or activ-
ism. In this case, the researcher helps the
community realize its goals rather than vice
versa, which is normally the case.

B.3.5 Provision of the necessary (internal and
external) context

It is important that visual researchers make
every effort to situate the subject of their
research, and their specific take on it, in its
broader context, both visually and verbally.
Researchers need to pay special attention to
the scientific consequences of all the choices
and decisions which have been made during
research. Consequently, there must be a
preparedness to make all these issues public:
for example, to consider them as an integral
part of the final research report. This is a
particularly heavy and sizeable obligation,
even more so than with other types of
research. Limiting reporting to general
descriptions of the steps taken is very seldom
sufficient.

First of all, significant contextual informa-
tion should, whenever possible, be part of
the visual record or product itself (which
may or may not consist of verbal and
auditory types of information). To some
extent ‘part to whole’ relationships are
automatically provided by algorithmic visual
recording devices such as a camera. Examples
are an artifact pictured in its context of
use, or moving images of an event as it
chronologically unfolds itself. Hence, many
ethnographers prefer using wide-angle
lenses, although the issue is far more
complex than this. Providing image-internal
contexts requires a very active and careful
effort on the part of the researcher; it is
not something that is automatically—at
least not in full—achieved by the camera,
even though some cameras automatically
record potentially useful information such
as exposure data (aperture and shutter
speed), date of exposure, and geographic
coordinates (GPS).
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Second, the relative meaning of the visual
product (which may or may not contain
verbal types of information) also needs to be
related to, and contrasted against information
obtained through other sources and tech-
niques. Complex visual productions usually
require an extensive verbal documentation
that addresses the methodology followed, the
choices made (technical, ethical, etc.), and
the problems and uncertainties encountered
from the concept to the end result. Also,
some additional information should be pro-
vided about the broader context (cultural,
historical) in which the visual product needs
to be considered.

These basic requirements today form part
and parcel of a broader call for reflexivity in
science, which entails a clear recognition that
all knowledge is ‘work in progress,” incom-
plete, and perspectivistic (see also Rosaldo,
1989; Ruby, 2000; Pauwels, 2006c). With
respect to visual research, reflexivity in
particular involves giving a concrete shape to
the idea that research is a complex ‘meeting
of cultures’ (MacDougall, 1975: 119): to start
with the cultures of the researchers (personal
beliefs, preferences, experiences, character-
istics, cultural backgrounds) and those of
the researched, and at a later stage with the
cultural stance of the viewers or users of the
resulting visual product.

B.3.6. Ethical and legal aspects of visual
research

The most important question here is how
visual researchers can use visual media to
collect data or communicate insights about
human behavior and material culture in
a way that will not harm subjects. The rela-
tively irrefutable nature of (camera) images
used in end reporting is likely to breach
anonymity and thus raise rightful concerns
with subjects. Both researchers and subjects
are often unable to anticipate all the possible
risks of being ‘exposed’ in such a way.
Complex consideration of all contextual
issues relevant to the particular research
is required, including aspects such as how
recognizable subjects are in images, the

acceptability of possible negative conse-
quences, the conditions for access to the data,
and the extent of participation on the part of
those involved (Pauwels, 2008b).

While protection of subjects’ rights is a
paramount issue in visual research, issues
such as authorship and copyright also require
special attention. Image producers have the
right to benefit from their creations and
researchers should observe these rights when
conducting visual research on the basis
of pre-existing materials (for example,
advertisements, documentary film, art). In
particular, this includes using visual material
from the Internet (Pauwels, 2006a). On the
other hand, many visual researchers experi-
ence an urgent need for a more widely
adopted and ratified ‘fair use’ policy. This
would avoid being constantly slowed down
(seeking permissions) or prevented (by pecu-
niary demands, absence of reactions, or
negative responses) from using the materials
for their study or from performing their cus-
tomary ‘intertextual’ practice of citing and
critiquing for strictly academic purposes.

C. Format and purpose of end
product

C.1. Output/presentational format
The output or end result of visual social sci-
ence can take different forms ranging from
the standard article or research report (words
only, or scant tables and graphs) to highly
illustrated articles, added CD-ROMs, self-
contained films, multimedia programs on
DVD, or websites. Posters and exhibitions
may also be used as a more temporary and
space-bound outlet for visual research. The
number of pictures or visualization elements
(color, animation, design features) is not
a valid indicator of the quality of research.
The appropriate use of visuals and their inter-
play with other design elements is what
counts most.

For some types of research it may be the
right decision to limit the visuals to the bare
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minimum, to put them aside altogether, or to
transform them into more manageable repre-
sentations. This could be the solution for
some forms of systematic camera recording
whereby the significant data can easily be
reduced to simpler types of data that still bear
the essence: for example, numbers of people
on a square at a given time, distances between
actors, or vectors, etc. On the other hand,
visual reporting approaches such as the
‘visual essay’ (Grady, 1991; Pauwels, 1993)
rest to a large part on thoughtfully using most
of the parameters of visual and verbal
communication. Both the individual visuals
and their interplay with the verbal may
express insights that cannot be produced as
effectively as in another, more traditional (at
least for the sciences) form.

C.2. Status of the visual
The visual can take different roles in the end
product. In principle, visuals should only be
used in the end product if they fulfill a defi-
nite and unique role; they should not just be
included as illustrations that have little or no
added (informational or expressive) value.
So it is conceivable that some visual research
may have no visuals in the end product: for
example, if the relevant aspects of photo-
graphs or direct observations can be tran-
scribed into numbers or a verbal description
for ease of use. But often the creation of a
new visual representation (for example, a
graphic representation of the summarized
data) adds clarity to the insights conveyed.

While visuals can play just an intermediate
role in the research process (often so with
systematic and mimetic types of research),
the collected or researcher-produced visuals
more often play a very varied role in com-
municating what has come out of the study.
Visuals can illustrate ‘typical’ settings, proc-
esses, give examples, or describe deviant or
exceptional cases, and in doing so provide a
‘holistic’ account of elements in their often
very meaningful spatial and relational sur-
roundings.

As visuals may communicate a great vari-
ety of things and thus come to embody a

particularly varied ‘status,” the problem is to
adequately communicate this status. Users
and audiences have a right to know what
exactly they are looking at and to understand
what current and potential purposes the
depictions can serve.

C.3. Intended and secondary uses

Visual representations often have no ‘intrin-
sic’ or fixed value for research. Their research
value is the combined result of a valid and
representative data set for a given purpose, a
particular research question and a sound
process of going from visual facts or indica-
tions to a reasoned and substantiated set of
inferences. As with any type of research,
visual research is purpose driven and yields
its particular design for a large part from
this purpose. Purposes can be manifold and
sometimes they can be combined. They not
only determine the look of the end product
but also determine the choices that should
have been made in many of the previous
steps. Images and visual representations to a
large part derive their significance from the
process and the context from which they
emerge.

‘Found images’ by definition have not
been produced with the researchers’ particu-
lar purposes in mind. However, to the extent
that they have been purposefully selected and
insight has been acquired into the specific
context from which they originate, they
become capable of providing valid answers
to particular research questions. The poten-
tial usefulness of a particular visual data set
for particular purposes depends largely on
the amount of contextual data which can be
obtained.

The visual data or visual end product of
visual research (for example, an anthropo-
logical film) or the intermediate visual data
(systematic recordings of pedestrian activity
on a square) may be used for new purposes:
for example, as new input data or for
other audiences (for example, lay audiences
instead of students, or fieldworkers). Often,
however, there will be at least some (minor
or essential) reframing (or revisualization)
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and contextualization required for this to
be successful. Some purposes are hard to
combine (for example, highly specialized
knowledge transfer with broad appeal) while
others have much more leeway.

Sometimes the ‘raw data’ of a research
product (for example, unedited film footage)
can be packaged right away to suit various
needs: for example, to produce a specialized
visual report, to be included in a training
module, to be edited into a product that can
convince policymakers to try to remedy an
unwanted situation, or help to empower a
community in its struggle for a better life.
But combining purposes or re-using materi-
als for other purposes obviously always
requires specific expertise and extra effort
(time and money). Without proper care,
the end result can easily become invalid,
misleading or at least less effective.

CONCLUSION

Acknowledging the stark contrast between
the current surge of interest in exploring
visual aspects of society by scholars from the
humanities and the social and behavioral sci-
ences, and the relatively weak conceptual
and methodical basis for realizing this inter-
est in a more widely accepted manner, I have
argued for a more integrated and analytical
approach to visual research. This serves as a
basis for the construction of more explicit,
appropriate, and refined visual methodolo-
gies. Therefore, this chapter was devoted to
the systematic presentation and clarification
of a new ‘integrated framework for visual
social research’ as represented in Figure 1.1.
In addition to providing a synthesis of cur-
rent research practices in an analytical
manner, I sought to offer with this framework
a broader and better understanding of the
visual production, processing, and communi-
cation/dissemination stages of visual research
and of the related methodological issues and
research design concerns. As such, it may
serve as a checklist for starting new research,

for assessing current research, or for offering
insight into the many options in visual
research, assumptions, and consequences.

So the framework is not just an analytical
synthesis of existing options and issues, but
also embodies a broader, future-directed
program for a more visual sociology, aimed
at inspiring further and more targeted meth-
odological development. This framework—
dense as it may already look—can be made
even more detailed (for example, by linking
specific ethical issues to specific approaches
and techniques, and strategies to deal with
these). However, this is exactly what is meant
by the assertion that an overall framework
may further feed and inspire more detailed
and methodological expounding, focused on
particular combinations of approaches, both
visual and non-visual.

The use of the visual as a data source, or as
a medium for capturing, processing, and
expressing social scientific knowledge con-
tinues to challenge current scholarship as it is
both a demanding and rewarding—but hith-
erto still rather uncommon (non-mainstream)
and largely unchartered—territory. Both
visual researchers and their diverse audi-
ences should be prepared and educated
to continue further along this road. More
explicit and transparent methodologies
and exemplary visual studies may help
visual research to gradually enter the realm
of widely accepted options in the study of
society.
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Looking Two Ways: Mapping
the Social Scientific Study
of Visual Culture

INTRODUCTION

Within the past two decades, we have seen a
shift in primary preoccupation of the visual
social sciences from the production of visual
materials (social documentaries, photo
essays, ethnographic films/videotapes,
PowerPoint presentations, interactive web-
sites), often for pedagogical purposes
(illustration, classroom teaching) to a focus
on explicating alternative ways of looking.
Attention to the problematic nature of look-
ing has occupied a number of scholars for a
diversity of disciplines, notably Berger’s now
classic Ways of Seeing (1972) to his later
book, About Looking (1980). These problem-
atics also appear in popular and folk expres-
sions and in the ambiguous significance of
visual-oriented cultural materials.

In the following pages I treat ‘looking’
(‘seeing’ and ‘being seen’) as a culturally
variable activity, one that is subject to ethno-
graphic inquiry. This approach seems both
timely and theoretically necessary. Within

Richard Chalfen

visual anthropology, for example, when
cameras have been involved, some have
commented on a change ‘from site to sight’
(Banta and Hinsley, 1986),' redirecting our
attention from ‘objective’ and ‘realistically
accurate’ recording of ‘what’s there’ to
questions of how one is looking, watching,
viewing and seeing, with or without camera
technology (or some form of scopic technol-
ogy).? In tandem, sociologist Michael Ball
called our attention some years ago to
the shift from the use of pictures to support
ethnography to using a solid ethnographic
approach to support pictures (Ball and Smith,
1992).

In my emphasis on ‘looking’ I have sought
a way to avoid the frequently cited
and reductive coincidence of visual social
sciences with a myopic attention to camera-
use and picture-making, most notably, the
practice of ethnographic film for visual
anthropology and documentary photography
for visual sociology. But, if these activities
are not central, where do they fit? Is there a
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convenient way to better integrate the non-
verbal with the visual/pictorial realms of
behavior? Is there a way of including the
study of both ‘site’ and ‘sight’? The answers
to these questions suggest an important
challenge: namely, to develop a way of
organizing the field to be more inclusive, one
based on culturally structured ways of look-
ing and seeing, one grounded more on visual
culture and less on camera technology, and
one that provokes new questions and research
opportunities.

Readers of the following pages will hope-
fully find a fresh model for organizing old
information. Two comments from the social
sciences offer an initial challenge. In 1995,
Chris Jenks stated: ‘The modern world is
very much a “seen” phenomenon. Sociology,
however, itself in many senses the emergent
discourse of modernity, has been rather
neglectful of addressing cultural ocular
conventions and has subsequently become
somewhat inarticulate in relation to the visual
dimensions of social relations’ (1995: 2).3
Within anthropology, David MacDougall
feels, ‘Anthropology has had no lack of inter-
est in the visual; its problem has always been
what to do with it” (1997: 276). In the inter-
ests of organizing a practical perspective that
afforded a priority to the visual in culture, I
have tried to repackage standard and accepted
topics of study along with classic references
in this field of scholarship. My primary
objective has been to offer a framework that
incorporates the diverse subject matter of
visual social sciences, focusing mostly on
sociology and anthropology. Organization
and convenience of use have been my
primary objectives in conjunction with giving
some sense of problem that is appropriate
and relevant to this field of inquiry, and to
understand what has counted as a problem or
departure point for inquiry and program of
original fieldwork. A related goal of this
essay is to help students and newcomers
perceive some sense of unity to the field. In
these efforts, when someone asks: ‘What is
visual anthropology?’ or ‘What is visual
sociology?’ we might answer: ‘A cultural

approach to the study of how people look
through time and space.’

THE PLACE OF EYEGLASSES,
CAMERAS, AND MEDIA

Sooner or later, most of us face the need for
eyeglasses. We acknowledge the fact that
glasses affect how we appear and how we
see. Thus, we find a looking/appearing/seeing
industry, one ‘focused’ on both sides of our
looking/seeing framework. The natural dete-
rioration of sight or imperfections of seeing
is ‘corrected’ by applications of scientific
knowledge. On the seeing side, we have eye
examinations and the careful prescription of
lens composition. On the appearance side,
we find another kind of sensitivity—best
heard when children are prescribed glasses.
Glasses can produce an unwanted look (akin
to teeth braces), often likened to ‘four eyes’
or the geek clique at school. Here the fashion
industry plays a role as we also find ordinary
people facing the choice of external frames
or contact lenses (even tinted or clear). Other
choices include shape and color of eyeglass
lenses and frames—all interests of ‘How
I Look’ in terms of both appearing and
seeing.

Similar claims can be made for sunglasses.
Within the suggested variety of meanings
attributed to how people look, consider the
simple decision to wear sunglasses and the
range of reasons people might prefer to
appear with their eyes covered. We know that
some people want to enhance their appear-
ance by wearing ‘attractive shades’ or osten-
tatiously expensive models, as a fashion
statement, to enhance their overall attractive
appearance or status, highlighted perhaps
when we find people wearing sunglasses in
darkened conditions. But motives may be
quite different: namely, to conceal some fea-
ture of appearance such as hiding emotion or
injury such as black eyes. But we must also
consider matters central to acts of looking/
seeing. Some may treat sunglasses as a form
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of protection for ocular health, preventing
damage from sunrays, wind, and dust
particles. Others want to increase their
comfort while in sunny and bright light con-
ditions, to ease difficulties in seeing, to
reduce squinting. Still other individuals like
the use of darkened lenses to prevent others
from knowing what the wearer is observing.
This act can be interpreted as imposing a
political framework as the wearer can see
others but others cannot see the wearer.
Cross-culturally, one can imagine the range
of potential meanings attached to wearing
or not wearing sunglasses in interpersonal
communication.

This theme of intervening lenses is extended
to attention within visual studies; many
believe that the visual social sciences always
include some form of camera technology and
camera use. This essay makes the point that
the eyes and minds come before cameras and
lenses.”> We are reminded once again of
anthropologist Paul Byers saying ‘Cameras
don’t take pictures’ (1966). Many now recog-
nize that looking can be affected by a growing
range of sight-aids from eyeglasses to tele-
scopes and microscopes to cameras, most
recently, embedded in cell phones.

The question, ‘How Do People Look?’ can
be given and taken (asked, interpreted, and
answered) in several ways. Importantly, the
phrase how people look suggests at least two
fundamental orientations, one active and one
passive. Each orientation is tied to different
lines of inquiry, which, in turn, lead to
alternative content and questions. These two
orientations can and frequently do overlap in
the same phrase (‘looking good’ or ‘good
looks’), but they can be distinguished along
the following lines.

Throughout, there is an important distinc-
tion between subjects/objects (that are seen)
and subjects/actors (who are doing the seeing:
see Table 2.1). Importantly, people can be
subjects of inquiry in both columns; we also
see that people/things serve as ‘objects’ in
Column A, whereas people/things can be
either ‘subjects’ and/or agents of inquiry in
Column B.

Table 2.1 Two dimensions: comparing
To Look/appear’ and ‘To Look/see’

Column (A) HOW
PEOPLE APPEAR

or ‘to be seen’

Column (B) HOW
PEOPLE SEE

or ‘to see’

Look meaning: To Appear
LOOK as to be-looked-AT
How to appear to self and
to others
' wish to appear as...’
Selective appearance
What people want seen...
To be seen
‘I'm lookin" jus' fine’
About the OBSERVABLE
Worth's ‘about culture’

Look meaning: To See
LOOK as to look-AT
How to use eyes to look

‘It appears to me..."
Selective perception
What people see as...
To do the seeing

‘I'm looking at myself’
About the OBSERVER
Worth's “of culture’

Issues and problems with
proposed paradigm

Readers will likely raise one important objec-
tion to this proposed focus on how people
look. When referring to the validity of state-
ments of appearance—the real question
becomes: ‘According to whom?’ I would like
to transform this potential liability into an
asset by insisting on attention to agency—we
must be careful to ask and ascertain who is
making the observation, who is doing the
seeing. Clearly members of a specific society
and observers from outside that society will
never see or interpret appearances in the
‘same’ way, though some social scientists
may claim to be accomplishing this objective,
or, at least, approaching this goal.

There will always be problems with any
attempt to reduce complexity to a simple
formulation such as how people look. Vision,
looking, watching, sight, and seeing are
proving to be more complex than most previ-
ously thought or currently think. In the first
instance, there is a general understanding of
differences between the meanings of ‘look’
and ‘see,” not unlike distinctions of brain and
mind, sex and gender, disease and illness,
information and knowledge, among others,
which might even extend to simple nature—
culture relationships such as ‘the raw and
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the cooked.” Referencing our other senses,
we find parallel distinctions to hearing and
listening.® Common to the proposed distinc-
tion, ‘looking’ is biologically and physiologi-
cally based—that is, as images that are
formed on a retina, travel an optic nerve, and
are processed by a brain. I want to retain a
sense of minimal variation across cultures
regarding the biological base of looking as
mechanical, as a piece of human biology that
is shared across the human condition, with
minor variation, regardless of location in
time and space.’

This sense of ‘looking” might best be
called natural. But seeing is not natural,
mainly because, as defined, seeing is inti-
mately attached to selective perception
and interpretation. All interpretation, like all
sensory experience, results from processes of
construction. Making meaning from sensory
input is a process guided by historic, social,
and cultural context, open to change and
variation across time and space (Classen,
1993). Following this thinking, there is
infinitely more potential variation to ‘How
I see’ than ‘How I look.’

The important change I am suggesting
hinges on our use of the word ‘look.” I say this
because I initially want to exaggerate a
direct connection between ‘looking’ and
‘appearing.’ When we do this, we can empha-
size that questions of how people look, as
in ‘how people appear,” are socially and cul-
turally variable and thus amenable to ethno-
graphic study. Clearly, there will be problems
regarding look/appearance, especially when
assuming some static existence. Importantly,
there will always be situational and contextual
complexity. People do not always appear/look
the same under all personal and social circum-
stances. For instance, issues of clothing—
what to wear (or not to wear) in different
locations, at different events, and with differ-
ent people—can be problematic and subject to
a code-switching perspective (to be discussed
shortly). Sub-cultural, generational, and
age-grade variables always come into play,
making it very important to carefully formu-
late specific questions or problems.

As a final introductory problem, using the
verb ‘look’ to mean ‘appear’ and ‘see’ is not
shared across all languages: while I have
started with English, confusion may arise in
other languages. In turn, some readers will
undoubtedly dismiss the details of this pro-
posed look—see distinction as playing with
semantics, and, at times, as trying to be cute
and little more. Semantics will always be a
problem when trying to integrate vernacular
and specialized uses of language. But little
is to be gained in semantic confusion. My
effort in these pages is to promote a clearly
organized framework for clarification in an
academic area that suffers from lack of a
cohesive and articulated approach.

For the remainder of this chapter, I want to
address the question of what subject matter is
being organized and do so by accomplishing
two tasks:

1 | want to present some indication of the kinds
of specific questions and problems that naturally
fall into each of these orientations in conjunction
with the directions they take us. We will see that
each of these two categorical orientations may
contain sub-categories of content, topics, and
paths of inquiry.

2 | will explore how this orientation works by ref-
erencing published studies and offering specific
examples of questions and studies in science and
society.

AMPLIFYING THE FIRST
DIMENSION—APPEARANCE

In the Column A of Table 2.1, How People
Look means ‘How these people appear.’” The
appearance connotation of how people look
can easily be heard in colloquial phrases, and
we may speak of several clusters of ‘look-
related’ comments, such as ‘Ain’t I lookin’
jus’ fine?” ‘They looked sick after that cheap
shrimp dinner!” among many others. Certain
critical comments, that could be either posi-
tive or negative, are evoked here, including
‘Did you see how she looked?’ or ‘Why did
he want to look like that?” Or we might want
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to include common advertising mantras, from
‘Change your looks in minutes!” to ‘Look
better—Lose 30 ugly pounds in 30 days!’
I would speculate that aesthetic dimensions
apply to appearance in all societies, meaning
that all have preferences for good and bad
looks.

I also acknowledge that appearances can
include negative judgments. Looking can
include questions about being morally and
politically correct or incorrect that accom-
pany questions of ‘How will I/this look?” and
‘How will I be seen/judged.’” This dimension
refers to controversial questions of ‘witness-
ing’ and becomes evident in such phrases as
‘I don’t want to be seen as someone who....’
or not wanting to be judged for a flawed
personal decision who decides to ‘look the
other way.’

Common household mirrors may play a
large part in personal appearance, as when
people monitor ‘how they look’ before leav-
ing home (or, as discussed later, before
having a picture ‘taken’) or, more generally,
when appearing in front of others for impres-
sions and potential comment (‘first impres-
sions count’... ‘the look makes the man,
etc.). A woman'’s habit of carrying a compact
mirror also serves this need. One is reminded
here of Charles Cooley’s classic and influen-
tial comments about a ‘looking-glass’:

A social self ... might be called the reflected or
looking-glass self.... A self-idea of this sort seems
to have three principal elements: the imagination
of our appearance to the other person; the
imagination of his judgment of that appearance,
and some sort of self-feeling, such as pride or
mortification. (1922: 152)

Image consciousness is particularly impor-
tant during adolescent years, when ‘looking
good’ is a key social marker. Later in life, in
the US, staying fit with the help of exercise
machines and wall-sized mirrors is another
familiar example. Issues and questions of
‘presentation of self’ (Goffman, 1959) and
personal image management come to mind.
Anthropologists and sociologists have
continually been drawn to the pictorial

recording of people’s appearances; results
have served their ethnographic reports, and,
in turn, their respective constructions of
credibility. In his essay, ‘The Visual in
Anthropology,” David MacDougall reminds
us of how some anthropologists at the turn
of the century brought indigenous exotic-
appearing peoples to museums and exposi-
tions, on lecture tours precisely to let people
see what they looked like (1997: 276).
Currently, we continue to see the public’s
interest in how indigenous people look;
this is clearly evident in postcard photogra-
phy when native people are photographed
for popular consumption and sold at tourist
locations.

Specific topics and applications

We have said that the first orientation (A), of
how people look focuses on dimensions of
‘how members of specific groups of people
appear to themselves and to others.” In very
fundamental ways, immediate and obvious
attention is paid to factors of physical appear-
ance, including body size, body shape, and
skin color.® We must also ask: What do
people do with (or to) themselves, their
bodies or parts of their bodies, to appear in
certain modified ways?

Central to questions of appearance is how
people mediate questions of genetically
structured or culturally favored body size and
shape. Laura Miller (2006), drawing upon
the work of Anthony Giddens, reminds
us that ‘modernity works a change from
birth-determined identity to self-fashioned
identity’ (Miller, 2006: 11). Cultural prefer-
ences for body size become relevant along-
side medically prescribed body weights,
for example body mass index (BMI) .° Some
are temporary, while others are meant to be
permanent; some are medically designated as
healthful, others become seen as harmful,
even life-threatening. Manipulations include
the assistance of multi-billion dollar indus-
tries devoted to a broad range of diets and
special diet tablets, alongside the use of
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Botox, collagen, fat injections or various
implants and various forms of elective
cosmetic surgery—Iliposuction procedures,
breast enhancement and reduction, tummy
tucks, and the like.

Observations of body color, both as given
and changed, are relevant. As expected, we
find considerable variation among any
population, reinforcing the importance of
refraining from simple generalizations.!® In
some contemporary societies, Japan for
instance, many adult females continue to
protect themselves and potential color change
from sun exposure by using umbrellas
in public settings. In comparison, we see a
tendency for some of the younger population
to seek a tanned or otherwise darkened
skin complexion. In general, we find major
industries devoted to offering clients a host
of temporary °‘skin’ coloring adjustments,
meaning a broad range of face and body
cosmetics.

This large category of body alterations
includes both permanent changes as well as
more temporary changes. The topic of body
aesthetics has been gaining scholarly inter-
est, sometimes focused on modifying
the appearance of body hair. Robinson’s
attention to ‘Fashion in Shaving and the
Trimming of the Beard’ (1976) provides us
with one example. We also include such
topics as eyelid surgery, facial and body hair
removal, and nipple bleaching (Miller, 2006).
In this classification, permanent patterns of
body alteration would include teeth-filings
and patterned extractions. More common
would be various customs of body-piercing
and corporeal scarification. For example,
studies of small and localized versus full-
back or full-body tattoos would be appropri-
ate, all of which produce immediate visual
impressions. Schwartz’s 2006 paper, ‘Native
American Tattoos: Identity and Spirituality
in Contemporary America’ helps us in this
category.

Studies of how people look attract interest
to details of facial and body habits, patterns
of make-up, body painting, different hair-
styles, including facial hair and pubic hair

(crotch, venus-line shaping), hair coloration,
eyebrow shaping, finger/toe-nail paintings
and decoration as they might differ for
young and old men and women. Needless to
say, there is considerable cross-cultural
variation; the diversity of cultural practices
and systems of meaning accompanying such
practices are amenable to ethnographic
study.

Personal appearance often includes
categories of what we might call ‘add-ons’
and ‘carry-ons’ or body adornments and
attachments. For the former, most obvious
would be sartorial choices and codes—
articles of clothing that people elect to wear
according to social norms, traditions,
personal choices based on such variables as
location, event, place, and time. We are
reminded of such phrases as ‘First appear-
ances are the most important,” balanced by
‘First appearances can be deceiving’ as a
version of ‘Don’t judge a book by its cover.’

The culturally variable notion of ‘fashion’
plays a major role in this context. One would
also want to examine instances when items
of clothing served as indicators of social and
political rank. This would include the
frequency of people wearing uniforms on
an everyday basis, from blue collar support
personnel to professional employees, includ-
ing high fashion, costumes, work outfits,
perhaps in settings such as sports fields,
schools, the military, but also within contexts
of the office, store personnel, hospital staff,
various service sectors, and the like. Within
a growing literature, anthropologist Fadwa
El Guindi’s 1999 study of veils offers a
valuable contribution. We also see that as
multiculturalism becomes the norm, conten-
tious situations can emerge. I am reminded
of ongoing struggles over Muslim school-
children wearing scarves or veils (or niquabs)
in England!! and women wearing burkas in
France.

The absence of clothing should also be
considered. Western and Victorian attitudes
toward display of the naked human body.
Cooley’s (1922) ‘mortification,” shame and
decency, were certainly not dominant
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throughout the world. But in many contact
situations, Westerners tried to alter some
‘traditional’ behavior by issuing ordinances
about what could and could not be displayed
and seen in public.

For the category of carry-ons (often called
‘accessories’), we could include studies of
the appearance and use of jewelry, amulets,
fans, canes, handbags, and the like. Other
artifacts that accompany on-body dress could
also be net bags, tools, weapons, prayer
beads among others. And for some in the US,
water bottles, and in many cases, cell phones,
may have replaced cigarettes.

In any consideration of °‘look,” social
variables become very important. Common
reference points of looking/appearing a
certain way are directly connected to the
relevance of age grade, gender, marital status,
social position, place, etc. To avoid any sense
of rigidity or permanence, we must build in
notions of situational code-switching and
dimensions of change both across and within
generations. In very simple and obvious
terms, we do not always wear the same
clothes in all social situations: for example,
at home, parties, rituals, ceremonies, work/
play and, in some cases, even at different
times of the day. Who has not heard or said
at some point in time: ‘Go change your
clothes—we’re having company!’ Outside
the home, such activities as visiting friends,
attending special events, and going to work
have their own demands; some businesses in
Japan, for instance, are now advocating a
‘Casual Friday’ tradition of dress (Sullivan
and Jordan, 1995). Part of socialization
includes learning ‘when-to-wear-what’ as in
‘how to look’ in different situations. It might
be acceptable to dress one way in one setting
and totally inappropriate in another (no shorts
at the law firm, no swimsuits in the class-
room or office, no jeans at the wedding). We
are easily reminded of a parent’s admonition:
“You’re not going out of the house looking
like that!’!> Pattern analysis must always
include the variation exhibited by humans to
adapt to alternative social circumstances,
states of contemporary fashion (Lowe and

Lowe, 1982), as well as individual desires
either to fit in or to standout.

In summary, the visibility of human
appearance is tied to themes of ‘wrapping the
body,” as described by anthropologist Joy
Hendry, as just one part of ‘wrapping culture’
(Hendry, 1993). All tie into culturally con-
structed nature of beauty ideals, the globali-
zation of beauty technologies and standards,
changes in beauty ideology.

Extending appearance: bodies
in motion and space

How People Look incorporates other facets
of appearance. Attention to appearance makes
us consider how people look when using their
bodies, body parts and limbs to pose, gesture,
move, and even dance. We might hear: ‘Stand
up straight—don’t slouch!” or “You’re walk-
ing like a baby’ or ‘Walk with conviction.’
Examining patterns of body movements,
including facial expressions and full-body
gestures, fall into place. Anthropological
studies of kinesics (Birdwhistell, 1970) and
tacesics (or haptics) come into immediate
relevance. Studies that relate posture,
gesture, and body movement to work (Lomax,
1972) and to socialization fit well here
(Bateson and Mead, 1942) as well as a broad
literature on relations of dance movements,
styles, and culture (Chakravorty, 2004; Adra,
2005).

Another large area of human appearance
and interaction asks: ‘How do people use
their bodies to structure space as part of
interpersonal relationships and communica-
tive environment?’ (Hall, 1966). An interest-
ing relationship is found when connecting
codes of body-part touching and the use of
bodies in space: for example, hand-holding,
hands around a partner’s waist, what one
touches during greeting or departing events.
When people become crowded in public
spaces—most notable, public transportation
and elevators—when individuals often find
themselves in body contact with strangers.
Another set of situational code-shifts must
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take place to maintain a civil and acceptable
atmosphere.

By extension: appearance
through material culture

Ordinary people of all ages use material
culture, their surroundings, belongings, and
related possessions to extend their looks as
reflections of personal appearance and iden-
tity. Frequently we have heard: ‘Clean up the
house ... we’re having company!’ ‘A tidy
[vs messy] desktop signals an organized
[vs confused or creative] mind.” For example,
the purposeful ordering of domestic space,
including various means of shelter and
housing, becomes relevant for study. Image-
conscious young people, for instance, are
fond of establishing an identity by the ways
and means they decorate their rooms and
zones of personal space. Image management
includes looks of ‘accessories,” both attached
and, in this case, unattached from the human
body. Peter Menzel et al.’s Material World:
A Global Family Portrait (1995) and Adrienne
Salinager’s In My Room: Teenagers in the
Bedrooms (1995) provide good examples.

In these ways, we see how extending space
to studies of design and decoration (some-
times understood as extensions of self and
identity) becomes important. Design and
decoration of physical space in general
can be added to what has been said about
constructed appearances, appearances meant
to be looked at and appreciated in culturally
specific terms. Studies of graffiti and local
murals find a place when we realize the
image (tag, word, figure, statement, etc.)
serves as an extension of self in both
time and space, with ample attention to
appearance (style, technique, size) and ‘look-
ing good.” Thus, various features of the
built environment, especially architectural
elements, are easily included in this formula-
tion. We should keep in mind that placement
of household walls and furniture can either
encourage or restrict the ways that inhabit-
ants can look at each other, how audio—verbal

interaction takes place, and how using mov-
able panels (or sliding doors) as walls can
effect change. Of visual interest, ‘sight-lines’
become important to Edward T. Hall’s notion
of proxemics and interpersonal communica-
tion (1966).

A modern and exceedingly popular way
of extending appearance through space is
facilitated by digital imaging and Internet
communication. New opportunities for care-
fully considered construction of preferred
appearance have been opened and given new
life through Internet home pages and social
network sites (SMS), perhaps best seen in
Facebook or MySpace.!® These audio-visual
sites provide us with interesting parallels to
the built environment, further extending an
individual’s or a group’s symbolic environ-
ment, one that remains amenable to public
observation and study.

In summary of How-People-Look in
Column A, there are many ways that people
may look/appear for others to know them,
ways they extend appearance beyond the
ways people ‘wrap’ their bodies through
decorations and clothing. We can even add
various means of transportation (most nota-
bly, a choice of car), but in other circum-
stances, we could add choice of bicycle,
motorcycle, and other modern personal
models of wheeled transportation (for exam-
ple, self-balancing segues) in the future.
These choices of extensions become visually
significant markers, all of which contribute
to a richly composed environment of visual
communication.

Finally, I hasten to acknowledge that much
of the work of archaeologists—f{rom
Paleolithic to historic sites—starts with
searches for appearances. In conjunction
with everyday living, we want to include a
range of visual forms, from Paleolithic cave
art and pottery design to contemporary exam-
ples of interior and exterior graffiti. What
can be learned from the look of material
culture (or even ‘that which has been thrown
away,” including contemporary references to
‘garbology’'4) that has survived for contem-
porary examination? But most archaeologists
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are not content to remain with this knowledge
of appearances. From the appearance of
material culture, they consistently work
towards making sound inferences to under-
stand better how a particular group of people
lived their lives. Said differently, the primary
interests lie in how a specific group of people
saw, interpreted, and understood their sur-
roundings and life. Thus, we find one of many
connections between how people appear and
our second dimension, how people see.

AMPLIFYING THE SECOND
DIMENSION—LOOKING AT, SEEING,
AND INTERPRETATION

Column B of the How-People-Look para-
digm takes us into the second major collec-
tion of interests: namely, the category of
‘How members of a specific group of people
look at themselves and the world around
them.” Following our earlier formulation, this
is the area of how people SEE, which must
include both ‘vision’ and ‘visuality.” For our
purposes, the former relates to the physical
and biological apparatus operating on what-
ever it is that presents itself before the eye (in
other words, the purely physiological side of
seeing). In comparison, the latter attends to
the culturally determined manner of looking
at things, which defines ‘what’ we see and
‘how’ we see it, and includes how people
make meanings and interpretations, attribu-
tions or inferences (Gross and Worth, 1974).
We are asking how they understand their
lives, their immediate environment, as well
as the everyday lives of ‘others,” the world
around them and, in turn, how they are some-
times prompted to take action. These ques-
tions may only surface or become relevant
when some form of threat or conflict occurs:
for example, ‘They just don’t understand—
they don’t see it the same way we do!’
Perhaps one by-product of education is an
increased curiosity of both kinds of looking,
coupled with increased sympathy for alterna-
tive ways of knowing. We shall see shortly

that epistemological and hermeneutic fea-
tures, as related to questions of world view,
play key roles in this orientation. Here we
shift attention to the significance of interpret-
ing and understanding appearances: namely,
how and what one looks at.

A related and important domain of visual
research attends to the ways and means that
the physiology of perception can create
optical illusions and ‘mis-perceptions’ of
‘what’s there’ (Goodman, 1978). Studies
here provide another reference point for
understanding that things ‘are not always
what they appear to be.’ In later pages, we
will need to connect the physics of a
camera’s optical system to a human’s physi-
ology of perception to gain a better feeling
for how, on occasion, ‘pictures can lie’ and
when questions of ‘camera truth’ or the truth
qualities of photographs come into serious
contention. Complexities of camera-assisted
visual communication become apparent
when we acknowledge the integration of
propensities and limitations of physiology,
the visual options afforded by a camera’s
optical system all in conjunction with socio-
cultural framing that directs images to
predispositions, ongoing interests, curiosi-
ties, and concerns.

The duality of ‘seeing’ in conjunction with
‘being seen’ should come as no surprise to
anthropologists and sociologists and repre-
sents no dramatic departure from familiar
thinking. Anthropologists, as part of their
fieldwork, have always sought to describe the
people they study in conjunction with their
surroundings—with and without photo-
graphic illustration. But equally important is
the acknowledged intention to know how
various peoples think about, interpret, make
meaning, and understand their own lives and
society—in short, their culture. This brief
delineation is more complex than initially
‘meets the eye,” so additional discussion is
needed.

On the level of the individual, we may be
speaking of selective perception—what one
attends to might be expressed in such com-
ments as: ‘You have to know what to look



MAPPING THE SOCIAL SCIENTIFIC STUDY 33

for!” or “You were not picking up the right
signs, but I know he likes you.” Or, in the
context of interpersonal arguments, one
might hear: ‘You don’t understand—you’ve
got to look at it my way.” More to the point,
we might even hear the admonishment, ‘You
may be looking, but you are not seeing!’
Individuals and groups of people may be
more used to looking for/at or attending to
some features of a scene, event, or person
than another group of people. Thus, the
notion of selective perception—as a version
of ‘how I/we looked’—is very much a matter
of scale.

Anthropologists have continually worked
on the notion of understanding life and the
world ‘through the native’s point of view,
gaining insights on world view and related
metaphors. As in my previous references to
the language-culture insights of Alan Dundes
(1972), many ocular metaphors fit here quite
well, including ‘Seeing is believing’ and
‘Do you see what I mean?’!¢ Other examples
will be incorporated shortly.

General principles of ethnocentrism and
cultural relativity speak to this issue: namely,
that there are many ways of seeing the ‘same’
thing, none necessarily better or worse than
others (an ethically corrupt notion according
to some conservative thinking). The task has
been to somehow discover and describe
preferred ways of seeing and understanding
the world. Indeed much of anthropological
education and training has been so directed:
that is, to allow for and appreciate alternative
ways of seeing. The Whorfian hypothesis,
efforts in ethno-science as well as cognition
studies find a place here.

Finally, we must consider the ways people
don’t look—we need to add what people
should not look at, should not see—to the
previously mentioned ideas of how people
should not appear in private or public. Erving
Goffman cited examples of purposeful
avoidance of looking as ‘civil inattention’
(Goffman, 1966), which, in turn, has connec-
tions with animal habits of direct and indirect
gazes. Children are instructed not to look in
the eyes of particular animals as a deterrent

to the animal sensing a harmful threat and
reaction.

Patterns of appropriate seeing may also be
guided by age-graded prohibitions on subject
matter (no violent films/TV for children,
no pornography for pre-teens) or age/gender-
specific rules, such as when only the male
elders of a specific society can view certain
ritual or religiously significant artifacts.
Questions of the sanctioning agency come
into view: namely, the government, national
film boards (responsible for feature film
ratings), libraries, computer and server fil-
ters, and parental control among others.

Micro-categories of observation

It is convenient to divide relevant examples
into micro- and macro-categories. Central to
the former is a literal meaning of looking at:
that is, the variety of normative ways that
people use their eyes ‘to look at’ surround-
ings, people, and things. These interests may
extend from someone saying, ‘Keep your
eyes open,” ‘Just watch where you’re going!,
to ‘I just knew something was very wrong—
Did you see the way he looked at me?,” to an
admonition of ‘Look at me when I am speak-
ing to you!,” to the much more subtle senses
of knowing when your conversational partner
intends to interrupt your comment(s) or offer
you a chance to speak.

Relevant research focuses on how patterns
of looking, gazing, and staring are intimately
related to linguistic activities, especially in
studies of turn-taking as part of conversa-
tional analysis (Cook, 1977; Argyle, 1978).
We find a significant niche for examinations
of patterns of eye movement (Duchowski,
2003),'7 the culturally structured habits of
‘eye behavior’ or what to do with one’s eyes
(avoidances, aversions) in different situations
and circumstances. Studies here include the
uses of glances, winks (vs blinks or tics),
glimpses, double-takes, stares, and all sorts of
gazes (Seppanen, 2006). As a list of ‘General
Rules’ for what is informally termed, ‘the
language of the eyes,” Hattersley (1971)



34 THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF VISUAL RESEARCH METHODS

offers the following intuitively derived list of
recommendations: '3

1 Never look at anyone more than absolutely
necessary.

2 Be particularly careful to avoid looking at
strangers.

3 When you are actually looking at someone, avoid
thinking about it. Otherwise, he [sic] will become
aware that he is being looked at by someone
aware of doing it; and the relationship will
become very strained.

4 When someone is telling you a lie, be very careful
not to let your eyes inform him he is detected.

5 When two people are looking directly into each
other's eyes, the more courteous one always
breaks eye contact first.

6 If you have been looking at someone while
listening to him, and suddenly find yourself
looking through him, either bring your atten-
tion back to him or if he has noticed, apologize
for momentarily being distracted from his
conversation.

7 When you are looking at someone and he does
something you think he would prefer were
invisible—rubs his nose, blinks away a tear,
twitches, etc.—allow the ‘blind look’ to come
into your eyes as an indication that you respect
his feelings by not seeing what he has done.

8 If you are telling someone a lie, and you know
that he is aware it is a lie, do not look him
directly in the eye, for that would make you a
monstrous liar rather than an ordinary liar.

9 When looking at someone, take great care to
omit the you are being judged’ expression from
your eyes. That is, always keep your expression
neutral.

10 If you look into someone’s eyes and discover that
he is suffering from some kind of acute distress,
do not allow your eyes to reveal your discovery
to him (Hattersley, 1971: 84).

Hattersley also suggests that there are rules
for women as well as men and different
social relationships may take on their own
special rules. He notes these rules can serve
as a means of survival as well as one of the
social graces. But less is said about the
importance of cross-cultural variations.
Goffman would have a different take on how
these instances would relate to ‘interaction
ritual’ (Goffman, 1982).

Patterns emerge when asking people to list
the times when they have been told or they
have said: ‘Don’t look!” and when people
sense a need to avert their eyes to prevent
looking. In one explicit example, one might
find the admonition: ‘For Your Eyes Only’
written on private office folders. Selective
looking becomes relevant and, again, includes
examples of being aware of a scene and pur-
posefully not looking; car drivers, for
instance, may elect not to look at another
driver competing for the same traffic lane,
thus becoming ‘non-accountable’ for any
altercation or even accident that might occur.
Car drivers are also likely to be attracted to
the tragedies of accidents: ‘Everyone knows
that what slows down highway traffic going
past a horrendous car crash is not only
curiosity. It is also, for many, the wish to see
something gruesome’ (Sontag, 1977: 95-96).
Another example of selective seeing involves
public men’s rooms. In several countries,
people can see vertical urinals in public
settings, either unused or being used when
passing by a men’s room. But the norm is not
to look in, not to purposefully seek out views
of men using a urinal. Here we have a clear
case of what can happen in comparison to
what does happen.

Parents in the US will instruct their
children not to stare at people’s infirmities or
at disabled people, or cover their eyes to
scenes of overt sexuality or extreme violence.
The subject of prohibited looking at people,
things, or activities is not often discussed.
But James Elkins cites certain patterns of
avoidances in a chapter entitled ‘Just Looking’
(1996), where he states'?: ‘There is a pro-
vocative theory... proposed by surrealist
Georges Bataille. He said that there are
three things that cannot be seen, even though
they might be right in front of our eyes: the
sun, genitals, and death’ (Elkins, 1996: 103).
Elkins then proceeds to examine the reality
and implications of this assertion.

In summary, it is probably the case that
every society and culture has a latently real-
ized set of norms for eye-use (how-to-look)
for appropriate, preferred and, by contrast,
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incorrect ways of looking at people, things,
and activities. It follows that we covertly
recognize outsiders by slight variations of
these norms—‘Did you see the way they
were looking at us?’ ‘That type of staring
might be okay in New York but it’s not here!’
And after the fact, one might hear—‘He just
wouldn’t stop staring at your boobs!’ or
‘I could tell there was something wrong just
by the way he looked at us!’°

Macro-categories of observation

As stated earlier, our organization of how
people look should include an array of macro-
categories of looking/seeing. We may include
the formal teaching of ‘looking skills’—
though that term or title will be unfamiliar.
By ‘looking skills’ I call attention to efforts
to teach which semiotic features ‘should’ be
looked at, paid attention to, and appreciated
in the effort to identify or learn something,
to make the ‘correct’ reading or interpreta-
tion of a visual item or scene. In practical
applications, we find education needed to
develop skills for ‘reading’ an X-ray, a
weather map, military reconnaissance images
(even specialized graphs and charts), all of
which are forms of ‘visual literacy.” !

In the description of a recent book, entitled
Skilled Visions, one that stresses ethnographic
methods as a way to learn ‘constructions of
local knowledge, we read: ‘Most arguments
for a rediscovery of the body and the senses
hinge on a critique of “visualism” in our
globalized, technified society. This approach
has led to a lack of actual research on the
processes of visual “enskillment” (Grasseni,
2007: publisher’s description). In addition,
much of art appreciation falls into this
category. At the heart of this interest is the
tutored development (even management)
of ways of looking, producing a ‘critical
viewing’ of a visually mediated form, and a
developed talent for seeing ‘what’s really
there’ or, even better, seeing as much as pos-
sible. Here we find purposeful and explicit
training in developing the ‘proper’ way of

seeing an art piece on the way to making
a competent interpretation. These tutored
skills are easily extended to the larger context
of the built environment, perhaps best
illustrated by architectural efforts—another
example of an expanded notion of visual
literacy.??

This area now extends from fine arts to
popular culture—to courses in critical view-
ing of mass media, including, but not limited
to, ways ‘to read’ advertisements, feature
films,? and television programming as well
as to critical assessments of Internet informa-
tion. We must also consider examples from
non-media everyday life such as knowing to
look for a green light while driving as well as
going to an unfamiliar sports event for
the first time (for example, the game of
cricket for Americans), where we might
hear such frustrations as, ‘I just don’t know
what to look at yet!” Other selective ways of
seeing include learning to interpret X-rays,
MRI results, microscope slides, or aerial
reconnaissance photographs, among other
pictorial examples.?*

Another macro-category focuses on
tourism. Arguably, tourism is a visual phe-
nomenon as we observe people using sight
to see sites. Most travelers have a curiosity
for ‘how local people look,” how ‘others’ live,
and what a particular location in the world
looks like. Increasingly more attention is
being given to relationships of tourism and
visual culture in international conferences
and publications.?> Other scholars have
documented the ways local residents have
prepared themselves and their surroundings
to be looked at by tourists, knowing that a
‘good showing’ will attract more interest and
income. Dean MacCannell’s (1976) look at
‘staged authenticity’ specifically his refor-
mulation of Goffman’s front and back stages
for tourism are important contributions.

In tandem, and once again, we are increas-
ingly drawn to questions of how local
populations see their own lives. Thus, we
would also want to include studies of how
local people see outsiders and visitors, be
they classified as missionaries, development
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specialists, art dealers, medical personnel,
filmmakers or anthropologists, or as increas-
ingly popular, tourists. Valene Smith’s Hosts
and Guests (1989) provides many relevant
examples. Connections to behavior and
material culture are again seen in carefully
considered transformations for touristic visi-
tation, including reorganizing art forms
(including ‘airport art’), dances, food, and
clothing, among others. Nelson Graburn’s
book Ethnic and Tourist Arts: Cultural
Expressions from the Fourth World (1976) is
particularly useful for important examples.

Another macro-category of relevance
appears in contemporary scholarship devoted
to the broad area of media—°‘reception
studies.” Here attention is directed towards
what people look at and how they interpret
what they see in various visually mediated
forms, regardless of knowledge of the best
or ‘schooled’ way of appreciating such
information and communication. Researchers
want to know what is ‘actually’ going
on versus what ‘should’ be happening. For
further clarification we need to move to the
next layer of how people look: namely, when
camera technology is involved, our next
series of topics.

Finally, we would include the attention
anthropologists have traditionally given to
questions of world view and related meta-
phors for the diversity of ways that diverse
peoples see and understand the world(s)
they inhabit, including, of course, metaphysi-
cal aspects of before-and-after life. In this
way, we find a comfortable way of integrat-
ing topics of religion and spirit domains,
including problematic ghost-visibility, along
with questions of ideology and inevitable
connections to epistemology, revealed in
such statements as ‘Seeing is believing,’ as
mentioned earlier.

I have more than implied that issues of
looking/seeing are at the heart of the How
People Look model for organizing the visual
social sciences. While this enterprise cannot
be limited to the use of camera technology, it
certainly cannot eliminate it either. Hence,
attention now turns more comfortably to the

incorporation of ‘aids to looking,” including
scopic technologies, in the interests of
extending human looking and seeing.

ADDING CAMERAS TO ASSIST
LOOKING/SEEING

The general thinking is that pictorial rendi-
tions of appearance serve as evidence of
‘having been there,” as personal witness, a
basis for backing a sound argument.?® Thus,
the use of cameras can make many valuable
contributions—some certainly more criti-
cally sound than others. Sociologist Howard
Becker offers a convenient way of linking
two kinds of looking by suggesting we may
want to ask different kinds of questions when
thinking about photography. He describes
this difference in the following way:

The question we ask may be very simple and
descriptive: What does Yosemite look like? What
does the Republican candidate for President
look like? How did our family and friends look in
1957? Sometimes the questions are historical or
cultural: How did people take pictures in 1905?
How do they take them in Yorubaland? (Becker,
1986: 293)

In short, we have the distinction between
how people appear and how people see, but,
now, with the addition of camera use. Thus,
we can now continue this distinction
by adding forms of technology such as
eyeglasses and cameras.

Two anecdotes, focused on the theme
of ‘She didn’t look herself, introduce the
problematic addition of cameras to learning
more about how people look.

It was Aunt Bea’s 90th birthday party and lots of
people brought food to help celebrate. They also
brought cameras to take pictures—a natural thing
to do | guess. But, you know, | had known her for
almost 50 of her 90 years and something was
wrong. We all knew Bea was losing her eyesight
and she looked a little strange.... | just didn't want
to take her photograph because she didn’t look
herself. (Anonymous, 2004)

Last year, the funeral parlor director said we
could take photographs of my grandmother in her
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coffin, but only after official viewing hours. And
my two cousins did just that. But | didn't feel like
taking her picture because she didn’t look herself.
(Anonymous, 2005, personal communication)

These comments beg for a ‘re-focusing’ or
re-positioning of cameras in the How
People Look framework. When previously
considering the content of Column A (the
appearance emphasis), I stressed versatility
and change; however, no mention was made
of changes in appearance that might be made
when people explicitly know that their pic-
tures are about to be taken. In professional
contexts, we have the employment of make-up
artists, costume specialists, and set designers,
among others, for these purposes. But what
corresponds to this luxury for ordinary people
in everyday life, if anything? To demonstrate
the reality of this question, I have frequently
asked students to consider the
following: “When in the course of a life-time
do people find themselves in front of an
operating camera?’ In other words, what does
the ‘on-camera presentation of life’ look
like? Does the anticipation of photography
act as a change agent in how people look for
the camera?”’ As a generalization, most
people do something to or for themselves,
again, ‘to look good’ in a family photograph.
I will give an additional reference to home
media shortly.

SOCIAL SCIENCE CAMERA USE FOR
LOOKING AND SEEING

This proposed look/see paradigm can be
understood as a means of de-centering
ethnographic photography and film/video.
Regardless, it is time to re-incorporate
camera-related practices and images in
general into the proposed perspective. One
natural connection is to relate acts of seeing
to models of showing (display and exhibi-
tion). As a logical extension of questions
about ‘looking at’” we can add problematic
issues surrounding the use of camera tech-
nology in the aid of looking, producing, and

communicating pictorial data. Here we find a
convenient home for all that has been dis-
cussed about ethnographic photography, film,
and video. Even such non-technological
methods of sketching, drawing, and painting
should be included (though not discussed
here: see Christova-Slavcheva, 1996, as just
one example).?

Following our look/see designations and
organization, cameras are used to help us see
and later show what we (as observers) are
looking at, or, better, the way things look to
us. Justifications for camera use are many.
Cameras extend sociological and anthropo-
logical looking at people, things, activities,
and events in several important ways. These
range from creating documents to bring
visual renditions home from the field for
additional study, to allowing us to see things
that we cannot register as part of unaided
everyday looking: for example, from tele-
scopes and microscopes to telephoto and
macro lenses and high-speed cameras. Early
animal and human locomotion studies by
Etienne-Jules Marey (1992) and Eadweard
Muybridge (1979) and later by Ray
Birdwhistell (1970), among others, amply
demonstrated how cameras extend our abili-
ties to see, show, and illustrate findings in a
variety of exhibition contexts with different
motivations in mind.

But the significance of cameras is not
limited to pictures taken by social scientists.
As expected there are many sub-divisions
of visual/pictorial examples, some based ini-
tially on simple distinctions of who is using
these cameras. How do we integrate the
results of professional camera use, or images
made by native/indigenous members of spe-
cific societies? In short, who is doing the
observing, and who is looking at whom? (see
Michaels, 1982; Pack, 2006).

Ethnographic (sociological and anthropo-
logical) filmmakers attempt to show what
one society looks like to members of another
society.? Traditionally, this has meant
Western lenses looking at non-Western life,
as something that ‘we’ do to ‘others’ (Banks
and Morphy, 1997). Most will agree there is
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no one satisfactory definition of ethnographic
photography or ethnographic film, and some
have gone so far as to advise us that this is
not even a productive question. Arguments
continue regarding the most effective way(s)
to use cameras to look at people—from
observational, participatory, reflective/reflex-
ive camera techniques to versions of ‘cinéma
realité’ to the ethically challenged, hidden-
camera model of recording ‘real life.”>

Other authors, most notable, Howard
Becker (1974, 1981) have made meaningful
connections between sociological themes and
the work of documentary and fine art photog-
raphers, sensing an overlap in ways of seeing
and reporting appearances, and, in turn,
asking what each might be offering or con-
tributing to the other. Becker asks how some
representatives of sociologists and photogra-
phers work towards similar goals through
different means. In Japan, the work of George
Hashiguchi (1988) has been interpreted as
containing a visual sociological perspective
(Chalfen, 2005) much as others have accorded
August Sander for his portraits during the
Weimar Republic. George Hashiguchi’s work
seems to give a fine example of ‘when art
which is aimed at exploring society ... might
just as well be social science information’
(Becker, 1981: 10-11).3!

Simply put, using a camera is just one way
to augment seeing and showing appearances
discovered in the field. Camera-generated
photographs and films answer important
questions (problematically at times) for many
observers at a distance. The visual recording
of how people look has been the pictorial
capital of such magazines as National
Geographic (NG), as we all recognize, the
very popular magazine used for the longest
time by ordinary people for vicarious travel
and ‘accidental’ ethnography. This is an
important example; while NG photography
has been abundantly admired, the use and
interpretation of NG images has often been
uncritical—a kind of what-you-see-is-what-
you-get. But recently some authors have
drawn scholarly attention to details
of this ‘camera-look’ and the intentionally

structured results of this way of looking and
reporting human scenery (Lutz and Collins,
1991; O’Barr, 1994).

An important avenue of thinking here
relies on the treatment of visual genres as
cultural documents. The approach titled The
Study of Culture at a Distance (Mead and
Meétraux, 1954) included the conceptualiza-
tion of feature films as cultural documents
(Weakland, 2003) and reported on the results
of examining German, French, Italian,
Chinese, and Indian feature films as well as
the results of Hollywood productions
(Powdermaker, 1950). Weakland’s ‘Themes
in Chinese Communist Films’ (1966) and
Bateson’s ‘An Analysis of the Nazi Film
Hitlerjunge Quex’ (1954) are good examples.
Similar questions of looking/seeing can be
addressed to other popular, even daily, pub-
lished photographs. For example, what are
visual journalists (photo-journalists) doing
as they report on and show us a highly selec-
tive (yet claimed to be objective) version of
the world? How do cameras contribute to a
belief system that allows people to believe
they know how things look and how things
might be changing? Related studies have
examined the formulaic ways and organiza-
tional constraints used by visual journalists
and their editors that predetermine how cul-
turally different people will ‘look’ the same
(Hagaman, 1993). Other research may inves-
tigate the versions of society and culture
produced by professionals as seen in newspa-
per and magazine advertisements (Goffman,
1976; O’Barr, 1994; Grady, 2007), advertis-
ing campaigns based on posters, or a broad
range of televisual communication such as
everyday mass media.?

Recent introductions of new media via
satellite communication systems make this
all the more relevant as these mediated forms
contribute a global perspective to local media.
For instance, how are members of one soci-
ety seeing and interpreting a film made by
another society? The notions of multiple
readings suggested by Stuart Hall (1973,
1997) and the important notion of ‘unin-
tended audiences’ (Jhala, 1994) also become
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relevant, fostering notions of dominant, real-
ist, negotiated, and aberrant readings.
Examples of studies include interpretations
made by different groups of people looking
at the ‘same’ feature film or television
program (Katz and Liebes, 1994).33

Studying the indigenous view
as ways of seeing

We have seen a growing scholarly interest in
‘indigenous media,” where people show how
they are seeing themselves and their lives
or what they are seeing with the aid of
cameras (Ginsburg, 1991).3* Four models
predominate:

1 Instances when researchers have provided sub-
jects with cameras and minimal technological
instruction.

2 Cases when scholars have examined the process
and results of people making various kinds of
media on their own initiative.

3 Projects where image/photo elicitation interview-
ing is the key to gaining indigenous perspective,
points of view, and ways of seeing.

4 Examples of people making their own films
to express their wishes and needs for change
based on how they see their own problematic
life circumstances.

In the first model, several visual anthropolo-
gists and visual sociologists have introduced
still or motion picture cameras to their sub-
jects to learn how ‘others’ look at their own
lives and see the world around them.® In
turn, we have new information on how these
people want to make images to show to
themselves and to ‘us’ (Michaels, 1991;
Turner, 1991). In the case of Through Navajo
Eyes (and many similarly titled works), we
see an attempt to learn if patterned ways of
using cameras and constructing films are
connected to other means of expression (folk
tales, myths) and communicative codes
(linguistics) (Chalfen, 1992; Worth et al.,
1997).36 The second approach to indigenous
media directly demonstrates how the
two how-people-look dimensions overlap.

Relevant cases include Michaels’ paper,
‘How to Look at Us Looking at the Yanomami
Looking at Us’ (1982), Sprague’s ‘Yoruba
Photographers: How the Yoruba See the
Themselves’ (1978), and Pack’s ‘How They
See Me vs How I See Them: The Ethnographic
Self and the Personal Self’ (2006). In the
third model, subjects are interviewed as they
look at images they make for their own pur-
poses or in response to an investigator’s
questions and prompts. Research participants
are asked to discuss their motives, expecta-
tions, and the meanings they attach to the
pictures. Work in art therapy and ‘photother-
apy’ (Furman, 1990; Weiser, 1993) and dis-
cussions of photo elicitation methodology
and techniques (Harper, 2002) can be located
here. The fourth model, which emphasizes
another activist approach, includes multiple
applications of Photovoice (Wang et al,
1996; Wang and Burris, 1997) for changing
community health practices.

As a specialized interest in young people
and youth media, a growing number of
sociologists and anthropologists have sought
a better understanding of how adolescents
see and understand their own lives (Chalfen,
1981; Stokrocki, 1994; Cavin, 2000 among
others). And most recently, we are seeing
an applied direction, where, for instance,
chronically ill patients are offered video
cameras and asked: ‘How do you see your
own medical condition?’ to teach their health
personnel ‘what it means to live with a
particular illness’ (Rich and Chalfen, 1999;
Chalfen and Rich, 2004). Objectives focus
on enhancing patient—doctor communication,
having young patients take more charge of
their own illnesses, and enabling physicians
to improve treatment plans after studying
such visual reports.

Home media

Finally, we find an interesting combination
or convergence of the dualism underlying
this essay: namely, ‘seeing’ and ‘being seen’
in what has been referred to as ‘home media’
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(Chalfen, 1987, 1991). In most parts of the
world, though certainly not all, ordinary
people have been making pictures of them-
selves as part of family photography and
everyday life. When asked why so many
ordinary people appreciate this model of
photography, we are likely to hear: ‘I like to
make albums of our family photographs to
see how we looked’ or ‘“We wanted to remem-
ber what we looked like’ or ‘We wanted to
see what they [parents, grandparents, distant
relatives] looked like when they were young.’
Here we find ideas and expressions directly
in line with Column A of the How People
Look paradigm. These pictures can be con-
sidered as extensions of appearance—that is,
as pictorial statements of ‘how they look.
As a result, patterns of ‘preferred appear-
ance’ can be seen.

Two points become relevant. First, we can
revert to earlier comments on extending per-
sonal choice of ‘how to look’ via appearance:
for example, choices of surrounding artifacts
including selection of clothing, car, home,
decorations, and the like. The same can be
said for the choice of our personal photo-
graphs and the ways we use them to decorate
personal spaces, including different house-
hold rooms as well as work (business offices,
cubicles) and recreation spaces (playrooms,
lockers). Earlier comments on extensions
into cyberspace via social network sites
illustrate further the ways that private and
public imagery are overlapping, when
distinctions are becoming blurred. Here
we accord a special attention to photographs
of people, specifically because of the multi-
dimensional qualities and meanings attached
to appearance.

Second, family albums and collections of
snapshots, slides, home movies, and home
videos chronicle selective renditions of how
people looked in the past. But these collec-
tions of pictures can be considered and
valued in another way, when we jump to the
second dimension (Column B): namely, how
these people ‘looked at’ their lives with
cameras; patterns of preferred ways of seeing
can be found.*’” Thus, we find norms for

presenting a way of life to people who are
using norms to look at that life with a camera.
Hence, the notion of ‘snapshot versions
of life’ (Chalfen, 1987, 1988) encourages us
to ask:

e What kinds of stories are told by photograph
albums?

e What defines these pictorial narratives?

e Can we find a way to understand how culture
is wrapped in album covers and expressed on
album pages?

Finally, paralleling previous comments on
not-looking (as in ‘Don’t look!”), we find
regulations for not looking-with-cameras
as part of everyday picture-taking. Public
signs indicating ‘No Photography Allowed’
are just one explicit indicator of such
restrictions. However, given the new influx
of digital camera and camera phones, there
are many more instances that leave it up to
‘good judgment’ and ‘common sense’ as to
what is allowed and forbidden, thus fostering
change and ambiguity on how to look-with-
cameras.*®

CONCLUSIONS AND CLOSING
THOUGHTS

Clearly, problems associated with the dual-
ism of how people look, of ‘being seen’ and
‘seeing,’ of looking and seeing take center
stage in the foregoing discussion. We easily
find a growing scholarly attention to prob-
lematic domains of looking and being looked
at (seen). From a talk given by Deirdre
Mulligan in 2007, we read: ‘Camera and
video technology are changing who we
watch, what we watch, when we are watched,
and redefining the purposes for which we
watch’® (Mulligan, 2007). In all parts of the
world people are addressing panopticon
problems and questioning what it means to
be able to observe (‘look at’) people, scenes,
events, activities with a camera and, in turn,
what it means to be ‘looked at’ or seen with
a camera. Just as social scientists have asked
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critical questions about ‘the right to write,” so
we have questions and even contentious
debates about the rights, legalities, and ethics
of both ‘looking’ and ‘being looked at’ or
being an observer and being-observed by
cameras in private or public spaces. Daily
news in the US contains many problematic
examples: we read of questionable uses of
camera surveillance in banks, schools, on
streets (including traffic violations), in news-
paper stands, and in dressing rooms, among
others. Camera-phone users are causing
a parallel list of ethical and legal problems.
There is every reason to believe that debate
and argument about surveillance problems
will increase. New attention to ‘sousveil-
lance’" adds significantly as the quantity and
quality of camera phones increase. Again,
context matters: Who is doing the photogra-
phy, and under what conditions with what
motivations, goals, outcomes in mind? More
to the point, How will the images be used?
How will they be ‘shown and looked at’
by others? In turn, is there adequate dis-
cussion and training in the social sciences
to make meaningful contributions to this
discourse?

The foregoing discussion suggests the
usefulness of adopting a how people look
framework. The visual social sciences are
less about camera use and more about
looking and seeing, watching, and being
observed. At the heart of both kinds of
looking—appearing (or ‘being seen’) and
seeing—is the role of culture contributing to
the patterns and dynamics of the kinds of
visual communication that lie at the heart of
this paradigm.

While avoiding a camera-centric position
for understanding visual culture and visual
studies, we should acknowledge the multi-
layered value of photographs of people within
the how people look framework. Pictures of
people should be considered as a special
category of artifact. The machine/mechanical
qualities of camera apparatus have the ability
to provide data for both sides of our looking
divide—that is, to crystallize two kinds of
record: namely, appearance and gaze. We may

underestimate the cultural importance and
value of how photographs provide us with
two models of representation, both of which
are highlighted in the dualism of ‘being seen’
and ‘seeing.’ ‘Beyond commodification itself,
there’s something about the mimesis of a
camera as a mechanical eye that is com-
bined—in the production of a photograph—
with a “record” or “representation” of both
sides of “how we looked™ (Jon Wagner,
personal communication, 2009).

At the same time, these statements
offer many problems with visibility and
visuality—especially with regard to the
status of first-person looking, with or without
cameras. In many ways, this proposed
orientation suggests more questions than
answers. The legal system is struggling more
than ever with the notion and value of
‘eye-witness accounts,’ that different ‘eyes’
witnessing the ‘same’ event offer different,
often conflicting, written or spoken accounts.
Realizations now abound that something gets
in the way of a consensus about the accurate
verbal articulation of what was there to
be seen. More credence is given to the state-
ment: ‘It all depends how you look at it.’

At the beginning of this essay, I stressed
the need to integrate interests, activities,
and studies within the visual social sciences.
In promotion materials for a new book
series, Series Editor Marguerite Helmers
stated:

The previously unquestioned hegemony of verbal
text is being challenged by what W. J. T. Mitchell
labels the “pictorial turn” (Picture Theory)—a
recognition of the importance and ubiquity of
images in the dissemination and reception of
information, ideas, and opinions—processes that
lie at the heart of all rhetorical practices, social
movements, and cultural institutions. In the
past decade, many scholars have called for col-
laborative ventures, in essence for disciplining of
the study of visual information into a new field,
variously labeled visual rhetoric, visual culture
studies, or “image studies”. This proposed new
field would bring together the work currently
being accomplished by scholars in a wide variety
of disciplines, including art theory, anthropology,
rhetoric, cultural studies, psychology, and media
studies.*! (Helmers, 2003)
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One attempt to facilitate an organization of
visual culture studies is the heart of this
essay. A framework has been suggested to
better understand complexity from simplic-
ity, by using the phrase, how people look.
Equal parts of attention are placed on the
scholarly examination of how life appears,
what appears, what is seen, and how life is
seen. Future efforts will have to judge the
merits and hopefully offer amendments.
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NOTES

1 In an introductory essay for this edition,
Margaret Blackman states: '“From Site to Sight” is
about the "culture of imaging”. Visually and in
words it explores the changing patterns of belief and
behavior brought to making, viewing and under-
standing photographic images within the context of
anthropology’ (Blackman, 1986: 11 in Banta and
Hinsley, 1986).

2 This difference has a resemblance to how com-
munication scholar Sol Worth (1981) identified visual
recordings ‘about culture’ versus ‘of culture.’

3 | am grateful to colleague Doug Harper (2000)
for this observation, which appeared as an endnote
for his paper.

4 It should be clear that this phrase is meant to be
inclusive, allowing attention to: how they look, how
we look, and how | look.

5 Perhaps the strongest statement regarding this
revision comes from Australia in the form of an intro-
ductory textbook entitled, Researching the Visual
(Emmison and Smith, 2000).

6 Parallel claims can be made for other senses,
but we struggle for the appropriate vocabulary to
express the differences. For example, 'how people
feel’ can be broken into how one feels (hot/cold,
healthy/sickly, happy/sad) and one ‘feels’ in the sense
of how one touches people or objects (eyes open/
closed, with tongue, or finger, hand/foot, etc.).

Linguistic problems are particularly apparent when
we want to discuss ‘how people taste.’

7 This position is well aligned with the vision—
visuality distinction made by Luc Pauwels who under-
stands '..."visuality” or the culturally determined
manner of looking at things, which defines “what”
we see and “how” we see it. “Vision” differs from
“visuality” in that it concerns a rather universal expe-
rience of looking on the basis of physical characteris-
tics of the visual organ in relation to whatever it is
that presents itself before the eye (in other words,
the purely physiological side of seeing). Visuality, on
the other hand, refers to the cultural codes that are
applied in interpreting, and which thus turn the look-
ing, the creating of images and their use or discus-
sion, into a cultural activity’ (2008: 82). Jon Wagner
also offers a helpful clarification of such terms as
‘visible,” ‘visual’, and ‘visualized’ (2006).

8 Many studies within the history of physical (or
biological) anthropology become immediately rele-
vant. Efforts to map the heterogeneity of the human
form, changes through time, determining links with
older forms as well as knowing connections between
genotypes and phenotypes are well-established
topics of study, | hasten to add a common fascina-
tion with controversial efforts to show us what early
hominids and Paleolithic humans ‘looked like.’

9 Body-lengthening or shortening practices are
much less known, with the exception of several
bone-extending experiments in Chinese surgery (see
‘Chinese turn to bone stretching to get taller’
[Online]. Available from: http://www.local6.com/
news/4574140/detail.html [Accessed 20 November
2008]. Another example was ‘Limb Lengthening’
from the American Academy of Orthopedic Surgery
[Online]. Available from: http://www.orthoinfo.org/
fact/thr_report.cfm?Thread_ID=310&topcategory=
General [No longer accessible].

10 For a good overview of what humans do to
their skin, see Jablonski (2006): ‘We expose it, cover
it, paint it, tattoo it, scar it, and pierce it. Our intimate
connection with the world, skin protects us while
advertising our health, our identity, and our individu-
ality (2006—book description (http:/Awww.ucpress.
edu/book.php?isbn=9780520256248))." Skin is also
treated ‘as a canvas for self-expression, exploring our
use of cosmetics, body paint, tattooing, and scarifica-
tion’ (2006—book description (http:/Awww.ucpress.
edu/book.php?isbn=9780520256248)).

11 The BBC (24 January 2007) reported: ‘Parent
fights over child’s veil—Muslim woman wearing a
niquab. The school allows Muslim girls to wear
scarves but not niquabs. A parent in England has
begun legal action against his daughter’'s school
because it will not allow her to wear a veil which
covers most of her face’ [Online]. Available from:
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/education/
6294225 .stm [Accessed 20 November 2008].
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12 Tragically, extreme consequences have been
reported; in one note entitled: ‘Makeup, un-Islamic
dress bring death’ we read: ‘There came a bleak
announcement Sunday from Basra’s police chief: At
least 40 women have been killed in Irag’s second
largest city this year for “violating Islamic teachings”.
Sectarian gangs reportedly comb the streets, looking
for women wearing nontraditional dress, and scrawl
red graffiti warnings reading: “Your makeup and
your decision to forgo the headscarf will bring you
death”’ [Online]. Available from: http://www.salon.
com/mwt/broadsheet/2007/12/10/basra/index.html
[Accessed 20 November 2008].

13 These two are the most popular choices in the
USA; Facebook, for example, reports having
350 million active users. See ‘Facebook Press
Room, Statistics,” 2010 [Online]. Available from:
http://www.facebook.com/press/info.php?statistics
[Accessed 22 January 2010].

14 Garbology is the study of refuse and trash. It is
an academic discipline and has a major outpost at
the University of Arizona long directed by William
Rathje. The project started in 1971, originating from
an idea of two students for a class project. It is a
major source of information on the nature and
changing patterns in modern refuse. Industries
wishing to demonstrate that discards originating
with their products are (or are not) important in
the trash stream are avid followers of this research,
as are municipalities wishing to learn whether
some parts of the trash they collect has any salable
value. See ‘Garbology’ [Online]. Available from:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Garbology [Accessed
20 November 2008].

15 Clearly, questions of How-People-Look are
dramatically complicated, in both of these two
orientations. Elkins would be the first to say this is
atrociously simplistic, as he does with the phrases:
‘The observer looks at an object’ and ‘just looking’
(1996).

16 In comparison, statements like ‘Are you
blind?’ suggest the opposite: that the person cannot
recognize or see the obvious, and is therefore
inadequate, dumb, and incompetent.

17 See Rolf Nelson’s comments in his review
(2005).

18 | was surprised to find this intuitively derived
list in a book on photography, specifically about
discovering yourself through photography.

19 It is important to distinguish between ‘cannot
look/see,” ‘should not look/see,” and ‘must not look/
see.’ Different sets of restriction lie behind each.
Again, issues of what one can or cannot do come up
against what one should/shouldn’t do or what it is
that people actually do or don’t do as a variation on
the ideal and the real.

20 New interest in looking is appearing in diverse
locations; the 2nd Workshop on Research in Visual

Culture, scheduled for March 2008, was devoted to
‘Visual Attention,” which proposes to situate the
aesthetic discussion on the activities of ‘seeing’ and
‘being seen’ in a broad cultural context that relocates
seeing within an expanded perceptual layout of mul-
tiple histories (see: visualculturestudies@gmail.com).

21 One of the most important contributions
made by James Elkins is the replacement of ‘interpre-
tation’ and ‘competence’ for the problematic term,
‘visual literacy.’

22 See Grasseni (2007) for a recent book that
speaks directly to related issues of looking skills.

23 See Monaco (1977).

24 See Elkins (2003) for a chapter describing a
series of problematic illustrations.

25 Examples include a 2007 conference entitled
'Gazing, Glancing, Glimpsing: Tourists and Tourism
in a Visual World" and two references: Urry (2002)
and Crouch and Lubbren (2003).

26 Clifford Geertz's book (1988) has several
worthy discussions on just this point.

27 One example is provided for having a picture
taken by the Registry of Motor Vehicles (Baker,
2008). But restricted behavior also counts. The
2004 guidelines issued by the US State Department
permit people to smile for passport and visa pictures
but frown on toothy smiles, which apparently are
classified as unusual or unnatural expressions. ‘The
subject’s expression should be neutral (non-smiling)
with both eyes open, and mouth closed’ (Anonymous,
2004). A smile with a closed jaw is allowed but is not
preferred,” according to the guidelines. Mark Knapp,
an immigration attorney with Reed Smith in
Pittsburgh, said: “You can’t make this stuff up, hon-
estly. What is interesting is the idea that you can’t
smile anymore and that they're rejecting photos.
The idea that you can’t smile is what most immigra-
tion lawyers find absurd.” (Anonymous, 2004)
[Online]. Available from: http://Amwww.usatoday.com/
travel/news/2004-11-29-visa-smile_x.htm [Accessed
15 August 2010].

28 For just one example of looking at people in a
politically charged way, see the controversy sur-
rounding the 2006 publication of 12 Danish cartoons
of the Prophet Mohammed. Also see Mitchell's
‘Child-Centered? Thinking Critically about Children’s
Drawings as a Visual Research Method’ (2006).

29 Classic references here include Heider (1976)
and Loizos (1993), and some of the best thinking and
writing about camera strategy is provided by David
MacDougall (1997).

30 Several interesting and recent commentaries
and analyses of how social scientists have used their
cameras include Read (2005), Hammond (2003),
Collier (2003), Lakoff (1996), and Ruby (1995) and,
for a broader view, see Navajo and Photography:
A Critical History of the Representation of an
American People by James C. Faris (1996).
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31 Many photography books have been endorsed
and used in social science thinking and writing,
including some of my favorites, Material World
(Menzel et al., 1995), Suburbia (Owens, 1973),
works by Barbara Norfleet, specifically Wedding
(1979) and City Families by Roslyn Banish (1976),
among many others. Norfleet, for instance, has
emphasized exposing and exhibiting the ways events
like weddings get looked at with cameras and seen
in wedding pictures.

32 As an interesting contrast to Goffman'’s sense
of gender advertisements, see ‘Male and Female:
Gender Performed in Photographs from the George
Eastman House Collection” in which Alison Nordstrom,
the Museum’s Curator of Photographs and curator
of the exhibition, explains, ‘Many of the ways we
identify and define gender are based on visual clues.
They may be such secondary sexual characteristics
as facial hair or its lack, or there may be culturally
determined elements such as costume, stance,
or activities.” [Online]. Available from: http:/www.
eastmanhouse.org/exhibits/container_78/index.php
[Accessed 22 January 2010].

33 The book Video Night at Kathmandu by
Pico lyer provides a wonderful anecdotal example
of different Asian cultures looking at the ‘same’ film:
namely, Rambo: First Blood (1982) starring Sylvester
Stallone.

34 ‘Indigenous’ has become another controversial
term. The emphasis here is on cameras used
by members of local communities: people who have
not necessarily been trained in the visual arts but
have an interest in visual recording, for themselves
or outsiders.

35 A comprehensive critical overview of this work
written by the author appears in the Foreword and
Afterword of the second edition of the 1972 Through
Navajo Eyes (Worth et al., 1997).

36 A related effort appears in ‘A Paradigm for
Looking’ (Bellman and Jules-Rosette, 1977).

37 The annual Christmas card photograph, either
mailed or now e-mailed, provides an example for
extending ‘how we looked this year’ to a social net-
work of significant others. Reactions range from
‘Look how the kids have grown up and changed’ to
‘What an ostentatious bunch they still are.’

38 Predictably, we find a website devoted to
such proscriptions: On ‘Strictly No Photography,
Photos You Were Not Allowed To Take’ posted
by Scott Beale on Tuesday, 4 December 2007, we
read: ‘Strictly No Photography is a photo sharing
service for photos that you were not allowed to
take.” According to the site, their mission is ‘To
organize the world’s forbidden visual information
and make it universally accessible and useful.’
[Online]. Available from: http://laughingsquid.com/
strictly-no-photography-photos-you-were-not-allowed-
to-take/ [Accessed 22 January 2010].

39 [Online]. Available from: http://Awww.brighton.
ac.uk/ssm/sympo2007/ [Accessed 20 November
2008].

40 This term is best understood as ‘observation
from below,” which means, in this context, the use of
digital cameras, small camcorders, and now camera
phones by ordinary citizens to report newsworthy
activities, and in some cases transferring visual
information to mass-mediated news agencies and/or
police.

41 See the series [Online]. Available from: http:/
www.parlorpress.com/visualrhetoric.html [Accessed
20 November 2008].
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Visual Studies and Empirical

INTRODUCTION

Framing visual studies as empirical social
inquiry is not a simple matter. Only some
visual study approaches support empirical
inquiry, and only some of those focus on
culture and social life. Beyond that, asking
where these fit together is to pose three ques-
tions in one. There’s the ideological or moral
query about where visual studies should fit
with social scientific inquiry, the analytical
query of where such studies could fit, and the
empirical query of where they appear to fit.
It’s the last question I want to explore here,
for what it implies about visual studies and,
by extension, other forms of empirical social
inquiry.

The practice of visual studies and the
landscape of empirical social inquiry are
both evolving, so answers to this empirical
question are evolving as well. But from the
1960s through the 1990s, the primary expres-
sion of visual studies appeared as an offshoot
of other, more organized and well-established
forms of scholarship—as a specialization
within sociology or anthropology, for exam-
ple, or an extension of work in art history,

Social Inquiry
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design, or communication studies. Beginning
in the mid- to late-1990s, some elements of
these offshoots began coalescing around
visual studies as a branch of empirical inquiry
in its own right. Yet a third locus of visual
studies attention emerged during that same
period of time among the roots of empirical
inquiry, not only in the social sciences
and humanities but also in the physical and
natural sciences and in the professions.

In this chapter I examine these three
manifestations of visual studies and their
implications for social inquiry. The frame-
work and commentary I provide can hope-
fully clarify some contributions, promises,
and challenges that characterize visual stud-
ies across all three contexts, but I will focus
primarily on the second two—visual studies
as a branch of social inquiry and as a root of
empirical inquiry. A close look in this direc-
tion reveals the interface between visual
studies, empirical inquiry, and contemporary
folk life as a dynamic seam along which new
knowledge of culture and social life is form-
ing for both researchers and the general
public. As a prelude to explicating that seam
in more detail, let me comment briefly on
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empirical social inquiry from a visual studies
point of view.

EMPIRICAL SOCIAL INQUIRY

For purposes of this chapter, I define empiri-
cal social inquiry as an effort to generate new
knowledge of culture and social life through
the systematic collection and analysis of
sensory information and other forms of real-
world evidence. This definition contrasts
with the narrow view held by some social
researchers that empirical studies are neces-
sarily quantitative. It also contrasts with
the idea that making photographs or
video recordings in field settings is either
necessary or sufficient to document culture
and social life.

Consistent with this definition, work
within individual social science disciplines
may or may not take the form of empirical
social inquiry, and that’s true also for work
in the arts or humanities. Some very thought-
ful and systematic studies, for example,
focus primarily on the internal coherence of
theoretical arguments, semantic clarity
of constructs and concepts, or the logical
implications of different paradigms and
experimental designs. These studies may
reflect excellent scholarship, but they lack
the kind of empirical warrant and complexi-
ties that I'm concerned with here. By the
same token, other visual studies may be
empirically sound—in the sense that they
involve systematic collection and analysis of
sensory evidence—but contribute little to our
knowledge of culture and social life.
Examples might include visual studies of
printed circuit boards, freeway overpasses, or
riparian ecosystems that lack attention to
their social or cultural dimensions.

Of considerable significance to the visual
studies issues examined in this chapter, a
project or study could meet the criteria I've
outlined for empirical social inquiry but be
pursued or reported outside the boundaries of
an academic discipline. Indeed, as both an

offshoot of traditional disciplines and a
branch of empirical inquiry, visual studies is
rife with examples of this sort. These extra-
disciplinary studies can involve individuals
from one research community communicat-
ing about their work to another—for exam-
ple, anthropologists presenting their work to
film study buffs, medical educators reporting
research results to visual anthropologists, or
semioticians reporting theirs to medical
researchers—but they can also involve
substantial interplay between academic and
folk communities. Cultural re-enactments,
museum exhibitions and catalogs, theater
performances, trade publications, feature
films, and various forms of media-rich
reportage can—and sometimes do—reflect
substantive integration of empirical social
inquiry, mass media production, and folk
culture.

Interplay between academic disciplines,
multi-disciplinary collaboration, interdisci-
plinary research, and folk culture constitutes
an important secondary theme of the discus-
sion that follows. This kind of back-and-forth
shapes the contexts within which individuals
pursue visual studies as a form of empirical
social inquiry. Beneath the particulars of
these efforts, the conduct of empirical inquiry
in general is also nourished through an
expanding constellation of visual studies
considerations and skills.

DISCIPLINARY OFFSHOOTS

During the first half of the twentieth century,
most social researchers interested in camera
work, visual data, visual perception, visual
culture, and visual tools of analysis and rep-
resentation typically regarded and presented
their work as a specialized strand of their
home discipline. For Gregory Bateson and
Margaret Mead (1942), visual explorations in
the field were integral to the research prac-
tices of anthropologists and ethnographers,
and that was also true for George Spindler
(2008) and Louise Spindler. For Kenneth and
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Mamie Clark, whose black-and-white doll
experiments contributed to the case against
racially segregated schools in the USA,
image-based inquiries were one of several
techniques for conducting experimental
research in social psychology (Clark, 1963).
While drawing on his own experience as a
documentary photographer, John Collier Jr’s
(1967) seminal account of camera-assisted
fieldwork was framed explicitly by Collier,
and by the Spindlers, who edited the series in
which this book appeared, as first and fore-
most a contribution to anthropology.

Despite the disciplinary contexts in which
this work was pursued and reported, visual
studies within anthropology and sociology
developed a readership during the second
half of the century that began to cross disci-
plines and professions. I first heard about
Collier’s, Visual Anthropology, for example,
in a darkroom conversation with a photogra-
phy student at Chicago’s Columbia College.
A few years later, Howard Becker’s (1986)
essay on photography and sociology appeared
in an early issue of Studies in the Anthropology
of Visual Communication, but it came to me
shortly thereafter via my subscription to
Afterimage, a publication of Nathan Lyons’
Visual Studies Workshop that focused on
photography and the media arts. A year or so
later, an interview by Stuart Brand with
Margaret Mead and Gregory Bateson (Mead
and Bateson, 1976) about contrasting strate-
gies for filming culture and social life went
the other way: first published in Co-Evolution
Quarterly, it was reprinted shortly thereafter
in Studies in the Anthropology of Visual
Communication. The annual Conferences on
Visual Anthropology that Jay Ruby organ-
ized from 1968 to 1980 attracted not only
anthropologists, filmmakers, and photogra-
phers, but also sociologists, folklorists, jour-
nalists, media activists, visual artists,
schoolteachers, and musicologists.

Collier, Becker, and other sociologists and
anthropologists such as Sol Worth, John
Adair, Richard Chalfen, Jay Ruby, Paul
Hockings, Karl Heider, and Deborah Barndt
who were writing about visual inquiries in

the 1960s and 1970s, addressed members of
their home disciplines as a primary audience,
but their work attracted colleagues from
other fields, some of whom became affiliated
with visual anthropology or visual sociology.
As these cross-disciplinary affiliations
increased, they generated opportunities for
examining visual studies as a focus of multi-
disciplinary inquiry—a perspective apparent
in a 1979 collection I edited called Images of
Information (Wagner, 1979). As this multi-
disciplinary perspective matured over the
next few decades, it attracted other scholars
and practitioners who extended both notions
and questions about visual studies into a
wide range of applications and settings.

Extra-disciplinary ways of thinking about
visual studies developed in consort with the
growth of scholarly communities defined as
much by research method as by theoretical
perspectives or objects of inquiry. In the
1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, this kind of meth-
odological confluence occurred among social
researchers working with numbers, surveys,
and experiments. Item analysis, control
groups, and multiple-regression analyses
became topics that sociologists, anthropolo-
gists, psychologists, and political scientists
could discuss within their own disciplines
and also with each other. Beginning in the
early 1980s, but accelerating thereafter, a
similar kind of cross-disciplinary discourse
emerged around the concept of ‘qualitative
research.” William J. Filstead (1970) edited a
collection of essays under this title that was
published in 1970, but the full force of this
orienting term did not appear until the 1980s
and 1990s. As it did, new journals, confer-
ences, and associations were established,
and some existing research forums broad-
ened their focus and readership. The Journal
of Urban Ethnographybecame Contemporary
Ethnography.  Cultural  Anthropology
Methods was reconstituted, with the same
editor, as a new journal called Field
Methods.

Broadened discourse about both quantita-
tive and qualitative methods brought scholars
from different disciplines to new insights, not
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only about methods but also about theory and
reporting conventions. While the rhetoric
of written sociology and anthropology had
been critically examined throughout the
disciplines’ histories, these analyses rarely
captured the attention of mainstream schol-
ars. That changed in the 1980s, as sociolo-
gists, anthropologists, linguists, folklorists,
cultural historians, and literary critics joined
in common cause to look at issues of ‘repre-
sentation.” (Representations was the title of
another new journal emerging at this time.)
One by-product of this attention to written
representations was an increasing under-
standing of the implicit theories that social
scientists embedded in their writing, know-
ingly or not, through metaphor, synecdoche,
and both literal and figurative imagery
(Gusfield, 1981; Clifford and Marcus, 1986;
Hunter, 1990; Van Maanen, 1995; Becker,
1998).

Cross-disciplinary attention to methods
and representations grew hand-in-hand with
emergent areas of interdisciplinary inquiry
such as media and communication studies,
gender studies, peace studies, ethnic studies,
and religious studies. In each case, scholar-
ship that may have first appeared as a disci-
plinary offshoot became something more
substantial. When enough disciplines had
related offshoots, the offshoots could form an
interdisciplinary, intellectual enterprise of
their own.

One turning point for thinking about visual
studies in this way occurred in 1998 with the
publication of Image-Based Research. Edited
by Jon Prosser, this collection included sev-
eral articles with a disciplinary focus that,
taken together, provided a multi-disciplinary
perspective. But Prosser’s introduction and
commentary went beyond that to locate
image-based research as a separate strand of
qualitative inquiry. This prefigured visual
studies as an interdisciplinary field of inquiry
in its own right and catalyzed both a broad
readership for the volume itself and new
rounds of scholarly work. Additional visual
studies statements, research reports, and
collections appeared that linked disciplinary

topics and concepts to interdisciplinary
inquiry (Banks, 1998; Emmison and Smith,
2000; Pink, 2001; Rose, 2001). These were
followed by others that framed visual studies
as an approach to social research in general
(Banks, 2001; Stanczak, 2007). As another
move in the same direction, when Visual
Sociology, the official journal of the
International Visual Sociology Association,
moved to a new publisher (Taylor and
Francis) in 2002, the increasingly interdisci-
plinary Editorial Board approved a proposal
to rename the journal Visual Studies.

The result of these developments is that
while visual studies remains a special topic
within some academic disciplines, it is widely
recognized as a topic with multi-disciplinary
dimensions and has also become, in some
important respects, an interdisciplinary enter-
prise in its own right. This gives individual
scholars ample opportunity to fret about
whether a particular project should be con-
sidered visual studies or visual sociology,
visual anthropology, journalism, or the fine
arts. However, as the center of gravity has
shifted to include interdisciplinary visual
inquiries—and as new generations of schol-
ars have pursued visual studies projects
in concert with other interdisciplinary
approaches—the vitality of visual studies has
itself stimulated two new kinds of boundary
issues. The first focuses less on the lines
between visual studies and its parent social
science disciplines than on distinctions
between different strands of work within
visual studies. The second focuses on con-
necting different fields of study with each
other along their common interface with
visual studies—the arts and sciences, for
example, or social documentary work and
the humanities, literacy and civic education,
and so on.

The challenge of identifying different
approaches within the enterprise of visual
studies is the central focus of the following
section. Before taking that up, however, let
me comment briefly on this second set of
boundary issues by noting that, in addition to
emerging as a branch of empirical social
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inquiry—the focus of this chapter—visual
studies also became a topic of considerable
interest in the arts, humanities, education,
and design. As a closely related matter, delib-
erations about the informational, expressive,
aesthetic, and persuasive potential of visual
media have framed ‘visual literacy’ as a
focus of increasing pedagogic and research
interest (Elkins, 2007). Over the past decade
or so, this interest has moved visual literacy
to an increasingly significant place in broad
discussions of research, education, culture,
and social policy. In some sense, these devel-
opments position visual studies as a research
complement to visual literacy, and visual
literacy as a pedagogic and critical thinking
complement to visual studies.

Concerns about visual literacy have found
considerable traction in discussions about
reforming liberal arts and professional
education and in discussions about science
reporting and civic culture. These discus-
sions posit a tension between contemporary
folk culture on the one hand and the demands
of scholarship and informed civic participa-
tion on the other. As a matter I explore later,
this tension—within which visual study skills
play a dual role—has significant implications
for visual studies and empirical inquiry.

DIMENSIONS OF THE
BRANCH ITSELF

As a branch of empirical social inquiry,
precursors of which formed within several
different disciplines, what does visual studies
look like? What kind of work do people do
who associate themselves with this line of
inquiry? What questions do they ask? What
evidence do they call on for answers? And
what methods and skills do they value?

The most straightforward answer to these
questions is that visual studies scholars do
quite varied things. However, they also usu-
ally attend to one or more visual objects of
inquiry, visual research methods, or visual
studies skills. Indeed, variations in visual

studies approaches appear to individual
researchers as choices among different
objects of inquiry, research methods, and
visual study skills. Key dimensions of visual
studies as a collective enterprise are conse-
quently defined by the range of objects,
methods, and skills that scholars choose
between.

Objects of inquiry

Within visual studies as a branch of empiri-
cal social research, the most notable objects
of inquiry include the following four areas.

Visually interesting materials and
activities

The primary object of inquiry for many
visual studies is a set of materials or activi-
ties that a scholar finds visually interesting.
Some such phenomena are seen in primarily
visual terms—for example, paintings, sculp-
tures, and other works of art; diagrams,
signs, and other elements of iconography
(Mitchell, 1986); shop window mannequins
(Schneider, 1996); or household altars (Salvo,
1997). Other phenomena of interest combine
visual and other sensory dimensions more or
less seamlessly (for example, television pro-
gramming, vacation homes, motion pictures,
food, clothing, human sexuality, automo-
biles, advertising, etc.). Studies that focus on
material objects of inquiry—defined in this
way—reflect a close correspondence between
visual studies and studies of material culture
(Banks, 1998). That’s much less the case,
however, for studies of visually interesting
activities, or for studies in which visual
materials are examined primarily for what
they reveal about other dimensions of culture
and social life.

How people see things

Another common visual studies focus is how
people see things. This phrasing implicates
an extremely important, but also complex,
object of inquiry (Grady, 1996). The term
‘seeing’ can refer to the neurophysiologic
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process of vision, social-psychological
dimensions of perception, sociological or
anthropological takes on perspective and
point of view, how people look at or think
about environments and materials, or even
their world view. It is difficult to consider
this wide range of references as attributes of
a single object of inquiry, but attention to
how people see things is so fundamental to
the concept of visual studies that many schol-
ars draw darker lines around these different
referents than between them.

The lives people live

A third cluster of visual studies work centers
around core concerns of ethnography and
ethnology to document and depict the lives
of individuals or groups (Schwartz, 1989;
Pink, 2001). These efforts diverge from the
‘seeing things’ approach in the same way
that ethnography differs from oral history:
subject perspectives and accounts are impor-
tant in each approach, but ethnographic
research typically extends to other dimen-
sions of culture and social life, some of
which only make sense to other researchers.
Visual studies scholars working with an
ethnographic intent are interested not only in
how subjects themselves see things but also
in etic points of view, or how their world
looks to outsiders, including colleagues who
fashion and follow social and cultural
theory.

Visual representations

Yet a fourth visual study approach directs
research attention to the content, form,
production, and reception of visual represen-
tations themselves. As a methodological
concern, many field researchers puzzle over
the relationships their work instantiates
between photographs, moving pictures, audio
recording, and text. For other scholars, how-
ever, phenomena of visual representation are
less a methodological or technical sidelight
than a central intellectual focus. Studies of
optical technologies, visual signs, and symbol
systems, visual media and communication,
the relationship of images to text and touch,

graphic design syntax, and art histories fall
within this approach. The same is true for
formal and semiotic studies of traffic signs
and flags, visual literacy development
(Messaris, 1994; Elkins, 2007), forensic
evidence (Wakefield and Underwager, 1998),
and the imagery of science and technology
(Lynch, 1998; Lynch and Woolgar, 1990;
Pauwels, 2006) and for empirical analyses of
imagery appearing as journalism (Hagaman,
1993, 1996; Schwartz, 1999), advertising
(Seiter, 1993; Grady, 2009), memorial photo-
graphs (Lesy, 1973; Ruby, 1995), and so on.

Methods of inquiry

In addition to choosing among objects of
inquiry such as those noted above, visual
studies scholars have tapped into a diverse
array of research methods. These include
elements that have made their way into visual
studies from the wide beyond (for example,
focus group protocols or documentary styles
of work) as well as approaches imported in
full from specific disciplines and professions
(componential analysis, projective interview-
ing, or consumer satisfaction surveys). For
purposes of this analysis, I'll focus on
six meta-methods, one or more of which
characterize most visual studies.

Artifact acquisition and analysis

For empirical research, perhaps the most
long-standing strand of visual research is
the observation, acquisition, collection, and
analysis of material artifacts. Though
frequently practiced alongside—or in con-
junction with—various forms of conquest,
imperialism, and subjugation, intellectual
interest in materials from other cultures
has a long, rich, and continuous history.
Contemporary projects include not only
archaeological excavations but also efforts to
archive materials of potential historical inter-
est and to preserve varied social and cultural
documents (for example, family photographic
albums, websites, presidential speeches and
conversations, holiday ephemera, and so on).
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Collections of ‘native image-making’ have a
double life within this acquisition and analy-
sis approach: as artifacts of a particular time
and place and as representations of how the
individuals who made them saw things.

Photo and video documentation

Visual documentation and image recording
defines a second strand of visual studies
methods. On the one hand, this is a direct
extension of millennia-long traditions of
artifact acquisition and analysis. It goes
beyond that, however, in the potential of
photo and video recording to create de
nouveau artifacts of cultural practices and
materials that are impossible to ‘collect’ in
other ways. Good examples of the latter
include photo inventories of arranged materi-
als; panoramas of sites, settings, and environ-
ments; video recordings of formal and
informal performances, including conversa-
tions, dance, and other rituals (Rhythms of
Earth, 2009); handicraft production
(Greenfield, 2004); and so on.

Both artifact acquisition and photo docu-
mentation have been insinuated so deeply
into the ethos of contemporary cultures that
they are frequently overlooked as tools and
methods of empirical research. But taken-
for-granted practices of ‘collecting” and
‘taking pictures’ involve some of the same
technical and representational processes that
many researchers rely on to support empiri-
cal work in the physical and natural sciences,
medicine, engineering, history, the social
sciences, and some forms of the humanities.

Researcher-guided image-élicitation
protocols

A third set of visual inquiry methods clusters
around researcher-guided image-elicitation
protocols that encourage subjects to disclose
their perceptions, sentiments, and ideas. In
some versions of this method, researchers
invite (or instruct) subjects to make draw-
ings, photographs, or videotape recordings
that reveal how they think or feel about mat-
ters. In others, researchers present visual
artifacts of this sort—made or acquired by

researchers or subjects—as prompts for sub-
ject interviews and focus groups.

As noted by Collier (1967) in his presenta-
tion of the photo-elicitation interview, these
methods extend earlier work in psychology
with the Thematic Apperception and
Rorschach tests to investigate culture and
social life (Wagner, 2010). Artifacts, drama-
tizations, and other visible materials have
also been used in much the same way
(Hoskins, 1998; Wakefield and Underwager,
1998), but the convenience of using photo-
graphs or videotape recordings as ‘records’
of artifacts, activities, and environments has
given elicitation approaches making use of
these materials great contemporary vitality
(Harper, 1987; Tobin et al., 1989; Clark,
1999; Clark-Ibanez, 2009).

Image-based ethnography

Ethnography constitutes yet a fourth approach
to visual studies. Following Bateson and
Mead’s photographic study of Balinese
culture (1942), other scholars have combined
still images and text in preparing ethno-
graphic accounts of culture and social life
in a wide range of other settings. Notable
book-length examples include works by
Douglas Harper (1982, 1987, 2001), Douglas
Harper and Patrizia Faccioli (2010), Dona
Schwartz (1998), Cathy Greenblat (2004),
Roby Page (2005), and Patricia Greenfield
(2004). Similar approaches have been used
to good effect in countless smaller-scale
studies.

Still photography, video recording, artifact
collection, audio recording, and text can be
combined to good effect in conducting
image-based ethnographies, but the different
presentation formats required of each medium
have stimulated somewhat separate genres of
research reporting. This is less true for pho-
tographs and text, both of which can be
accommodated by the printed page, than for
text and motion pictures. These contrasts
make ethnographic filmmaking a somewhat
distinct form of social inquiry, with its own
literature, lore, and craft (Heider, 1976;
Biella, 1988; Rosenthal, 1988; Hocking,
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1995; Ruby, 2000). Filmmakers and research-
ers taking this approach have produced
extraordinary depictions of culture and social
life in a wide range of circumstances. The
balance between visual detail and interpre-
tive commentary, however, is a world apart in
film from what social researchers have come
to expect in written ethnographies—even
those replete with still photographs.

One consequence of their different presen-
tation requirements is that moving pictures,
photographic, audio, and text media used to
collect data may or may not appear in
research reports. This kind of asymmetry
presents special challenges for ethnographic
filmmaking. Audiences eager to immerse
themselves in viewing other cultures may
prefer presentations that conceal the circum-
stances in which films are made. From this
point of view, a researcher’s commentary
disrupts the audience’s viewing experience
or, at worst, diminishes the culture and
humanity of peoples depicted. On the other
hand, scholars who care about the prove-
nance of visual depictions may question the
research value of films and photo sets that
lack circumstantial and production details.
These contrasting points of view implicate
both the theory and practice of ethnographic
filmmaking (Biella, 1988).

Neuropsychological measurements

of visual perception

As a close companion to one version of ‘how
people see,” a fifth cluster of visual research
meta-methods has been developed to exam-
ine the neurophysiology of human percep-
tion. Contemporary research of this sort
includes magnetic resonance imaging (MRI)
studies of brain activity linked to different
perceptual and visual imaging tasks and
eye-tracking studies (see Chapter 23) of how
people decode text-on-screen, text-on-paper,
photo and graphic imagery, or even complex
natural world environments. These highly
instrumented studies differ substantially from
other approaches to investigating how people
see things, including interviews or surveys
of what people have to say about their

surroundings (or photographs that depict
them) and the analysis of native image-
making.

Formal and semiotic analyses

of visual representations

Visual studies aimed in this sixth direction
have focused on the formal properties of
signs and symbols (viewing size, apparent
propinquity and sequence, etc.), relations
between different signing systems, and the
visual constraints and opportunities inherent
in different media and presentation formats.
One strand of this kind of work intersects
with ethnographic projects by examining
parallels between the formal structure of
visual representations and the organization of
cultural values and beliefs, an approach
pursued to notable effect by anthropologists
such as Franz Boas (1955) and Claude
Levi-Strauss (1958). Visual studies scholars
interested in how signs and symbols are
developed and used by particular populations
have worked along a similar seam between
semiotics and ethnography. Beyond these
hybrid approaches, however, a significant
population of visual studies scholars approach
signs and symbols as formal systems that can
be examined independent of their origins and
practical application.

Objects, methods, and skills

Some combinations of the objects and meth-
ods noted above have received much more
attention than others, and the balance of
potential and popular approaches reflects
several additional considerations. One of
these is that visual studies approaches may or
may not emphasize visual phenomena that
matter to research subjects, and studies that
do may or may not employ visual research
materials and methods.

In the first instance, many studies of visu-
ally interesting materials—including studies
of films, paintings, architecture, clothing,
cuisine, and product design—have framed
these objects of inquiry within perspectives
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of history, economy, technology, personal
taste, or prior scholarship that neglect or
exclude the phenomenal world of people
who make or use them. In the second instance,
studies may focus on the visual dimensions
of subject worlds but rely on text or speech
as data instead of more explicitly visual
research materials. Interviews, surveys, and
conversations with residents about how they
perceive (or receive) films, paintings, cloth-
ing, cuisine, or features of the communities
in which they live, may or may not involve
visual materials or methods of inquiry.
Indeed, many studies of how individuals
think about materials of this sort feature text-
only (or telephone) survey questions and
answers.

Asymmetries of this sort can also appear
between visual methods and non-visual
objects of inquiry. Interviews with residents
that are videotaped or make use of photo-
graphs as interview prompts—or reflect other
visual studies meta-methods—may focus on
issues that have little or nothing to do with
how subjects literally ‘see things.” This is true
historically for Thematic Apperception and
Rorschach testing, both of which used visual
imagery as a trigger for mapping a psychody-
namic profile of individual subjects. It’s also
true for some forms of polling or market
research in which videotaped subject
responses are examined for clues about the
upside or downside of a political or advertis-
ing campaign.

Some objects and methods noted above
are pursued separately in practice (for exam-
ple, within the ethos of one visual studies
community or another) but are analytically or
functionally interdependent. The term ‘native
imagery,” for example, usually refers to arti-
facts made by the subjects of a researcher’s
study, but it could refer—and has been pur-
sued as such with studies in the sociology or
history of science—to the native imagery of
researchers themselves (Latour and Woolgar,
1986; Lynch, 1998; Pauwels, 2006; Wagner,
2006a). Similarly, image-elicitation studies
of how people see things are typically tied to
investigations in which researchers present

photos, drawings, or video documents to
subjects as part of an interview or focus
group protocol. But the same elements—for
example, subjects responding to visual stim-
uli and researchers observing and assessing
their comments—can characterize reception
studies of mass media events, studies of
materials that are visually interesting in their
own right, or, for that matter, studies of how
scholars view visual research materials in
their own field.

An important consideration in sorting out
these variations in approach is that the
conduct of visual studies also depends on the
skills required to follow through with a
chosen method and object of inquiry. Indeed,
when visual studies scholars talk about their
research and teaching, they frequently refer
to skills that are both more general and more
specific than the meta-methods described
above. These skills are more general in their
applicability to a wide range of situations and
tasks, only some of which involve empirical
social inquiry. Photographic or videographic
skills, for example, might be valuable in con-
ducting an ethnographic study of community
life, but also could be useful in recording a
friend’s wedding or taking vacation pictures.
As a reciprocal consideration, visual studies
skills can be more specific than a method by
focusing on particular kinds of materials—
photographs taken by children, for example,
the imagery of political cartoons published
in a mass market magazine, or facades of
nineteenth-century Canadian churches—each
of which presents distinctive challenges for
empirical inquiry.

Following these examples, a shortlist of
the kind of skills noted by visual studies
scholars in connection with their work would
include the ability, technical expertise, and
wherewithal to perform the following tasks,
as these apply to particular images, visual
representation, and other visible evidence
required for a specific study:

¢ collecting and acquiring images and other visual
representations
e creating or making images
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¢ modifying or editing images

¢ reading and decoding images

e interpreting and analyzing images

e presenting and displaying images

e examining social and cultural contexts that shape
the skills and tasks listed above.

Depending on the design of a specific study,
the imagery associated with these tasks could
take the form of physical artifacts and
settings; photographs or video recordings;
drawings, diagrams, or paintings; direct
observation of activities and settings; visuali-
zations inferred through observations of
speech, gesture, and movement; visualiza-
tions manifest in other materials or reported
directly through the comments of research
subjects or other researchers; or other
patterns of embodied culture and social life.
Though this list is incomplete, reference to
skills in working with one or more of these
image forms is a defining dimension of most,
if not all, visual studies projects.

Intersections of some of these skills and
the objects and methods noted above corre-
spond closely to boundaries of a relatively
distinct research community. Connections
between neurophysiologic objects of inquiry
and neurophysiologic research methods,
skills, and instruments, for example, are rela-
tively well defined. That’s much less the case
for studies of visually interesting materials or
for collecting artifacts (as I examine later in
this handbook). In terms of backgrounds,
skills, instrument sets, and career paths, indi-
viduals engaged in these pursuits are an
extremely diverse lot. Only some of them are
interested in empirical research, and those
who are support a wide range of research
networks, many of which have little or noth-
ing to do with each other.

From within the context of visual studies
as a branch of empirical inquiry, this kind of
diversity increases intellectual vitality while
simultaneously narrowing or diminishing the
apparent strength of disciplinary ties (Wagner,
2001, 2002). Viewed from within an aca-
demic discipline or profession, however, the
diversity of visual studies scholars and

approaches can appear fragmented, theoreti-
cally undeveloped or undisciplined.

These contrasting perceptions of visual
studies fuel continuing concerns about where
the work of individual scholars fits, how it
can best be assessed, and optimal trajectories
for future research. Those concerns can dis-
place attention to basic questions about where
and how visual studies intersect with empiri-
cal inquiry. Understanding that intersection,
however, requires inspection of not only the
branches of empirical inquiry, among which
visual studies may or may not hold its own,
but also its roots.

VISUAL ROOTS

Many characterizations of empirical research
refer, at least loosely, to three somewhat
distinct activity sets: observation and data
collection; data analysis and interpretation;
and writing and reporting. There’s nothing
about this tripartite formulation that grants
special distinctions to social or cultural
studies that focus on visual objects of inquiry
or make use of visual research methods or
study skills. Distinctions of just that sort,
however, appear if we unpack these three sets
into the challenges they present to research-
ers in managing the material dimensions of
their work.

Material challenges of empirical
inquiry

For purposes of this analysis, I'll comment
on five of these challenges, each defined
by the need to convert one set of research
materials into another. As displayed in
Table 3.1, the material challenges for
observation and data collection appear as
researchers try to convert observations to
records and records to artifacts. Data analysis
and interpretation are linked to two other
material transformations and challenges:
converting artifacts to data sets and data sets
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Table 3.1 Stages of empirical research: activity sets and material challenges

Stages/activity set

Material challenges

From

To

Generation removed
(from phenomena)

Observation and data
collection

Data analysis and
interpretation

Writing and reporting

Observations of
phenomena

Records of individual
observations

Artifact collection
(records organized
as collection)

Data set (artifact
collection organized
as evidence)

Data-display patterns
(data set organized
to display patterns)

Records of individual observations
(durable materials, one step
removed from phenomena)

Artifact collection (multiple records
that include provenance
information, meta-data, etc.)

Data set (i.e. artifact collection
organized as evidence for
examining specific research
question)

Data-display patterns (data sets
organized to make visible
patterns of evidence salient to
research questions)

Lesson (data-display pattern
organized to communicate
with specific audience)

1

5+

to data-display patterns. Restated within the
same typology, writing and reporting entails
the challenge of converting data-display pat-
terns to lessons for teaching research results
to researchers, journalists, policymakers, the
public, and so on.

Each activity set listed in the left column
of Table 3.1 builds on the preceding, as does
each material transformation listed on the
right. Moving down the rows of Table 3.1
thus corresponds, on both sides, with a shift
in attention from source phenomena and
observation protocols to audience character-
istics and reporting protocols. As noted in
the far right column, research materials
resulting from each transformation are one
additional generation removed from the
source phenomena.

The material transformations listed in
Table 3.1 are distinctive to empirical research.
Other forms of inquiry, such as speculation,
spiritualism, meditation, projective expres-
sion, and fantasy, can generate insights and
new ideas independent of material realities.
Practitioners of these approaches have
no need to wrestle with the challenges

of converting research evidence from one
material form to another. Within empirical
investigations, however, materiality—and,
by extension, research materials—play an
essential and somewhat inviolate role.
Lacking material representations of phenom-
ena and observations, investigations lack
empirical warrant.

Recognizing that empirical research is
grounded in various forms of material
evidence has several implications. One of
these is to define a common ground between
the physical, natural, and social sciences—all
of which value strategies and instruments
that can read, measure, or otherwise sense
the materiality of their focal phenomena.
Another is to feature and foreground the
logistics of managing research materials as a
key element of research practice. Yet another
is to represent the material culture of scien-
tific inquiry as a key context shaping research
conduct and new knowledge. The material
culture of empirical inquiry thus links the
material foundations of scientific theorizing
with the material circumstances in which
researchers exercise their craft.
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Empirical researchers exercise the specit-
ics of this craft when they convert transitory
observations into durable records, when
they manage those records as evidence, and
when they communicate evidence patterns
to others. In pragmatic terms, this kind
of conversion, management, and communi-
cation requires researchers to link ideas and
things.

Visual symbols, signs, cues, figures, repre-
sentations, illustrations, and media can
function as a kind of flux that broadens and
deepens potential contacts between ideas
and things. By attending to these visual props
and properties, researchers can be more pre-
cise and complete in how they articulate
research ideas with research things—for
example, how they specify the significance
of empirical evidence for challenging or sup-
porting research propositions, concepts, and
models. With this in mind, skills in working
with visual props and properties can help
researchers achieve what Ragin characterizes
as the goal of empirical inquiry: ‘to link the
empirical and the theoretical—to use theory
to make sense of evidence and to use
evidence to sharpen and refine theory’ (1992:
224-225). As a preface for examining what
this assistance can entail for empirical social
inquiry, let me describe how it works for
empirical inquiry in general.

Converting materials
step by step

A more complete picture of how skills in
working with visual materials and represen-
tations—for example, ‘visual study skills’—
can help researchers move from empirical
observation through analysis and research
reporting appears as answers to questions
about the material transformations listed
in Table 3.1. What tools and strategies
are valued by researchers in effecting each
transformation? What potential problems
and solutions do these entail for addressing
material challenges farther down the line?
And where might the crafts of making such

transformations take a researcher closer to or
farther away from initial objects of inquiry?

Observation to records

As a collective enterprise, the empirical sci-
ences require evidence that is durable, stable,
portable, and communicable. Memories of
sensory observations—what I saw or heard,
tasted or smelled a short or long moment
ago—represent only a small step in the
desired direction. Written notes and drawings
go farther, as do audio or visual recordings
and other instrumented record making.
Research strategies that make use of these
tools and technologies convert transitory acts
of observation to the more durable material-
ity of observation records.

Visual study skills can play an important
role in many conversions of this sort, and not
just those that involve optical recording. It’s
through visual inspection that naturalists
determine what specimens and samples are
available and which of these are most feasi-
ble to collect. Visual representations on
measuring devices and display screens are
key in recording material specifications,
including those that place specimens in con-
texts of time, space, and physical circum-
stances. Visual cues are also useful to social
scientists in judging physical and social
boundaries and tie-signs (for example, visual
indications of what goes with what), tracking
activities and conversations over time, notic-
ing social and environmental change (Rieger,
2003), and reviewing research records in the
field—on their own or in consultation with
research subjects. As a visual study skill
relevant to studying a wide range of phenom-
ena, ‘looking closely’ is also valued in
converting observations to records.

Above and beyond looking closely, other
visual study skills can be put to good use in
converting observations to records. These
include documentary applications of visual
recording media, the analysis of visual
materials, and the production and analysis
of visual representations. These skills are
useful to studies of artifacts, activities, and
symbolic cultural phenomena. For artifacts
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and activities, researchers can use photogra-
phy and videography to create visual records
of what they see in the field. For aspects of
culture that cannot be observed directly,
researchers can use visual materials to elicit
or crystallize subject commentaries.
Scholars who investigate some forms of
material culture can make the shift from
observation to record by collecting the mate-
rials they are observing—the stock in trade
of botanists, archaeologists, geologists, and
so on. However, collecting is only feasible
for materials small enough to transport and
store and for those the researcher can legiti-
mately acquire. For larger materials and
those that have to stay put—by reason of law,
ethics, scholarly integrity, or good sense—
researchers must convert what they can see,
hear, taste, or feel to notes and drawings,
specifications (for example, measurements
of volume, color, dimension, specific gravity,
radioactivity, and so on), or analog depic-
tions such as those created through evocative
writing or audio or visual recordings. Visual
study skills are essential to this process.

Record to artifact

Empirical researchers are expected to
document and make explicit the circum-
stances in which phenomena are observed
and observations recorded. Through this
kind of documentation, individual records
become artifacts wedded to the contextual
information necessary to understand and
appreciate them as evidence for empirical
inquiries. For archaeological collections, this
information, or meta-data, is used to classify
materials by time, place, function, associated
materials, collection/collector, and so on.
Similar kinds of information are required to
make good use of interview transcripts and
field notes, survey responses, focus group
interviews, code sheets, and audio-visual
recordings.

Some materials are better than others
in recording or preserving contextual infor-
mation. Audio and video recordings, for
example, can capture collateral information
about the material surround that observers

might leave out of notes and drawings. When
records themselves lack contextual informa-
tion, researchers have to obtain this from
other sources—through additional observa-
tion or from commentary by subjects and
other researchers about records already in
hand. Records that can be retained and pre-
sented in the form of visual imagery are
particularly well suited to this process.

A host of visual cues and icons are also
available to researchers in attaching meta-
data to records and marking conversion of
records to artifacts. At the most mundane
level these involve labels and tags for paper
or digital folders, blank or populated boxes in
database screen views, and other forms of
materials processing.

Beyond the task of linking individual
records and meta-data, the shift from record
to artifact presents researchers with the
challenge of visualizing relationships
between the theoretical focus and boundaries
of a study and the adequacy of their empiri-
cal evidence. Many researchers have found
graphic organizers such as diagrams, charts,
tables, and other figures to be extremely
helpful in this process—see Miles and
Huberman (1994) for a rich collection of
examples. Knowing how to create visual rep-
resentations of objects and ideas can be
extremely useful in this regard, including
skills in drawing figures, creating digital
flow charts and animations, and displaying
multiple images for comparative analysis.
While some of these skills can be acquired
through formal programs of study, many are
also available through popular folk practices
and consumer-level software applications.

Artifact to data set

Artifact collections include records organ-
ized by attribute, meta-data, and provenance,
including information about where they came
from and what they entail. A data set is com-
posed of artifacts organized by their relevance
to specific research questions and hypothe-
ses. Data are always a set defined by the
research questions for which the set might
provide empirical answers. Lacking the
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organizing principle of a research question,
records and artifacts remain just that.

In converting a collection of artifacts to
a data set, researchers can use some of
the same tools and strategies that work for
converting records to artifacts. However, data
sets also require researchers to explicate the
focus of a study in terms that interest other
researchers—not just documentarian or folk
communities whose members care only about
recording culture and social life, and for
whom a project’s final form may be an arti-
fact collection.

New media and evolving computing
resources have radically enriched the crafts
through which social researchers can trans-
form artifact collections into data sets in
two key respects. First, the transition from
artifact to data set can now be approached
dynamically, as a real-time exploration of
multi-dimensional records and artifacts.
Though inductive approaches of this sort
have characterized fieldwork for decades,
the analytical tools for supporting them
have increased significantly as databases
developed a capacity to incorporate multi-
dimensional and multi-media records.
Second, and closely related to dynamic anal-
ysis tools, computing software and new
media forms have expanded the potential for
visual inspection and design of scientific data
sets. An obvious resource in this regard is the
kind of articulation now common between
graphic display applications and quantitative
and qualitative record keeping. With a few
keystrokes, graphs and figures can be created
from quantitative relationships. Current
generation ‘search and find’ applications can
just as easily create visual displays of text
string frequencies and distributions. Computer
software also makes it relatively easy to com-
pare, scan, sort, cluster, and sequence a wide
range of multi-media artifacts—including
image and audio files—and to format the
results to facilitate direct visual inspection.

Dynamic analyses of high bandwidth data-
bases and tools that facilitate visual database
inspection have had a substantial impact
in the physical and social sciences and in

the humanities. They also have special sig-
nificance for researchers working with audio
or visual materials. By incorporating and
retaining multi-media records in their origi-
nal form, these tools allow researchers to
work directly with high-fidelity representa-
tions of social and cultural phenomena—and
to do so from observation to record to artifact
and data set, or even beyond. For investiga-
tions of source phenomena that are them-
selves audio or visual materials—family
photographs, scientific diagrams, television
or motion pictures, magazine advertisements,
etc.—this eidetic correspondence can
continue from the beginning to the end of the
inquiry process.

Data set to data-display pattern
A data set links records of known provenance
(artifacts) to research questions. Making
these links explicit creates a kind of virtual
laboratory within which researchers can use
patterns of empirical evidence to frame,
clarify, and answer research questions.
However, while the patterns are inherent to
the data set, they become visible only when
the data set is organized and formatted
to reveal them. Data-set design is thus a
significant challenge for the conduct of
empirical inquiry and the craft of creating,
and managing different kinds of data sets is a
resource of considerable value, within which
visual study skills are a key ingredient.
Inspecting either source phenomena or a
data set is a transitory act. To move beyond
what the researcher notices, observations
must also be noted. Conversions of this
kind require researchers to create cognate
representations that weld the idea of a data-
display pattern to a particular material form.
Charts, graphs, figures, flowcharts, two-
and three-dimensional models, tables and
catalytic images, animations, texts and arti-
facts can all come into play as researchers try
to convert observed data-display patterns to
material form. So, too, can skills in editing
such representations in different media and
presentation formats. Some scholars have
examined the form and syntax of this kind of



VISUAL STUDIES AND EMPIRICAL SOCIAL INQUIRY 63

data-display as natural phenomena in their
own right, and some of those (Tukey, 1977;
Tufte, 1983, 1990, 1997) have offered guide-
lines for how to use displays of this sort more
effectively.

Depending on how artifacts and databases
are constructed, converting patterns observed
to durable displays can be managed within
the database itself. A computer database can
convert a table of frequencies to a printed pie
chart or bar chart, for example, or find and
display a video recording corresponding to a
particular configuration of meta-data. But
these features are limited to the kinds
of records and artifacts they include. The
frequency tables won’t generate video output
unless the video files have been incorporated
earlier on, and a database of video artifacts
won’t generate frequencies unless meta-data
for those artifacts are formatted so they can
be counted and summed.

As amore general rule, the fidelity of data-
display representations to source phenomena
is a matter of continuing concern. Richly
detailed and visually engaging displays can
be a great resource in communicating about
research to diverse audiences. However,
they can also be generated through artifacts
and data sets that differ profoundly from
the source phenomena they are supposed to
represent.

Dynamic, visually arresting and engaging
displays of summative indicators are part and
parcel of contemporary research presenta-
tions and policy discourse. When their attrac-
tions encourage misperceptions of source
phenomena, however, they compromise
empirical inquiry. The prevalence of
high-impact data displays in contemporary
journalism and policymaking is an important
reminder that converting research materials
from record to artifact to data set, and so on,
shapes both research and public knowledge
of culture and social life.

Data-display pattern to lesson

If a given data set is extremely well aligned
with those used by other researchers, report-
ing a new pattern can challenge or support

existing theories. The more common situa-
tion, however, is one in which a researcher
must make the case that data patterns are
significant for understanding a particular set
of phenomena. The shorthand version of this
challenge is the need to ‘publish’ research,
but a more felicitous perspective is that
researchers have to ‘teach’ their colleagues
something significant for which their research
data sets provide relevant, new information
(Wagner, 1987). Publications can certainly
work well for this kind of teaching, but so
can presentation in other formats, including
lectures, workshops, websites, and interac-
tive DVDs (that allow other scholars to
explore data and to discern, on their own, the
same data-set patterns), handbooks, individ-
ual consultations, television programs, exhib-
its, and so on.

Considered within the full compass of
their professional lives—writing research
proposals and reports, preparing memos
to request additional funding or personnel,
evaluating programs, teaching and mentoring
students, and so on—most academic research-
ers approach these broadly defined ‘teaching’
challenges with a variety of visual media and
presentation tools. These require skills in
creating and editing visual representations,
using visual materials (including representa-
tions of this sort) to stimulate questions and
comments from others, and examining how
people are likely to ‘see things’ as a context
in which new concepts and insights can be
taught more or less effectively. Visual study
skills become especially important when
researchers try to teach public or lay audi-
ences about their work, audiences that may
have political, social, or personal concerns
that overlap only in part with a researcher’s
disciplinary community.

As these comments hopefully illustrate,
the skills researchers bring to bear as they
construct, organize, analyze, and present
evidence for projects of empirical inquiry
insinuate significant visual dimensions into
their research, even when their objects and
methods of inquiry have nothing to do with
visual studies. These visual dimensions
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derive from the emphasis empirical inquiry
places on using material evidence to
challenge or support concepts, theories, and
models and from the value of visual study
skills in helping researchers to link ideas
and things.

Considered across the material transfor-
mations noted above, the visual study skills
valuable to researchers correspond in impor-
tant respects to the skills listed earlier as a
defining dimension of visual studies as
a branch of empirical social inquiry. This
correspondence between roots and branch
has critical and reflexive implications that
are worth exploring further through visual
studies of the practice of empirical inquiry
and empirical studies of visual studies
practice. As a small step in the second direc-
tion, it’s worth considering whether some
forms of material evidence present special
challenges and opportunities for visual stud-
ies in supporting empirical social inquiry.

VISUAL MATERIALS AND SOCIAL
INQUIRY

Compared with other resources for convert-
ing observations to records, artifacts, and
data sets, visual media and materials have
some distinctive strengths and weaknesses
when standing in for evidence of culture and
social life. Strengths include their analog
fidelity to the visual, spatial, and (for video-
tape) temporal dimensions of source phe-
nomena, a capacity to materialize perceptions
of researchers and research subjects and to
generate eidetic representation of other visual
materials. As an extension of these special
features, visual recording media are also well
suited to elicit and capture collateral and
contextual data.

The weaknesses of visual media and mate-
rials for purposes of empirical social inquiry
include the potential for a kind of commodity
fetishism (in which the sui generis attractions
of visual materials displace attention to the
phenomena they are intended to represent),

the power to generate more collateral and
contextual data than researchers can analyze,
and the technical demands of visual technol-
ogies appropriate to a given area of research
activity. To clarify the scope of these strengths
and weaknesses, and their significance for
visual studies as both branch and root of
empirical inquiry, let me comment on each
in turn.

Phenomenal fidelity

Depending on the media through which they
are materialized, some research records, arti-
facts, and data sets can be examined as an
analog of their associated source phenomena
while others cannot. Media formatted to
record the passage of time, for example, such
as audiotapes and videotapes, can reflect
analog fidelity to how time passes within
social and cultural processes. Media format-
ted to display spatial relationships (three-
dimensional modeling, photographs, and
maps) can provide analogous representations
of the spatial organization of social and
cultural activities. Media that support written
or spoken language (text on paper or audio
recordings) provide analog fidelity for differ-
ent forms of spoken or written discourse
that represent, in turn, an analog of how
people think. Drawings, photographs, and
videotapes can achieve something similar for
how they see.

The potential for analogical analysis
depends on the homology of research materi-
als and source phenomena. In much the same
way, the extent to which material transforma-
tions noted in Table 3.1 reduce fidelity
depends on the homology of materials from
one stage or generation to the next. For
example, a researcher could take a video
recording of an interview (a ‘record’ in the
typology described in the preceding section)
and convert it to an annotated written tran-
script (an ‘artifact’). But the researcher could
also effect the record-to-artifact transition by
simply annotating the video recording. The
first approach generates artifacts that lend
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themselves to text analysis tools and strate-
gies, but forgoes nuances of the subject’s
gestures and voice and thereby reduces
fidelity. By retaining voice and gesture, the
second approach maintains greater fidelity to
the source interview, but can leave the
researcher with multi-media artifacts that are
more complex than artifacts limited to text
alone.

Trade-offs such as these reflect an abiding
tension within empirical research between
phenomenal fidelity and data reduction.
Investigators who value phenomenal fidelity
would like material transformations leading
through a research project to subtract or add
as little as possible to salient features of
source phenomena. Preserving phenomenal
fidelity at all costs, however, can leave
researchers with multi-dimensional records,
artifacts, and data sets that exceed the
capacity of their most efficient analysis
tools, quantitative tools in particular.
Investigators intent on using these analysis
tools must be willing to simplify and con-
dense the complexity of research materials
and live with the loss of empirical fidelity
that entails.

Correspondence with source phenomena
can be enhanced by creating data sets that
specify relationships between different
aspects, dimensions, and features of source
phenomena or that depict source phenomena
analogically. A continuous video recording
of a wedding, assassination, or child devel-
opment class, for example, will display activ-
ities in the same sequence and duration as
they occurred in the event itself. Because
they are linked mechanically to the material-
ity, time, and space occupied by the source
phenomena, recordings exhibit a kind of
homology (on these dimensions, at least) for
which inspection of the data set can generate
more detailed information about source
phenomena themselves.

As a special case of phenomenal fidelity,
visual (and audio) research materials can
play a special role in studies of artifacts that
are themselves visual (or audio) materials.
Researchers who study family photographs,

websites, Hollywood films, political buttons
and posters, radio programs, fashion design,
storytelling, or security camera videos can
work routinely with extremely high-fidelity
copies of their focal source phenomena.
These copies allow both researchers and
audiences to view (or hear) phenomena in the
same material form—though not the same
social contexts—as they could be appre-
hended in the field. This enables researchers
to retain intimate contact with source phe-
nomena throughout the inquiry process, or
even to invite research colleagues and other
audiences to examine directly the source
phenomena at the center of their studies.

This special feature of multi-media record-
ings does not mean that scholarship about
visual materials can only proceed as a series
of visual studies projects. Nor does it mean
that all photo- or videographic research
records have the same epistemological status.
Photo and video records that appear in social
and cultural inquiry may or may not consti-
tute source data. But when source phenom-
ena are themselves audio-visual materials,
they can be presented to other scholars
(and lay audiences) in ways that are not
possible for other elements of culture and
social life.

The source phenomena observed by Erving
Goffman for the analysis reported in Asylums
(1963) or The Presentation of Self in Everyday
Life (1959), for example, were recorded as
field notes that very few people have ever
seen. These differ in form and content from
the mass media photographs Goffman exam-
ined in writing Gender Advertisements
(1976). Within that publication, Goffman
included a good sample of the image artifacts
he collected. These do not just depict, but
actually constitute source phenomena for his
study. As such, they also define a class of
imagery—representations of how producers
and consumers visualized images of men,
women, adults, and children in mid-twentieth
century American culture—that many read-
ers can access on their own.

The photographs in Gender Advertisements
thus provide a different kind of empirical
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warrant from the photographs through which
Margaret Mead and Gregory Bateson exam-
ined cultural practices (including gender
display) in Balinese culture (1942). Bateson
and Mead made photographs as records
of other phenomena that interested them.
Their images might do a good job of
depicting culture and social life, but did not
constitute the phenomena at the center of
their interests—though the same photographs
have constituted just that for subsequent
examinations of Mead and Bateson’s work
(Sullivan, 1999).

Contextual and collateral evidence

In materializing observations, a key differ-
ence between a drawing or written note and a
photograph or video recording is that the
drawing or note will include only those
details noticed and added by the observer. In
contrast to this wholly deliberative process,
the photograph or video record will quite
likely include visible details that fell within
the camera’s field of view that, at the time,
escaped the attention and interest of the pho-
tographer. This contrast makes machine
records, such as photographs and audio or
video recordings, extremely useful in collect-
ing contextual evidence related to the focal
phenomena of a study, the circumstances in
which artifacts are found or collected, or
otherwise acquired, and the terms by which
researchers participated in a field setting.

The contributions of audio-visual record-
ing in collecting contextual and collateral
evidence include the opportunity such mate-
rials provide to stimulate the remembered
experience of both researcher and research
subjects. This can occur for researchers in
reviewing and logging their recordings and
for research subjects through various image-
elicitation protocols. In both cases, the mix
of focal and collateral information contained
in machine-recorded artifacts can prompt
discussions that help place focal phenomena
within a context of broader social and cul-
tural interchange.

If one upside of photographs, videotapes,
and other machine recordings is their power
to capture, represent, depict, or even consti-
tute data that can contextualize focal
phenomena, a downside is the cost in research
time and attention of sorting through rivers
of information when a small stream might
suffice. These trade-offs, however, are
neither inevitable nor straightforward. Most
researchers have to keep at least one eye
open for ways to finish projects, not just start
them, and reducing the gross quantity of
data that needs to be processed can be a valu-
able step in that direction. But avoiding,
simplifying, and reducing multi-media data
for convenience’s sake alone is somewhat
suspect, in part because convenience varies
with both the researcher’s experience and
technical skill.

Tools, skills, and multi-media
seductions

In trying to achieve both phenomenal fidelity
and efficient data reduction, researchers can
benefit greatly from strategies and tool-kits
for working with complex, multi-dimensional
records, artifacts, and data sets. As a loose
corollary, a lack of either experience or tools
has discouraged more than a few researchers
from working with forms of data—including
audio and video recordings—that seem inher-
ently messy.

Relative to texts and numbers, multi-media
research records and artifacts do present dis-
tinctive challenges. These warrant respect,
but not fear or dread, for at least two reasons.
First, multi-media records can be wrestled
into shape by applying the same observation
strategies researchers have used for decades
to structure direct observations in the field—
looking closely, taking good notes, and
coding for key dimensions and variables.
Second, beyond those traditional approaches,
researchers can also call on a wide range
of computer-assisted database, record keep-
ing, logging, editing, and store-and-retrieve
software.



VISUAL STUDIES AND EMPIRICAL SOCIAL INQUIRY 67

In times past, tools needed to work with
multi-media materials were expensive and
the requisite skills considerable—and
perhaps best acquired through advanced
technical training. Increasingly, however,
practical understanding of how to make, edit,
and organize multi-media materials has
become a routine feature of generalized
computer literacy. Folk practices of photo
and video documentation—including the
collection, annotation, and organization of
image, sound, and video files—have evolved
in both technical and conceptual complexity;
these currently represent a resource that
researchers can draw upon to support their
own empirical inquiries.

The downside of having these tools and
skills readily available is that researchers
may be tempted to use them even when they
are inappropriate to a particular study or line
of inquiry. Indeed, the potential for commod-
ity fetishism, in which the aesthetic and
symbolic attractions of particular tools and
materials displace and override attention to
the phenomena they are intended to repre-
sent, is a persistent concern among social
researchers. Photographs, video recordings,
three-color charts and graphs, pull quotes
and catchy titles, correlation coefficients and
confidence levels, evocative prose and
detailed spreadsheets can all be invoked to
make an empirical study seem more vital,
thorough, or credible than it is. And, while
good editing and presentation may depend on
technical, as well as substantive, knowledge,
scholars who oversell the significance of
particular tools or materials court the suspi-
cion and disdain of other researchers.

Within the social sciences, concerns about
this kind of fetishism have fueled more
challenges to photographs and video record-
ings than to other kinds of research materials.
On the one hand, this is understandable.
Many people make photographs and videos
that celebrate the image as a commodity
in its own right (for example, fine art photo-
graphs and feature films) or that advertise
the attractions of specific products, perspec-
tives, and ideas. Against the backdrop of this

persuasion-oriented mediascape, it’s worth
considering how a particular photograph or
video recording might or might not serve as
evidence for social inquiry. But those ques-
tions are also worth asking about numbers
and texts, as all three forms of representation
can be manipulated, hijacked, or fetishized to
diminish rather than increase our understand-
ing of culture and social life. In general,
looking for good data and determining how
good the data look involves a delicate
balance between phenomenal fidelity, data
reduction, and what it takes to communicate
findings to colleagues and other audiences:
that’s as true for visual materials as it is for
numbers and texts, but not any more so.

FORMING NEW KNOWLEDGE

Visual studies scholars have no monopoly on
developing new knowledge of culture and
social life. Imagery is not the only game in
town and perspectives that emphasize other
dimensions are equally important to empiri-
cal social inquiry. However, familiarity with
visual studies objects of inquiry, methods
and skills can prepare researchers to make
more rational and effective methodological
choices. Whether or not scholars who develop
this familiarity come to see their discipline or
the world differently, there’s a good chance
they’ll be more skilled in developing empiri-
cally sound accounts of what they notice and
have to say.

This prospect is both enriched and compli-
cated, however, by the linked growth of
interdisciplinary work with computer literacy
and skills in multi-media production. Taken
together, these have fostered an increasingly
vital relationship between the media
and methods of empirical inquiry—defined
by the material transformations described
above—and contemporary folk life. New
media tools that have made it much easier
for researchers to create multi-media
records of culture and social life have also
increased exponentially the range of related
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folk materials that are now available to
researchers. Whether or not researchers
incorporate these materials into their own
research, they point to folk practices that
overlap in part with some visual study objects
and methods of inquiry, particularly as these
reflect interdisciplinary approaches. This
kind of overlap may increase opportunities
for researchers to share visual studies projects
with students, subjects, and lay audiences,
but they also heighten the challenge of distin-
guishing visual studies that warrant serious
scholarly attention from those that don’t.
Jay Ruby (1973) worried over this issue
some decades ago as a concern that anthro-
pologists’ photographs were more likely to
reflect the conventions of ‘home mode’
(Chalfen, 1987) family snapshots than the
research tenets of their own discipline. This
generalization may or may not have been
true—and may be more or less true now than
it was when Ruby first wrote about it.
However, it rests on a notion of the home
mode that is too simple to account for the
visual documents of culture and social life
that have been created in recent years by
consumers with no obvious research back-
ground in the social sciences. In this respect,
it may be less telling that some field research-
ers have a tendency to make images in the
home mode than that some home- mode
enthusiasts—including children, artists, and
activists—have taken up audio and visual
recording with imagination enough to sup-
port significant social and visual inquiries.
Along those lines, my own reviews of
image-sharing websites such as YouTube®,
fickr®, vimeo™, and Facebook® reveal a
wealth of vernacular visual study projects
that could enrich the collective enterprise of
social scientific inquiry. Prominent among
these are photo and video documents of
social activities, cultural events and rituals,
artifact collections and archives, ‘think-
aloud’ accounts that range in focus from
learning to use a new software program to
shooting a wild turkey with a bow and arrow
(and include pretty much everything in
between) and projects to explicitly compare

different elements of culture and social life
(personal appearance, arrangements of
household possessions, individual and group
construction projects at different stages of
development, urban or rural landscapes,
changing family structures, and so on). Some
of these folk materials have such strong
expressive dimensions that they are best
viewed as evidence about the vision
and skills of the individuals who put them
together—and not much more. But others
seem to give a good account of the subjects
in front of the camera, not just behind it, and
mirror the kind of content and provenance
that researchers look for in artifacts and
records that can support empirical social
inquiry (Wagner, 2007).

Most folk products that achieve this kind
of evidentiary standard present photographs
or video recordings without the kind
of analysis we’ve come to expect from aca-
demic social research. In terms of the research
materials’ typology reviewed earlier, they are
best described as collections of records
and artifacts. In some cases, however, these
collections achieve high levels of phenome-
nal fidelity and come with enough contextual
or meta-data to support additional analysis.
And a few folk projects include evidence and
analysis that are both visually intriguing and
significant (see, for example, the oktrends
blog for the online dating site OkCupid:
http://blog.okcupid.com/).

Within Ruby’s reasoning about this matter,
these online collections of visual folk docu-
ments might be of interest to social research-
ers, but they would fall short of constituting
social scientific inquiry in their own right.
I’'m inclined to agree, but only up to a point.
An increasing number of social scientists—
and I include myself among them—have
found these vernacular visual studies projects
of value to disciplinary research and teach-
ing: as illustrations, data sets, catalytic cases,
evidence of natural variation, counter exam-
ples, existence proofs, and so on. And an
increasing number of scholars, museums,
galleries, and agencies have uploaded
research and teaching materials of their own
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to some of the same sites that support ver-
nacular image sharing. Searching on these
sites for terms such as ritual, material culture,
social reproduction, technology, or the name
of a particular culture or social group can
frequently bring up visual imagery (photo-
graphs, drawings, charts, and video record-
ings) from both folk producers and academics.
This confluence does not equate folk projects
of visual documentation with systematic
social research, but the parallels are strong
enough to consider the contributions of
each to new knowledge of culture and social
life—for both research communities and the
public.

When viewed as an emerging interface
between social scientific and folk inquiries,
visual studies also seems to highlight a seam
between what Marx regarded as the means
and modes of production—in this case, the
production of knowledge about culture and
social life. As the technological means and
tools of knowledge production change,
they can become more or less at odds with
existing modes of knowledge production,
including relationships between those whose
labor produces knowledge and those who
control its valuation, exchange, and distribu-
tion. In terms of participation, visual refer-
ents and the ambiguity of material and virtual
interchange, a shift of just this sort has
increasingly challenged the dominant nodes
and protocols of knowledge production,
within which research universities and scien-
tific disciplines have played a central role.

A growing rift between knowledge-
production technologies and traditional
modes of knowledge control is apparent in
the increasingly unsettled role of universities,
libraries, and media industries and in the
conflict over state provisions for managing
intellectual and cultural property. These
developments may not be a revolution in the
making, but they represent at least the possi-
bility of continuing change and substantial
dislocation within and around knowledge
production and distribution. Within these
dislocations, ideas about the ownership, con-
trol, distribution, attribution, and meaning of

visual representations are highly contested,
with significant consequences for scholarship,
individual expression, and community life.

Because of its continuities with the fault
line between means and modes of knowledge
production, visual studies represents a site of
considerable vitality and flux. As offshoot,
branch, and root, it has framed significant
empirical inquiries of culture and social life
for a century or more now, some of which
may well extend to the next century.
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Seeing Things: Visual
Research and Material

INTRODUCTION

How we think about material culture goes
hand in hand with how we think about
culture, and it also shapes how we approach
visual studies of culture and social life. As
I will explore below, these definitional mat-
ters are also matters of theory. Propositions
about the relationship of culture, materiality,
and visibility implicate ideas about how
people live, what they care about, who they
are, what they see, and how they look.

Many sociologists, anthropologists, and
lay communities think of material culture as
the physical artifacts of a particular group of
people. This ‘world of things’ includes food-
stuffs, clothing, tools, family photographs,
decorative beadwork or tattoos, religious
regalia and relics, drugs, server farms, home
and office furnishings—and the homes and
offices themselves—dolls, toys, armaments,
automobiles, and much more.

To the extent that they are material,
bounded, and accessible, these manifestations

Culture

Jon Wagner

of material culture can become interesting
objects of visual inquiry. We can understand
quite well, for example, the value of
visual studies of the materials involved in
food preparation and consumption (Pepin,
1976; Lifchez and Winslow, 1979), marriage
or funeral practices (Norfleet, 1979; Secretan,
1995), dairy farming (Harper, 2001),
timber harvesting (Rieger, 2003), electoral
campaigns, or imprisonment (Lyon, 1971;
Jackson, 1977).

As an implicit complement to the world of
things, both scholars and lay audiences also
affirm the significance of symbolic, non-
material dimensions of culture and social
life. Depending on discipline or disposition,
these non-material elements can include how
people think about their history, time and
place, the universe, children and adults,
work, play, life and death, family and com-
munity. Ideals for judging beauty, fairness,
power, religiosity, and other such matters
also fall within this non-material realm, as do
typologies by which people sort out flora and
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fauna, kinship, political persuasions, what
can and cannot be owned, and so on.

These forms of ideation cannot be observed
directly, but they can be inferred from what
people say, what they do, and the materials
they work with. Through interactive image-
making and interview strategies (Collier,
1967; Spindler, 1987; Hoskins, 1998; Clark,
1999; Clark-Ibanez, 2009), visual research
methods can also play an important role in
helping to construct such inferences from
both researcher and subject points of view.

In the last few decades, the vitality of these
complementary orientations has fueled an
expanded appreciation of material culture
and an enhanced role for visual studies in
investigating culture and social life. In the
remainder of this chapter, I will review some
of these developments and implications. But
one notable implication, to my way of think-
ing, is that the terms ‘material culture’ and
‘visual studies’ may not provide the best
framework for guiding empirical research in
this area, for at least three reasons:

First, the broad bifurcation of cultural stud-
ies into material and non-material domains has
too often neglected how members of a culture
act and behave, individually and in consort
with others. Attending to what people actually
do—as social, psychological and physical
beings that embody cultural practices—blurs
boundaries between things and ideas, the
material and non-material, the visual and non-
visual (Bronner, 1986). As a special instance
of this ambiguity, the human body appears as
a significant ‘material’ for the production and
distribution of culture and corporeal behavior
as an important, but frequently neglected,
domain of material culture (Bell, 2009).

Second, by granting primacy to visual
appearances, visual studies of material
culture have often played a powerful role in
disconnecting artifacts from the social and
physical environments meaningful to their
original makers and users. This disassocia-
tion both reflects and enables the commoditi-
zation of cultural materials for distribution
and exchange within exogenous markets—
markets in which even products and artifacts

of social research can be appropriated for
ulterior purposes. Recent controversies over
legal attribution and control of cultural mate-
rials highlight the shortcomings of analyses
that presume clear and stable divides between
visual/material cultural forms and the social
contexts of their origins and first use
(Messenger, 1999; Lessig, 2004; Scafidi,
2005; Cuno, 2008; Lilley, 2008).

Third, new technologies of multi-media
representation have generated a host of virtual
locations, situations, transactions, relation-
ships, and other culturally significant pheno-
mena that are poorly accounted for by
traditional perspectives on material culture and
visual studies. Indeed, in their potential to link
cultural ideas and things through visual inspec-
tion and touch-based interaction, virtual reality
(VR) objects and environments have stimu-
lated changes in how we talk about and see the
world. References to being ‘online’ or ‘off;
for example, or ‘reading’ audio books and
podcasts, ‘talking’ with someone through online
chat, ‘going’ to or ‘visiting’ websites, writing or
reading on Facebook® ‘walls,” and so on, stand
some characteristic distinctions of material cul-
ture and visual study on their heads.

After reviewing several different orienta-
tions to material culture and their limitations
in addressing these and other concerns, I will
propose three propositions about culture,
materiality, visibility, and methods of visual
research that are hopefully more useful in
guiding visual research in this area. While
these propositions blur the commonsense
distinction between ideas and things,
understanding that distinction at face value is
an important step toward assessing contribu-
tions of visual research to the study of mate-
rial culture. With that in mind, things are by
far the best place to begin.

ARTIFACTS AND OTHER CULTURAL
MATERIALS

Compared with other noteworthy orienta-
tions, artifacts have been the stars of the
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material culture show. Both scholars and lay
audiences are wowed by physical objects that
people have fashioned or re-fashioned to sup-
port their culture and their lives. Museum
collections and exhibitions, films and video-
tape documentaries, and photography-rich
books lend a continuing vitality to this orien-
tation toward material culture. It’s part of
what we appreciate in Franz Boas’ analysis
of primitive art (1955), the King Tut exhibi-
tion (Edwards, 1976) once again making the
rounds of notable museums, Patricia Turner’s
(2009) thoughtful analysis of African-
American Quilters and Errol Morris’ (2009)
blogs about fake photographs.

Artifact-oriented studies can play an
important role in alerting scholars and lay
audiences to information and materials they
otherwise know little about—or misunder-
stand: Impressionist paintings, for example,
or the houses architects live in (Plumb,
1977), product histories of automobiles,
electrical virility devices (de la Pena, 2005),
Boy Scout uniforms (Mechling, 2001), or
Pez dispensers (Chertoff and Kahn, 2006).
Of particular interest in this regard are stud-
ies that document artifacts associated with a
particular time, people, and place, such as
Tom Wolfe’s (1965) impressionistic, but
well-researched, essays about custom car
culture in the mid-twentieth century and
Lynn White’s (1966) scholarly exegesis
of the stirrup in fourteenth-century France.
A convenience sample of artifact studies
from my personal library might include the
following:

e Erving Goffman’s (1976) catalog and analysis
of advertising photographs depicting male and
female subjects.

e David Anthony's The Lost World of Old Europe
(2010), a provocative history of early civilizations
in the Balkans.

e Three volumes of The Bowyer’s Bible (Hamm,
1992, 1993, 1994), an edited collection of illus-
trated essays about bows and arrows created
and used by different peoples around the world.

e A narrative catalog of John Baeder’s paintings
of diners from various locales across the USA
(1995).

e Volume 1 of the 7980 Scott’s Standard Postage
Stamp Catalogue (Hatcher, 1979) that identifies
all known stamps of the USA, United Nations,
and British Commonwealth of Nations, by the
year they were issued, face value and retail value
in 1980.

e Dozens of illustrated cookbooks.

e Robert Coles’ (1992) account of the drawings
that children prepared during meetings with him
as a therapist/interlocutor.

e Dana Salvo's (1997) photographs of home altars
in Mexico.

e David Levinthal's photographic study of the
1950s children’s playsets made by Louis Marx
and T. Cohn (1996).

e An illustrated history of the Airstream trailer
written by Burkhart and Hunt (2000).

e The Isn’t S/He a Doll? catalog of an exhibition
of African dolls at the Fowler Anthropology
Museum, UCLA (Cameron, 1966).

e Peter Menzel's (1994) masterful photographic
illustration of the contrasting life goods of
families in 30 different countries: Material
World.

The boundary between enthusiast and pro-
fessional scholarship is unclear in many
artifact studies, in part because of the broad
aesthetic draw of the artifacts themselves.
The same dynamic that brings both scholars
and school children to museums can engage
diverse audiences for other multi-media
representations: movies and television
programming, heritage villages and craft
workshops, and cultural re-enactments.
Within both scholarly and popular perspec-
tives, there is also broad recognition of
the artifact as a class of objects that reflects
substantial value added to its constituent
materials. This recognition recapitulates
Levi-Strauss’ attention to the moieties of
‘raw’ and ‘cooked,” enshrines the cultural
significance of the artifact over raw materials
and acknowledges tensions between the
two as a key signpost for reading a culture’s
particularities.

The significance of an artifact for social
and cultural studies, however, may corre-
spond only in part—or not at all—to its
visual apprehension as a discrete, material
object, for several reasons. First, boundaries
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between raw materials and fabricated objects
may be more relative than absolute. Some of
my own ‘food’ books, for example, include
nothing but ingredients, others nothing but
individual dishes, and others still menus for
special dinners and festivals.

Second, the significance of objects,
materials, and their origins varies both within
and across cultures (see Figure 4.1). Artifacts
can be regarded quite differently by commu-
nity members and outsiders, and within the
same group, materials may carry different
meanings for people who produce artifacts
and for those who only distribute or consume
them (Becker, 1986). In general, the
knowledge and skills that people bring to
material objects make them more or less
meaningful, not just for different cultural
groups but even to the same person at differ-
ent points in time (Kasten, 1987; Fisherkeller,
1997; McDonough, 1999).

As a third complication, material artifacts
can be used for purposes other than those
intended by their originators, makers, or
designers (Goffman, 1961; Bronner, 1999).
One person’s high-quality skipping stone
could be appropriated by someone else to
mark a path, offer a prayer, scare away a pest,
or cool a warm forehead. The cell phone used
to call home by one person might be used by
another to detonate an explosive device, or to
surreptitiously acquire confidential informa-
tion. The cookbook that one person consults
for recipes can be used by another to com-
plete a collection, to remember the family
member from whom it was inherited, or to
raise the seat of a chair high enough for a
child to sit at the dinner table.

Many artifacts of material culture travel
well and are photogenic enough to be referred
to in exhibition advertisements as ‘treasures,’
‘wonders,” and ‘exquisite, examples of a

Figure 4.1 Artifacts associated with one culture can be appropriated by people from
another and put to use in ways that have little if anything to do with their original
significance—as in this black-and-white photograph purchased for $2.00 from a vendor's
‘Ethnic/Culture’ collection at an ‘All Image Show’ in Emeryville, California, April 2010.
Unknown photographer
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distinctive art, craft, or technological tradi-
tion. When compared with ideas alone, dis-
crete objects of this sort can make culture
more visible and, purportedly, more ‘real’
Taken apart or looked at on their own, how-
ever, material objects have the potential to
detach theorizing about culture and social
life from actual cultures and social lives.

With these considerations in mind, the
ideal of seeing an entire world through a
handful of pottery shards—or a beaded vest,
funerary figurine, stained glass window, map
of the world, courtier’s or campaign consult-
ant’s handbook, family photograph or
Hollywood film—is not only ambitious, it’s
problematic. Shards, maps, books, photos, or
films may prove rich subjects for visual
study. Absent other kinds of evidence, how-
ever, the pictures they create of culture and
social life are not only incomplete but also
potentially misleading. Some of these short-
comings can be addressed by examining
artifacts within contexts of significance that
extend beyond their purely physical and
visual attributes—contexts, for example,
such as technology and social life.

TECHNOLOGY

Defined loosely as the constellation of
resources, tools, techniques, and strategies
necessary to accomplish something
(Mumford, 1963; Ellul, 1964), technologies
bring together some of the materials and
ideas that characterize culture and social life
and provide a functional context within which
artifacts, other materials, and behavior are
logically coordinated. While a plastered
house may be an intriguing object of inquiry,
so too are the social, material, and technical
arrangements necessary to produce or repair
it, some of which are visible for the New
Mexico home pictured in Figure 4.2.

A technology orientation to material
culture dims the brightness of artifact stars
and directs more attention toward the
material and social arrangements through

which artifacts are produced. This blurs
considerably the distinction—paramount in
the artifact orientation—between materials
that are found, cultivated, or fabricated. In
doing so, it also blurs distinctions between
materials, ideas, and behavior, in particular
the manual dexterity, athleticism, and
coordination that support craft, fabrication,
and design (Bronner, 1986). Though some
viewers may marvel at the intricate detail
visible in a figurine, basket, dance step,
computer program, or computer chip, others
may direct their wonder at the technologies,
physical skills, and social strategies that
made those details possible.

Technology orientations to material
culture are less common than examinations
of artifacts on their own, but several intrigu-
ing studies point the way toward continued
research value. Notable visual studies of food
technology, for example, include Deborah
Barndt’s (1997) cross-national study of
tomato production, Doug Harper’s (2001)
study of regional dairy farming and Harper
and Patrizia Faccioli’s (2010) study of Italian
meals—all of which foreground photographs
and analysis of artifacts within different, and
quite varied, production contexts.

Another exemplar is provided by Patricia
Greenfield’s (2004) longitudinal study of
Maya weaving in Chiapas Mexico. Through
archival records, detailed observation, and
photographic recording that span several
decades, Greenfield documented how the
means and significance of weaving produc-
tion evolved from one generation of adoles-
cent apprentices to the next. The photographs
of woven fabrics that appear in the book
based on this research are beautiful in their
own right, but Greenfield’s focus is less on
their significance and aesthetic qualities as
artifacts than on how visible differences in
materials and artifacts correspond to changes
in the social and cultural scheme of produc-
tion and a shift from collective toward
individual creativity.

Two other visual studies illustrate
the extremely broad range of material
phenomena that can be examined within a
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Figure 4.2 Fabricating artifacts typically involves materials, tools, craft knowledge,
bodies, and some form of social organization. Original caption: ‘Spanish-American women
replastering an adobe house. This is done once a year.” Chamisal, New Mexico. Photograph
by Russell Lee. The US Farm Security Administration/Office of War Information

technology framework. In Contesting the
Super Bowl, Dona Schwartz (1998) and her
colleagues provide a visually rich account of
the varied elements that contributed to the
1992 Super Bowl held in Minneapolis,
Minnesota. Once again, many interesting
materials are featured in photographs
appearing in the book. Rather than celebrate,
critique, or affirm these as individual arti-
facts, however, the author’s commentary
examines how different materials, arrange-
ments, and imagery were articulated in con-
structing and memorializing a spectacle of
local, national, and global dimensions.

Yet another intriguing application of the
technology orientation to material culture is
the ‘Director’s Cut’ commentary that Michael
Apted made in conjunction with his film,
42 Up, one of seven films in the ‘Up’ series
that documented the changing lives of a

dozen or so Britons. Apted examined the
films themselves (and individual scenes
within them) for what they portrayed, but he
also commented on the films as a kind of raw
material that became meaningful within the
construction of his life and the lives of
his subjects. In contrast to film scholars and
historians who might consider the films as
artifacts alone, Apted’s exegesis is more
attuned to the human and social contexts in
which he and his subjects were collaborators
in the technology of film production (Wagner,
2007).

All of these studies position artifacts within
contexts of production, use, and appreciation
by members of their culture of origin. In each
case, visual questions about what an artifact
‘looks like’ are complemented with substan-
tive questions about how artifacts are made
and used. And, for the examples I’ve noted,



78 THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF VISUAL RESEARCH METHODS

at least some dimensions of the latter are
examined by making or acquiring photo-
graphic or videographic records.

This notion of documenting technologies
(and their attendant skills, craft, and materi-
als) through visual recording has expanded
rapidly with the growth of digital media and
associated Internet distribution systems such
as YouTube®, iTunes,! and Vimeo™. These
increasingly visible folk practices strike some
chords that echo the enduring research value
of this approach (Mead and Bateson, 1977,
Mead, 1995). If we want to know how
Ishi used a bow and arrow, we can learn
something from the photographs and motion
pictures that Alfred and Theodora Kroeber
had the foresight to make of him doing just
that (Kroeber, 2002). In terms of the studies
noted above, much the same can be said for
milking cows, producing the Super Bowl,
weaving, and making a film. As a result of a
rapidly developing videographic folk culture,
we can now also catch glimpses of countless
other materials and technologies as they are
recorded and posted online to broad public
access.

As a context for understanding material
artifacts—and as a framework for the
analysis of material culture in general—
technology directs attention to how design
decisions, the social organization of effort
and attention, craft and performance skills,
and material resources are articulated with
the processes of production. This articulation
can help account for why a material object
might take the form it does within a particu-
lar culture or local application.

While this emphasis on production and
purpose can be helpful, it reflects three
enduring challenges for visual studies
of material culture. First, it requires some
understanding of the multiple purposes and
intentions that guide production cycles for
different cultural groups. Second, it requires
access and observations of the activities—
including subtle handcrafts and social
relations that are difficult enough to notice,
let alone document—through which
relatively raw materials become artifacts.

Third, with their emphasis on goal-directed
and utilitarian behavior, technology accounts
may neglect the expressive and playful
qualities of both activities and arranged
materials.

The first two challenges can be addressed
somewhat through intimate familiarity and the
exercise of expert observation and recording
skills, but the third challenge questions whether
technology is the most appropriate way to
think about play, art, and other activities that
include significant expressive and improvisa-
tional elements (Mumford, 1963; Bateson,
1972; Huizinga, 1976; Schechner, 1993). As
Miller puts it, ‘Play involves a relative auton-
omy of means. Ends are not obliterated, but
they don’t, as in some other modes of organi-
zation, determine the means’ (1973: 92).

MATERIALS-THAT-MATTER

One way to move beyond the limitations of
an artifact or technology emphasis is to
explore material culture in terms of the
‘materials-that-matter’ to particular subject
populations (see Figure 4.3). This is a prom-
ising approach, as even small steps in this
direction encourage the recognition that
materials may matter to different people for
different reasons and in quite different ways
(Bronner, 1986; Miller, 1998).

Visual studies that focus on artifacts or
technologies can miss complexities of this
sort and support distortions that keep them
hidden. This potential shortcoming takes
on added significance when the content of
such studies crosses cultural boundaries.
By tying images of things too closely to
familiar categories, classes, and captions—
dolls, for example, or child care, families,
homes, celebrations, entertainment, religion,
sports, natural disasters, terrorists, dying—
visual studies can narrow, as well as
broaden, our understanding of culture and
social life.

Some visual field study strategies can
play an iterative role in helping to reduce or
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Figure 4.3 Figurines, toys, and stones are attached to this car in a folk culture remake

of mass culture materials. While displays of this sort clearly reflect materials-that-matter,
they can be difficult to account for fully within technology orientations to material culture.
© 2010 Jon Wagner

avoid these potential pitfalls and missteps.
Visual researchers can make photographs or
videotapes of materials and behavior, for
example, and then invite subjects to propose
their own categories or concepts for classifi-
cation and analysis (Clark, 1999; Hethorn
and Kaiser, 1999; Radley, 2009). They can
also invite subjects to make photographs,
videotapes, drawings, or other visual figures
according to their own lights or in response
to shooting scripts provided by the researcher
(Chalfen, 1981; Rich and Chalfen, 1999;
Luttrell, 2003; Salazar, 2008; Clark-Ibanez,
2009). Researchers can also examine photo-
graphs and video recordings that subjects
make as evidence about how those subjects
see their own world (Bellman and Jules-
Rosett, 1977; Lesy, 1980; Chalfen, 1987;
Halle, 1993; Koltyk, 1993; Ruby, 1995;

Lustig, 2004). All three approaches have
proved valuable in collecting information
from subjects about their surroundings,
behavior, technologies, and concerns. Each
can also be useful in eliciting information
about materials-that-matter and their signifi-
cance within the world view of an individual
or group.

In general, sorting out how things matter
to people is more complicated than determin-
ing if they matter at all, or if they matter
more than other things to which they might
be compared, but visual research methods
can help refine this kind of significance as
well. If data recording is limited to the choice
itself, asking individuals to select photo-
graphs of things that might matter will not
get the researcher very far. However, asking
subjects to talk about their choices, or to sort
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and organize images of objects into arrays
that reflect functional or symbolic relation-
ships, can be more productive (Clark, 1999;
Rich and Chalfen, 1999). If photos of a knife,
food processor, stove, and countertop are
clustered together by an informant, for exam-
ple, we know something different than if they
are sorted into two or three groups, one of
which also includes photos of a freezer, com-
munity garden, supermarket, or best friend.

Some might argue that explicating subject
accounts and categories—the emic, or insider,
point of view—is the sine qua non of good
fieldwork. But that position neglects the
possibility that subjects could misrepresent
their point of view (deliberately or not), be
confused or forgetful, or have mixed priori-
ties and sentiments. When someone reports
that the most important implement in her or
his kitchen is the stove, knife, or counter top,
does this signify how the item functions
within the technology of cooking, the status
accorded to different household possessions,
or the pleasures of associated social
activities? Similar questions are worth asking
about subject claims that other things matter:
a pair of ear rings or a nose piercing, family
photographs, a nearby pond or stream,
proximity to a bus stop or delicatessen, the
length of a lover’s hair or employee’s résumé,
and so on.

Even if a researcher is lucky and persistent
enough to get a good account of such
complexities, ‘the native point of view’ may
be necessary but not sufficient to answer
important questions about culture and social
life (Geertz, 1983). To keep in view those
elements that subjects deny, ignore, are not in
a position to see, or simply don’t care about,
researchers need to do something more than
provide a good account of the subjects’ world
view, however valuable that may be.

MATERIAL CIRCUMSTANCES

One way of extending the ‘materials-that-
matter’ orientation beyond dimensions of

culture and social life that natives notice and
care about is to include the researcher as an
additional subject who is also a member of
one or more non-native populations. For
most researchers, one such population is
constituted by an investigative profession or
academic discipline. This conceit avoids
arbitrary attributions of privilege and author-
ity to the researcher in representing the
‘outside’ or etic point of view. It affirms
instead the value of exploring two emic
points of view: one representing the research
subject or native point of view, and another
that of the researcher and her or his
colleagues.

This extension of the materials-that-matter
orientation has both general and specific
implications. One of the latter is that
for communities of scholars who conduct
empirical social research, the material
circumstances of natural phenomena matter a
great deal. This is the case not only for
physical and natural scientists but also for
social scientists, most of whom become
uneasy when research reports stray too far
from evidence—or at least illustrations—of
particular people doing specific things in
particular places. Among social researchers,
these concerns about empirical evidence
reflect an implicit but abiding interest in the
materiality of culture and social life. Visual
research methods can be of inestimable value
in examining this kind of materiality and
camerawork a key technical strategy in that
regard.

As a special case of this potential, photo-
graphs and video recordings can be used to
create a visibility baseline against which to
plot and highlight what subjects and
researcher actually notice (Collier, 1967;
Menzel, 1994). A photograph or videotape of
preparing or eating a meal, for example—
or conducting a meeting, religious ritual, or
athletic contest—can provide an account of
everything visible that could matter to
participants in that event. These material
circumstances can be compared with specific
features singled out by subjects for comment
or special attention. They can also be
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compared with materials regarded by the
researcher as important for their latent or
manifest functions. The photographs thus
provide an optically etic account of the meal,
but also serve as a record of material circum-
stances of special interest to subjects and
researchers within their different insider
(emic) points of view.

In many respects, even the ‘machine
recording’ of images owes much to the
cultural perspective of the photographer or
videographer who operates the machine.
Cameras do not take pictures on their own,
and photographs and videotape recordings
are shaped by a multitude of operator
decisions about where to point the camera,
when to begin and end a recording, settings
for focus and lighting, and so on. In another
sense, however, the term is not that far off the
mark, for cameras do not pick and choose
among the details visible within their field of
view. In that respect, these increasingly small
machines enable people to create detailed
visual records of natural phenomena—
including features that camera operators may
not be aware of at the time—that would be
extremely difficult, if not impossible, to
create in any other way.

As illustrated by Figure 4.4(a) and (b), the
potential to articulate subject, researcher and
visibly etic perspectives extends to social and
cultural activities much larger in scale for
both time and place: constructing or destroy-
ing a community, for example, or developing
a service economy, mining diamonds or
mechanizing farm work, waging a ground
war or advertising campaign, reducing or
increasing income inequality, and so on.
These large-scale events, transitions, and
developments also take place within a distinc-
tive constellation of material circumstances.
Some of these circumstances are more visible
than others, and some of greater or lesser
significance—symbolically or functionally—
to different participants. Photographic and
videographic studies have much to offer here
as well, and in much the same way that they
can help account for and explicate the mate-
rial culture of small-scale events.

Explication and analysis of material cir-
cumstances in these broad terms reflect cen-
tral concerns of social and human ecology.
As outlined initially by sociologists Robert
E. Park and Ernest W. Burgess (1921), and
subsequently by Roderick McKenzie
(Hawley, 1968) and Amos Hawley (1986),
this perspective seeks to understand the
obvious, but indeterminate interdependence
of the physical, material environment with
culture and social life. The origins of this
approach during the early twentieth century
were tied closely to urban sociology and the
intellectual and political challenges of trying
to manage city life and its environs. But
social and human ecology has also found
continuing and vital expressions within geog-
raphy, ecology, and community development
as well as in some strands of sociology and
anthropology.

The materials that matter to researchers
within this perspective go well beyond
artifacts and technologies, narrowly defined,
to include environmental features that facili-
tate or constrain culture and social life.
A mountain ridge, broad plain, or dry stream
bed may have both functional and symbolic
significance in demarcating cultural bounda-
ries, transportation routes, and meeting
places. Good soil or bad may encourage the
growth of good or bad grapes, housing devel-
opments, or mud play (deMarrais et al,
1992), but wine industries, housing develop-
ments, and children’s recreational facilities
can also enrich or degrade the soil or water,
and do so in ways that those living and work-
ing around such facilities might not notice on
their own. Visual studies of material culture,
broadly defined, can help articulate these
material and subjective realities within which
culture and social life take shape.

IMAGERY AND OTHER FEATURES
OF VISUAL STUDIES

Some parallels and contrasts between the
orientations to material culture described



Figure 4.4 Berlin's Brandenburg Gate in 1984 (a) and the same view in 2001 (b). The
comparison reveals that some key landmarks from a divided Berlin remain but the texture
of their surroundings has been transformed, stimulating and reflecting changes in the social
ecology of Berlin and the life of Berliners. Figure 4.4(a) © 1984 Jon Wagner and Figure 4.4(b)
© 2001 Adrian Graham. Reproduced with permission
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Table 4.1 Four orientations to material culture

83

Comparative
dimensions

Orientations

Artifacts

Technology

Materials-that-matter

Materiality

Primary focus

Products and tools

Cultural productions

Materials that
subjects notice
and regard as
significant for
whatever reason

What materials do

Material foundations of
culture and social life

What interaction effects

of inquiry of cultural and associated
practice materials, tools,
strategies, and
outcomes
Vernacular What are these What materials and
question things and what tools do these
do they mean? people use to
accomplish
X, Y, or z?

Primary contexts  Index objects to

Index objects within

characterize these
people and their
physical environment?

these people care
about and why?

Index objects to
perceptual and
symbolic world of
subjects

Index objects to social/
physical ecology
and relative to other
populations and locales

Ethnography, cultural
studies, market

Ethnology and human

of analysis where they were cycle or circuit of
found, acquired, cultural production
used, and relative and relative to
to other objects objects with related
similar in form functions
Archetype Archaeology and Ethnography,
disciplines art history bio-engineering

ecology
research

above are summarized in Table 4.1. The
artifact approach has achieved its greatest
intellectual refinement in connection with
archaeology and art history. Technology, as a
context for examining material culture, has
been most fully developed within ethno-
graphic work, ecology, history (Mumford,
1963; White, 1966), and in various special-
ized applications of kinesics and systems
analysis. The materials-that-matter perspec-
tive is most likely to get its due in certain
forms of ethnography, sociology, and market
research (Seiter, 1993). The materiality
orientation has a home among researchers
who work as ethnologists, human/
social ecologists, and some geographers and
historians.

Boundaries between these different per-
spectives are somewhat fluid and ill-defined.
In designing and conducting a specific study,
however, researchers face the challenge of
aligning questions about the phenomena they
are interested in with the most appropriate,
productive, and feasible of potential research
methods. It would be going too far to say that

the artifact, technology, and materiality
orientations each go hand-in-hand with a
distinctive research approach, but they
typically lead researchers to somewhat dif-
ferent units of observation, data collection,
and data analysis. Some of these differences
carry over into how research is reported,
distributed, and codified. Many reflect, sup-
port, or depend on different kinds of visual
evidence, including products of different
kinds of camerawork.

At least one thoughtful scholar (Banks,
1998) has argued that visual studies, visual
anthropology in particular, is nothing more
and nothing less than the visual study of
material culture. This point is extremely well
taken, but falls short of accounting for sig-
nificant differences of history and trajectory.
Material culture studies have been shaped
profoundly by archaeological practice,
artifact collections, and principles of organi-
zation that reflect an abiding distinction
between material and non-material culture.
This orientation emphasizes elements of
culture that are materially durable enough to
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survive the passage of time—writing over
speech, for example, or pottery over eating
routines and costumes over dance steps.

Conversely, visual studies have been
shaped by photographers, videographers, and
artists attuned to what is visible and, beyond
that, visually interesting. This emphasis can
neglect elements of culture that are not
visible or hidden from view—or that are
visually uninteresting. However, it adds the
prospect of making durable records, through
photo of videographic recording, of activities
and actions that material culture scholarship
has typically neglected—for example, speech,
eating routines, dance steps, gatherings, and
other events.

These differences do not pit material cul-
ture scholars against visual studies scholars,
but they do suggest that the two approaches
overlap only in part. A more complete picture
appears by examining specifically the objects
and methods of inquiry linked most closely
with visual studies, several of which are
described elsewhere in this handbook.
A shortlist of visual objects of inquiry,
for example, would include at least the
following:

e Visually interesting materials and activities.

e How people see the world.

¢ How people live, including ethnographic accounts
of how the world looks to them and how they
look to each other and to outsiders.

e Visual representations, including imagery, sign,
and symbol systems.

As a complement and extension of these
objects of inquiry, visual studies scholars
have developed and practiced a variety of
visual study methods. These are hardly
doctrinaire, but key approaches would include
at least the following, several of which
are described more fully elsewhere in this
handbook:

Artifact acquisition and analysis

Photo and video documentation
Researcher-guided image-elicitation protocols
Image-based ethnography

Neuropsychological studies of visual perception

e Formal analyses of imagery and other visual
representations.

Discrete elements of these visual studies
methods may appear or disappear at any
stage of a research process. Beyond that,
self-defined visual studies approaches may
or may not emphasize the visual phenomenal
world of research subjects, and if they do,
that may or may not involve the use of visual
research materials and methods. Some of the
methods listed above are also functionally
interdependent—that is, independent varia-
bles associated with one can appear as
dependent variables in another.

As a matter of some consequence for the
development of both visual studies and
material culture studies, several of the
methods listed above correspond closely to
folk practices that are widely distributed
within and across contemporary cultures.
This is very much the case for collecting and
analyzing artifacts, making photo and video
documents, and using visual imagery to
ask people questions. While these approaches
are critically important to material culture
and visual studies scholarship, they are
also part and parcel of how individuals,
groups, and institutions go about creating,
processing, and arranging elements of
their own culture and social life. In conjunc-
tion with new media technologies and
social networking resources, they also
reflect an increasingly vital dimension of
modern life.

As yet another consequential matter, these
same three approaches also correspond
closely to the skills by which many empirical
researchers acquire and manage research
materials—whether or not their studies have
anything to do with visual studies and mate-
rial cultural perspectives. The artifacts that
researchers acquire and analyze are usually
referred to as ‘data.” Their photo and video
documentation activities are shaped by
scientific instrumentation and photocopying,
and their use of ‘researcher-guided image-
elicitation strategies’ is a familiar feature of
research and teaching presentations that
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make use of PowerPoint® slides, charts and
graphs, statistical tables, and so on. Though
they hold special interest for visual studies
scholars, the visual study skills associated
with these three methods in particular—and
those linked to formal analysis of visual
representations as well—are integral to the
conduct of scholarship in general.

These last two observations point to an
implicit parallel between studies of material
culture and visual studies: the boundaries of
both orientations are blurred, on the one
hand, by evolving folkways and technologies
of cultural acquisition and production, and
on the other, by the mechanics and evolving
technologies of empirical research. This
parallel suggests a kinship between visual
studies and material culture that could sup-
port productive, collaborative research.
However, it also raises questions about the
value of visual studies and material culture as
theoretical frameworks for guiding empirical
inquiry. Are those terms necessary and
informative or do they distract scholars from
more productive ways of thinking about
research related to culture, imagery, materi-
als, and the visible? And, if material culture
and visual studies do provide distractions of
that sort, what other terms could guide
researchers in their stead?

PROBLEMS, PROPOSITIONS,
QUALIFICATIONS, AND PROSPECTS

The observations and commentaries above
suggest that the terms ‘material culture’ and
‘visual studies’ serve as a kind of shorthand
for a constellation of relationships between
culture and social life, on the one hand, and
an array of visual research questions, meth-
ods and reporting formats, on the other. This
shorthand is useful in distinguishing
approaches that acknowledge the cultural
significance of materials, visual imagery,
visual perception, and so on, from those that
neglect or trivialize them. As a guide for the
design and assessment of social scientific

research, however, the same terms are some-
what problematic and encourage two key
distortions.

The first distortion is to think of ‘material’
and ‘non-material’ culture as discrete
phenomenal domains rather than the relative
availability of empirical evidence. The
material/non-material distinction may be
useful to an archaeologist in characterizing
surviving evidence of prior cultural activity,
for example, but it does not follow that
cultural representations for which evidence
did not survive—gesture, dance, speech, or
storytelling—are non-material. In effect,
taking the separation of material and non-
material culture at face value divides the
phenomenon of culture itself along lines that
have more to do with the availability or lack
of empirical evidence than with the material-
ity of cultural representations.

It’s worth noting, for example, that the
kind of material evidence researchers care
about varies not only with the questions they
ask but also with evolving technologies of
cultural production and distribution. Prior to
the growth of visual recording media, for
example, few empirical traces were available
for some activities—including rituals, con-
versation, gatherings, and other forms of
embodied expression and conduct—for which
many are available now. It’s also worth noting
that the phenomenon of culture is constituted
by the marriage of materials and ideas, not
their divorce, even if the latter defines abiding
challenges of empirical inquiry.

A more precise framework for guiding
material culture studies would locate mate-
rial dimensions of a culture relative to each
other and in consort with their significance to
both members and researchers. Within a
framework of this sort, different constella-
tions of meaning, technology, and history
could be delimited by multiple subjects and
researchers. Ideally, bodies and costumes,
landscapes and paths, materials and materials
in use, ideas and things would all get
their due. Starting from the assumption of a
material/non-material divide makes this
unlikely at best.
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Dividing culture into visible and non-
visible forms supports parallel distortions.
On the visible side, this clumps together all
elements of culture and social life that might
be visible—and useful to researchers
conducting a study—with those elements
that are visually meaningful and useful to
members of the culture being studied. On the
non-visible side, it simultaneously confounds
what can’t be seen with what has not yet
been noticed—for lack of attention, access,
or adequate theory.

A more precise framework for guiding
visual studies would include at least three
overlapping domains: all elements of a
culture that are materially visible (whether
or not subjects or researchers find them
interesting); a subset of visible elements
noticed and noted by researchers as signifi-
cant for understanding the culture in question
(whether or not they are regarded as such by
members themselves); and another subset of
elements noticed and noted by cultural
members as significant to their phenomenal
world. Yet a fourth dimension can exist when
members of a culture ‘see’ things that are not
visible to either the untrained eye of the
researcher or her or his recording equipment.

In effect, starting with a division of cul-
tural forms into visible and non-visible blurs
distinctions between how the world looks,
what researchers see and notice, and what
members of a culture see, notice, and find
meaningful. Everything we know about
empirical social research suggests that con-
founding these orientations is a bad idea.

Guided by the two key divisions noted
above, the interface between visual studies
and material culture can appear as a rela-
tively narrow field of inquiry centered on
‘pictures of artifacts.” This narrow view is
relatively widespread, but it is challenged by
investigations noted earlier of technologies
and social life, the material circumstances
in which cultural forms emerge, and the
diversity of materials—only some of which
can be characterized as artifacts—that are
meaningful to people. It is also challenged by
the increasingly diverse objects of inquiry

being examined through visual observation,
recording, and elicitation strategies.

PROPOSITIONS

The research promise of the diverse studies
noted in the preceding discussion and
throughout this handbook is much greater
than the promise of thinking only about
‘pictures of artifacts.” Realizing that promise
seems more likely if research were guided
by a framework consistent with observed
relationships between culture, materiality,
visibility, inquiry, and meaning. Many
distinctions that adhere to the terms ‘material
and non-material culture’ or ‘visual and
non-visual studies’ are at odds with these
observed relationships, but these relation-
ships are relatively consistent with the
following three propositions:

Proposition #1.: All cultural practices depend on
material support and instantiation.

The principle underlying this proposition is
relatively straightforward: communication
requires materiality, and culture and social
life depend on communication. Without the
kind of interpersonal materiality necessary to
hear, touch, see, taste, and so on, human
organisms lack the medium they need to
create and participate in culture. This frames
the material circumstances and resources by
which individuals make sounds, touch, see,
hear, taste, and so on, as significant objects of
cultural inquiry and an important ground
against which to figure how people live their
individual and collective lives.

With this kind of materiality in mind, even
ideas, attitudes, or beliefs—or other cultural
elements located in symbolic landscapes that
subjects attach to ancestors, the cosmos, or to
the Internet—depend for their existence and
continuity on interactions between people
and materials, interactions that take place in
physical time and space. Games and kinship
systems, language, religiosity, or law have all
occurred to individuals or groups, caught our
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gaze, or invited consideration because they
were made materially manifest in conversa-
tions, books, computer screens, a physical
embrace, or harsh sound. Through interac-
tions of this sort people learn about these
‘non-material things,” pass them on to others,
talk about them, create or remake them, or
put them to rest. Though participants
may overlook this fact, or even argue to the
contrary, these interactions occur in specific,
physical settings and require both time and
material resources, without which they would
not and could not take place.

Materiality, in this view, represents a
somewhat mutable medium of constraints
and opportunities within which culture, in
quite varied forms, can be elaborated. All
aspects of a culture are attached to this
medium. The medium bears only an indirect
and indeterminate relationship to specific
cultural forms, but the attachments them-
selves reflect forms of materiality that
have visual dimensions and can be examined
as such.

Proposition #2: By definition, materials have
physical properties that can be made visible,
observed and recorded through the agency of
human sight or other senses and a variety of
optical-electrical-mechanical instruments.

This proposition draws on physics—not
on anthropology, sociology, or cultural
studies—but considered in consort with the
first proposition, it has far-reaching implica-
tions for visual studies of culture and social
life, the core of which appears in a third
proposition.

Proposition #3: All cultural phenomena can be
examined visually, either directly through the
agency of human sight or through physical instru-
ments and mediated representations that focus
attention on attachments between cultural forms
and the materiality on which they depend.

Taken together, these three propositions
reflect a broad prospect for the visual study
of culture and social life in general and the
materiality of culture and social life in par-
ticular. To clarify the dimensions of this

prospect, let me comment on some forms of
cultural materiality that warrant, but have not
yet received, the full attention of visual study
scholars.

EXCEPTIONS AND QUALIFICATIONS

Few scholars will quibble about the value of
visual studies in application to the familiar
materiality of specific cultural forms—for
example, clothing, food, architecture, dance,
and so on. But what about cultural forms for
which supporting materiality may be
less clear—or even categorically denied? In
practical applications, are some forms of
culture and social life exempt from the three
propositions noted above? Or does culture in
any form truly depend on material dimen-
sions that, by definition, can lend themselves
to fruitful visual study?

To my way of thinking, no exemptions are
called for, but the presumed boundaries of
some cultural practices may be drawn too
narrowly. This applies in some cases to mate-
rial attachments that are obvious but so
taken-for-granted that they go unnoticed.
Unaided oral conversation, for example, is
considered frequently as a kind of ephemeral
performance that leaves no material or
visible evidence in its wake. However, con-
versation depends on the material presence
of relatively quiet air, the lack of which—in
very noisy or turbulent environments, the
vacuum of outer space, underwater, or
over great distances—makes conversation
impossible without some alternative mediat-
ing technology (telephones, texting, and
SO on).

While the material presence of good air is
a constraint for conversation, it also makes
possible material records (audio recordings)
that can be converted mechanically or through
various forms of coding, to a variety of visi-
ble and visual analogs—written transcripts,
acoustic waveforms, audio clip databases,
statistical tables, and so on. If we consider
that some face-to-face conversations may
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also require enough light for people to see
each other, we can add to situations that meet
that requirement the prospect for other
material evidence, including video record-
ings, that support even more complex
forms of visual analysis. In both cases, the
materiality upon which conversation depends
also defines attachments between conversa-
tion and the material world that can be
observed, recorded, and tracked for purposes
of social and cultural analysis—including
analyses that have explicit or implicit visual
dimensions.

A similar reconsideration applies for how
we think about the activity of reading. This is
frequently regarded as a private and internal
matter that cannot be observed or material-
ized. However, reading depends on the
movement and concentration of optical atten-
tion, adequate lighting, and a materialized
text. Take any of these away and reading, as
we know it, is no longer possible (though
something similar might be possible in
another material form, such as books
on tape). These requisite circumstances con-
strain the act of reading, but they also attach
internal, private, cerebral processes of
reading to material circumstances that can be
recorded and examined. This may seem obvi-
ous for the ‘materialized text’—though dec-
ades of reading scholarship have theorized
about text comprehension without attending
to the material form in which the text appeared
to readers—but it’s also true for the duration
and direction of optical attention. Indeed, one
of the more intriguing intersections between
visual studies and material culture is the
growth of instrumented ‘eye-tracking’ stud-
ies (see Chapter 23). These have become a
resource for understanding not only how
people move through words on a printed
page but also for how they view and decode
text and non-text features in a wide range of
environments.

Beyond conversation and reading, similar
prospects for material and visual analyses
apply to a wide range of cultural forms that
by definition or acclaim are considered to be
‘non-material.” Thoughts, for example, and

feelings, beliefs, and attitudes are typically
seen in just this way. However, a growing
body of research suggests both the situation-
specific dimensions of these supposedly
internal states and processes and the salient
materiality of the situations in which
they occur—and, for that matter of their
physiology, as revealed in magnetic reso-
nance imaging (MRI) studies. Some of this
research has focused on the particulars of
how students learn or teachers teach (Dyson,
1989, 1993; Nespor, 1997; Wagner, 1999),
while other studies have looked at the
acquisition of knowledge and skills in non-
school settings (Resnick, 1987; Lave, 1988).
Cutting across perspectives of education,
anthropology, sociology, and cultural studies,
the gist of these studies is that the same kind
of material transactions that make culture
and communication both possible and
likely also make possible and likely—
or unlikely—a broad array of culturally
appropriate activities of mind, including
perspectives (Becker et al.,, 1961, 1995),
beliefs (Best, 1990; Clark, 1995), emotions
(Hochschild, 2003), and attitudes.

Examining the materiality attached to
these expressions can be extremely useful in
understanding how individual persons inter-
act with specific social and physical environ-
ments, but it’s also a key to understanding
larger social processes. Indeed, not only con-
versations, reading, thinking, and feelings
are attached to material media that have
visual dimensions, so, are the collective
phenomena of kinship, policymaking, moral-
ity, socializing, jurisprudence, and science,
liberal arts, and vocational education—or as
illustrated in Figure 4.5, thinking about
school improvement. One need not argue that
visual analyses of these phenomena can fully
characterize or describe them to make the
point that visible, material dimensions are
among their essential constituents.

Of course, visual dimensions of cultural
phenomena can be more or less salient than
those accessed through other senses. And, as
noted above, sensory perception is only one
coefficient of social and cultural significance.
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Figure 4.5 Materials brought together to help 22 fellow teachers think collectively about
assessing and improving the mathematics achievement of their students. For both workshop
leaders and participants, the thinking of participating teachers during this 2-day retreat
depended on ready access to these materials and relative isolation from the familiar
environment of their classrooms and school. © 2003 Jon Wagner

But determining the material and visual
significance of phenomena for different
subject populations is an empirical project,
not something researchers can arbitrarily
decide on their own. When and to whom
does seeing the person we are talking to
matter a lot or a little? What kinds of things
can and do people look at to help them think?
Which of these things are most noticeable to
people who are good at thinking in certain
ways? What kinds of materials are most
meaningful to people in understanding their
history? What do those materials look like,
and where are they most likely to be found,
lost, created, or destroyed? When people say
they believe in something, what does that
dispose them to see or not see?

PROSPECTS

The hypothetical questions posed above
affirm an abiding connection between things
and ideas and a broad agenda for visual stud-
ies and material culture. Attending to the
propositions on which they rest could gener-
ate increased attention to several themes that
have suffered relative neglect within the
visual studies/material culture paradigm.
Among these are the following themes.

Embodied cultural activity

Recognizing the role of human bodies in the
production and distribution of culture could
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freshen and deepen understanding of the
interface between social and physical contexts
of culture and social life (see Figure 4.6 for a
cross-culturally complex instance of this
interface). Hopefully, this could extend visual
studies of embodiment from the classic work
by Bateson and Mead (1942) into a wide
range of contemporary contexts—Lifchez and
Winslow (1979), Harper (1987), Greenfield
(2002), and Sudnow (2001) provide contrast-
ing, but equally promising examples. Two
useful questions to consider here, for any
form of culture or social life, are: What is
required of bodies for this cultural activity to
thrive or die? And, how does that look to
people whose bodies might be involved?

Commodified culture

The potential of multi-media recordings and
artifact collections to commodify culture is
poorly understood. At their worst, recordings
and artifact collections can help transfer attri-
bution and control of heritage materials from
a culture of origin to outside entrepreneurs
and investors (Kwak, 2005; Skrydstrup, 2006;
Lilley, 2008). Policy frameworks that sepa-
rate ‘ideas’ from their ‘material form’ make
this unfortunate outcome more possible rather
than less. These frameworks may be consist-
ent with the narrow conception of material
cultural noted above (and may have legal
precedent within that), but they are also at

Figure 4.6 Visiting Bhutanese archers mix indigenous and exotic materials to demonstrate
the construction of traditional bows and arrows at the Asian Art Museum of San Francisco.
The archers used bamboo shoots from a particular region of Bhutan for the arrow shafts,
but they borrowed a Swiss Army knife from an audience member to trim the feathers. Clear
distinctions between material and non-material culture are challenged by the embodied
integration of materials, knowledge, aesthetic ideals, and craft that characterize cultural

activities of this sort. © 2003 Jon Wagner
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odds with a diverse array of cultural practices
(Hirsch, 2002; Scafidi, 2005). Advancing
theory about the intersection of ideas, things,
and imagery is key to sorting these matters
out. An important orienting question for this
line of inquiry is: What does it look like for
different persons or groups to ‘own’ cultural
forms that they care about?

Mediated communication

We know precious little about how mediated
representations shape social interaction
and common knowledge. Approaching this
question from within a distinction between
material and non-material culture seems
cumbersome. In the same way that an under-
standing of food practices requires attention
to the intersection of materials and ideas, so
too does an understanding of multi-modal
and mediated communication (Norris, 2004).
In both cases, visual studies, questions, and
methods represent a relatively untapped
resource for guiding empirical work toward
more sophisticated and robust theory.
Interesting questions abound in this area,
many of them attuned to some version of:
What is it that people are interacting with
when they interact with each other through
different media?

Visualizing culture and
social life

New media technologies frame perplexing
questions about where culture and social life
are located, created, and managed. However,
they also bring researchers new tools for
linking ideas and cultural things and for
visualizing, teaching, and communicating
about culture and social life. Applied within
‘virtual reality’ (VR) environments, some
new media tools can create enriched repre-
sentations of indigenous culture. They
can also be configured as interactive environ-
ments that suspend culturally familiar
perceptions of researchers, lay audiences,

and students or that simulate for VR partici-
pants a variety of hands-on experiences with
features of the material world.

This dual potential for representation and
simulation positions virtual reality technolo-
gies as an increasingly important feature of
the human life space and a powerful resource
for visualizing, teaching, and communicating
about culture and social life. Some projects
undertaken by my colleagues at the University
of California, Davis to realize these poten-
tials include: Milman Harrison’s efforts to
create a racially dynamic online environment
in Second Life that his students can explore
and examine as part of their undergraduate
coursework; Peter Yellowlee’s online simula-
tions of schizophrenia as a teaching resource
for medical students; and the Keck Caves
interactive environment created at the
W. M. Keck Center for Active Visualization
in the Earth Sciences.

We don’t know much about how any of
these materials and environments work in
purely educational terms, but that’s true as well
for the traditional modes and materials of
teaching and learning—for example, books,
lectures, courses of study—to which new
media forms provide alternatives. In both a
literal and figurative sense, we need to know
how good versions of this kind of teaching
and learning ‘look’—to those who design and
deliver it and to those who benefit from par-
ticipating as students and audience members.

Documenting cultural production

We have much to learn about how different
kinds of cultural materials come into being,
are distributed and used, celebrated, or set
aside. Visual studies of how and when mate-
rial artifacts are fabricated represent a
resource of continuing value in that regard,
as do studies that examine the transposition
and re-purposing of a wide range of materials
(whether or not they appear as discrete
artifacts). But important insights could
also emerge from visual studies of social
and cultural phenomena framed by the
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seam between materiality and ideation-social
networks, for example, or regulatory texts;
access points between doctors and patients,
parents and children, politicians and those
who vote for them (or don’t); and evolving
conceptions of location and direction, infor-
mation and knowledge, narrative and news.
How do such things look, not just now, but as
they come into view for different individuals
and groups? And what do different ‘views’ of
these elements of the modern world imply
for the worlds people are disposed to accept,
reject, buy, sell or fight for?

It seems unlikely that these phenomena,
concerns, and questions can get the attention
and theorizing they deserve if scholars
continue to think casually about material
culture and visual studies. For better or
worse, we live in a world in which bodies,
materials, and ideas matter in consort; in
which digital bits and bytes lead back and
forth to real goods, services, opportunities,
and scams; in which material and mediated
cultural artifacts are alternately molded,
melded, sanctified, trashed, and sold. For
these reasons and more, seeing the things
people live with, for, around, in spite of and
through, while far from a simple matter, is
well worth a close and continuing look.

NOTE

1 iTunes is a trademark of Apple Inc., registered in
the USA and in other countries.
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Producing Visual Data
and Insight







Anthropological Filmmaking:

THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Anthropological filmmaking is necessarily
defined by what is considered anthropologi-
cal at any particular time. But because there
is no unanimity about anthropology, either
today or historically, there are many different
conceptions of what constitutes an anthropo-
logical film. These range from using film
(or video) as a simple recording technology,
to films being made according to specific
rules or principles (designed to yield certain
categories of knowledge), to audio-visual
illustrations of written texts, to films combin-
ing these approaches with more interpretive
accounts of social and cultural life.
Anthropological films have also followed
changes in what has been possible techni-
cally. Films from the silent era relied on
images and inter-titles. Sound films added
speech and natural sounds, with increasing
flexibility as this became more feasible.
The first anthropological sound films
added soundtracks of commentary, natural
sounds, and music to film footage previously
shot, because recording image and sound

An Empirical Art

David MacDougall

simultaneously required massive and expen-
sive equipment. When this became easier
in the 1960s, anthropological films were
able to incorporate spoken dialogue in the
way fiction films had since the 1930s,
although this still required manual synchroni-
zation in the editing room. With the advent
of video, synchronous sound recording
became essentially an integral part of
the filming process, so that introducing non-
synchronous sound actually became the
greater challenge.

The ideas, subject matter, and methods
of anthropology are always changing,
and anthropological filmmaking has both
influenced and reflected this process. Many
of the recent concerns of anthropology—the
agency of individuals, their subjective
experience, social performance, built envi-
ronments—are well served by the expressive
potential of film, which was perhaps less
well suited to the study of social structures
and religious beliefs in an earlier anthropo-
logical era. Because of this, there has been a
renewal of anthropological interest in the
visual, reminiscent of the intense interest in
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visual knowledge among nineteenth-century
anthropologists.

However, today’s scientific interest in the
visual (and audio-visual) has a markedly dif-
ferent character from that of the nineteenth
century, when the technical and expressive
range of film and photography was more
limited and the focus was more strictly on
material culture, technology, and human
physiology. Anthropological filmmaking
now is as much concerned with the non-
visual as the visual. Audio-visual recording
has evolved to become a means of exploring
the full gamut of human social experience,
including ideas, feelings, verbal and non-
verbal expression, aesthetics, the role of
the senses, and the formal and informal
interactions of everyday life.

Visual anthropology and writing

It is important to understand that this has also
created a tension between conventional
ways of doing anthropology and the possi-
bilities opened up by visual anthropology.
Anthropology, as a discipline of words,
developed specific methods of research and
forms of discourse that were both challenged
and complemented by anthropological
filmmaking. As anthropology aspired to be a
science, with systems of data collection
equivalent to those of the laboratory
sciences, it produced ways of summarizing
and testing its knowledge that could in theory
be reproduced by other researchers, even if
this occurred rather rarely. Anthropological
knowledge came to be understood as that
which could be expressed in writing or in
the schemata of diagrams and tables.
Films, by comparison, do things in a very
different way, and anthropological films,
partly as a consequence of this, have often
failed to live up to anthropological expecta-
tions. In considering the potential of
filmmaking for anthropological research,
we need to look more closely at the sorts
of knowledge films can create and how they
create it.

Much learning is visual, but in the processes
of codification and communication it tends to
become verbal. To a great extent films bypass
this unless they are built around a verbal text,
such as a spoken commentary or interviews
with informants. The viewer of a film is
exposed to scenes recorded by the camera, and
these are organized in the editing to suggest a
certain way of interpreting them. But there is
always much more detail in the scenes than is
governed by the interpretation, and viewers
may derive knowledge from this material
independently. Thus, despite the differences
between human vision and photographic
reproduction, and the many choices made in
filming and editing, viewing a film is closer in
character to the visual and auditory experience
of the anthropologist in the field than to read-
ing an anthropological text, where much of the
detail must be reconstructed in the reader’s
imagination. This materialist basis of film
stands in sharp contrast to the verbal codes of
written anthropology.

Because film and writing are such differ-
ent modes of communication, filmmaking
is not just a way of communicating the
same kinds of knowledge that can be con-
veyed by an anthropological text. It is a way
of creating different knowledge. For many,
this has been both its greatest drawback and
greatest promise. The problem has been
to identify what is anthropological in the
knowledge that film uniquely makes possi-
ble, and to have this recognized by other
scholars. The promise has been to introduce
methods of research and publication that add
to what anthropology has already achieved,
and ultimately to expand the depth and
range of the discipline. But to do so, anthro-
pological filmmaking must make the best
use of its specific properties, rather than
attempt to copy anthropological writing.
Anthropological filmmaking can thus
be seen as a parallel stream of anthropology,
with its own areas of interest and its own
distinctive ways of creating meaning.

Filming and writing each have certain adv-
antages and are subject to certain limitations
in describing and interpreting human
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societies. Recognizing the limitations and
utilizing the advantages of film are therefore
important in deciding how to employ it.
Anthropological film obviously has advan-
tages in visual description. Every image
is specific to a time and place, with all its
particularities as well as its general features.
But this is also a limitation in that it makes
anthropological film an anthropology of the
particular. Films can summarize by present-
ing a set of different cases for comparison,
but they cannot make general statements and
draw overall conclusions in the way writing
can. This inability to state abstract proposi-
tions about society is however offset by the
potential of film to explore the individual
case in detail, not only visually but also in its
temporal, physical, and emotional dimen-
sions. Visual research using film is capable
of investigating a wide range of elements,
individually and in their combinations: move-
ment, speech, the visual, the auditory, the
material, the corporeal, and so on. There are
thus certain areas of social research that are
particularly accessible to filmmaking and in
which it can make significant contributions,
both as a method of enquiry and means of
communicating knowledge to others. These
areas include, at the very least, formal and
informal interactions among people, their
relationships with their physical environ-
ment, the social experience and agency of
individuals, and the performative aspects of
social life.

Anthropological filmmaking
as a process

What also makes anthropological filmmak-
ing deserving of special attention today is its
relevance to many of the other current
concerns of anthropology: globalization,
migration, gender, emotion, individual and
group identity, and visual culture. Yet it is
important not to regard visual anthropology
just as a method of reporting on these
phenomena. Filmmaking is also a research
process. Film has often been seen as a way of

presenting knowledge previously gained by
other means, a medium of publication and
popularization. Conversely, it has also often
been seen simply as a recording method, to
extract data for later analysis. But the process
of filming can be much more than this: it can
be a means of interacting with a subject and
exploring it in new ways. Filmmaking is a
way of looking, sometimes motivated by
intellectual objectives and sometimes antici-
pating thought. Often what is learned by
filming is only an intermediate step toward
quite different knowledge, or an indicator of
what deserves closer attention. Thus, filming
can become an integral part of the fieldwork
process.

A major difference between anthropologi-
cal filmmaking and most other modes of
anthropological research is that it collapses
the distance between enquiry and publica-
tion. The visual recording—that is, the
research data—becomes the fabric of the
finished work. What is filmed cannot be
rewritten, although it can be edited and pre-
sented in different ways. This is in marked
contrast to conventional anthropology, which
is the result of gathering data, reflecting on it,
and then presenting conclusions in a written
form. This means that much of what the audi-
ence eventually sees, and how it sees it, will
have been inalterably determined at the time
of filming. The expressive strategies of an
anthropological film must therefore be ever-
present in the mind of the filmmaker as it is
actually being shot.

Cinema and social science

Several recurring theoretical debates have
bedeviled anthropological filmmaking since
its origins, concerning the relation of the
filmmaker to the work and the relation of
cinematic art to science. In both cases the
debate has become polarized, creating an
impression of incompatible opposites when,
in fact, more complex interrelationships
are involved. In general, these debates run
parallel to historical shifts in anthropological
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thought, although films, perhaps because
they are judged to have more public influ-
ence, sometimes throw the issues into sharper
relief.

Anthropological films take many forms
and reflect different strategies for achieving
an understanding of culture and society. One
cause of anthropological disquiet over film
has been the assumption by some of its advo-
cates that anthropological filmmakers should
adopt a single correct approach, and that
approach only. Other approaches are dis-
missed as biased, naive, or un-anthropological.
A further suspicion surrounds the field as a
whole, stemming from its uncomfortable
position between cinema and social science.
This is compounded by the different com-
municative systems of filming and writing,
and by what they actually communicate. But
knowledge of society is not independent of
how it is pursued, and using the creative
potential of cinema can be a legitimate way
of enlarging previously unexamined subjects
and increasing anthropological understand-
ing. Art and science therefore need not be
opposed if the art is in the service of more
accurate description. Each filmmaker must
decide at what point the means of expression
employed begin to obscure rather than clarify
the subject—in short, at what point aesthetic
choices begin to undermine the creation of
new knowledge. In the past, the development
of clearly recognizable genres, and the
specific contexts in which texts have been
used (such as in teaching, or publication in
journals), have provided the discipline with
its guidelines as to what kinds of discourse
are anthropological. But these genres and
contexts remain less clearly defined for
anthropological films.

Positioning, bias, and truth

Another source of uncertainty, fueling
much debate, has been how anthropological
filmmakers have positioned themselves in
relation to their subjects and audiences. This
positioning is crucial to understanding what

any work represents; it provides a set of indi-
cators on how to interpret it. Certain genres
carry this information with them. We know,
for example, that a Western will be a kind of
morality play. In anthropological film,
assumptions range from trusting that the
work will explain itself, to believing that a
meta-commentary outside the work is neces-
sary. The points at issue are always how the
author regards the subject and audience and
how, in turn, the subject regards each of
these. In films, these relationships are
reflected in the camerawork, editing, and the
content of the images. Do filmmakers stand
aloof or record their interactions with the
people in the film? Are the conditions of
filming made evident? Is the filmic language
familiar, relying on established conventions
from fiction or documentary, or is it more
personal, reflecting a particular sensibility?
How much is assumed about what the
audience already knows? Does the filmmaker
expect the viewers to understand the
situation or make explicit efforts to guide
them? Each of these possibilities expresses
an ideological position, a theory of knowl-
edge, and expectations about how the film
will be used.

One of the dominant debates in visual
anthropology has centered on the reliability
of the filmed record. Since their invention,
photography and film have been regarded by
many social scientists as ways of overcoming
the inaccuracies of written description and
the biases of the individual observer. It was
thought that they might become a substitute
for direct observation, allowing others to
see accurately what the first observer had
seen. To some extent this has proven true.
Film has allowed anthropologists to inspect
certain aspects of human behavior in minute
detail, leading to a better understanding
of facial expression, posture and gesture,
technological processes, rituals, child-rearing
practices, the social uses of space, and so
on. But beyond questions of the accuracy
of photographic reproduction lie more
complex questions of scientific truth and
interpretation.
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Anthropological films should be distin-
guished from raw anthropological film foot-
age: they are constructed works, making use
of cinematic conventions and the selective
potential of the camera and editing. Like
written ethnographies they are authored
works, influenced by the particular interests
and circumstances of the anthropologist.
This fact has run up against the ideal of a
transparent work in which authorship is
effectively erased or bracketed, whether by
means of scientific rigor, self-restraint, or
self-explanation. Thus, anthropological films
are often expected to be both neutral and
comprehensive, and are criticized when they
are not. Perhaps more often than written
works, they are accused of leaving things out
or being misleading, as if they should include
everything or avoid interpretation, even
though neither is expected of writing. There
is in this position what might be called a
‘primitive’ view of what an anthropological
film can or should be.

The participant-observer

The problem has often come down to ques-
tioning the objectivity of the filmmaker,
underpinned by the supposed neutrality of
science. But anthropological filmmakers can
never present reality as a single objective fact
(assuming this even existed), just as they
can never avoid the selectivity involved in
filming from a specific camera position,
or having certain interests, or being part of
a particular historical and intellectual genera-
tion. What, for example, is the objective
reality of a ritual? Is it the structure of the
event, the symbolic meanings it encodes, or
the thoughts and feelings of those performing
it? It is all of these, but every film must
choose which aspects to explore. Subjectivity
and objectivity are not possible alternatives;
they are elements to be balanced in the
work, and each filmmaker will balance them
differently.

This argument applies to whether, while
filming, the filmmaker should stand apart

from the people being filmed or interact with
them. A stance apart is sometimes founded
on the ideal of capturing an unmediated real-
ity, but it may also simply reflect a strategy
of learning through observation rather than
employing more invasive means. Anthro-
pological research typically utilizes a variety
of methods: observation, participation in
daily life, interviews with informants, statis-
tical surveys, and so on. Filmmakers choose
from similar possibilities. Malinowski’s
‘participant observation’ was never meant to
suggest opposed approaches, but rather
the two combined: the participant as
observer. Interaction with one’s subjects is
a quintessential part of fieldwork. The ques-
tion facing anthropological filmmakers,
therefore, becomes how much of this interac-
tion to include in the film. We shall have
more to say about this in relation to uses
of the camera.

METHODOLOGICAL
CONSIDERATIONS

Anthropological filmmaking involves both
filming methods and research methods,
although in practice the two are closely
intertwined. When filming is itself a form
of investigation, the two become almost
synonymous. ‘Visual research’ may suggest
the recording of images for later analysis,
and it has meant this for many anthropolo-
gists; but it can also be a primary means of
investigation. Research of the first kind views
anthropological filmmaking primarily as
a technology; research of the second kind
as a practice, a way of actively exploring
social phenomena.

Prospective uses

How one makes an anthropological film
depends largely on how one hopes it will
be seen. (There may also be an eye on poster-
ity: creating a historical record for uses
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unknown today.) The prospective use is
generally clear already, but it is well for the
filmmaker to give it a second thought. This
does not mean identifying a ‘target audience,’
as educators and television producers like to
do, because a film may have several quite
legitimate audiences. Rather, it means trying
to imagine how it will be received, for with-
out this it is unlikely to emerge as a coherent
work. Will it be viewed as scientific data to
be studied, or will it provide an experience
from which viewers can gain insights into
other people’s lives? There are a range of
possibilities in between. A filmmaker may
want to illustrate a particular topic, create a
case study, present a set of variations on a
theme, or construct a narrative of events.
Filming a craftsperson making an object,
for example, could be (1) to show the techno-
logical process, (2) to show the craftsper-
son’s knowledge and skill, (3) to make a
point about labor, (4) to reveal the craftsper-
son’s character, (5) to reflect a passage of
time, (6) to recreate a sensory environment,
(7) to describe a cultural function or artistic
tradition, and so on. The context in which the
material appears will direct different read-
ings, and it will also influence the manner of
filming.

What is filmed will also be determined by
what it is possible to film. What is the best
strategy for filming kinship? Should the
anthropologist even try to use film for this?
Clearly, a diagram is a better means of
representing the abstract structural relations
of kinship. But film may be better at express-
ing situations of dominance, affection,
or such special relationships as avoidance
or ‘joking relationships.” How parents treat
their children, and vice versa, can be described
through written accounts and oral histories,
but filming provides a further level of
understanding by conveying postures,
facial expressions, and records of actual
incidents.

It was once thought by many anthropolo-
gists that film only offered anthropology a
way of sketching in the background of
anthropological study—the natural setting,

the appearance of dwellings, how individuals
exemplified certain social roles, and so on.
Film was considered useful for illustration in
teaching, but not intellectually important to
anthropology. It is now increasingly believed
that appearance is in fact a significant locus
of meaning for anthropology. The physical
body, material culture, the performance of
social roles, the aesthetic systems of socie-
ties, and the agency of individuals—all these
are now part of the mainstream of anthropo-
logical theory. This has provided new and
productive opportunities for anthropological
filmmakers.

Crews and collaborations

Approaching the task of filming in the field,
the anthropologist will be faced with the
question of whether to film alone or seek
the help of one or more other persons. In the
past, in order to film with 16mm and syn-
chronous sound, a second person was usually
essential to handle the tape recorder and
microphone. Today, equipped with a video
camera and smaller microphones, one person
can achieve almost as much. But the choice
also has important consequences for the
resulting film material.

A film crew, even as small as two people,
creates a quite different relationship of rap-
port with the people filmed than a single
filmmaker. Two people form a social unit
from which it is possible to feel excluded,
whereas the anthropologist filming alone is
always in a more exposed relationship
with others. This can have benefits, in that
people may be more likely to treat the
filmmaker as a member of their social group,
or as an intimate to whom information and
feelings can be confided. The equipment
carried by a single filmmaker is also less
likely to appear threatening. Another differ-
ence, from the filmmaker’s point of view,
is that most decisions can be made
immediately, without requiring consultation
or pre-arrangement with an assistant or
collaborator.
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The advantages of working with another
person are that the people being filmed may
feel able to establish a more comfortable
understanding about what will be filmed: that
the whole process can in effect be more
public and regulated. This may be particu-
larly important when restricted knowledge
is involved or the situation is politically
sensitive. A crew of filmmakers may be seen
as less likely to form allegiances with a par-
ticular faction. If the filmmaker’s assistant is
from the group being filmed, there may also
be greater trust (but, it should be noted,
sometimes quite the opposite). Two filmmak-
ers may also have access to a wider range of
events if they differ from one another: for
example, if they are a married couple, or
persons of different ages. Sometimes people
will fully accept one of the two filmmakers,
because of gender or ethnicity, and allow the
other to be present in a supporting or honor-
ary capacity. Working with another person
also has the advantage of giving the film-
maker someone to talk to about the film, in
ways not possible with the people being
filmed. A second opinion can throw things
into better perspective and contribute addi-
tional ideas.

Collaboration between a filmmaker and an
anthropologist is often put forward as the
ideal formula for successful anthropological
filmmaking. Each, it is supposed, will
complement the skills of the other, the
assumption being that anthropologists are
untrained in filmmaking and filmmakers are
ignorant of anthropology. This may once
have been true, but increasingly anthropolo-
gists are eager to add filmmaking to their
traditional methods of note-taking and writ-
ing. In this, anthropologist-filmmakers like
Jean Rouch have led the way. Filmmakers
trained in anthropology are also more
common, and indeed the separation of the
two domains is beginning to look outdated.
Younger anthropologists increasingly regard
filming skills as a necessary part of their
research repertoire.

In any case, collaboration of any kind can
be difficult, and more so if the collaborators

have different interests and ways of doing
things. A common pitfall when an anthro-
pologist and filmmaker collaborate is that
the anthropologist wants the film to be all-
inclusive, believing that anything left out will
make the film misleading. The error here lies
in assuming that a film must cover every-
thing or avoid an interpretation, and that the
viewer has no recourse to other sources of
information. The anthropologist may there-
fore come armed with an encyclopedic list of
topics and become upset when they cannot
all be dealt with. A variant of this, also meant
to guard against misinterpretation, is to load
the film with a complex superstructure of
verbal explanation, under which the film
eventually sinks. Filmmakers, for their part,
may be too eager to give the film a conven-
tional dramatic structure, feeling that without
this the audience will lose interest. They may
become increasingly anxious if this doesn’t
emerge on its own and be tempted to inter-
fere with events to make it happen. An obses-
sive fixation on ‘story’ is one of the
weaknesses of many filmmakers.

Another kind of collaboration may be
sought between filmmakers and their
subjects, with the purpose of producing a
film that includes a more interior perspective
or gives a larger voice to the people filmed.
A common problem here is that it becomes
difficult to know whose view of a situation
the film finally represents. Because of the
different interests and objectives involved,
the result may be a compromise that avoids
exploring anything very deeply. Related to
this is another potential problem. One of the
underlying principles of an anthropological
or cross-cultural perspective is that cultural
specificities are best understood in relation to
cultural difference. In theory, therefore, a
cross-cultural collaboration should develop
just such a comparative perspective. But if
a film contains too many compromises
between the collaborators, it tends to lose
its cross-cultural edge. In recent years, a
better alternative seems to have emerged:
the simultaneous encouragement of both
indigenous and cross-cultural filmmaking.
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The cross-cultural perspective, in turn, can
look in either direction.

Research relationships

This may be an appropriate point to intro-
duce another problem often faced by film-
makers: resolving the tension between trying
to present an honest analysis of a situation
and avoiding giving offence to those who are
part of it. Frequently, the very things that are
most revealing of underlying social forces
are precisely the things that people do not
want shown or discussed. And yet to tailor
one’s analysis to what will not disturb anyone
amounts to self-censorship. But this formula-
tion perhaps represents a false dichotomy, for
it suggests that people will always prefer
silence to the truth, or will be intolerant of
others’ views, and that the filmmaker and
subjects cannot work through such differ-
ences together. Often, too, with the passage
of time, a film takes on a new ambiance. It
begins to be viewed as a historical document,
and even an object of nostalgia. Depending
on the time taken between the filming and
the film’s completion, people’s attitudes
toward it may shift markedly. Thus, a situa-
tion that originally aroused controversy
may later be regarded more dispassionately,
and people may be quite happy for it to be
shown.

However, sometimes this doesn’t happen,
and then the filmmaker must make a moral
judgment about whether it is more important
for the material to be seen or to protect peo-
ple’s sensibilities. And it is not only a matter
of sensibilities, but of rights. The understand-
ing under which the film was made is crucial
to this decision. But rights are not always
clear-cut, and the right course is not always
obvious. Who has the right to speak for a
community, or defend it? When there has
been an injustice, does anyone have the right
to prevent it being discussed? And there is
the reverse situation in which the filmmaker
realizes that even though people may allow
something to be filmed, including it in

the film may cause distress or damage to
some individual. In that case, the filmmaker
might decide to leave it out. There are
even cases in which someone’s life may be
endangered by a film. Ethics committees
attempt to cover all the eventualities, but
they cannot. There are some situations in
which a legalistic interpretation of rights
is useless, and filmmakers must ultimately
be guided by their own consciences and
understanding.

The relationship between a filmmaker and
those filmed is clearly not a simple one, and
it is important to realize that it evolves
over time during the making of a film. For
that reason, the understanding struck when
the filming began will also change, for better
or worse. Usually it is for the better, as
filmmaker and subjects get to know each
other, but tensions can also arise. Having a
filmmaker around may look enjoyable at
the beginning, but it can wear thin. Film-
makers must judge how not to overstay
their welcome. Furthermore, the shift is not
always in one direction; there will inevitably
be ups and downs in the relationship. Both
filmmaker and film subjects should
feel they are deriving some benefit from
the making of the film even if, as is
usually the case, the reasons differ for each
of them.

Fieldwork and filming

One question that frequently arises is how
soon filming should begin. Is it better to con-
duct a period of research and familiarization
before beginning to film, or to begin filming
immediately? This is both a practical matter
and a matter of principle. The conventional
wisdom, based on the typical pattern of
anthropological fieldwork, followed much
later by publication, holds that filming should
be introduced only after a period of prelimi-
nary research. How can one film what one
does not know anything about? This is also
the common formula for successful docu-
mentary filmmaking: that the research should
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precede the filming. For one thing it reas-
sures the producers that they won’t lose their
money. But one consequence of this is that
the filmmaker may film no more than what
has already been established by the research,
so that the filming simply becomes a way of
illustrating it. In effect, the filming has con-
tributed nothing in the way of new knowl-
edge. One might well ask: If one makes a
film based on what one already knows, what
is the point of making it?

A different approach, based on the idea
that filming is an integral part of the research
process, is that it should begin quite soon, as
the filmmaker begins to explore the subject.
Often when this is done, the filmmaker
realizes that the ideas that initially appeared
so crucial are of less importance than the new
ideas they lead to. In this case, the act of
filming has served as a catalyst to under-
standing. But if the film is made according to
a prefabricated script or treatment, it will
tend to be frozen at that earlier stage. There
are other reasons too for filming from the
start. As first observations become more
familiar, they are often taken for granted.
They may become so familiar that the
filmmaker loses sight of them altogether,
only discovering the loss when it is too late.
Filming when observations are fresh can
cause one to film them more acutely.

Filming from the start can also be a matter
of principle. If one introduces a camera after
a long period of fieldwork, it tends to alter
and even disrupt the nature of the relation-
ships that one has built up, for the filming
process necessarily introduces a different
mode of behavior on the part of the film-
maker. One must focus more on one’s job
and may find it impossible to interact
with people as before. Furthermore, filming
inevitably means placing a piece of alien
equipment between oneself and one’s
subjects. It may thus be thought preferable,
from both a moral and practical point of
view, to introduce the camera early, showing
one’s subjects straightforwardly what one is
doing, and allowing the relationships to grow
around that.

Filmmaking behavior

These relationships are also crucially affected
by the methods and character of the filming.
In the days when filming required massive
equipment, and even later when it became
somewhat less intrusive, the filming process
tended to dominate any situation. No wonder
documentary filmmakers had to direct people
to play their parts. Today, with small video
cameras, when technically excellent films
can be made by even one person, the intru-
sion of the technology and the filmmaker
need not be so great. But it is less the tech-
nology itself and more the approach of the
filmmaker that makes the primary difference.
If the filmmaker is constantly calling atten-
tion to the filming process, or constantly
interfering in things for technical or other
reasons, the camera will naturally remain the
center of attention. But if the object is
to make films about how people actually
live, it is wise to learn how to work more
unobtrusively.

How filmmakers comport themselves is
the first consideration. A low-key approach
to filming requires an ability to treat the
camera not as a problem, but as a trusted
companion. This means learning to operate it
with a minimum of fuss. It is a little like
mastering a musical instrument. Holding the
camera steady, for example, is a skill that can
be learned by almost anyone. The more expe-
rienced one becomes, the more one operates
the controls without thinking, and the more
the camera becomes an extension of one’s
way of looking at things and interacting with
others. The more comfortable you are with
the camera, the more open you can be to
what is going on around you.

There are other factors involved in filming
that affect how people respond to the camera
and what the resulting film material looks
like. This has partly to do with the filmmak-
er’s individual personality and partly with
larger matters of method and style. Is the
filmmaker working alone or with others?
Does the filmmaker work close to the people
being filmed or stand farther back? Is the
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filming done with a tripod or a hand-held
camera? Many of these factors are deter-
mined by the genre of the film, its anthropo-
logical objectives, or the culture from which
the filmmaker comes. But they are also open
to choice. For example, to film people’s
informal interactions and conversations may
require staying close to them, hand-holding
the camera in order to move easily with
them, and using a wide-angle lens so that
they don’t constantly go out of frame. But
this can also be a matter of personal stylistic
choice, the filmmaker’s own preferred way
of seeing the world. Another approach, more
interested in relations to space, or to the sur-
rounding environment, might call for a
camera on a tripod, framing the world in
more formal ways. In both cases, it may be
difficult to separate the subject matter from
the aesthetics of representing it.

Camera modes

The choice of camera style is personal in
another sense. It has to do with how the film-
maker relates to other people and what sort
of relationship with them the film will ulti-
mately express. This is an integral part of a
larger strategy of how the film explores its
subject. There are various ways of employing
a camera, which could be described as
responsive, interactive, and constructive.
Each has its uses, and each represents not
only a different mode of enquiry but also
a different way of addressing the viewer.
A responsive camera is largely reactive,
responding to what is occurring in front of it.
It looks, explores, but does not interfere, even
though the filmmaker may be on intimate
terms with the subjects. The viewer’s
perspective here resembles that of the film-
maker, who watches but does not otherwise
enter into the event.

An interactive camera is quite the reverse.
It does intervene, and records its own interac-
tion with the subject. The filmmaker, even if
not actually seen, is now pushed more into

the forefront of the film, along with the sub-
jects. Such interactions often take the form
of conversations, or interviews. Clearly such
events would not occur unless provoked or
invited by the filmmaker. In a figurative
sense the viewer is now situated farther
outside the film, watching the filmmaker
at work.

A constructive camera presents the viewer
with an intervention of a different kind,
focused this time on the film images them-
selves. Through the style of camerawork
and editing, the images are reprocessed to
produce an explicitly interpretive work, based
on a concept of the subject or set of formal
conventions. The manipulation of images by
the filmmaker is made very obvious. This is
a far cry from the realist mode of the other
approaches, for here the filmmaker disassem-
bles the subject and reassembles it according
to some external logic. In effect, the filming
is used not to report on an event but to report
on the filmmaker’s interpretation or impres-
sions of it. The viewer’s position is thus
moved still farther outside the frame of the
original event and closer to that of the film-
maker’s own consciousness.

One of these modes of camera use may
dominate a film, but often several modes are
employed for different purposes, sometimes
merging into one another. It may difficult, for
example, to identify the point at which
people who have previously been absorbed in
their own affairs begin to involve the film-
maker in their conversations, or at which
point the filmmaker starts introducing formal
elements into the film that will become
increasingly pronounced. It may also be dif-
ficult to distinguish between formal elements
that are part of generic conventions and those
that are idiosyncratically those of the film-
maker. For example, if one films always from
a ground-level position, is this a cultural
choice or a personal one? In the hands of
a great filmmaker like Yasujiro Ozu, it is
evidently both.

There is no good reason why several
camera modes may not be used in a single
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film, provided they appear justified and
are not sprung unexpectedly on the audience.
For if this happens, the filmmaker will be
judged to have lost control of the material or
to be indulging personal whims at the expense
of the viewer. Stylistic consistency has much
to be said for it, as a guarantee of the coher-
ence of the filmmaker’s vision. If there are to
be shifts of method, it is wise for the film-
maker to establish these possibilities early in
the film. If film viewers do not know the
ground rules of the film, they will have dif-
ficulty interpreting what they see.

Filming strategies

Anthropological filmmaking can center on
an event such as a ritual, a social institution
such as marriage, or even an abstraction such
as identity or masculinity. It may look at the
role of an individual or the experiences of a
large group. In some cases, the structure of
an event provides a framework for the film to
follow. This can lend a degree of predictabil-
ity to the filming, although sometimes even
the people involved are unsure of what will
happen next. It is not unusual to go to a place
where something is supposed to happen only
to be told that it is happening elsewhere, or
happened last night. The best the filmmaker
can do is get the most reliable information
from knowledgeable people and be prepared
for other possibilities. Patience and flexibil-
ity are both necessary assets in these situa-
tions. Filmmakers who are too rigid in their
expectations are likely to face frustrations
and resort to hasty decisions. All too often
filmmakers refuse to film something because
it doesn’t fit into their plans, only to realize
later that something of importance has hap-
pened right under their noses. Sometimes an
unexpected scene contributes far more to the
film than what the filmmaker originally had
in mind.

There are a variety of strategies for anthro-
pological filmmaking in the field. Some film-
makers will look for events or individuals

to follow. Others will look for tensions
or conflicts that appear to be moving
toward some kind of crisis, reasoning that
discovering what is at stake will reveal
underlying forces at work. These social
dramas, like more formalized events, have a
certain predictability to them and, as Gregory
Bateson, Victor Turner, and others have
reasoned, reflect the ways in which commu-
nities reconcile fundamental structural
divisions that threaten to disrupt them.

Still other filmmakers will try to explore
social forces by concentrating on particular
themes that express them, either symboli-
cally or in everyday events. This theme-
and-variations approach can be especially
productive when the tensions never rise to
the level of a crisis, but remain as undercur-
rents. It can be equally valuable in exploring
less volatile aspects of culture, such as the
transmission of knowledge from one group
or generation to another, or the ways in
which cultural traditions evolve and adapt to
change.

One tactic in filming a set of related
themes is to note down relevant material that
may recur. These may be events one has
witnessed, or other forms of expression. The
filmmaker is then attuned to a specified range
of possibilities and prepared to begin filming
when something happens that fits one or
another of the target items. As the film
progresses, new items will be added and old
ones removed, either because enough mate-
rial about them has now been filmed or
because they no longer appear relevant.
Since the filmmaker is constantly learning
more about the subject, it is quite normal for
the priorities to change.

Visual anthropology also offers consider-
able scope for studying visual culture. We
live increasingly in a world of visual images.
Anthropological filmmaking can make an
important contribution to the understanding
of visual cultural forms, since it can show
how visual images and visible objects are
produced and consumed as well as their
physical appearance. There is also a valuable
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differential perspective to be gained from
using one visual medium to explore another,
such as film or video to study still photogra-
phy, religious iconography, or advertising.
Here filming offers anthropology and cul-
tural studies a ‘language’ particularly suited
to its objects of research.

The cinematic triangle

Most anthropological films implicitly
announce three separate relationships:
(1) between the filmmaker and the viewers;
(2) between the filmmaker and the subjects;
and (3) between the subjects and the viewers.
The last of these is often expressed in the
way people in a film imagine the audience
will see them, and how, through the film,
they attempt to address them. The first is
more like a pact between filmmaker and
audience that is established by the genre of
the film, but also by certain more direct
signals from the filmmaker. The genre of the
film—whether research filming, a television
documentary, or a film for teaching—tells us
partly what to expect. The filmmaker may
then tell us more by establishing a particular
style: for example, by introducing voice-over
commentary, subtitles, inter-titles, or still
images. A camera style will also be estab-
lished. The filmmaker may prefer long takes
or short ones, close shots or wide shots,
movement or stillness, or a distinctive com-
bination of these. The film may preserve a
convention of omniscience or give the viewer
an insight into the filmmaking process. The
editing will also create a logic and rhythm.
Does the filmmaker prefer smooth-flowing
continuity or the use of juxtapositions? Do
the images progress from the general to the
specific, or vice versa? The point is not that
one approach is necessarily better than
another, but that viewers sense an intention
and intelligence behind the work and feel
they are in good hands.

It is also important for a film to establish
the filmmaker’s relationship to the people

being filmed. This may evolve over the
course of the film, but we get early evidence
of it in people’s behavior before the camera.
Do they appear aware of the filmmaker’s
presence, and if so are they comfortable with
it? Do they appear to have been directed? Is
there interaction with the filmmaker? Does
the filmmaker stay close to them or film from
far away, as if from an observation post? The
manner of filming embodies an attitude
toward the subject.

It also embodies the filmmaker’s attitude
toward the viewer. Earlier styles of documen-
tary encoded a theatrical convention of dis-
tance between the work and the audience.
The film was a performance prepared for
their consumption. How it was produced was
a professional secret, and this mystery was
part of its power. Like fiction films, most
documentaries assumed an Olympian view
of their subjects. Human beings were
observed and recorded, but the eye observing
them remained unacknowledged and unseen,
both by the audience and apparently by the
subjects as well. If someone noticed the
camera, that shot was cut out. This was a far
cry from the novel, in which authors fre-
quently confided their thoughts and methods
to the reader. Documentaries made since the
1960s, however, have begun to treat the
camera more like a personal writing instru-
ment, although this shift has yet to affect
much of television production. In most films,
but particularly in anthropological films, the
acknowledgement within the film of the film-
maker’s situation in the field becomes an
important element in allowing us to interpret
accurately what we see.

Modes of reflexivity

The disclosure of the filmmaking process,
however, is not a single act but may be dis-
tributed through many aspects of the film.
It need not take the form of overt self-
reflexivity—in itself often unreliable,
because it can never be wholly disinterested.
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As filmmaking becomes a more personal and
less industrial process, we can learn a great
deal from the filmmaker’s apparent behavior.
A highly intrusive camera, creating signs
of resentment, not only tells us about the
insensitivity of the filmmaker but also that
what we see is produced under a kind of
duress. A camera that moves in certain ways
and follows certain details tells us much
about the particular interests of the film-
maker. It has often been argued that anthro-
pological films should be accompanied by
written notes that describe the field situation
and fill in much of the missing ethnographic
detail. This may be valuable for teaching, but
it should not become a crutch that the film
depends upon. For in that case, anthropologi-
cal filmmakers may take it as an invitation to
produce inadequate work.

Reflexivity essentially means contextual-
izing the content of a film by revealing
aspects of its production. Makers of anthro-
pological films should distinguish between
two kinds of reflexivity. One kind is explicit,
making the conditions of filming more appar-
ent. This may mean including footage of
interactions between filmmaker and subjects,
showing the subjects’ acknowledgement of
the filmmaking situation, providing a voice-
over commentary, and so on. It also means
providing a sufficiently rich context for the
events shown to make them understandable
in interpersonal and cultural terms. A more
implicit kind of reflexivity also permeates
most films, to which viewers should be sensi-
tive. It is the stamp of the filmmaker’s
research interests and personal involvement.
It can be read in a multitude of signs in how
the film has been made, from the camer-
awork to the editing, to the responses of
people on the screen. It is an expression of
the filmmaker’s living presence in the film.

The experiences of individuals

If the filmmaker’s role is embodied in
this way, what about that of the film’s

subjects and the viewer? The subjects
are clearly embodied in a physical sense,
because it is their existence that has
generated the images on the screen. The
camera also registers the outward expression
of their emotions and, through their words,
signs of their intellectual life. But these signs
must be interpreted by the viewer and, in a
sense, made their own. The viewer becomes
a collaborator in the creation of a film’s
meaning. In anthropological films this can be
complicated by cultural differences, since the
signs (most obviously of language) may vary
from one society to another. Filmmakers in
such cases must often rely on the context to
clarify these meanings, or provide explana-
tions by other means. But one of the great
assets of anthropological film, as opposed to
writing, is its ability to reach across cultural
boundaries through those aspects of life that
are common to many societies. Viewers may
not be able to understand another language,
but they can recognize many situations in
other people’s lives and respond to them. The
better the film contextualizes these situa-
tions, the better the viewer can interpret
them in culturally appropriate ways.

Although films cannot get inside another
person’s mind or emotions, they can, by cin-
ematic means, communicate aspects of their
subjective experience. They do this partly by
paying close attention to the expressions,
movements, and responses of individuals and
partly by following narratives in their lives.
Viewers, through a process of identification,
begin to make connections between the
behavior on the screen and their own past
experiences. Films rarely adopt the actual
visual perspectives of individuals. Rather,
figuratively and literally, they look over their
shoulders, staying close to them through
different events. Viewers come to understand
others’ feelings not by experiencing
them directly, but by vicariously sharing
their social interactions and physical
surroundings.

In the creation of subjective identification,
narrative has a central role. Because of this
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it has great potential for contributing to
anthropological understanding, a potential
more often employed in films than in anthro-
pological writing. Narratives occur in every
culture and provide an important mechanism
for cross-cultural understanding. They
have explanatory power, because they can
demonstrate patterns of cause and effect. By
observing how something happens, we
can often come to understand why it
happens. Perhaps more important, narratives
of individual lives provide a way of leading
us imaginatively through the experiences
of others in societies different from our own.
In the process, we encounter the complexity
of social forces and the ways in which
individuals are affected by them. Narratives
of social interaction also provide a frame-
work for observing how people inhabit
their physical environment—how they use
it, alter it, and experience it in sensory
terms.

Lastly, the filmmaker needs to take account
of how the people portrayed in an anthropo-
logical film see themselves, for they are by
right its first audience. They are involved in
it both personally and as preternaturally
exposed representatives of their communi-
ties. Films can provoke a wide range of
responses, many of them unpredictable. Like
still photographs, they can elicit memories,
emotions, and tacit cultural knowledge.
People’s responses to seeing themselves in
films can tell us much about what we as film-
makers have got right and what we have got
wrong, even if this does not always coincide
with what they like or dislike. Their interpre-
tations will also undoubtedly change over
time. Many of the cultural and intellectual
assumptions clinging to a film will drop
away and it may well come to be valued less
for these things than for the physical details
it has captured. In a similar way, anthropolo-
gists can make use of old films in new ways.
The films we make today become both
sources of documentary evidence and evi-
dence of the ideas, prejudices, and interests
of their times.
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Repeat Photography in
Landscape Research

INTRODUCTION

A repeat photograph, or ‘rephotograph’ is a
photograph specifically made to duplicate
selected aspects of another, pre-existing pho-
tograph. The new image typically repeats the
spatial location of the original, showing the
viewer the same scene once again and invit-
ing comparison. But other features of an
existing photograph, the lighting, or the
events depicted, may also be the subject of
attempted duplication. The verb ‘attempt’ is
appropriate in this effort, for a photograph
made at one time can never be exactly repli-
cated in another. And it is the differences
between photographs that make them both
compelling and informative when seen
together. The result is a photographic diptych
that spans an intervening period of time. The
photographs act like bookends to the time in
between, and the combination raises ques-
tions about what is not seen as well as what is
seen in either photo. The ability of rephoto-
graphs to illustrate change as well as question
assumptions about time insures their unique
contribution to the medium of photography.

Mark Klett

Rephotographs rely on a visual language
that is almost universal. The ability to point
out and compare differences between photo-
graphs spans a very wide range of viewer
interests and levels of experience. However,
the ability to interpret these differences is not
universal; because when two photographs, an
original and a rephotograph, are paired
together the combination may illustrate
change and the passage of time, but neither
image can explain the events that led to that
change.

Rephotographs have been used by research-
ers across many fields as tools, documents,
and objects; how rephotographs are made
varies among disciplines, just as what
researchers expect from them ranges from
documentation of data to poetic expression.
Rephotographs can support both empirical
and theoretical work; they may also become
the subjects of research. From the natural
sciences to the fine arts, rephotographs can
help examine change and document the
passage of time, most commonly in land-
scapes where the original subject of a photo-
graph can be located and the space revisited.
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For example, rephotographs have been used
in such wide-reaching projects as studying
changes in plant growth and population in
the Arizona desert, revisiting the now famous
photographs of a major city, exploring the
route of a historic intercontinental highway,
repeating a collection of vernacular snap-
shots as a departure point for conceptual art
project, and rephotographing the collection
of an automobile club as the pathway to a
changing urban environment (Hastings and
Turner, 1965; Vale and Vale, 1983; Rosier,
2004; Levere, 2005; Kinder and Roth, 2005).
These studies span the natural and social
sciences, the fine arts, urban planning and
land management, to name only a few of the
disciplines involved.

Intervening time spans between photo-
graphs may be short term, as in the record
of plant growth over a few days, or long
term, as in monitoring the creeping
movement of a glacier (Fagre and McKeon,
forthcoming). Common to many disciplines,
there has been a need to visualize change,
and the overall connection has been to gain a
unique perspective on time related to place
that is independent of discipline and chal-
lenges the observation of any single
moment.

While there are common threads in the
need for visualizing change, there have been
two basic approaches to rephotography. I will
describe each approach, based on my exten-
sive experience in rephotography across a
variety of projects, with examples of some of
the ways rephotography can be used in visual
research in a number of fields. I will focus, in
particular, on The Third View Project (Third
View), which attempted to repeat Western
American survey photographs dating from
the 1860s to 1870s along with a set of
rephotographs made of these originals by
the Rephotographic Survey Project (RSP).
The RSP worked between 1977 and 1979
to precisely repeat the first photographs
of the American West made by photogra-
phers such as Timothy O’Sullivan, William
Henry Jackson, J. K. Hillers, and others

(Klett et al., 1984). The project is described
on its website as follows:

Third View revisits the sites of historic western
American landscape photographs. The project
makes new photographs, keeps a field diary of its
travels, and collects materials useful in interpreting
the scenes, change and the passage of time.

The Third View project began in 1997 and com-
pleted fieldwork in the year 2000. Over the course
of four years the project revisited 109 historic
landscape sites, all subjects of nineteenth-century
American western survey photographs. (The Third
View Project, 2004: Introduction).

The first approach described in this chapter
depends on finding the exact location where
an original photograph was made, and accu-
rately reoccupying the position and framing
of the initial view. This technique is most
useful to those wishing to make quantitative
measurements from the photographic sets,
and they are often used in the natural
sciences. But the concepts are also important
to those in other fields who wish to create
convincing recreations of an original photo-
graph. This is the most commonly used set of
techniques and when used with care will
deliver photographs that can be molded to a
wide range of concerns.

The second approach also involves locat-
ing where an original photograph was made,
but is less concerned with exact relocation of
the original position or frame, and instead
focuses on the context surrounding the
photograph(s). This technique is useful when
the researcher is interested in exploring
stories associated with those images and
locations: for instance, in noticing what is, or
is not included in the photographic view. It
is also a method for combining multiple
photographs. This may be a better fit for the
social sciences and the arts, but is often
useful to other fields as well.

These two visual research methods have
different purposes, and the techniques used
have both virtues and limitations. However,
the two approaches are not mutually exclu-
sive since they share a common goal: finding
where an existing photograph was made.
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That ‘place’ becomes the basis for making
new photographs.

VANTAGE POINT

One reason photographs are so useful is they
originate from a real position in space.
Unlike images made ‘by hand,” such as draw-
ings or paintings, photographs are subject to
the laws of physics, chemistry, and optics,
and it is therefore possible to repeat some of
those physical processes in order to create a
‘duplicate’ image. In place-based photo-
graphs, or photographs that depict locations,
landscapes, and other scenes that can be
reoccupied over long periods of time, the
photographer places a camera in a position
that is accessible at a later date.

Photographs are formed by a lens project-
ing an image onto a light-sensitive medium;
previously this was photographic film;
however, now it is commonly a digital sensor.
Thus, the relationship between the lens and
the objects before it plays the biggest role in
how an image is recorded: The optical prop-
erties of lenses resolve and represent the
subject in a photograph, but it’s where the
photographer places the lens in space, or its
‘vantage point,’ that dictates the resulting
composition.

Every photograph has a vantage point, and
with the exception of stereo photographs
there is only one vantage point per image.
This point usually corresponds to a position
at or near the diaphragm of the lens and
controls how the lens records the objects
before it. The vantage point is responsible
for the way that three-dimensional space is
translated into two dimensions. Thus, in a
hypothetical landscape view, the way a rock
in the foreground intersects a tree in the
middle ground, and how that same tree lines
up with a mountain peak in the distance, are
all a function of the vantage point chosen by
the photographer. If one chooses a different
position to place the lens, these relation-
ships will change, even by a small amount.

Experienced photographers go to great
lengths to choose vantage points with care,
and for good reason. Failure to consider the
vantage point when making a photograph can
result in unintended juxtapositions in space.
Imagine the portrait of a loved one, taken
from a poorly chosen camera position in
front of the house, with the unfortunate
visual impression of the chimney forever
coming out of the subject’s head.

There is only one position from which
every photograph is made, and that position
is dictated by the position of the vantage
point. This should not to be confused with
the focal length of a camera’s lens; the choice
of long focal length (telephoto) or short focal
length (wide angle), affects how much of the
scene will be included in the photograph.
Long focal lengths record less of the scene
but enlarge more in the distance; short focal
lengths record wider views and describe
areas closer to the camera.

APPROACH #1: EXACT RELOCATION
OF A VANTAGE POINT

Whether for science or art, then, the job of
the rephotographer is to find the vantage
point of an original photograph as precisely
as possible. And where the purpose is to
achieve an accurate evaluation of physical
change over time, there is a greater need to
precisely duplicate this unique point in the
rephotograph. Malde (1973) described how
the camera can be used in the same way as a
transit when measuring change directly from
photographs; the camera is essentially used
as an optical surveying instrument. But even
studies that have little need for measuring
change benefit from accurately repeating a
prior vantage point, because the resulting
photographs just look more alike as repeated
images. Carefully relocated vantage points
result in photographs that convince viewers
they are made from the same place, and
encourage greater participation in interpret-
ing the image contents. By eliminating the



REPEAT PHOTOGRAPHY IN LANDSCAPE RESEARCH 117

variable of where two photographs were
made in space, the viewer is free instead
to contemplate other differences, such as
visible changes between the two views (Klett
et al., 1984).

Techniques used for locating vantage
points depend on the camera format
and materials employed, but the principle is
independent of device or medium. Several
publications describe methods for accurately
reoccupying an existing vantage point
(Malde, 1973; Harrison, 1974; Klett et al.,
1984; Rogers et al., 1984). In practice, there
are two stages to the work. First, the original
photograph must be given a general, and then
a more specific location: for example, a pho-
tograph taken in the Rocky Mountains in
Colorado, and Mt Harvard in particular, and
further, the photo shows the east side of the
mountain, at a specific drainage, etc. This
work is often done before rephotography
fieldwork begins, and may require research
into any titles or descriptions, in comparison
to other known photographs, or consulting
maps, field records, or other documents.

In recent years, some researchers have had
success using web-based maps and aerial
photographs to help locate the positions for
landscape photographs. Google Maps, for
example, used in combination with oblique
views and lighting simulations can help
narrow the choices when searching for where
photographs were made. The information
may provide both direction and approximate
distances from known landforms. One recent
rephotographic study used high-resolution
satellite images not only to identify the
landforms seen in an earlier photographic
survey but also to make computer-based
rephotographs of scenes inaccessible to
fieldwork (Hanks et al., 2010).

In the next stage of the process the photo-
graph’s vantage point is relocated by taking a
print of the original image into the field and
locating the subject(s) that appeared in that
image (and, for anyone who has made repho-
tographs, this is the exciting part of
the work). Using the print as a guide, the
observer moves through the space depicted

in the photograph and finds points that are
still identifiable from the earlier image. Then,
usually through trial and error, the points
identified in the view (for example, fore-
ground and background objects) are lined up
as in the original, and one quickly learns how
moving in different directions affects the way
the space looks in the photograph. It tends to
be most efficient to locate the vantage points
visually by maneuvering the view rather than
the camera.

Once the camera has been placed at the
chosen vantage point, the choice can be
tested and refined. To locate a given vantage
point in space, visualize this as movements
along a three-point coordinate axis: the
photographer may choose to move forward
or backward, to the left or right, or up or
down. After the vantage point is reoccupied
as closely as possible without a camera,
a lens is chosen to match the original photo-
graph’s angle of view and the camera is
pointed in the direction to match the origi-
nal’s framing and camera inclination.

At this stage it is possible to quantitatively
evaluate the choice of a vantage point more
accurately by using measurements made on
the surface of photographs (see Figure 6.1)
(Harrison, 1974; Klett et al., 2004). There
is a virtual demo of this at: htp:/www.
thirdview.org/3v/classroom/index.html; by
following the link to the Rephotography
Simulation, a user can walk through the steps
of recreating a vantage point and taking
measurements between reference points,
allowing the user to verify the accuracy of a
chosen vantage point through those measure-
ments (Figure 6.1).

Not long ago it was common to make
these measurements in the field by using
large-format cameras (4 inch X 5 inch nega-
tive size) exposing Polaroid Instant films.
To do the work successfully, a ‘copy-print’ of
the original photograph (this term will be
used throughout) was carried into the field
and measurements taken on the print surface
to calculate numeric spatial relationships
between objects in the scene. These measure-
ments were then compared with the instant
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Figure 6.1 A virtual demonstration from the book Third Views Second Sights: A
Rephotographic Survey of the American West (DVD portion). The viewer interacts with

the scene shown (Pyramid Lake, Nevada), attempting to emulate the original photograph
shown to the left. A text describes how to align and make a test rephotograph, and the
viewer moves the position of a virtual camera along three possible directions, left-right,
up-down, forward-backward, to line up the scene until it matches the original image on the
left. As the camera moves, the simulated view also changes. When a test shot is taken with
a click of the computer mouse (shown here), the tutorial demonstrates how the choice of
vantage point may be verified by comparing measurements between the original and

the test print

test prints made at the selected vantage point
and adjustments were made in the vantage
point until the measurements lined up with
the original. Large-format cameras (4 inch x
5 inch negative size) were the instruments of
choice because they allowed for recreating
any camera movements used by early pho-
tographers and most importantly because
they provided large negatives with great clar-
ity, and enabled the photographer to use the
instant film for feedback while on site. Some
variations of large-format instant films

remain, as of this writing, making this method
viable, but their continued availability for
fieldwork remains in jeopardy.

New techniques using digital cameras are
replacing methods based on film, and while
necessitating more equipment they also offer
greater accuracy. The digital corollary to the
method described above involves carrying a
portable battery-operated printer into the
field along with a digital camera. The photo-
graphs made with the digital camera are then
printed on site, and the measurements
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described in the technique above are made as
before on both the copy-print and digital
print.

Another protocol for finding vantage
points with precision involves taking a laptop
into the field along with the digital camera.
The laptop is pre-loaded with a digital copy
of the original photograph. A new vantage
point is chosen by eye and a trial photograph
is made at the chosen vantage point using a
camera on a tripod. The image file is down-
loaded to the laptop, and using image-editing
software the new image is overlaid on the
original, and made semi-transparent. The two
images are scaled to the same size and
features are compared. If the new vantage
point matches the old, the identifiable
features in both images will line up. If the
overlap is not close enough, the tripod
and camera is moved to a new position to
correspond to movements needed to make
the two photographs overlap more precisely.
The principles of quantitative measurement
are then used along with or instead of a
trial-and-error method.

The trade-off when using digital technol-
ogy for rephotographic work is that more
equipment is required, costing more money
and adding more weight. Power consumption
can be a problem in remote locations and
laptop screens are often hard to see in
daylight. The skill level needed to work some
image-editing software requires a steep
learning curve. Furthermore, storage of
digital image files can be a concern in both
the short and long term. In spite of these
drawbacks, finding a vantage point using
digital techniques is more accurate than
earlier techniques using film, and the option
of using electronic media offers many new
opportunities, some of which will be outlined
below.

Regardless of equipment used, any attempt
to relocate a pre-existing vantage point has
limitations. The accuracy in matching two
vantage points becomes greater when more
information can be compared between the
original and a rephotograph. This is espe-
cially true when the original image contains

multiple objects at a variety of distances
from the lens. Photographic vantage points
that provide clearly identifiable objects or
markers in the foreground, middle ground,
and background of the photograph are the
most accurately reoccupied. Foreground in
this case can mean anything close enough to
the camera for the photographer to touch,
which is especially true when wide-angle
lenses are used. Under these circumstances,
when information at multiple distances from
the camera is reliable, it is often possible to
position the lens within centimeters of the
original. But if the information is limited or
the photographer can only rely on identifying
similar distances from the camera, the degree
of accuracy will be significantly reduced.

Lighting

Light plays an important role in defining the
subject in an image, and another characteris-
tic of photographs is that they are made at
unique times of day. The lighting in the
original image can be the most obvious
indication of the photograph’s moment in
time, and can be an aid in identifying the
vantage point, by matching both the time of
day and time of year in which the photograph
was made (Malde, 1973; Hoffman and
Todd, 2010). Lighting defines how three-di-
mensional objects are rendered in a flat pic-
ture plane, and a change in lighting in the
rephotograph will change the way a viewer
interprets space in the scene.

Together with exact duplication of an
earlier vantage point, replicating the lighting
is an essential part of accurate rephotographic
methods. In landscapes, the angle of the sun
above the horizon will be determined by the
season, and the lighting in any given location
can theoretically be repeated twice a year,
once on either side of the closest solstice.
For example, the lighting in a photograph
made in April, 2 months before the summer
solstice can also be duplicated in August,
2 months after the summer solstice. But
there may be seasonal differences that are
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important: for example, photographs made in
October may look very different than those in
February, even though the lighting matches.
The direction of the light in the same land-
scape scene, east to west, will be determined
by the time of day. Depending on the details
in the photograph that is being repeated, both
the time of day and the time of year may be
critical to making a rephotograph.

In summary, accurate place-based repho-
tography is formulated on the principle that
an earlier vantage point can be relocated with
precision, regardless of camera type or
output. Rephotographs made in this way can
be the basis for making quantitative measure-
ments from the photographs; they also con-
vince viewers that the space has been
matched. Replication of lighting is also an
important part of this method; more than
aesthetics, lighting provides viewers with
clues to reading space. Together, careful
replication of vantage point and lighting
duplication provide the best visual evidence
for monitoring changes over time through
photographs and are an effective approach
for projects, across disciplines. A viewer will
depend on knowing that the places depicted
are the same, and use that knowledge to

gauge how closely the pictures match. Thus,
the level of accuracy achieved is an important
conceptual as well as physical tool necessary
to understanding how to read the photo pairs
and in gauging the reliability of the photo-
graphic evidence. If the rephotographs are
made with consistent quality, viewers will
concentrate on interpreting the information
the photos provide. If the methods vary in
quality and approach, viewers will spend
time assessing how the photos were made
from different positions rather than interpret-
ing other differences.

Pyramid Lake

An example of this method is shown in
Figure 6.2, from the Third View (mentioned
earlier). Again, from the Project website:

The project’s “rephotographs” were made from
the originals’ vantage points with as much preci-
sion as possible. Every attempt was also made to
duplicate the original photographs’ lighting condi-
tions, both in time of day and year. (The Third View
Project, 2004: Introduction)

The subject is Pyramid Lake, Nevada. In
1867, the original photographer, Timothy

Vi

Figure 6.2 An example of two rephotographs made using methods to accurately relocate
the vantage point of an original photograph. The first photo was made in 1867 by Timothy
O'Sullivan (Rock formations, Pyramid Lake, Nevada; collection of Massachusetts Institute

of Technology). The second was made by Mark Klett for the Rephotographic Survey Project
in 1979. The process involved photography with a large format camera (4 inch x 5 inch
negative) and instant films. Measurements to verify the choice of vantage point were made
comparing details that could be confirmed between photographs. The same process was
used again in the second rephotograph made by Mark Klett and Byron Wolfe for Third View
in 2000. The three photographs show changes in the water level of the lake, a fluctuation

related to human interventions
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O’Sullivan, placed his camera in an unusual
and isolated position atop a ‘tufa’ knob,
similar to those in the foreground of the
photo. The closest subject was less than 10
feet away from his lens, and O’Sullivan’s
photograph is filled with details that can still
be identified, making it an excellent candi-
date for accurate rephotography. The meth-
ods used are described in Klett et al. (1984)
and illustrated by the interactive demonstra-
tion in Third Views, Second Sights: A
Rephotographic Survey of the American West
(DVD) (Klett et al., 2004; also available
from: www.thirdview.org).

The rephotograph illustrates a drop of
about 65 feet in the lake’s water level when
compared with the original, and the reasons
are not explained by either image. The water
coming in to the lake from the Truckee River
was diverted, starting in the early twentieth
century for irrigation, and the lake level was
lowered as a result of water loss. The lake’s
Native American owners, the Pyramid Lake
Indian Reservation, have litigated this loss in
intervening years. The Third View photo-
graph, c. 2000, shows the water partially
restored to its earlier level.

APPROACH #2: WORKING WITH
MULTIPLE PHOTOGRAPHS AND
CREATING A CONTEXT FOR
THE VIEW

As an accessible practice photography has
only been around since the 1840s, making it a
relative newcomer in the history of image
representation. But it has also been a prolific
provider of images and in the digital era their
growing number bears significantly on our
perspectives on the world. Given any location
on earth, there is bound to be at least one pho-
tograph that covers the terrain, if even
remotely, as in satellite imagery. In geographic
areas hosting large populations the number of
existing photographs made at ground level
can be staggering. Questions regarding acces-
sibility aside, social networking sites such as

Flickr www.flickr.com) and Facebook (www.
facebook.com) provide examples of thousands
of photographs made at the same locations or
events and have already been the subject of
testing by software makers seeking to develop
engines that can sort through massive piles of
visual data. Software, such as Microsoft
Photosynth (see examples at http://photo-
synth.net) can sift through a large number of
photographs, identify common subjects, recog-
nize the spatial relationship of one photograph
to another and piece together three-dimensional
representations of the larger space based on
hundreds and even tens of thousands of photo-
graphs (Agarwal et al., 2009).

The process that a software program uses
to determine that one photograph is related to
another is a form of rephotography done in
an automated way; while it can be done by
hand and eye as well, it may take much
longer. Any individual photograph within a
large group may be a candidate for tradi-
tional rephotography, but working with mul-
tiple photographs and sorting through large
pools of images, rather than single pictures,
opens up significant new possibilities. Groups
of images empower relationships between
photographs, invite questions about the con-
text in which they were created, or enable a
better examination of how a specific subject
has been depicted through imagery. The abil-
ity to work with many photographs and edit
them for specific reasons has become an
important skill in an era when large numbers
of photographs are becoming commonplace.
The pictures may come from multiple users,
commercial media, artists, or even surveil-
lance cameras. But the specific choice of
which images to use and how to put them
together distinguishes the content of the
work and its relevance to an audience. The
next section will discuss only a few ideas
related to the conventions of rephotography.
But while developing technologies will
undoubtedly open new possibilities for relat-
ing and combining existing photographs to
the spaces they come from, it will always be
the criteria used in selecting and editing these
images that will matter.
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Finding photographic resources

The same advances in technology that are
changing how rephotographs are made in the
field have also affected the way research is
conducted with historic photographs. Major
collections are being digitized and made
accessible on the web, making thousands of
pictures available to the public that were pre-
viously unknown, and enabling assessment
across collections. This is especially signifi-
cant when researching photographs made
from a specific location. For example, many
of the existing nineteenth-century survey
photographs were spread out over collections
nationwide. It wasn’t known how many
photographs were actually made of any given
subject unless one traveled to these individ-
ual collections and compared detailed notes.
Similar comparisons can now be made in a
matter of hours at home by viewing photo-
graphs from several digital online collections
at the same time. Furthermore, it’s often pos-
sible to relate photographs to published
reports and diaries that describe the photog-
rapher’s experience or context for the view.
One can also examine other photographs
made by the same photographer at other
locations to understand certain working
techniques and personal idiosyncrasies of
that photographer.

Most importantly, the availability of World
Wide Web access to photographs means an
important revision to the workflow linking
research and fieldwork: it’s now possible to
download and bring more photographs into
the field and compare these photos to the
experience of place—that is, current geogra-
phy, environment, location, and so on.
Previously, this had to be done by visiting
photo archives and making or ordering copy-
prints of originals, work that was usually
expensive and time consuming. The combi-
nation often limited the number of photo-
graphs taken into the field. By comparison,
low-resolution downloads are typically free,
and for an increasing number of ‘important’
photographs, sites like the US Library of
Congress (www.loc.gov/pictures/) offer free

downloads of high resolution (100+ mega-
byte) files. And downloads can sometimes
now be made on-site if a connection to the
web is possible. Reviewing collections on-
site may also reveal the locations of photo-
graphs that were previously unknown.

Working with multiple vantage
points

Historically, some physical locations have
generated more photographs than others.
Places that attract photographers or cities
with large populations have become focus
points for disproportionately large numbers
of photographs and are what might be called
places of high image density. One example of
an image-rich environment is Grand Canyon
National Park in Arizona; with over 4 million
visitors per year, it is the second most visited
national park in the USA (Sullivan, 2007),
and an internationally known landscape of
the American West.

In the composite photograph shown in
Figure 6.3, four photographs made by
William Bell in 1872 appear embedded in a
larger panorama of the scene near Toroweap
Point on the North Rim of the Canyon. The
historic photographs occupy their original
positions and the contemporary view made at
the same location shows the space around the
photos. The combined image becomes what
has been called a digital ‘mashup,’ a term that
Wikipedia defines as ‘a digital media file
containing any or all of text, graphics, audio,
video, and animation, which recombines and
modifies existing digital works to create a
derivative work (‘Mashup,” 2010). We have
similarly described this method as a photo-
graphic mash-up, or more formally as the
‘embedded rephotograph’ approach.

This method is made possible by digital
image editing, whereby one photo can be
placed over top of another, or made to
slightly overlap the other, in a digital com-
posite. What confirms that the photographs
occupy the same space is the way the edges
of one image merge with the details of the
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Figure 6.3 Mark Klett and Byron Wolfe, 2008. At the Canyon’s edge: from the foot of the
Toroweap to the ‘Devil’s Anvil’ overhang with an upstream view of the Colorado River.

A 'nodal point’ attachment was used on a tripod to create the underlying wide-angle
panorama seen in the right-hand portion of this image of the Grand Canyon near Toroweap.
From left to right are four 1872 photographs by William Bell made from the same tripod
position and embedded into the underlying panorama (Canyon of Kanab Wash; Walls of
the Grand Canyon Looking East, Colorado River; Looking South Across Grand Canyon,
Colorado River; all Courtesy National Archives). The left-hand panel positions a fourth
photograph made approximately 20 feet north of the others (William Bell, Canyon of
Kanab Wash Looking North; Courtesy National Archives). The panel was created at an
angle using photo-editing software to visually simulate its position relative to the larger

panorama

other (similar to the ‘stitch’ feature now
common on many point-and-shoot cameras).
The technique is effective if the photo that
is embedded seamlessly connects to the
photo that appears to be ‘beneath’ it in space,
and in order for this to happen the two must
be made from at or near the same vantage
point.

In this case, Bell made three of his four
photographs from the same position, simply
by rotating the camera on its tripod from
southeast to northwest. Byron Wolfe and I
were able to relocate his tripod position and
recreate the three views using the standard
rephotographic techniques described in the
first section of this text. The vantage points
for the three Bell photographs on the right
and central part of the composite were nearly
identical. The only difference between them
was the distance the lens traveled when rotat-
ing around his tripod. It was apparent after
studying the scene that the tripod itself had
not been moved.

The underlying contemporary view was
made by using special software to stitch

together 18 separate and detailed photo-
graphs of the scene into one large image.
These photographs were made from one van-
tage point, which was judged the average
position of Bell’s three vantage points and
was within inches of where he made his pho-
tographs. Unlike a simple rotation around a
tripod, the stitched photographs were all
made from one point using a ‘nodal point’
panorama attachment, a tool that attaches to
the tripod and allows the camera and lens to
rotate around the center of perspective for the
lens. When the camera is rotated at this per-
spective point the resulting photographs can
be stitched with great precision using soft-
ware designed for the purpose. The advan-
tage of using stitched photographs is that
they allow extreme enlargement of the image
while retaining exceptional detail and clarity.
In the past, the only way to achieve similar
quality was to use professional large-format
equipment. Now, image files from any digital
camera may be stitched together, though
cameras and lenses using larger image
sensors will produce better results.
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The left-hand panel of this panorama bears
mention. Bell’s fourth photograph was not
made from the same tripod location as the
other three, and the vantage point was instead
found approximately 30 feet to the north. In
order to link this photograph virtually to the
others, we rephotographed the view from its
original vantage point, and then in the proc-
ess of editing the composite placed the panel
at what appears to be an angle to the main
panorama, suggesting its relation in space to
the other panels.

The role of rephotography in
developing narrative

An example of an embedded rephotograph
from Yosemite National Park, the third most
visited national park in the USA with
3.7 million visitors in 2006 (Sullivan, 2007),
will address another use of multiple photo-
graphs. We quickly found that while Yosemite
is itself very large, the photographs that
helped make the park famous tend to be clus-
tered closely together (Klett et al., 2005).
Historic photographers (discussed further
below) were making views of the park’s
scenery and they often chose the same fea-
tures as their subjects; as a result, vantage
points were sometimes quite close to one
another. If one were to plot the vantage
points of the best-known scenic photographs
on a map of Yosemite, there would be small
clusters with great image densities in certain
locations, and vast open areas without photo-
graphic representation throughout most of
the park.

While searching for a vantage point used
by one photographer, we sometimes found
another vantage point nearby that was used
by a second photographer from another era.
Sometimes these separate photographers
were photographing the same subjects, some-
times their focus was on slightly different
subjects in different directions, but their
framing of the views might overlap in space.
Sometimes we could actually connect
the views of different photographers by

walking between the two vantage points.
This discovery led to an adaptation of the
embedded rephotograph technique and can
be seen in the panorama of Lake Tenaya in
Figure 6.4.

The panorama at Lake Tenaya connects
three historic images to a wider panorama
Byron Wolfe and I made at the scene. The
large photograph on the left, made by
Eadweard Muybridge in 1872, was perhaps
the first photograph ever made of the lake. In
the center of the panorama, an Ansel Adams
photograph, c. 1942, of the rocks and dra-
matic clouds across the lake, was partially
overlaid on an earlier view made by Edward
Weston (1937). Each photographer, in
separate trips to the lake, managed to choose
vantage points that were within 20 feet
of one another. Muybridge and Weston,
photographing the lake some 65 years apart,
were standing less than 2 feet from one
another!

We were able to rephotograph each origi-
nal using conventional techniques, but felt
the most important thing to convey about this
site was the overlapping nature of the historic
photographs. We walked the distance between
the three vantage points, but in the end chose
one from which to base our own photo-
graphs, the widest view with the closest
foreground, the vantage point used by
Muybridge. Using instant film positives on
a 4 inch X 5 inch view camera, we were able
to plot the relationship of the three earlier
photographs and create a larger panorama in
which all views could be combined into a
single image.

Two of the three photographs were
displaced from the vantage point we chose
(Muybridge’s). But the act of laying the his-
toric images on top of our contemporary
view covered parts of the new image, making
this position error less noticeable. The choice
of embedding the historic photos also negated
the capacity to compare details between
first and second views. The final image com-
posites photographs from all eras into one
digital file. The methods used to make this
panorama are based on the concept of
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Figure 6.4 Mark Klett and Byron Wolfe, Four views from four times and one shoreline,
Lake Tenaya, 2002. The left inset was taken by Eadweard Muybridge (1872); center top,
Ansel Adams (c. 1942); inset center bottom, Edward Weston (1937). The three historical
photographs were made within 20 feet of one another over a period of about 70 years. The
panorama combines all photographs into one visual composite of time layers analogous
to the lithographic layers of a stratigraphic rock. One way to approach rephotography

of image-dense landscapes is to map the vantage points into real space. In the scene,
photographer Byron Wolfe swats at the high country mosquitoes mentioned in Weston'’s
historical account of the scene. (E. Muybridge, Mount Hoffman, Sierra Nevada Mountains.
From Lake Tenaya. Number 48, courtesy of the Bancroft Library, University of California,
Berkeley, California, USA; A. Adams, Tenaya Lake, Mount Conness, Yosemite National Park,
courtesy of the Center for Creative Photography, Tucson, Arizona, USA; E. Weston, Lake
Tenaya, courtesy of the Center for Creative Photography; M. Klett and B. Wolfe)

vantage point, but would not produce an
acceptable result if quantitative information
were desired when comparing the images.
The composite panorama does not replace
the usefulness of three more accurately
made rephotographs from each original
vantage point, but it does a better job of
informing how the all the vantage points are
related.

The composite loses some capacity for
describing physical changes between photo-
graphs, but it may gain in other ways, such as
an increased potential for narrative with this
technique. Here, for example, a personal
story accompanies the panorama, told to us
by a man who was visiting the lake on the
same day we made our rephotographs. Forty
years earlier, he had camped with his wife in
the wooded spot occupied by the trees in
Muybridge’s photograph. He was reliving
that memory when we met him. He had
returned, he said, with Park Service permis-
sion to spread her ashes there as she had died

of cancer earlier in the year. It was a poignant
story of personal loss, and one that added
a new layer to our mash-up of images
by three famous photographers. In her
essay in Yosemite in Time: Ice Ages, Tree
Clocks, Ghost Rivers (2005), Rebecca Solnit
wrote:

Despite all those magnificent lumps of granite,
this place is made out of memory, imagination,
and desire, which are as tough, if not as slow to
change. Scenic splendor must have brought the
widower to camp in this place, but personal
history is what brought him back, and it's on
the return, over the long run, that meaning trans-
forms a place into a ritual site or into home. (Klett
et al., 2005)

Our desire for this project was to see Yosemite
as a place that photographs had helped shape
in the minds of viewers, whether they had
been visitors or not, and to revisualize the
Park’s iconic imagery as a layered mix of
time, cultural representation, and personal
stories. This particular example also describes
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a multi-faceted history of photographic
representation, bridging a historical divide
between the era of exploration and the period
of high Modernism. The addition of the
widower’s story alters this perspective by
adding a personal layer to the record. It’s a
reminder that each time the lake is visited, a
new layer may be added to its collective his-
tory. Our work also revealed the changes that
have occurred to some of Yosemite’s natural
environments. So for our purposes, both
methods of making rephotographs were
useful, in combination, on this project, even
though the expectations for the results were
different for each type of rephotograph. Both
involved accurate relocation of vantage
points, but one technique was useful in
visualizing physical changes; the other, by
embedding historic photographs, had clear
advantages for reaching the goal of revisual-
izing the Park’s cultural history. The embed-
ded technique opened the visual record to a
broad range of interpretations and enabled
the addition of different historical and
personal narratives. The pictures became less
about an exact description of place and
change, and more about context for the
views.

Summary: rephotography using
multiple photographs and creating
a context for the view

The second approach involves relocating the
vantage point of an original photograph in a
manner similar to the first method. Here, the
purpose is not to duplicate the original
precisely, but rather to expand the context
surrounding the two views. Techniques for
repeating the original image are less focused
on duplicating the original’s exact location
than with placing either the earlier or newer
works in relationship to other photographs
and the larger space. Digital techniques allow
smaller photographs to be embedded into a
larger photograph at or near the same vantage
point, with the effect of showing what sur-
rounds the smaller view. A new panorama

made from that vantage point may show a
wider angle of view, and may host an embed-
ded original.

Variations include embedding a smaller
second view into a larger original photo-
graph, reversing the order of which image,
old or new, is embedded; or placing a newly
made photograph side-by-side or overlapped
with an original photograph to form a con-
tinuous scene where the features of one
image flow seamlessly into the next. In fact,
the exact techniques used may be altered
to meet the demands of the situation and
not in response to a consistent framework.
This approach will only work if the embed-
ded photograph ‘fits’ seamlessly into the
scene, something that requires the vantage
points for the two photographs to be the
same or nearly the same, and it relies
upon digital technologies to edit the resulting
composite.

Embedded photographs may connect sep-
arate photos from multiple vantage points
into one scene or combine photographs made
at different times into overlapping layers. It
becomes a useful technique to convey narra-
tives and/or stories related to or in support of
the view. It is also useful for comparing and
contrasting views across time periods.

NEW TECHNIQUES USEFUL FOR
VISUALIZING REPHOTOGRAPHS:
DIGITAL INTERACTIVE MEDIA AND
THE THIRD VIEW PROJECT

The Third View project (1997-2000)
attempted to repeat Western American survey
photographs dating from the 1860s to 1870s
along with a set of rephotographs made of
these originals by the Rephotographic Survey
Project (RSP). The RSP worked between
1977 and 1979 to precisely repeat the first
photographs of the American West made by
photographers such as Timothy O’Sullivan,
William Henry Jackson, J. K. Hillers, and
others (Klett et al., 1984). Essentially, the
Third View project’s job was to create a
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second set of rephotographs based on the
original survey pictures, but also to reinter-
pret the ideas and methods developed by the
first rephotographic project. The project
began on the twentieth anniversary of the
RSP and, by design, attempted to address
questions raised by limitations of the first
project’s approaches. The new project field
team explored technological advances that
made it possible to collect new data in the
field, as well as to solve to the problem of
displaying multiple rephotographs.

Third View’s methodology began with the
conventional approach of precisely repeating
vantage point and lighting; these were the
same methods used to make the first set of
rephotographs for the RSP. A view camera
was used for the photography, and test shots
were made onto instant film just as they were
20 years earlier for the RSP. Measurements
were taken between copy-prints and the
instant print and then compared to calculate
the most accurate placement of the camera
(Klett et al., 2004). In the case of discrepan-
cies between first- and second-view vantage
points, the Third View images were based on
the vantage points of those made by the RSP.
Departures from the earlier project and the
introduction of new methods came after the
precision rephotographs were made. New
photographs of the landscape were taken to
show the scene surrounding the original van-
tage point. Video footage recorded the jour-
neys to the field locations and the team’s
experiences at those locations. Ambient
sounds were recorded, and oral history inter-
views were conducted and recorded with
people connected to those sites. Team
members’ personal photographs, made-for-
computer animations and panoramas were
added to show what was ‘behind the camera’
or outside of the picture frame. Contemporary
artifacts (not of antique or archaeological
value) were also collected at some locations.
Each piece was chosen for its relation to the
larger whole. The goal was to capture the
experiences of the team at that site, and to
provide context for how the rephotographs
were made.

Third View was as much interested in the
narrative of the journey as it was in adding to
the documentation of the West. The project
was conceived as an updated version of the
traditional Western geographical survey, only
rather than exploring unknown territory, the
field team re-explored the once open spaces
of the West, now transformed into home to
millions of inhabitants. Besides physical
changes, the project was equally concerned
with the evolving perception of place and the
shifting mythologies of the West of the
imagination, as well as the evolving concerns
of documentary photographic practice.

The fieldwork collected a large array of
visual and aural documents. These could
only be combined by editing the content into
some form of an electronic presentation. The
project launched the website with many of
the less memory-intensive works, but it was
not ideal for showing the large volume of
content created. The fully edited materials
were presented via an interactive DVD that
was published and included with a hard-
bound book (Klett et al., 2004). Viewers of
the DVD were given access to a full range of
digital files, including video footage, text,
interviews, and sound clips, with still images
that connect places to events, people, and
ideas.

In addition, there were several significant
changes to the techniques used to view
rephotographs themselves. Perhaps the most
simple but effective technique used by Third
View was a blended overlay of one image
dissolving into the next. Photos at each time
interval were sized and aligned using photo-
editing software, and the images were then
placed into a single window and made to dis-
solve into one another by clicking with the
computer mouse. By constantly changing the
view from one to the next and back, specific
places in each photograph could be com-
pared. This technique was a useful way to see
three views together: rather than displaying
the rephotographs side by side, this concept
took up less space per page. (However, we
also found that it required a greater degree of
precision in making the rephotographs. If the
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new photographs were not remade exactly
from the originals’ vantage point, or if the
lighting was significantly different between
photos, the changes between the dissolves
became immediately recognizable and dis-
tracting).

In addition to the simple dissolve between
photographs, project programmer and
designer Byron Wolfe created a novel way to
compare and view selected parts of the
rephotographic sets. By creating a mask that
acts like a moveable window, the overlapped
rephotographs also offer a ‘Time Reveal’ that
places a view from one time period on top of

another (Figure 6.5). A viewer is able to
choose the time period revealed in this
moving window (from first, second, or third
views) as well as that of the underlying pho-
tograph. The window appears to float on top
of the photograph beneath it and is moved by
grabbing and dragging it across the screen
with the computer mouse. The Time Reveal
window has proved the project’s most
dramatic way to visualize time.

Besides the Time Reveal tool, each repho-
tographic set offers other options for viewers,
including a magnifying glass to enlarge
details in each photo. The magnifier helps

Figure 6.5 The 'Time Reveal’ window from the Third View project’s interactive DVD. The
information taken at one time period may be seen as through a window floating on top
of the same location at a different time period. In this case, the window shows a house
that is part of the rephotograph made in 1997 at Green River, Wyoming, as it appears in
the window on top of the scene as originally photographed by Timothy O'Sullivan in 1872.
Different time periods may be selected in either the reveal window or base photograph

below
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alleviate one problem with viewing photo-
graphs on computer screens: their relative
coarseness and lack of fine detail. In order to
enable the magnifying glass, we scanned
images at twice the normal resolution for
screen viewing, and then deployed the mag-
nifier, which accesses the enlarged version of
the photograph.

Each rephotograph is displayed in a
window with additional controls at the bottom
of the screen. One button allows viewers to
turn color versions of the photographs on or
off. The photos may be seen in monochrome
or as full-color versions. Other buttons turn
sound recordings on and off where available.
The sound often recorded at sites ranged
from ambient noise to recorded interviews.

()

How To Navigate

Interactive sites .

Along the journey
Rephotographed sites

Each site rephotographed by Third View
included a panorama made at the original
vantage point. The panoramas are basic
versions of embedded rephotographs. The
visibility of the historic photographs can be
turned off and on using a mouse-controlled
switch. The panorama can also be enlarged
or reduced in scale, and navigation left or
right is possible in the up/down and left/right
screen.

Geography was used as the primary
navigation interface for the project. A map
of the Western states was used to display
colored dots that indicate active locations
(Figure 6.6).

When rolled over with the computer mouse,
these sites reveal photographs that bring

Figure 6.6 The map of the Western states used by the Third View DVD's ‘Journey’ section is
a geographically based navigation device. Rolling over the enlarged colored dots triggers a
photograph to appear, and clicking on the dot brings the user to that site location
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viewers to those specific site locations. Some
locations contain multiple rephotographs
along with other materials. The site locations
are displayed as photographs that act as ‘hot’
buttons to take viewers further into the
program. The buttons are aligned in linear
fashion, with a slider used as the navigation
device to scroll through the choices.

The interface allows viewers access to all
the materials the project offers as part of the
‘Journey’ section of the DVD, and also con-
tains an ‘Archive’ feature. The database is a
selection available upon first opening the
disk on the computer. If viewers only wish to
research the project’s photographs, they can
search based on location, title, keywords,
photographer, and other parameters.

Taken together, the features of the Third
View interactive disk represented a new
approach to presenting rephotographs. In the
meantime, although it wasn’t possible to put
the more memory-intensive material on a
website originally, this has changed due to
increases in processing and online access
speeds; it is now possible to put most, if not
all, of the project’s content on the web. While
publishing the photographs in this way does
not replace the need for printed versions of
the work, it significantly increases the expo-
sure and accessibility of the work.

Since the Third View DVD was published
in 2004, the software needed to combine
media and make interactive programs has
changed: that is the nature of digital media,
and the actual software used to create the
Third View disk is no longer available. New
software will allow for improved interactivity
between users and the material, but project
results depend not upon specific software but
on ideas enabled by any new technology.
The purpose of Third View’s DVD was to
challenge the ways geographic change was
visualized, and to provide a new context for
the historic survey photographs and their
sites. The content was meant to withstand the
‘bells and whistles’ of changing media over
time, by emphasizing content and ideas over
technology. To the degree that it succeeded,

the content will remain pertinent even when
the technology itself is dated.

THE FUTURE WILL BE DIFFERENT,
AND THE SAME

Photography has always been a medium in
transition and based on changing technolo-
gies. In recent years, the pace of change has
quickened and it can be assumed that the
materials and methods for making photo-
graphs in general and rephotographs in par-
ticular will continue to change along with the
medium. But rephotography is based on the
principles of how lenses describe and capture
space, and these basics have not changed
since camera systems were introduced well
over a century ago. The fundamentals of
choosing vantage points will not change and
new technologies will not end the need to
gather new information, visualize the world,
or discover new perspectives from photo-
graphic images.

Content as diverse as text, sound, video,
and still images can now also be combined,
along with rephotographs, to create truly
integrated  presentations.  Interactive
approaches using digital technologies enable
seemingly incompatible types and formats of
data to be collected and used together.
Organizing this material presents a new chal-
lenge that accentuates content over media
type, and emphasizes the experience of the
work as a way to discover the work’s content.
If done well the results can add layers of
meaning and accessibility to photographs,
extending their audience and reaching across
disciplines. Then the old problem that photo-
graphs alone cannot explain their histories
has found a new solution.
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Rephotography for
Documenting Social Change'

INTRODUCTION

The employment of temporally ordered pho-
tographs to show change has been a common
practice for many years. Sociologists have
long been interested in studying change—in
particular, social change—but have not until
recently developed methods for harnessing
photographs to study it. In this chapter,
I describe several ways in which photographs
may be used in documenting social change
and in fostering the development of insights
about the meaning and significance of that
change.

PHOTOGRAPHS AS SOCIOLOGICAL
EVIDENCE

Research on a complex phenomenon such as
social change almost inevitably requires the
use of indicators. We gauge social change
by examining a variety of things, such as
changes in population, employment, and
other statistics; in attitudes, opinions, and
social practices; and in the physical size,

Jon H. Rieger

character, layout, and condition of the built
landscape.

These material and non-material variables
fit together in a form that we recognize as the
social structure. The interconnections between
the variables mean that changes in one facet
of the structure typically lead to changes in
others. Many elements of social structure are
literally on display. They include physical
and behavioral markers accessible to the eye,
and therefore to the camera. My challenge as
a visual sociologist has been to find the visual
indicators of change. From this standpoint, a
visual approach differs from other approaches
only in that I am using visual indicators (in
addition, usually, to other, more common
ones) to help form a basis for analysis and
interpretation (Rieger, 1996).

As I have suggested above, the usefulness
of visual evidence depends on drawing infor-
mation from the images that can form the
basis of interpretations about what is happen-
ing socially. We have to examine every part
of the image, not only the nominal subject of
the photograph but also the details in the
background and near the edges of the picture
for clues pertinent to our analysis.
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THE USE OF REPEAT PHOTOGRAPHY

Perhaps the most reliable way we can use
photography to study social change is through
the systematic visual measurement technique
of ‘repeat photography’ or, simply, ‘repho-
tography.” These terms refer to a process by
which we create a temporally ordered, that is,
longitudinal, photographic record of a par-
ticular place, social group, or other phenom-
enon. We then review the photographs for
evidence of change. Here we confront the
same issues of evaluation and interpretation
that are encountered in reviewing other kinds
of evidence, such as statistical data. A numer-
ical change may reach the level of ‘statistical
significance,” but that does not necessarily
determine its substantive significance.
Likewise, photographs may reveal some
change that may or may not be substantively
significant. In interpreting either visual or
quantitative data, we must ascertain their
meaning and importance in terms of their
consistency with other evidence and its bear-
ing on the theory guiding our research.

REPEAT PHOTOGRAPHY AS A
METHODOLOGY

As I have shown above, the logic of repeat
photography is similar to more conventional
approaches to the study of change.
Measurements—in this case, photographs—
are taken at successive points in time, which
we designate Time I and Time 2. We compare
the content of the photographs, looking for
evidence of change in a manner similar to
survey data in panel studies. The change, or
lack of change, that the photographs reveal
we then interpret in accordance with our
theoretical expectations.

Repeat photographs may be used in both
quantitative and qualitative studies. We can
employ photographs in quantitative measure-
ment, for example, as William Whyte did to
gauge the changing size of crowds in small
urban spaces (Whyte, 1980). Whyte’s procedure

was to set up automatic equipment in a
strategic location—say, an upper story win-
dow—to  photograph in time-lapse
fashion a particular location, such as a street
corner, a plaza, mini-park, a market, or even
a bus stop. The photographs provided an
ongoing census of those locations, showing
the rhythm of their use and pattern of occu-
pancy. More frequently, though, we are likely
to use repeat photographs to study change in
a qualitative way. We will be looking for
obvious or subtle clues about the changing
character of social life.

To make meaningful comparisons possi-
ble, we have to maintain some element of
continuity. Continuity may reside in the fact
that the photographs were of the same scene,
or because they trace the experience of the
same or similar participants, or because
they follow the development of a particular
function, activity, or process over time.

While a pair of temporally ordered photo-
graphs (at Time 1 and Time 2) would gener-
ally be the minimum we would need in using
this method, we can take photographs at
additional points (Time 3, Time 4, and so
on), producing a more extensive record of
change. If we take a series of photographs
that is continuous or nearly so, as in ‘time-
lapse’ photography, we may actually record
change as it takes place.

REPHOTOGRAPHING PLACES

The most basic strategy we can use in
studying social change visually is to rephoto-
graph sites or things that we (or others)
have previously documented. In my study
of social change in Ontonagon County,
arural area in the western part of Michigan’s
Upper Peninsula, my approach was to
systematically document the ‘built environ-
ment.” In 1970, I took a series of baseline
(Time 1) photos that showed the main streets,
businesses, schools, and residences in
the small communities in the study area.
In 1985, I completed the first set of repeat
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photographs of these places, and took new
pictures of some additional places in the
area. Although the time gap in my pictures
was just 15 years, the change that had
occurred in Ontonagon County was pro-
found. The area had visibly shifted from an
expansionary mode to one of decline. The
following pair of photographs (Figures 7.1
and 7.2) show change that is emblematic of
the type I saw in many places around
Ontonagon County. This study of social
change in Ontonagon County has continued
to the present with repeat visual surveys
every 5 years.

REPHOTOGRAPHING PARTICIPANTS

A second strategy of rephotography exploits
the continuity provided, not by a specific site
of a photograph, but by the experience of

Figure 7.1

the human participants in the social change
process. In this approach, our objective is
to track the witnesses. The participants’ biog-
raphies and experiences become the linkage
between temporally ordered contexts and
events.

My implementation of this kind of
approach came in my attempts to reconstruct
the history of growth and decline of a small
community named Trout Creek in a remote
portion of southeastern Ontonagon County.
This community had been a robust lumber
milling town through the early and middle
parts of the twentieth century, but had
declined to a remnant of its former self by
the 1970s. When I began my inquiries, I dis-
covered that the residents had made or
preserved very few records that would afford
an insight into life as it had been in Trout
Creek. Most of the community’s facilities
had decayed or disappeared entirely. By the
1980s, only a bar and a small general store

Rockland, Michigan, 1970. This small community had a small business district

and its own post office, township government, and school system in the late 1960s. Although
Rockland had no commercial lodging facilities, it did have two grocery stores, two saloons,
a restaurant, and a gas station. © 1970 Jon H. Rieger
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Figure 7.2 Rockland, Michigan, 1985. By 1985, Rockland had lost four of its six businesses,
its school was closing, and at least a portion of its population had left. It had really lost its
‘center of gravity’ and was now more nearly a residential subdivision of Ontonagon, about
12 miles to the northwest. © 1985 Jon H. Rieger

remained of what had once been a fairly
complete complement of main street busi-
nesses and services. The railroad through
the town had been abandoned and even the
state highway that ran through the center of
town had been rerouted around its periphery.
The school had been closed and the few
school-age children were bussed to Ewen,
about 20 miles to the west. Eventually, even
the bar burned down and the small store
remained only intermittently in business.

It was my good fortune to acquire a copy
of a photograph (Figure 7.3) of a local family
made by Farm Security Administration (FSA)
photographer John Vachon in 1941 as he
passed through Trout Creek en route from the
Keweenaw to an assignment in Minnesota.
I was able to learn the identity of the family
in the nearly 60-year-old picture and to con-
nect with surviving members of that family,
the Carlisles.

This family had resided in Trout Creek
since around 1911, fairly early in the
community’s history. It had been a large
family, with nine children. Some of the seven
surviving children at the time of the Vachon
photograph were already adults with children
of their own. The Carlisles’ family home
shown in the Vachon photograph was located
in ‘Milltown,” a neighborhood where the
poorest workers resided.

From interviews with local residents,
I learned that the Carlisles were one of the
‘core’ families in Trout Creek, not because of
their wealth or prominent standing, but
because they were a big family that gained a
reputation as solid, reliable, hard-working,
and respectable people. The Carlisles appar-
ently participated in nearly every aspect of
village life and were well-known by people
of the town. The centrality of the Carlisle
family made its members apt informants
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about the dynamics of the town’s growth and
decline (Rieger, 2004).

In addition to the Vachon photograph,
I found other key historical photographs in
local family picture albums: a picture of the
mill work force from around 1952 (which
included four men from the Carlisle family
who were employees); another photograph
that showed the inaugural members of the
Trout Creek Volunteer Fire Department
(including a Carlisle son); and a picture taken
of a military honor guard at the local ceme-
tery (not surprisingly, including a Carlisle as
a participant, one of several Carlisles who
had served in the military). Multiple school
yearbooks also turned up. Even a recent
snapshot of the community’s centennial reun-
ion organizing committee (that contained no
fewer than four members of the extended
Carlisle family as participants) helped form a
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Figure 7.3 Residents of Trout Creek, Michigan, 1941 (John Vachon). This photograph was

taken in August 1941 by FSA photographer John Vachon, who drove through town on a

Sunday afternoon on the unpaved Mill Road and stopped when he saw this family lounging
outside their house. Source: Library of Congress

visual documentary foundation for recon-
structing the community’s history.

These and other photos, including pictures
I myself had made over the period since
1970, along with various artifacts, became
the basis for extensive photo-elicitation
interviews with the Carlisles and other mem-
bers of the community. While I cannot be
sure, I believe that with the collection of pho-
tographs and artifacts serving as anchor
points—in effect a de facto community
archive—I was able to reconstruct the saga of
growth and decline in Trout Creek about as
well as any that could be produced under the
prevailing circumstances (Rieger, 2006).
I took new photographs of the Carlisles
and others in their present contexts: one
of the Carlisles who was in the Vachon pho-
tograph was still living in the ancestral house
(Figure 7.4).



REPHOTOGRAPHY FOR DOCUMENTING SOCIAL CHANGE 137

AR A AR AR

I

Figure 7.4 Carlisle family home with Gilda and Everett, 1999. Gilda (Carlisle) Russell and
Everett Carlisle pose next to the family home originally photographed by John Vachon
in 1941. Everett still lives in this house, in which he grew up. The house has obviously
undergone much remodeling over the years. © 1999 Jon H. Rieger

REPHOTOGRAPHING ACTIVITIES,
PROCESSES, OR FUNCTIONS

Sometimes the link between successive
points in time lies not in a specific site or
object, nor in the lives of individuals, but in
some particular process, activity, or function.
We might want to track an institutional proc-
ess, such as education, or trace people’s
changing levels of living, as shown, for
example, in the kinds of houses they live in.
Or we might follow the evolution of a group’s
leisure activities. Such phenomena are quite
basic in social life, and photography offers a
means for documenting both their persist-
ence and their changing incarnations over
time. Here the camera is an especially power-
ful tool of measurement.

An example of using photography in stud-
ying changes in a process came in a study

I did of the pulp wood industry in Ontonagon
County (Rieger, 2003). Cutting pulp wood
for the local brown paper mill has been an
important secondary industry in the
Ontonagon area for many decades, but the
technology and organization of woods work
changed radically after World War II. In
investigating the way woods work was done,
I discovered that change came to every aspect
of the process—from which trees were cut,
how they were cut, gathered, hauled out of
the woods, prepared for transport to the mill
or, more recently, processed into chips on
site. Photographic documentation of the
changing procedures and equipment became
an essential strategy in tracing the evolution
of the woods work process in this setting.
Photographs were not only essential in
recording how the work was done and how it
changed but also in reporting the research
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Figures 7.5 and 7.6 Harvesting trees in Ontonagon County, 1986-90. At left, a logger
cuts a notch on the side toward which he wants the tree to fall, after which he will slice
through from the opposite side. At right, a feller-buncher moves on a large, heavy
crawler base only partially visible in the deep snow, harvesting trees literally by the
bunch. The machine can shear a tree off in 8 seconds and hold up to a half-a-dozen trees
in the fixture before the operator deposits them in a pile for later pick-up. © 1986-90
Jon H. Rieger

findings in a comprehensible way. A pair of
photographs (Figures 7.5 and 7.6) show the
change in how trees were cut (‘harvested’) for
the manufacture of pulp for paper-making.
These two photographs trace the change in
just one facet of the woods industry in
Northwest Michigan. Many people might at
least have some idea of how a chain saw
works and how a tree can be taken down with
one, but very few who are not familiar with
this industry have ever seen a massive feller-
buncher in action or could imagine the power
and speed with which such machinery can
harvest trees. The transformation in this
industry had big consequences for those
employed in it. At the same time that it was

greatly adding to the volume of material
delivered to the mill, mechanization was
steadily reducing the number of workers
needed to produce it.

An example of tracking an activity or
function comes from my study of community
change in Ontonagon County. In this case,
I was attempting to document a ‘teenage
hangout’ in Ontonagon Village. In 1970,
I had photographed ‘Cue and Cushion,” the
then popular place in town for teenagers to
hang around and kill time (Figure 7.7),
located on the main street at the southeast
end of the business district.

In the first follow-up documentation in
1985, I noticed that the building housing the
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Figure 7.7 Cue and Cushion, River Street, Ontonagon, Michigan, 1970. This popular place for
teenagers to ‘hang out’ offered pool tables and an assortment of soft drinks and some food
items. © 1970 Jon H. Rieger

original hangout had been converted into an
insurance office. Since I thought that the
motivation among teenagers to find or culti-
vate some place to gather was probably
pretty irrepressible, the challenge was simply
to find the replacement for Cue and Cushion.
What new form would it take? I eventually
discovered that the new hangout was at the
opposite end of the main street, at something
called ‘Sip and Snack’ (Figure 7.8).

This location was noticeably less accom-
modating than Cue and Cushion had been.
Furthermore, it was functional only during
the summer when the ice cream shop was in
operation, and certainly inconvenient when it
rained. But it was all the teenagers had for the
time being. Eventually, the owner of the ice
cream shop made some concessions to the
young people and others who hung around
by placing sitting benches up and down the
sidewalk adjacent to the little shop.

This example traces the persistence of a
community activity or function and the vari-
ous incarnations of that phenomenon that
arise. Sip and Snack was eventually replaced
as a teenage hangout by a new sandwich
shop which opened almost directly across the
street from the original location of Cue and
Cushion. That sandwich shop, which at least
offered indoor respite from the elements, has
very recently closed and been replaced by a
video store in the same space. The prospect
is that this location will continue to serve the
need of teenagers for a place to gather.

ALTERNATIVE STRATEGIES

Studying social change visually is a chal-
lenge under even the best of conditions,
where the researcher has the opportunity to
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Figure 7.8 Sip and Snack, River Street, Ontonagon, Michigan, 1985. This little business had
not really attracted teenagers as a place to gather until Cue and Cushion closed. Sip and
Snack was open only seasonally, it offered no shelter from the weather and, at the start, no

convenient seating. © 1985 Jon H. Rieger

track change as it unfolds—to observe the
process, interview participants, produce
images, and collect other evidence essential
to a sound understanding of the nature and
significance of the change. The ideal way—
and the strictest, methodologically—to study
social change visually is prospectively; that
is, where we can begin our study at Time 1.
Using that approach, we choose what we
want to study and proceed to make our initial
visual measurements (Time 1), after which
we wait for some period of time and then
make our Time 2 measurements. We can
continue by repeating the measurements at
Time 3, and so on. But sometimes the change
we want to study may have already occurred,
or it is presently underway and we cannot
wait until it has reached a state of finality. In
those situations it is sometimes possible, by
making certain compromises in procedure, to

study change in such a way as to approxi-
mate the results that could be gained from
using a stricter regimen.

RETROSPECTIVE STUDIES

If we want to study change retrospectively,
that is, where Time 1 has already passed, it is
sometimes possible to reconstruct the condi-
tions that existed at Time 1 by finding photo-
graphs that were taken in the past and which
might serve as a proxy for Time 1 measure-
ments. We use that earlier documentation as
a baseline and make the new Time 2 photos,
thus approximating the procedure outlined
above for prospective research. While the
two approaches are not logically different,
the practical difficulties of studying visual
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change retrospectively can be quite daunting.
This strategy depends on the quality of sur-
viving images and other evidence which is
not under our control.

Certain factors make studying social
change retrospectively attractive. In the first
place, nowadays there are many repositories,
both public and private, that have collected
vast quantities of historical photographs,
many of which may appear to be amenable
for use in a study like that we might want to
undertake. Second, studying social change
prospectively involves a potentially long,
hard-to-predict wait for things to change, and
with the typical cycle of our work in the
social sciences, the prospect of such delays
in getting ‘results’ tends to make such
research unappealing.

Despite the serious potential problems of
depending on salvaged photographs, it is
often feasible to make retrospective studies
work. I confronted this challenge in doing
my study of the transformation of the pulp
wood industry around Ontonagon County.
By the time I noticed that the industry was
undergoing a conversion to mechanization—
with all the implications that this change
had for the people who had long toiled in
the woods—the change was already largely
complete. Time 1 was long past. Photo-
documenting the equipment and procedures
in the woods at Time 2 (the present) took me
less than a month of fieldwork, but nearly
7 years elapsed while I tried to reconstruct
and understand the industry’s past. And my
attempts to find photographs that showed all
of the details of how woods work was done
in the industry in earlier times were not com-
pletely successful.

In spite of years of searching, I was never
able to turn up a historical photograph of the
‘peeling’ process or the particular tool used
to do this work. Since this was an integral
part of woods procedure for more than two
generations, and because the tool used,
known as a ‘spud,” was typically an item that
was not manufactured, but homemade, it
demanded documentation. Here I engaged in
a methodological innovation: a semi-retired

logger took me out into the woods, cut down
a tree, and demonstrated peeling the bark off
the log with a spud while I took photographs
(Figures 7.9 and 7.10).

To what degree may such a strategy—a
re-enactment of the process studied—suffice
in lieu of contemporaneous documentation?
In the present case, the re-enactment exhib-
ited certain limitations. It took place in the
summer rather than in the spring when the
work photographed would normally have
taken place. In a real-woods operation, other
members of the crew besides the sawyer
would have been present, providing an oppor-
tunity to capture the woods craft as the
dynamic social process that it was.
Notwithstanding these shortcomings, in this
instance the re-enactment photographs pro-
vided useful and essential information. In
some situations a re-enactment may not be
possible, if there is no one still around who can
authentically carry out such a demonstration.

CROSS-SECTIONAL STUDIES

Where we want to study ongoing change but
are restricted to collecting data at a single
time, we may employ another common meth-
odological compromise, a cross-sectional
design. In this approach, we photograph
many individual instances of the broader
social change we are documenting, each at a
different stage in that process. By collecting
the examples into a group and, perhaps,
putting them in an appropriate sequence, we
construct a facsimile of the larger social
change process, and ask the reader to accept
it as an approximation of what longitudinal
evidence would show. As with other applica-
tions of the cross-sectional method, this pro-
cedure is not without difficulties, prominent
among which is the lack of a firm determina-
tion of what the ‘final’ stage of the social
change process might look like and when it
might be reached.

I used such a strategy in a study of
the changing structure of rural residence
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Figures 7.9 and 7.10
‘peeling spud,’ a logger demonstrates debarking a tree. With a chain saw cut along the
length, he can insert the tool under the bark and pry it off, first from one side, then the
other. This demonstration was done in July: peeling is easier in the spring when the sap
is flowing amply—the bark will separate readily and often pop off in a single piece,

like a stiff wrapper. © 1990 Jon H. Rieger

(Rieger, 1982). The growth of the rural non-
farm population and the relative decline of
the farm population in rural America have
been very gradual, but this change has pro-
gressed to the point that the farm segment is
now actually a relatively small minority of
the total US rural population. Nevertheless,
the popular perception of rural residents as
mostly farmers continues. I wanted to docu-
ment this important but little-noticed demo-
graphic and structural change in the rural
Midwest.

I visited rural areas in eight states (Iowa,
Missouri, Wisconsin, Illinois, Michigan,
Indiana, Kentucky, and Ohio), interviewing
residents to get a better understanding of the
ongoing demographic transformation and to

Debarking a felled pulp tree in Ontonagon County, 1990. Using a

determine which residences were occupied
by farm or non-farm people. I recorded key
details of the histories of these sites and also
photographed them. Eventually, I accumu-
lated more than 300 cases, spread throughout
the eight states, and was able to get some
insight into the pattern of social change.

The non-farm residents in the rural popu-
lation are spread out through the landscape.
They are hidden in plain sight. They live in
small towns and in older houses in the open
country, in new houses and rural subdivi-
sions, in roadside businesses, converted
former farmhouses, converted barns, old
schoolhouses, and even former gas stations.
A good number live in house trailers, either
in solo locations or in mobile home parks.
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Figure 7.11
around 1969, sits next to a large farm. The owner and his family live in the mobile home
behind the station. © 1981 Jon H. Rieger

My collection of photographs is a kaleido-
scope of the many forms that this change has
taken, much of it still ongoing. The images
are like frames in a moving picture of what is
happening in rural areas of the US Midwest.
Figure 7.11 is an example from this study.

PHOTOGRAPHS AS PART OF A
COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH

In implementing the visual approach, our
objective must be to build up a comprehen-
sive photographic record, buttressed by
interviews and field notes. Pictures alone,
like other indices, are hazardous to interpret
without the contextual reinforcement of other
information gathered in the field situation.
Furthermore, sociologists who use photo-
graphs in the presentation of their research
generally combine them with written
commentary, just as they do when they use

Little Sport service station, Hancock County, Kentucky, 1981. This station, built

statistical forms of evidence, such as tables
or graphs. The photographs are not expected
to stand alone, without interpretation or
explanation, any more than are graphs
or tables. The words and pictures reinforce
each other in communicating our insights
and discoveries.

In the foregoing discussion, I have
attempted to show how photography can be
effectively brought to bear on the study of
social change. I described several approaches
to using photographs in illuminating the
social process and revealing the direction and
character of social change. When used in
conjunction with other sociological investi-
gative methods, photographs can strengthen
our research. Photographs are valuable both
as a tool of discovery and in the presentation
of our findings. But their utility is not
without limits, and even pitfalls. In the next
section, I will review the strengths and weak-
nesses of investigating social change with
photographs.
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THE STRENGTHS OF THE VISUAL
APPROACH

In studying social change, recording the
present state of things provides us with a
baseline for repeat inventories in the future.
These make possible the comparisons that
will help us determine the extent of any
changes that have occurred. Photography is
well-suited to this process because of its
capacity to record a scene with far greater
speed and completeness than could ever be
accomplished by a human observer taking
notes. Visual changes can be very subtle or
so complex that they are virtually impossible
to document adequately without the use of
a camera, which permits ‘freezing’ a scene
in extraordinary detail. Furthermore, photog-
raphy can often be used in a relatively
expeditious manner compared with more
conventional approaches, with little practical
limitation on the number of photographs that
can be made of the scene or phenomenon we
are studying. Digital technology has made
photography especially cheap, convenient,
and effective, with its capacity for ‘field edit-
ing’ of the pictures, and its exceptional facil-
ity in securing usable images under marginal
lighting conditions. With photography we
can make a more complete, reliable, and
comprehensive record of the change process
than we could without it.

One of the most felicitous advantages
brought to social research by the use of
photographs is in facilitating interviewing as
a data-gathering method. My success in
reconstructing the rise and fall of Trout
Creek depended heavily on the effectiveness
of my photo-elicitation interviews (Collier
and Collier, 1986) with my informants.
The photographs fostered the flow of infor-
mation from my subjects in a relatively non-
threatening way. Because the scrutiny and
discussion soon shifted to the images, my
interviewees became guides to understanding
and interpreting the pictorial record. The
pictures stimulated revelations that might
not otherwise have occurred and the inter-
views were less stressful and fatiguing for

my interview subjects. The photographs
I used in such interviews varied from snap-
shots in family albums to those that I or my
subjects had themselves taken. Pictures used
for photo-elicitation do not even need to be
‘good’ photographs in an aesthetic sense.

LIMITATIONS AND PITFALLS IN THE
VISUAL APPROACH

Notwithstanding the great value of photo-
graphs in social research, and specifically in
the study of social change, they also exhibit
limitations and their use can involve some
significant pitfalls. We know that visual
change and social change are generally
related, and we can often draw useful insights
about what is happening within the social
structure from a careful analysis of visual
evidence. Likewise, we may be able to pre-
dict visual changes from prior knowledge of
social structural dynamics. But the connec-
tion between visual change and social change
is not simple and linear: visual and social
phenomena do not co-vary in a uniform way.
Visual change can actually precede social
change, as when a natural catastrophe—a
tornado or flood—strikes a community.
Photographs of such events show the great
physical impact of natural forces. The social
changes triggered include not only immedi-
ate behavioral reactions but also other,
longer-term social structural adaptations.
Visual change can also lag behind social
change. When a community has just suffered
a major plant closing, the only immediate
visual effect of the event may be the idleness
of the plant itself and its former workers.
Only with the passage of time might the
full consequence of the closing become
evident visually—in the general decline of
the community.

The strength of the relationship between
visual and social change also varies: some
visual changes seem to have little social
significance, and there are social changes
that may not have very obvious or prominent
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visual manifestations. All of these limitations
must be kept in mind when attempting to use
photographic images in the study of social
change.

Another limitation bearing on the use of
photographs in studying social change actu-
ally pervades all of our research, and that is
the serious lack of predictive power of our
sociological theories. More than 100 years of
sociological research has not yielded theories
that can reliably predict the future. In my
work in Ontonagon County, the gradual
realization of this shortcoming had a practi-
cal consequence: I could not afford to con-
centrate my photographic documentation just
on those particular aspects of community
life, or those specific locations in the county,
where I thought change would occur. In the
early years, I had thought that documenting
a sampling of sites around the county would
provide an adequate ‘baseline’ for gauging
later change. With the inadequacy of that
approach becoming clearer, I increased the
number of sites recorded in my visual
surveys from about 110 to more 500. Since
I couldn’t be sure where or what kind of
change might occur (or even if any change
would occur at all), the only feasible strategy
was, essentially, to photograph everything.
In the Ontonagon project this meant that
the quintennial survey now takes me nearly
6 weeks, even with the help of an assistant.
The importance of comprehensive documen-
tation applies to many kinds of sociological
research, especially where the focus is on a
complex process, such as social change, in
which many variables may be in play and the
effects we are looking for can be quite
broad.

In any series of discrete measurements
separated in time there is a risk that certain
changes which occur between those meas-
urements may be missed. Consider the exam-
ple of community growth and decline.
Suppose we visit and photographically docu-
ment a particular town at Time 1 and then
return 20 years later (Time 2) and repeat the
documentation. If at Time 2 things seem to
be the same, we may conclude that there has

been no change. What if significant growth
had occurred during the interim but the com-
munity had declined again by the time chosen
as Time 27 In this situation, change that was
curvilinear would have been missed. Complex
changes of many sorts can be unobserved
during the period between measurements.
Where we depend on such repeated measure-
ments, visual studies are comparable in their
strengths and limitations to panel studies
(repeat surveys) and other similar types of
longitudinal research. Additional, more
frequent documentation is the obvious strat-
egy for dealing with this contingency.
We must always keep the risk of erroneous
interpretation in mind. If the time between
observations is long, a careful researcher will
look for indications of unobserved change. In
addition to possible tell-tale visual signs, one
can draw upon witness reports and, perhaps,
available statistical sources to confirm its
occurrence. In some circumstances, research-
ers studying social change may be able to
maintain a schedule of fairly steady surveil-
lance and make frequent observations of the
phenomenon they are studying, and will thus
be in a position to avoid the pitfalls of the
simple linear assumption about social
change.

Visual evidence may not always be
‘consistent.” In quantitative studies, excep-
tions of this type—often unexplained—
which run counter to the overall trends in the
data, are not uncommon and are dismissed
as ‘statistical anomalies.” Similar things
can happen in studies of visual change:
not everything changes at the same rate nor,
necessarily, in the same direction, and some-
times there are visual flukes in the change
process.

An example of this occurred in the
Ontonagon study in the small community of
Ewen. In 1970, I had photographed the Soo
Line railroad that passed through the center
of town. Ewen was a loading point for rail
service in the central part of the county and
the location of shift change for the railroad
crews, which provided Ewen with some
steady restaurant and lodging trade. But the
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Figure 7.12 Former railroad station, Ewen, Michigan, 1990. This building had been
abandoned, but in 1990 it looked like it was being revived. This turned out to be a good
example of a ‘visual anomaly.” © 1990 Jon H. Rieger

railroad had ceased operations by 1985, and
by 1990 the tracks were actually being torn
up and the ties retrieved (Figure 7.12).

In rephotographing the scene in 1990,
I noticed that the former train station looked
noticeably better than it had in the previous
survey. Its window frames had been freshly
painted and a large planter containing a tree
had been placed nearby. I had heard rumors
about its possible revival as an activity center
for senior citizens. In this community, where
the dominant impression was one of gradual
decline, could this be a small exception?
I subsequently learned that the ‘improve-
ments’ were merely cosmetic and intended
simply to disguise a deteriorating building
during an important community event. The
fix-up of the Ewen station in 1990 was
clearly a ‘visual anomaly.” The building was
later torn down.

Problems sometimes encountered in pho-
tographing social change are that important
sites can disappear or become inaccessible to
visual documentation, witnesses can die,

move away, or refuse to cooperate, and proc-
esses and activities can be curtailed or termi-
nated. When this happens in panel studies or
similar longitudinal research, it’s called ‘sub-
ject mortality.” In Ontonagon County, which
has experienced a long, relentless decline,
I have seen a number of cases of subject
mortality: for example, the closure of the
Ontonagon Valley Creamery; the abandon-
ment of the Soo Line railroad line through
the area; and the closure of half the schools.
Those schools are effectively dropouts,
although the buildings still exist (albeit in
deteriorated condition), but the creamery has
been torn down completely and the railroad
bed survives only as a recreational trail.
These developments are emblematic of the
change taking place in the area. In evaluating
subject mortality, it is important to consider
the extent to which a dropout may be, in
itself, significant in the analysis of the change
being studied.

Sometimes a repeat photograph can’t be
taken because the original vantage point has
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disappeared, or because trees or bushes have
grown up and obscured the view from the
original vantage point. Where I encounter
such situations, I try to find a different, more
workable vantage point, if possible, and
change lenses as needed to secure the docu-
mentation. Exact repetition, while ideal, is
not as absolutely essential in sociological
research as it may be in some other situa-
tions. Our objective is to visually document
the scene well enough to permit an analysis
of social change. When I repeat pictures, or
attempt to, I make notes about the cause of
any adjustments that have to be made or why
the photograph cannot effectively be
repeated.

POTENTIAL APPLICATIONS OF THE
VISUAL METHOD

The visual method outlined above should be
amenable for use in studying social change in
a variety of contexts. The choice may be
determined by the theory guiding the research,
although you may start out without any
theory at all and select an object of study on
the basis of its sheer interest. Sometimes you
develop a study focus over a period of obser-
vation in a field setting. Community growth
and decline is the kind of social change I first
fixed on in developing the photographic
method described here. In such studies,
one is concentrating primarily on the built
environment as the indicator. The built
environment does not usually change very
rapidly. So selecting this type of subject for
research may require considerable patience
and persistence.

Besides growth and decline, many other
changes in a community can profoundly
affect the character of social life, including
alterations in patterns of community settle-
ment, business, and industrial ecology, the
establishment or disestablishment of any
large enterprise, such as a military base, or
the building of a reservoir or park, or devas-
tation by pollution, flooding, or forest fires.

Communities dominated by extractive indus-
tries whose vitality is sensitive to fluctuating
commodity prices, weather and rainfall
issues, or environmental regulation, are
likely to show visible effects of those kinds
of factors.

Another potentially fruitful area where a
visual approach could be used is in the
changes induced by technology, which can
have a profound impact on social organiza-
tion, as I found in the case of the woods
industry in Western Upper Michigan.
Technology can change the size, character,
and organization of the work force, eliminate
some occupations, skills, or practices while
creating new ones. Alternatively, our object
of study might be just a neighborhood or
even the activity at a particular street corner.
It could be a store, a park, a school athletic
program, a gang, or a family.

The potential for employing a visual
approach may become evident only over
time, perhaps after a research study is already
underway. In such situations it may be pos-
sible to add a visual component to the
research. In some situations, gathering and
analyzing visual data can be an ancillary
component or part of a battery of indicators
that may be employed. Photography might
be useful at either the macro- or the micro-
level or both. Researchers should be alert to
potential photographic applications in socio-
logical research so that they are prepared to
make good use of the strengths that such an
approach can bring to it.

UTILIZING THE VISUAL METHOD

As indicated above, the visual study of
social change involves a number of basic
steps:

1 Selecting a subject that will become the focus
of the research and developing a theoretical
framework that suggests what changes might
be expected.

2 Determining and identifying visual indicators to
be recorded.



148 THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF VISUAL RESEARCH METHODS

3 Finding existing documentation or creating
such documentation for the initial (Time 1)
measurement.

4 Carrying out the follow-up (Time 2) documenta-
tion when appropriate.

5 Analyzing the accumulated evidence.

In embarking on research with photography
you will be using film and/or digital technol-
ogy and deciding whether to do the work
in black and white or color. While the
traditional medium in documentary research
has been black and white, contemporary
practitioners often work in color. (Digital
technology easily permits the documentation
to be carried out in color and later converted
to black and white if needed or desired.)
Some study settings are amenable to docu-
mentation with fairly simple photographic
equipment such as a small film or digital

camera with a zoom lens. Other projects may
require a more elaborate approach using
larger or more specialized equipment, includ-
ing cameras with multiple lenses, filters,
flash, tripod exposures, etc. In the Ontonagon
project, for example, where the 500+ sites to
be documented are spread around the third
largest county in Michigan, my movement
from site to site is necessarily by auto, which
is equipped with a tray locked into the right
front passenger seat (Figure 7.13) to accom-
modate the needed equipment and records.
When documenting a study site, the careful
researcher will make an accurate record of
each picture taken, including the location, the
time, and any other relevant circumstantial or
technical information. Those records will be
of vital importance in the later repetition of
the photos.

Figure 7.13 Car equipment tray, 2005. This photograph, shot through the passenger
window, looks down over the filters shelved in the foreground to the tray nestled in the
front seat heside the armrest. It has padded pockets for the camera and lenses and separate
slots for clipboards containing previous photographs and record forms, etc. Towels are kept
handy for protection from the sun between sites. This device greatly speeds up the work and
ensures better safety and accessibility for the equipment and records. © 2005 Dave Bishop.
Reproduced with permission
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NOTE

1 Some of the content of this chapter is excerpted,
condensed, or elaborated from my previously pub-
lished and unpublished work in the study of social
change and from an unfinished monograph on the
subject.
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Visual Research Methods
in the Design Process

INTRODUCTION

Design, like the arts, is often regarded as a
visual discipline. The design disciplines have,
throughout their histories, actively engaged
visual methods of problem-solving.
Architecture, industrial design, graphic
design, and interior design—some of the core
design disciplines—clearly employ a variety
of visual techniques in their standard praxis.
The creation of aesthetically appealing arti-
facts is often described as one of design’s
primary goals and, therefore, the research
that is conducted in the design disciplines
includes several visual methods. These typi-
cally include photography, videography,
sketching, diagramming, storyboarding,
model-making, prototyping, and so on.
A variety of visual practices exist as a central
component of all phases of design methodol-
ogy, from the early research in understanding
user needs and leading up to the final imple-
mentation or manufacturing. In fact, one may
say that design as a discipline has been
obsessed with the visual ever since its incep-
tion. However, the growing use of ethnogra-
phy in design (mostly observations,

Prasad Boradkar

interviews, surveys, etc.) might, in some
ways, signal somewhat of a turn away from
the visual. In the world of product design, a
project that focuses primarily on designing
an object’s shape or form is often referred to
as ‘styling,” and some designers are offended
to be referred to as stylists. They believe that
their work extends beyond the visual.
Designers are embracing the notion that their
task is to solve people’s real needs, not
merely create beautiful artifacts. Therefore,
while there may be a growing recognition
and acceptance of visual research methods in
the social sciences, design research, over the
past few years, seems to be trying to get
beyond the visual.

Understanding design

What is design? This question is continually
asked by scholars within the design
community, and the answers vary widely, in
part due to the relative youth of the
design disciplines. In addition, as it evolves,
design takes on new meanings, adopts new
methodologies, addresses a broader range of
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Scholar

Definition

Herbert A. Simon

Devising courses of action aimed at changing existing
situations into preferred ones

J. Christopher Jones

Initiating change in manmade things

L. Bruce Archer

Collected experience of the material culture, and the
collected body of experience, skill, and understanding
embodied in the arts of planning, inventing, making, and
doing

Christopher Alexander

The process of inventing physical things which display new
physical order, organization, form, in response to function

Horst Rittel

Structuring argumentation to solve ‘wicked’ problems

Donald Schon

A reflective conversation with the materials of a design
situation

Pelle Ehn

A democratic and participatory process

Jens Rasmussen/Kim Vicente

Creating complex sociotechnical systems that help workers
adapt to the changing and uncertain demands of their job

151

Richard Buchanan

The conception and planning of the artificial

Gui Bonsiepe artifacts

Design is concrete invention to develop and produce

Figure 8.1
Atwood et al. (2002)

problems, and redefines its scope, making it
challenging to find a singular definition.
A comparative study by Atwood et al. (2002)
demonstrates some of the semantic diversity
that exists in the various definitions of design
(Figure 8.1).

The authors explain that this list is by no
means exhaustive; the individual definitions
represent a small sample extracted from
seminal definitions that scholars have formu-
lated over time. Some common threads do
emerge from this diversity. It is clear, for
instance, that all design is a form of problem-
solving and planning for the future. The
employment of such terms as ‘action,
‘change,” ‘inventing,” and ‘creating’ in these
definitions establishes design as a generative
process of transformation that leads to tangi-
ble outcomes. If the goal of design, as Max
Bill of the Hochschule fiir Gestaltung in Ulm

Diversity in definitions of design, an updated version of the diagram from

once explained, is ‘to participate in the
making of a new culture—from spoon to
city’ (Lindinger, 1991: 10), its scope is vast
and the diversity in definitions is only to be
expected.

DESIGN'S (SUB)DISCIPLINES

The wide variety of (sub)disciplines, such as
architecture, industrial design, graphic
design, interior design, fashion design, inter-
action design, and so on, included under the
label of design, only complicates the task of
creating singular definitions. The divisions
among the various forms of design practice
serve a critical role. The design and manufac-
turing of products present challenges that
are far different from those faced by



152 THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF VISUAL RESEARCH METHODS

an architect who is called on to oversee
the design and construction of a building.
The designs of objects, graphics, websites,
buildings, etc., require a related yet distinct
set of skills and tools, and therefore each of
these disciplines defines its task on its own
terms. The Industrial Designers Society of
America (IDSA), for instance, defines indus-
trial design as ‘the professional service of
creating and developing concepts and speci-
fications that optimize the function, value,
and appearance of products and systems for
the mutual benefit of both user and manufac-
turer’ (IDSA.org, 2009). The American
Institute of Graphic Arts (AIGA) defines
graphic design as ‘a creative process that
combines art and technology to communi-
cate ideas. The designer works with a variety
of communication tools in order to convey
a message from a client to a particular
audience. The main tools are image and
typography’ (AIGA.org, 2010). And, accord-
ing to the American Institute of Architects,
‘architecture is the imaginative blend of art
and science in the design of environments for
people’ (AlA.org, 2010). While there are
clear differences among the disciplines
of industrial design, graphic design, and
architecture, the inclusion of such terms as
‘appearance’ and ‘art’ in their definitions
make it clear that the visual plays an impor-
tant role in all forms of design. And,
therefore, visual methods of research play an
equally critical role. This chapter focuses on
some of the visual research methods used in
industrial design in the development of new
products.

DESIGN AS ART AND/OR SCIENCE

The fundamental goal of the design of a
product, room, poster or building is the crea-
tion of a tangible artifact for a client and/or a
consumer. In this process, design has to
engage the professions of engineering and
business, as the goods produced have to be

manufactured and they have to be sold. In
addition, they have to be appealing to
the buyer. This form of appeal includes beauty,
utility, safety, accessibility, affordability,
sustainability, durability, identity, brand rec-
ognition, emotional connection, symbolic
meaning, etc. Of all these qualities, beauty
and utility have garnered the most attention
through design’s history; form and function
are regarded as the two primary concerns of
the designer. Things have to look good and
they have to work well. If designers are
expected to create artifacts that are beautiful
and functional, they have to be trained
artistically and they need to understand the
principles of engineering. It is therefore no
surprise that design has been described at
times as a form of art and at times as science.
However, both these characterizations have
been rejected by design scholars. ‘The con-
cept that design is closely related to the
world of art is deep-rooted. But opposing this
widely shared opinion is the fact that design
is design and not art’ (Bonsiepe and Cullars,
1991: 20). Further along in the same essay,
Bonsiepe and Cullars note that ‘there can be
a scientific component to design discourse,
but design by its very constitution is not
science’ (21). There is recognition that
design is both, and cannot be strictly defined
as one or the other. ‘It is misleading to
divide human actions into “art”, “science”, or
“technology”, for the artist has something of
the scientist in him, and the engineer of both,
and the very meaning of these terms
varies with time so that analysis can easily
degenerate into semantics’ (Smith, 1970:
493). Design is inherently interdisciplinary;
it is the discipline which straddles craft and
science, creativity and commerce, the human-
ities and the social sciences, art and
engineering. Design is generative and ana-
lytical; it demands creative thinking and
critical problem solving. If such is the task of
design, its practice necessitates the designer
to draw upon the type of knowledge that
resides in disparate disciplines, and requires
a type of thinking that is flexible enough to
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fluctuate between divergent and convergent
modes—divergent thinking for the creative
and brainstorming tasks, convergent thinking
for the analytical tasks.

DESIGN'S RELATIONSHIP TO THE
VISUAL

Designers working within corporations or as
consultants are often called upon to update
the appearance of products through manipu-
lation of form, color, material, and textures.
While design practice includes much more,
projects that involve mostly aesthetic modifi-
cation of products are not unusual. And while
designers take the task of beautification as
an important responsibility, pure styling
is also sometimes perceived as superficial
ornamentation and therefore has negative
connotative meanings. ‘Designers of all
stripes regularly lament that they are seen by
the rest of the world as stylists—pseudo-
professionals brought in to smooth the edges,
improve the palette and make the medicine
go down more easily’ (Lunenfeld, 2003: 11).
The industrial design profession often
bristles at this word and is unhappy when its
work is described as mere modification of
product form for market differentiation and
increased profits. In design practice today,
there is increasing attention being given to
ethnographic research, human-centered
methods and sustainability. This testifies to
the gradual shift in design’s image—within
and outside the profession—from a style-
driven occupation to an empathic, problem-
solving practice.

Design’s relationship to the visual is
evident in common language too—the word
design is often used to refer to style. Design,
in noun form, can mean spatial arrangement,
compositional layout or pattern (as in the
design of a room or quilt or other material
artifact). In addition, articles about design
in the popular press often tend to emphasize
the visual, stylistic, and sensual qualities of

products. After all, the most visible aspect of
all design work is appearance. Over the
last decade, however, there has been a per-
ceptible shift in how design is ‘read’ and
therefore written about by journalists, critics,
and business writers. Design has been stead-
ily gaining recognition as a key activity in
processes of innovation, and offers tangible
and intangible benefits to all stakeholders,
including users, manufacturers, society, and
the environment.

DESIGN RESEARCH

The classical definition of design research is
traced to Bruce Archer, who presented it at a
conference of the Design Research Society in
1980. According to Archer, ‘design research
is systematic inquiry whose goal is knowl-
edge of, or in, the embodiment of configura-
tion, composition, structure, purpose, value,
and meaning in man-made things and
systems’ (Bayazit, 2004: 16). This definition
is expansive enough to sweep up a broad
range of investigations surrounding design’s
process and its end product. Since Archer, a
variety of scholars have produced articles
and books on design research (Downton,
2003; Laurel, 2003; Cross, 2007; Ralf, 2007),
several design research conferences have
been organized, and in 1966, the professional
organization called the Design Research
Society was formed. Bayazit lists five
major concerns of design research as they
apply to design methodology and design
science:

1 Design research is concerned with the physical
embodiment of man-made things, how these
things perform their jobs, and how they work.

2 Design research is concerned with construc-
tion as a human activity, how designers work,
how they think, and how they carry out design
activity.

3 Design research is concerned with what
is achieved at the end of a purposeful design
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activity, how an artificial thing appears, and
what it means.

4 Design research is concerned with the embodi-
ment of configurations.

5 Design research is a systematic search and
acquisition of knowledge related to design and
design activity (Bayazit, 2004: 16).

It is clear from the list above that design
research deals primarily with the analysis of
human-made artifacts and the process of
doing design. And there are several reasons
why visual methods play a critical role in
design research:

1 The artifacts of human design have a visible
presence in the world, and designers pay careful
attention to the visual quality of things. In other
words, designing aesthetic appeal into things is
an important component of the design process,
and therefore visual techniques are central to
design activity.

2 Giving shape to things involves the processes of
sketching, computer visualization, illustration,
model-making, etc., and all these methods are

Virtual
EAEthnography,

kg Observation §

Primary
Research

Individual §
Interview

Data Collection

forms of doing research. All of them involve the
use of images.

3 The utilization of ethnographic methods to
discover consumer needs and to document how
consumers use products is now standard practice
in design. The use of photography and videogra-
phy is central to this practice.

Figure 8.2 shows the research methodology
for a product development project that
includes primary research for understanding
user needs and secondary research for tech-
nology and market research. Such visual
tools are often used in planning research
projects in design.

FORMS OF VISUAL RESEARCH
IN THE DESIGN PROCESS

Throughout the process of new product
development, designers use a variety of
visual and tactile means of doing research.

Product
LCA

Design
Research

Data Analysis Design

Figure 8.2 Research methodology for a product development project known as the In-Class
Communicator, a product that assists students with low vision in the activity of note-taking

in the classroom (illustration by Liging Zhou)



VISUAL RESEARCH METHODS IN THE DESIGN PROCESS 155

Idea . Opportunity
Generation Recognition

ty

—>| Development |—>|Commercialization

Idea
Evaluation

Figure 8.3 ‘The Innovation Process’ by Luecke, R. (2003), from the Harvard Business
Essentials book Managing Creativity and Innovation, pp. xi
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Figure 8.4 The process of new product design and development

Figure 8.3 is a generic process of innovation management devices for older adults,
as explained in the Harvard Business reading aids for people who are blind and
Essentials book Managing Creativity and visually impaired, renewable energy systems
Innovation (Luecke, 2003). With some varia- for people living off the electrical grid, and
tion, all processes of innovation and new so on. The process involves a series of steps
product development include the phases of  that include research, analysis, ideation,
research, analysis, ideation, idea selection, development, refinement, and delivery
and implementation. (Boradkar, 2010). Each phase calls for a

Corporations involved in new product set of visual methods of research and
development routinely customize this process problem-solving. For instance, the earlier
to suit the unique characteristics of their phases involve primary and secondary data
institution. The PDMA Handbook of New collection as well as analysis, and therefore
Product Development (Kahn, 2005) lists a photography, videography, and diagramming

number of these industry-specific variations. are the key visual tools used. During the
The process illustrated in Figure 8.4 is one ideation and development phase, designers
variation that is employed by transdiscipli- tend to use the visual skills of drawing,

nary new product development teams of sketching, and digital renderings as well as
design, business, and engineering students at computer modeling. And, finally, in the
Arizona State University, in a program called refinement, and delivery phases, prototyping
InnovationSpace. Students in this program and presentations play a key role. The
learn how to develop new product-service following explanations of the phases of
systems that address significant social new product development include descrip-
problems while minimizing impacts on the tions of some of the visual research tools
environment. Examples include medication used.
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Phase 1—Collecting information

The process of design starts with collecting
information about consumers, the market,
potential technologies, related social issues,
and environmental conditions. The goal of
Phase 1 is to understand the needs and
desires of the people for whom the product
is being designed, the constraints and
possibilities presented by technology and
engineering, competition in the marketplace
with other industries, social trends that will
affect and be affected by the new design, and
environmental conditions that have to be
considered to make the product sustainable.
The activities include comprehensive
primary and secondary research such as lit-
erature reviews, interviews with experts and
users, as well as ethnographic observations.

As designers and design researchers col-
lect information in Phase 1, they typically
use photography as well as videography to
document users’ behaviors, lifestyles, and
daily activities. In situations where the project
involves the redesign of an existing product,
the goal is to capture visual data about how
people operate existing products and dis-
cover means by which to make them better.
Design researchers routinely conduct obser-
vations and interviews with users and collect
images and audio to serve as raw data to
be analyzed in Phase 2 of the design
process. The other information collected at
this stage may include images of competi-
tors’ products, market research reports, and
technology briefs that help map the context
within which the new designs are meant to
operate.

Figure 8.5 Photograph of a low-income neighborhood in Phoenix, Arizona (photograph by
Studio 1:1)
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The complexity of the project often deter-
mines the type of data collected and the
methods used. For instance, large urban
design projects might require a team of
researchers, several citizen participants, and
a wide range of tools. Figure 8.5 is a photo-
graph of a low-income neighborhood in
Phoenix, Arizona, where a team of graduate
students in architecture and industrial
design—called Studio 1:1—used interviews,
observations, and other ethnographic meth-
ods in order to understand the context and
develop solutions that appropriately addressed
the needs of the community. Several such
photographs served as initial data in mapping
the neighborhood visually.

Phase 2—Making discoveries

The objective of Phase 2 of the design process
is to analyze the data gathered in Phase 1 with
the hope of discovering unique insights that
can help the designers in fashioning the new
product or service. A variety of analysis tools
are typically deployed to derive insights about
the context within which the new product will
exist. A comprehensive research report
typically emerges at the end of this phase that
catalogs key research insights concerning

A

cost to commuter

walking

the user, market, technology, society, and the
environment. At this stage, quantitative and
qualitative data are represented through such
visual means as bi-axial diagrams, illustra-
tions, charts, timelines, etc. The visuals serve
to convert complex textual or statistical data
into more accessible information.

For instance, Figure 8.6 shows consumer
preference for transportation in urban envi-
ronments in the form of a three-dimensional
diagram. Similarly, Figure 8.7 shows a
hierarchy of transportation needs of the key
stakeholders (commuters, businesses, the
municipality, and society at large) in an
urban environment. These diagrams illustrate
that visual information can help in not
only representation of data but also in its
comprehension.

Figure 8.8 is an illustration of some of
the data gathered by the team members of
Studio 1:1 regarding automobile traffic, air-
craft flight patterns, noise levels, and the
routine, everyday activities of the people
living in Memorial Towers, a non-assisted
senior apartment living complex in Phoenix,
Arizona. The researchers discovered that
many of the older adults living there had
redesigned their environments and repur-
posed the facilities to suit their needs. For
instance, many had placed potted plants so

o> e wEm

bicycle bus heavyrail  personal

vehicle

commuter perspective

Commuter choice of transit mode is determined
most decisively by economic circumstance. In an
affluent economy, personal autos, because of the
unconditional liberty they afford, are the
overwhelming favorite, despite their higher
initial and long-term costs.

Figure 8.6 Transportation needs assessment diagram for multiple stakeholders (illustration

by Katherine Randall and Luke Morey)
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Figure 8.7 Transportation needs assessment diagram for multiple stakeholders (illustration

by Katherine Randall and Luke Morey)

they had visual access to greenery, many
were using the large open parking space for
exercise and using underutilized spaces as
gardens. The illustration shows view angles,
walking/exercise paths, and the gardens.
Such visual representations are critical in
bringing research insights to life for the
design team.

Similar illustrations are often created for
market and engineering analyses as well.
Figure 8.9 shows an example of product
benchmarking—a visual tool that is often
used to map industry competitors. In this
case, the benchmarking shows a variety of
devices that use display and software-based
technologies to assist people who are blind.
The diagram presents the unique insight that
there might be a market opportunity for port-
able display-related technologies, as there
are very few competitors in that space.

Phase 3—Creating opportunities

During Phase 3, the product development
team starts generating ideas for how the

problems identified during research can be
tackled through the design of new products,
brands, and services. Also referred to as idea-
tion, this phase involves brainstorming and
other creative problem-solving exercises
aimed at generating as many ideas as possi-
ble. These solutions are typically visualized
through product sketches, digital renderings,
and quick models. Figure 8.10 and 8.11 are
examples of sketches developed for a product
that assists students who are partially blind
with the process of taking notes during a lec-
ture in a classroom. These sketches provide
information about the form, shape, color,
texture, and materials that could be used in
the design of the new assistive device.

Figure 8.12 illustrates the visual and
tactile rough models that are constructed
during Phase 3 as a means to develop a three-
dimensional understanding of the product’s
form, scale, size, shape, and feel. While the
two-dimensional sketches provide an early
visualization of what the product might look
like, the three-dimensional models provide a
higher level of fidelity and tactile representa-
tion of form.
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Figure 8.8 Diagram of Memorial Towers, a senior apartment complex showing patterns of

use and behavior (illustration by Studio 1:1)

Phase 4—Developing concepts

The aim of Phase 4, the process of develop-
ing a single concept in further detail, is to
start making critical decisions to resolve all
issues relating to the proposed product design
concept. The activities in this phase include
making strategic decisions about how
this product can be designed, branded,
engineered and sold. The visual materials
developed in Phase 3 are developed further
and additional sketches, and models are
created to start the process of finalizing
the design. During this phase, many of the
decisions about the aesthetic development

are made and the final product starts taking
form. The sketches created in Phase 3 are
embellished with further detail and rapid
prototyping machines are often utilized to
build three-dimensional models.

One of the fundamental goals of design
research is to inspire designers and make
them truly understand the lives of the people
for whom they are creating design solutions.
Research has to inspire empathy. Studio
environments where creative design work
often happens are visually active spaces
replete with photographs, diagrams, sketches,
and models to serve as inspirations. The
visual energy plays a critical in helping
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Product Benchmarking
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Figure 8.9 Product benchmarking for a new Braille reading device (illustration by Qian Yang)
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Figure 8.10 Product sketches for the In-Class Communicator, a product that assists students
with low vision in the activity of note-taking in the classroom (sketches by Liqing Zhou)
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Figure 8.11

designers translate research insights into
tangible solutions. Figure 8.13 shows
one such example of a research and design
environment.

Figure 8.14 shows an illustration of the
development of a design language. A design
language (also referred to as the aesthetic
language) helps the designers define the
kinds of forms, colors, shapes, and details
that will best suit the context and the needs of
the consumers. For instance, in Figure 8.14,
for the design of a Braille reading device,
the designer has identified ‘simplified,
rounded, organic, and smooth’ forms as
appropriate for the user group, which in
this case is people who are totally blind.
Similarly, ‘obvious contour lines’ have been
included in the design language as critical

Product sketches for the In-Class Communicator, a product that assists
students with low vision in the activity of note-taking in the classroom (sketches by
Liging Zhou)

for the users to be able to maneuver the
product and find the buttons through tactile
means.

Phase 5—Finalizing solutions

The purpose of Phase 5 is to finalize the
design and engineering for the product, along
with the graphic language and marketing
materials. In this phase, designers create
final digital illustrations (also referred to
as renderings) and appearance models that
demonstrate the product appearance. In addi-
tional to design drawings, at this stage,
detailed and accurate engineering drawings
and functional prototypes are also prepared
to finalize the solution.
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Figure 8.12 Rough conceptual models of the In-Class Communicator, a product that assists
students with low vision in the activity of note-taking in the classroom (photographs and
models by Liging Zhou)

BN

Figure 8.13 The Studio 1:1 creative environment (photograph by Studio 1:1)



Design Language

FORM

simplified, integrated, rounded,
organic, asymmetric, smooth, portable,
minimal

DETAILS

two distinct interfaces, one
button activated, scattered

buttons, obvious contour
lines,

COLOR

primary color: white
or grey

accent color: light
green, warm yellow

Figure 8.14 Design language for a new Braille reading device (illustration by Qian Yang)

During this phase, storyboards outlining
the process of installation, use, and repair are
also generated.

Phase 6—Delivering innovation

The goal of this phase is to demonstrate the
final product solution through appropriate
materials to clients, investors, or other
experts. The activities include the develop-
ment of text-based, visual and presentational
media to communicate and promote the
project to the audience.

The visual research tools used in the
six phases of the new product design and
development process outlined above are
but some of the tools used by designers;
new methods are routinely developed and
tested.

CONCLUSION

The application of critical research methods
in the disciplines of design is relatively
new. Often accused of focusing too much
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Figure 8.15 Final product rendering for a therapeutic backpack with hot-cold therapy
(illustration by Matt Storey and Shelby Sandler; project sponsored by Dow Corning
Corporation)
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Figure 8.16 Final digital renderings of the In-Class Communicator, a product that assists students
with low vision in the activity of note-taking in the classroom (illustration by Liging Zhou)



User Experience Storyboard

Use the sliding bar to get

Touch the inside surface to X
access to the Braille menu

turn on the device

Choose the needed function Read Braille on the upper surface. It will
produce audio output of each word when
the pins are pushed down by the user

Use the keypad to insert Use the left lid to scan
book notes while reading receipts, checks and other
printed formats

Figure 8.17 User experience storyboard for a new Braille reading device (illustration
by Qian Yang)
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Figure 8.18 Final digital rendering for a new Braille reading device (illustration by
Qian Yang)
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attention on the visual aspects of artifacts,
designers have adopted a variety of research
methods into their profession to ensure that
the solutions are truly human-centered. The
growing recognition of design research and
the widespread use of rapid ethnography
in design are indicators of this shift. And
while the visual continues to play a central
role in all design praxis, tactile forms of
research are equally important too. Whereas
photographs, videos, sketches, and render-
ings are valid forms of visual research, proto-
typing and model-making step beyond the
visual into the tactile realm. It is also impor-
tant to note a key distinction between the
visual data used in design research and that
used in social science and humanities
research. While the photography and videog-
raphy employed in the early stages of design
attempt to capture the world as accurately
as it appears, many of the visual and tactile
methods used in design rely on image
creation rather than image capture. The
sketches and renderings developed by design-
ers are not representations of the world
outside but visualizations of ideas that are yet
to take physical form. ‘Design research
is inherently paradoxical: it is both imagina-
tive and empirical’ (Johnson, 2007: 39).
Visual research changes roles gradually
through the design process. Photographs
and videos of users that are taken early in
the design process represent the empirical
nature of visual research, while the sketches
and models that are created later emerge
from the imagination. Visual research in
design can therefore serve two roles—it
can help us in making sense of the material
world in which we live and also help us in
understanding the creative process of design
thinking.
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PART 3

Participatory and
Subject-Centered Approaches







Community-Based Participatory
Video and Social Action in
Rural South Africa

Claudia Mitchell and Naydene de Lange

INTRODUCTION

The essence of community-based participa-
tory video can be found, we believe, in the
words of a member of a rural community who,
upon viewing a video created by other mem-
bers of the community, commented: °...it is
easy to understand a thing if it means you sit
with him/her and talk about the matter...
rather than standing in front of them.” This
equaling of power relations creates a space for
dynamic interaction around topics that have
often been kept silent in rural southern African
communities ravaged by HIV and AIDS,
where communication at various levels, as
well as between generations, has often been
difficult.

Video in participatory research has been
used in a number of ways in social science
research, usually under the umbrella of such
terms as collaborative video, community
video, and participatory video. Marcus Banks
(2001), Sarah Pink (2001), and others refer
to collaborative video as a process where

the researcher or community worker works
with a group of participants to create a video
production, whereas in participatory video
the process involves a group of participants
primarily constructing their own video texts
with only minimal assistance from the
research team. The approaches are not
entirely different from one another; even
within the community project we describe
here, degrees of participation and collabora-
tion can vary.

Following the work of Mak (2006), Nair
and White (2003) and Goldfarb (2002),
‘participatory’ refers not only to the ways in
which community members are involved
with creating the video narrative but also to
the ways in which the video text itself can
function as a catalyst or trigger in post-
screening discussions. Thus, for example, in
some of our previous video-making work
with young people from Khayelitsha and
Atlantis, two townships near Cape Town,
where we produced the HIV and AIDS-
focused video documentary, Fire + Hope,
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it was not the technology side of the produc-
tion process that served as a catalyst to criti-
cal reflection, but rather the participation of
youth as informants/interviewees in the video
itself, and as co-directors in determining the
key themes to be addressed (Walsh and
Mitchell, 2006; Mitchell et al., 2007). In a
related video-making project involving many
of the same participants, Walsh worked with
a group of young black filmmakers from
township schools whose project was to turn
the camera on white youth from more privi-
leged schools. The resulting video, Facing
the Truth, was highly participatory in its con-
ceptualization, though the final product also
involved the editing skills of Walsh as a film-
maker (Walsh, 2007). In the production of
another series of community-based videos
also focusing on HIV and AIDS (see Mak
et al., 2004: Our Photos, Our Videos, Our
Stories), participants engaged in all aspects
of the video-making process, including mas-
tering the technical side of editing, using
Adobe® Premier®.

At the same time, the notion of commu-
nity-based participatory video also refers to
the engagement with a particular community
and the relationships that are built up over
time and as such contribute, we believe, to
social change (Shratz and Walker, 1995).

The community-based video-making we
describe here comes out of 4 or 5 years of
working with the same schools and local clinic
and is part of a series of visual participatory
activities carried out with community mem-
bers. The process is based on what we have
termed a No Editing Required (NER)'
approach to the technicalities of video-
making. Our decision to develop (and indeed
fine tune) an NER approach for first-time
filmmakers meant that it was possible for par-
ticipants to see the full production process in 1
day, and actually have a 3-minute video to
show for their work. And while we describe
this in detail in this chapter, what we must
highlight from the beginning is the way com-
munity-based video-making for us is more
than simply a ‘once off” activity. Rather, it is
part of a more extensive process of community

engagement in working with the videos over
time, and involving the social actors beyond
those who made the video. Thus, we empha-
size dialogue and ultimately the possibilities
for social action, particularly in the context of
such burning social issues as poverty and
gender-based violence that are so prevalent in
the rural South African context. The chapter is
divided into four sections. In the first section,
we provide a theoretical framework for com-
munity-based participatory video work. In the
second section, we offer a case study of the
production and use of Izindaba Yethu (Our
Stories) within a district in a rural community
in KwaZulu-Natal, a province of South Africa.
In the third section, we consider some of the
challenges of community-based participatory
video. In the final section, we pose the ques-
tion ‘What difference does this make?’ to
consider some of the ways in which research
and community video link to social action.

A SENSE OF COMMUNITY

An understanding of community processes is
a critical element for framing community-
based participatory video. According to
Visser, community can ‘refer to people in a
specific geographical area and time; it can
refer to a social system; to the construction of
a way of life or to a sociopolitical organiza-
tion” (Visser, 2007: 5-6, 7). Community is
also a ‘complex system of interactions
between cultural, social, political, psycho-
logical and ecological elements’ (Visser,
2007: 5-6, 7). We view the rural community
in which our work takes place as a complex
interplay of these elements. Furthermore, our
work takes place within a community where
addressing the complexities of HIV and
AIDS is critical. Our entry-point to the rural
community was facilitated by the Centre for
the AIDS Programme of Research in South
Africa (CAPRISA). With CAPRISA’s assist-
ance we gained access to a healthcare clinic
and two senior secondary schools. Realizing
that social change is a slow, complex process,
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we intentionally chose to work deeper and
not wider over several years with the goal of
intensification of effort over time. For exam-
ple, teachers and community healthcare
workers working in this community noted a
few years ago that, ‘the main thing that we
have in common is death’ (Mak et al., 2004).
They meant that every day they encounter
painful situations—the death of patients and
friends, children heading up households,
absenteeism of students and teachers from
school, and so on. The instance of a petrol
station doubling as a funeral parlor demon-
strates how death has become commonplace.
Our use of video, along with other participa-
tory methods such as drawing and photovoice,?
has been about exploring with the commu-
nity members themselves, ways of coping,
and taking action.

Three key areas underpin our community-
based participatory video:

1 The values and goals of community psychology.
2 The ‘externalizing’ of the story.
3 Reflexivity through collectivity.

The values and goals of community
psychology

Community psychology focuses on the inter-
action between the individual and her/his
social context; it draws on psychological
knowledge and skills to better people’s well-
being. In Contextualizing Community
Psychology, Visser argues that ‘personhood
can be located in the collective’ (2007: 4).
The values of community psychology under-
pinned our research, while its goals informed
the specific aims as an intervention particular
to the context. According to Visser (2007),
the most important values and goals are the
promotion of not only individual but also
interpersonal and communal health and well-
being (Prilleltensky, 2006). This includes:
caring and compassion in the sense of culti-
vating an emotional connectedness within
the community; self-determination and par-
ticipation; creating a sense of agency; respect

for diversity and human dignity; creating
opportunities for all voices to be valued and
heard (Prilleltensky and Nelson, 1997); and,
finally, social justice. These values are par-
ticularly important in communities ‘in the
age of AIDS, where infection, affectedness,
stigma, and poverty exacerbate difficulties
and the overall quality of life. Furthermore,
Visser accentuated ‘a democratic style of col-
laboration and partnership with community
members in research and intervention’
(2007: 13). Collaboration and partnership are
foregrounded in the use of visual participa-
tory methodologies like community-based
video where the research is not the goal in
itself, but is rather aimed at ‘assist[ing] the
community in improving its functioning, and
enhancing its quality of life and social equity’
(Visser, 2007: 13). Therefore, it is a valuable
means of ‘understanding and addressing the
psychosocial problems disrupting the lives of
people’ (Visser, 2007: 4). In our work, the
‘psychosocial problems’ referred to are those
affecting the fabric of a community and its
people in the context of HIV and AIDS.

‘Externalizing the story’

White, a narrative therapist, wrote that ‘sto-
ries don’t mirror life, they shape it’ (2007:
n.p.). His approach relies on ‘externalizing
the problems’ and then ‘challenging fixed
and pessimistic versions of events’ in order to
imagine ‘new and more optimistic stories’ to
bring about change. Such narratives bring
community members together around partic-
ular shared experiences, creating opportuni-
ties for reciprocal support. In some
communities, it is culturally unacceptable to
make use of individual counseling, and hence
collective methodologies are more appropri-
ate. In others, such as the one we describe
here, community members are likely to have
little access to counseling services in any
case. We then contend that, in instances like
this, community-based participatory video
work is both culturally acceptable and neces-
sary, as it opens up the space and opportunity
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for the community to ‘externalize its prob-
lems,” to engage collaboratively with them,
and significantly, to envisage solutions.

Reflexivity through collective work

Working with video production as a group
process (from initial concept through to sto-
ryboarding, planning shots, shooting, initial
screening, and post-screening discussion)
offers participants access to a type of socially
constructed knowledge that is particularly
significant to addressing themes which have
often been taboo—the unspeakable. As we
have argued elsewhere (Weber and Mitchell,
2007), video production offers participants
an opportunity to engage actively in
the ‘social construction’ of knowledge. The
group chooses the themes, decides on
the images, and ‘constructs’ the staging, and
so on. In the case of video (vs live perform-
ance), there is a whole array of techniques
that expand the possibilities for ‘constructed-
ness’—from shot angles, to dialogue, to
theme music. Participants can stop the proc-
ess, view, and re-view the work—and indeed,
they are even able to see themselves in
action. Each frame is considered and recon-
sidered. Nothing is accidental.

Visual anthropologist Jay Ruby (2000)
discussed how reflexivity, autobiography, and
self-awareness can all figure prominently
when working with the film texts. This is
important when working with young people
and video, for example, on issues like gender
violence—an issue where the dominant
images of sexism and power inequalities
need to be challenged. The types of follow-up
interventions that draw on reflexivity are
extensive. How, for example, could a group
of young people ‘re-vision’ their video as a
text explicitly contesting traditional power
dimensions—and how does video lend itself
to this kind of critical awareness? How might
other students (a group of girls, for example)
respond differently and how could this audi-
ence component contribute to the reflexivity
of the original filmmakers? How would

teachers, other adults, and education officials
respond to the video? (see also Mitchell et al.,
2007). Like the work of Barnes et al. (1997),
who used collaborative video to work with
HIV-positive mothers, the participants were
able to ‘reproduce and understand their world
as opposed to the dominant representations in
the mass media’ (cited in Pink, 2001: 86).
Schratz and Walker (1995: 172) argued
that a critical feature of various interventions
that lend themselves to social change is that
they are in fact social in nature in the first
place. They involve the group and cannot be
managed ‘individually and in isolation.” As
they wrote: ‘It [motivation] requires a col-
laborative effort and a reassessment of the
nature of self in relation to social context, not
a submerging of the individual within the
collective, but a recognition that the person
only exists in the light of significant others’
(Schratz and Walker, 1995: 172). Highly par-
ticipatory video production can create a
strong sense of the collective response that
includes all participants—producers, view-
ers, directors, actors, and technicians. While
it is possible that individual responses may
sometimes be overshadowed by the activities
of the collective, we found that in issues of
violence, sexual abuse, and HIV and AIDS,
which are social in nature and multi-layered
in meaning, the collective response is vital.

IZINDABA YETHU—OUR STORIES

In this section, we describe the community-
based participatory video project that began
with a 1-day video making workshop and
continued with follow-up viewings, small
group discussions, and community screen-
ings over several months. This section is
presented in five parts: first, describing the
video-making process; second, the engage-
ment of the participants in viewing their own
short videos; third, compiling a composite
edited video® (our own creative endeavor)
Izindaba Yethu; fourth, taking the composite
video back to the participants for viewing
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and analysis; and finally, taking the compos-
ite video to a broader audience for viewing
and engagement within the rural community.

Stage one: video-making

The initial 1-day video-making workshop
came out of planning with the community:
arranging place, time, and the number and
nature of the participants. We were encour-
aged by the turnout: 19 senior secondary
school students, 3 teachers, 3 community
healthcare workers, and several parents. After
a brief introduction explaining the purpose of
the day and its envisaged outcomes for them
and for us, we set up groups: a boys-only
group; a girls-only group; a mixed boy and
girl group; a group of teachers; and a group
consisting of community healthcare workers
and parents. The first activity began with a
simple prompt: ‘What are the key issues
affecting your daily lives in your commu-
nity?’” Each group was facilitated by a member

of the research team and the responses were
written on a large sheet of paper. The issues
identified included poverty, disease, HIV and
AIDS, child abuse, rape, crime, murder and
robbery, joblessness, gangs, school safety,
youth pregnancy, substance abuse, and lack of
recreational facilities.

The participants in each group were asked
to identify the most pressing issue through a
‘voting’ process (see Figure 9.1). Participants
stuck a colored dot next to the three issues they
thought to be the most critical in their lives.
The theme to be pursued in the video, then,
was based on which topic had the most votes,
for the goal of the exercise was democratic
engagement and decision making. It is impor-
tant to note that, independently of each other,
the three youth (student) groups identified
rape and gender violence as the key issues,
whereas the two adult groups independently
identified poverty as the most pressing issue.

After identifying a focus for their video,
each group created a simple storyboard con-
sisting of 10 scenes (shots), each of which

Figure 9.1
video. © de Lange 2010

Participants ‘voting’ to identify the key issue they want to address in their
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was between 10 and 30 seconds in length. A
template was provided to allow participants
to construct the storyline and title, identify
key issues, write a rough script for each
scene, and select the actors. Creating the
storyboards allowed for a deeper discussion
of the chosen topic. Furthermore, production
roles such as director and camera person
were negotiated. Participants took on and
changed roles as required.

Since none of the participants had ever
used a video camera before, a brief training
session on the use of the video camera was
given to the whole group before they set out
to do the shoot. Camera operation was dem-
onstrated, along with simple ideas on fram-
ing, panning and zooming. In the training
session we emphasized the NER approach,
and especially the idea of ‘no turning back’
in the actual filming. Doing such work in a
rural community with health concerns,

despite lacking a reliable electrical source
and computers, accentuates the possibilities
for digital technology to be transformative
under less than ideal conditions (see section
Practical Guidelines).

Each group, accompanied by a facilitator,
set of with a video camera and tripod. The
groups had about an hour ‘on location’ for
shooting a 3—5-minute video (see Figure 9.2).

The titles of the short videos they made
were very provocative themselves, especially
considering the context of HIV and AIDS:
Rape at school: Trust no one; How raping
got me HIV&AIDS; Rape; Effect of poverty
in school; and It all began with poverty. Each
of the five videos produced in this workshop,
along with the videos that had been produced
in similar workshops in neighboring schools,
were remarkably sophisticated in relation
to the genres that were chosen: public
service advertisements, talk show interviews,

Figure 9.2 Participants using a video camera to film the story they created to visually
present their selected issue. © de Lange 2010
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and melodramas. And despite being short,
the videos were successful in bringing the
different messages across to the audiences.
For example, in Rape at school: Trust no one,
a student plays the main character—a teacher
who rapes a girl after luring her to his class-
room by promising extra tuition. In this
video, the camera lingers on a closed door
with the audience left to imagine what is hap-
pening while hearing the girl protesting and
crying. It ends with the teacher leaving the
classroom, turning to the girl and saying in a
threatening voice: ‘You tell ... you're dead.’

The groups all assembled together in one
large group to view each others’ videos. This
was something that we felt was very impor-
tant because it allowed each group to see
their production ‘on the big screen’ and it
also allowed them to showcase their video to
the other filmmakers in the larger group.
After the screening they discussed each
others’ work. This raised the level of reflec-
tion and engagement among the community
of participants.

Stage two: participants working
with their own videos

After the first workshop the small groups re-
viewed and re-engaged with their own video.
In viewing their video again, the participants
reflected on their work using the following
open-ended questions:

e What did you like about the video?
What are some of the images that stay in your
mind?

e If you had a copy of the video, who would you
want to show it to and why?

e How do you think it could help address gender-
based violence?

e What would help you in the school and com-
munity to address the main issue in this video?
(In the case of most of the videos produced by
the students this was the issue of gender-based
violence.)

This stage is a critical one as it means that the
producers themselves have an opportunity to

consider the issues from other angles. It also
stimulates them to think about the target
audience and distribution. Community-based
participatory video is after all not just about
a 1-day production process.

Stage three: creating the composite
video lzindaba Yethu—Our Stories

One of the limitations of the NER and one-
day video-making activity is the general
rough-cut quality of the productions. As a
research team, we therefore reflected on how
the individual 3-minute videos could be used
to continue the engagement. While we did
not want to tamper with the actual video pro-
ductions, which in themselves say a great
deal—and indeed exist as research data—we
felt that in their raw (and very short) state
they might have very limited use beyond the
day of production. At the same time, the
issue of gender violence was so dramatically
(and urgently) presented in the videos by the
young people that we felt an obligation to
develop a strategy or tool for taking the
videos further, and so we came up with the
idea of developing a composite video.

Ruby (2000), Pink (2001), and others have
highlighted in discussions of ethnographic
video that composite videos create their own
interpretive framework. Moreover, as with
the work of Holland et al. (1992) with tran-
script analysis, the research team itself
engaged in a type of reflexivity about “What
matters in the overall workshop program?’
Working collaboratively with the research
team, a videographer compiled a 17-minute
rough-cut video, Izindaba Yethu (Our Stories).
It was complete with a musical soundtrack,
text boxes containing statistics on gender
violence, footage of the workshop itself,
English subtitles of the short videos in the
composite video and even credits. Not only is
it a reflexive tool for the research team but
also it is an opportunity, as we discovered, to
engage community members more fully
in the process. Ultimately, this composite
video is ideal as a reflective tool, a teaching



178 THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF VISUAL RESEARCH METHODS

tool and tool, for stimulating engagement
beyond the workshop.

Stage four: taking Izindaba Yethu
back to the participants

The rough-cut of Izindaba Yethu was taken
back to the participating school a month or so
after the video-making workshop and initial
screening for viewing and discussion. After
the screening, the participants were asked to
reflect on the same open-ended questions,
with an additional question: ‘“We haven’t fin-
ished editing the video, what would you like
changed or added?”

The participants clearly highlighted the
importance and the need for their own
engagement in the process. They felt that the
video work opened up opportunities to
engage with issues that are seldom talked
about, but also to envisage how the compos-
ite video could be used as a tool to inform
and encourage further debate. The following
responses to the first question regarding what
the participants liked about the video, dem-
onstrates this: ‘acting about what is hidden
beyond the school walls,” ‘that it teach[es]
and show[s] us what is happening to our
community, ‘What I like most is that it was
made by us,” ‘We were together and sharing
our ideas,’ ‘Learners were participating
actively,” ‘an opportunity to talk about how
you feel,’ ‘that we as learners we should not
trust teachers that much.” The above quota-
tions confirm the agency of the participants
in bringing out into the open ‘what is hidden’
in their schools and community and what is
not talked about or addressed. However, it
also affirms the possibility of meaningful
participation.

Reflecting on images that linger in the
mind underscores the impact that gender
violence has on the community, particularly
on young people and on women, as the fol-
lowing responses show: ‘the door, what was
happening behind the door,’ ‘it’s the part
where the teacher rape[s] the child, ‘when
the learner was crying [after the rape]...

looking so sad, ‘women and female learners
are vulnerable, and ‘all young people.’ These
comments have an immediate quality in rela-
tion to the effects of gender-based violence
on the victims as well as on the witnesses,
and there is a sense of urgency, of doing
something, because ‘all young people are
vulnerable.’

Taking up the issue of extending the
debate around gender-based violence in the
context of HIV and AIDS to other audiences,
the groups referred to the school, family,
friends, church, community, the department
of education, and the government. The
responses to the ‘Why’ question confirmed
the urgency of addressing the issues: ‘they
must help,” ‘to stop ... abuse in this commu-
nity.” It also raised the issue of the vulnerabil-
ity of the students in spaces traditionally seen
as safe: ‘to show them how easily a child can
be raped in the school,’ ‘to teach about abuse
that is taking place in homes, schools, even
in the workplace and churches.” The partici-
pants did not only think of their own vulner-
ability, but of the vulnerability of youth in a
collective way: ‘I want them to see ...that our
generation is in a situation,” and ‘I want them
to know how dangerous [it is] to go alone ...
if you are a boy or a girl.’

Turning to the key issue of addressing
gender violence, and how the composite
video could help, responses of participants
foregrounded the need for information and
communication, as ‘understanding violence
because it can teach other people, ‘many
people they know nothing about it and ‘the
community would inform police about the
stories and not to take law into their hands.’
In asking what would help to address gender-
based violence in schools and in the commu-
nity, viewers stressed information, support,
a sound value system, and punishment for
the criminals. Teachers felt the need for it to
‘be explained in subjects, different media
should be used ... to teach respect to women
and men.’

Finally, once again drawing on the partici-
pants’ own understanding, when asked what
they would like added to the video, the
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response of one participant included a
thought-provoking comment: ‘How is life
after rape?’ Clearly, the people in the com-
munity think deeply about these issues and
have definite views on the impact that such
an act of crime would have on the life of a
victim.

Stage five: screenings in the
community

...artists ... aim to disturb, to interrogate personal
and cultural assumptions that have come to be
taken for granted; to do so, they employ design
elements that are appropriate for their intent.
These elements (which vary according to art form)
are important for their usefulness in recasting the
contents of experience into forms with the poten-
tial for challenging (sometimes deeply held) beliefs
and values. (Barone, 2001: 26)

One of the key purpose of community-based
participatory video in our work is to engage
the community in exploring and ‘making
visible’ the issues about which people are
silent—those issues which are ‘hidden’ and
around which community action is required.
The very process of stepping outside of eve-
ryday life to produce the videos can create
feelings of uneasiness and vulnerability to
some participants. We were encouraged by
comments from the participants to take the
video to a wider audience for viewing and to
create an opportunity for engagement. Our
data in this section refer to Our Photos, Our
Videos, Our Stories (Mak et al., 2004),
another composite video produced within the
same community and around similar issues of
gender and HIV and AIDS. The responses
of community members demonstrate the
richness of post-screening discussions and
similar levels of engagement, as highlighted
by Goldfarb (2002), Mak (2006), and Levine
(2009). At the district community clinic, we
brought together various community mem-
bers, including a community activist, an
induna (an advisor to one of the chiefs of the
district), respected elderly women, teachers,
and community healthcare workers. We first

explained the origin of the video, screened it,
and then created an opportunity for their
engagement through focus group discussions.
Because it is a rural district with many mem-
bers of the audience only being able to com-
municate in their mother tongue, isiZulu,
much of the discussion occurred through
the medium of isiZulu, with some code-
switching to English. The discussions were
recorded, transcribed, and translated into
English to allow wider access to the richness
of the text. Here we refer to a number of key
issues arising from the focus group discus-
sions and related to the theoretical framing of
community-based participatory video work.

First, the audience highlighted their sense
of being a community (Visser, 2007). They
reiterated the idea that people in the commu-
nity respond better when messages, in this
case addressing HIV and AIDS, originate
from the community, are created by the com-
munity and do not come from somebody
outside of the community, as highlighted
by Ford et al. (2003). The comments of
the participants emphasized this aspect of
community-based participatory video work:
‘The person from the location [township] has
to speak to people of the location [township]
and the one from the rural areas speak to
those of the rural areas,” “We saw our places
in the rural areas and how many things
happen there,” and ‘I like the way that you
acknowledge everybody that participated
because in most cases you see [only] the
project coordinators ... I think that was a
wonderful idea.’

The role of community healthcare workers,
and how much they are valued, is closely
linked to this sense of community, as the par-
ticipants described above: ‘It is a surprise
because we do not take things in rural areas
seriously because we do not have much knowl-
edge. It is like being a health worker: we from
the rural areas did not get them soon enough.
Their movement into the rural areas is good
because many women now know the purpose
of clinics through the health workers because
there are health workers. We don’t quickly get
many things and we don’t know about them.’
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The audience commented that people from
within the community could improve the
quality of their own lives, through drawing
on their individual and collective assets:
‘A person gets a chance to do things that are
relevant to the environment that you are in,’
‘because I think it’s good that if a person has
found a better future ... share it with others
in the community so that the community may
benefit. We are grateful because most of the
time when people get educated they flee...
they have developed our rural area because...
we realize that the future is bright in our
area.” Kretzmann and McKnight (1993)
concur that the strengths within a community
are rich assets from which individuals can
draw strength, even when the community
seems under-resourced.

The participants’ commitment to their
community was deepened by their use of
community-based participatory video to stim-
ulate dialogue and action around the issue of
HIV and AIDS, especially concerning the
community’s health and well-being (Visser,
2007). It was clear that they appreciated this
aspect of the exercise: ‘I think it would encour-
age the community, if it was to be seen by the
community,” ‘In my opinion there should be
groups that are there, that go around visiting
Sfamilies, teaching them about this thing,” even
‘the owner of the tavern ...[can] show the cas-
sette in order for the community to listen
intently about this thing that is here.’

Another important issue that was raised
relates to the difficulties of communication
between and among different generations, as
we see in the following responses: ‘It is easy
for us young people to speak when we are on
our own ..., ‘If they assemble together, it is
good for them to hear the grownups ... why
don’t they allow the youth and adults to
assemble with them in order for us to beat the
virus that is here...,” ‘It is easy for an old
person to understand a thing if it means you
sit with him/her and talk about the matter.
He/she understands better that way, rather
than standing in front of them.’

Messages of teaching and preaching are
deemed less useful, whereas collaborative

video equals out power relations. It was
interesting to note that the HIV and AIDS
epidemic was conceptualized by the audi-
ence as not only affecting adolescents and
adults, as one member of the audience saw
the importance of including ‘small children
like those in creche since they are also
important ... I don’t know, adapting to small
children in order to entice them to under-
stand better.’

Finally, for us the importance of getting
the story out (White, 2007)—to look at it and
reflect upon it—is critical, as is demonstrated
in the following response, ‘What I like the
most is that... eh... this is now being spoken
about. It even appears on video and yet it
was not spoken about. It was hidden. If you
spoke about it you would close everything
you were doing.” Opening up the story allows
for engagement and healing, and improving
the well-being of the individual and commu-
nity. The importance of video work resides in
allowing the hidden issues to be discussed
and to be viewed from different perspectives,
in allowing communities to open up to the
possibilities of addressing HIV and AIDS,
and to shift toward taking action. One par-
ticipant expressed this in the following way:
‘If we hide it ... it doesn’t exist, when it actu-
ally does.’

PRACTICAL GUIDELINES

The simple guidelines in Table 9.1 could
be used as pointers for planning NER
video work.

CHALLENGES

As the responses of the producers (partici-
pants), as well as those of the audience show,
community-based participatory video can
offer the possibility for rich and textured
discussions. At the same time, the strengths
of community video also pose a number of
challenges, as we demonstrate below.
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Table 9.1

Practical guidelines for ‘No Editing Required’ video work

What to do

Check

Train how to use user-friendly video cameras
Setting up tripod
Attaching camera to tripod
Switching on the camera

Opening the viewer and interpreting the information on it

Using the recording, forward, rewind buttons
Zooming in and out
Panning

Allow participants opportunity to practice using the equipment

Explain ‘No Editing Required’
Each scene/shot videotaped only once
First shot taken is the ‘title of the video’

Ensure that the record button is pressed before the actors read from the script and press the stop

record button only after the actor has finished his sentence

Raise awareness that actors should

® be near the microphone of the camera so as to ensure audibility

e face the camera when talking

Consider interference of surrounding noise levels (and wind) if recording outside
Encourage participants to practice each scene before shooting (and to keep to the 10-30 seconds

per scene)
Final shot taken is that of the ‘credits’ at the end

Allow participants 45—-60 minutes to shoot their video

Showing and viewing the videos
Data projector and screen required and set-up
Play videos through the video camera

Ethical issues

As with any research undertaken from within
a university faculty, we applied for ethical
clearance from the University Ethics
Committee (UEC). Drawing on a fairly new
methodology—not always understood by the
UEC—required us to spell out how we
intended to do the most good and the least
harm. The issue of doing the least harm, as is
taken up elsewhere (Moletsane et al., 2008),
was complex. Despite efforts to maintain
ethical protocol, the unexpected is inevitable.
For example, we were concerned when one
group of students staged their narrative of three
boys raping a girl at school in a way which
might be construed as reinforcing gender ster-
eotyping and gender-based violence. To coun-
ter our concern, we developed a booklet to

accompany the video, and conducted work-
shops with the teachers and students on ways
of using the composite video and booklet on
gender-based violence in a sensitive way.
Visual anthropologists and ethnographers
such as Banks (2001), Ruby (2000), and Pink
(2001) all draw attention to some of the
common issues of working with communi-
ties, such as: ‘How is informed consent
understood by the participants?” “Who owns
the images?’ and ‘“Where/when can the videos
be screened?” Much of this work is in the
context of issues that are not necessarily life-
threatening. In our work, we have had to
think about the safety and security of partici-
pants, particularly the students. The students,
for example, who produced Rape at school:
Trust no one, clearly had a scenario in mind
how teachers abuse girls. The question was
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did they run the risk of being the victims of
retaliation? Incest was a topic that was
quickly thrown back to the research team
through the production of a video called
Vikela Abantwana or Protect the Children
(a story about incest) in one of the neighbor-
ing schools. How do we ensure that the
themes raised in the videos do not simply
remain as unexplored issues? At the same
time, we also began to see that video might
in some ways circumvent some of the ethical
issues that arise in photovoice; because the
episodes are so clearly acted or staged, issues
of ethical concern are reduced. No one would
mistake the resulting production as being
‘real’ (as in the case of a photograph). Indeed,
its ‘staged quality’ gives it its potency.

Working within a community-based par-
ticipatory framework, we are sensitive to the
issue of ownership and we explored with the
participants how they might use the video
and with whom. We then provided them with
copies of the video. We had arranged that
each school would receive a data projector
and laptop, thus enabling them to screen their
videos as required. We did not encounter any
participant who was resistant to ‘acting’ in
the video, or who did not want to have the
video shown publicly. This was possibly due
to the production being based on an issue that
was decided on democratically and the fact
that it was relevant to their lives, with ‘local’
and real persons performing the production.
Similarly, we considered to what extent the
participants would understand informed con-
sent. How might we engage the participants
so that they clearly understood what they
could do with the video, but also what we as
researchers intended doing with it. In trying
to address this concern, one of our postgrad-
uate students designed an informed consent
form which visually unpacked the notion of
informed consent.

Technical concerns

Unlike drawing, performance, or even pho-
tovoice, which are visual tools that are relatively

inexpensive, filmmaking requires video cam-
eras and, sometimes access to editing equip-
ment and of course requires training in the use
of editing equipment. In addressing some of the
complexities, our NER approach only required
the participants to have an introduction to the
video camera equipment, and some idea of
basic shots and storyboarding. Experienced
facilitators worked with each of the small
groups to assist with the planning and execution
of the shoots. Technical concerns also include
access to electricity—a key consideration for
the screenings. Typically, we have conducted
our workshops in rural schools as ‘hubs’ within
the community. One of the schools where we
worked only had electricity in the principal’s
office and so our screenings for the 30 or more
participants took place in a small room just
outside the principal’s office, using the wall as
the screen. A practical solution, as we have
discovered from our colleagues in Rwanda,* is
to invest in a generator, although if the com-
munity is to take ownership of the resulting
productions, there is a serious limitation if they
themselves cannot screen the videos (in the
absence of a projector or video player).

Another issue, potentially adding to cost,
is compensation for the participants. In this
instance, we invited students, teachers, par-
ents, and community healthcare workers to a
Saturday workshop. Saturday is a day when
most people in the rural district do not go to
work, and therefore they would not lose out
on their wages. However, we reimbursed
them for their travel expenses (minibus taxi
fares) if they had to travel to the venue, and
also provided them with refreshments during
the day.

WHAT DIFFERENCE DOES THIS
MAKE? COMMUNITY VIDEO AND
SOCIAL ACTION

Visual anthropology provides critical debates
about what constitutes ethnographic film
(Rouch, 1974), critiques of indigenous media
(Ginsburg, 1995), and concise methodological
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applications of visual media for fieldwork
(Collier and Collier, 1986). However, there is
perhaps less attention paid to the ways that
visual media can help to shift consciousness
and behavioral practices, and how these
mechanisms can be used to stem the tide of
discrimination and stigma that surrounds
HIV and AIDS (Levine, 2009).

Central to our work with community video
is a recognition both of the significance of
community and community processes (as we
note in the first section), but also a considera-
tion of the contribution of interventions like
this to social action and the kinds of shifts in
consciousness to which Levine (2009) alluded.
We think of social action in two ways: social
action within the particular rural communities
and social action within academic communi-
ties. Clearly, the producers themselves saw
potential audiences for their work. The com-
munity screenings had an impact on the audi-
ences, so it is possible to see ways in which
the composite video, focusing on gender vio-
lence, played a role in the follow-up work in
the community. It is worth noting that the
school itself has chosen to embark on further
work with the research team in this area.

Furthermore, we noted that the idea of
social action within academic communities
is also critical. What is the responsibility of
the research team regarding the mobilization
of funds and its response to the day-to-day
needs of the participating schools and com-
munities? As Islam (2008) argued, if com-
munity projects (including those using
community video) are to be successful, there
must be recognition of the differing needs of
all partners. Speaking specifically of com-
munity video, Banks observed:

...community video projects work best when the
researcher has had an extensive engagement with
the community prior to the video project, when
she has a thorough understanding of processes of
decision making within the community, and most
of all when she is prepared to relinquish control.
(2001: 127)

Arguing compellingly for the idea of an
applied visual anthropology, Sarah Pink

looks at the ways in which applied visual
anthropology (which includes community
video) can be regarded as social intervention
‘practiced across private, public and NGO
sectors, as well as in serendipitous situations,
in contexts that are shaped by global, national,
transnational, institutional, local and indi-
vidual agencies’ (Pink, 2007: 11). Social
intervention is best configured as a set of
relations over time and not some sort of ‘in
and out’ type of activity.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, we have argued that commu-
nity-based participatory video can play a
critical role in raising awareness of key social
issues, and at the same time engaging com-
munities in exploring solutions. We see the
potential of this work to be transformative
even in settings that might be regarded as
being on the ‘wrong side’ of the digital
divide. Our own reflection as researchers, on
engagement with the participants in the com-
munity around a sensitive issue such as HIV
and AIDS, leaves us convinced that there is
much to be gained from taking a visual par-
ticipatory approach to community-based
research. Our treatment of community-based
video work here is both critical and celebra-
tory. On the critical side, we have highlighted
some of the ethical issues and in particular
the challenges of community dynamics in
community-based work, and we would hesi-
tate to recommend that researchers take on
visual participatory work around sensitive
issues such as HIV and AIDS and gender-
based violence without committing to a long-
term engagement with the community. But on
the celebratory side, it is difficult to overlook
the significance of what can take place in a
rural setting, or to ignore the comments of
participants who have made videos for the
first time (and their enthusiasm for continu-
ing with participatory video), or the responses
of local audiences who have viewed the
videos, made right in their own community,
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and produced by their friends, neighbors,
relatives, and even their own children. As one
of the community participants commented:
‘That’s what I like about the video. It did not
end here.
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NOTES

1 Monica Mak and Claudia Mitchell first worked
with the No Editing Required (NER) Approach in the
Visual Methodologies for Social Change course,
McGill University, May—June, 2005.

2 Photovoice is a research strategy that uses pho-
tography as a tool for social change. It is a process
that gives people the opportunity to record, reflect,
and critique personal and community issues in a
creative way. In the Learning Together Project

(2004-2006), community healthcare workers and
teachers used photovoice to explore challenges and
solutions in addressing HIV and AIDS in their rural
community. A collection of over 500 photographs
emanated from this work.

3 The production of composite videos coming out
of community-based video work has been replicated
in several of our projects and with various partici-
pants, and along the way we have come to refine the
composite video genre. The biggest change (from
the production of [zindaba Yethu) has been to
ensure that all of the short video productions, from
any one project, are included in a single video/DVD.
This helps to maximize the use of the resulting com-
posite video as a teaching tool in various communi-
ties, as well as to ensure the equal representation of
the work of all participants.

4 Here we acknowledge the work of Cineduc, a
community-based organization in Rwanda which
takes films to communities for the purpose of facili-
tating dialogue around culture and ethnicity. In order
to do this, the organizers temporarily provide the
communities with a generator, since so few of them
have electricity.
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10

Differentiating Practices of
Participatory Visual
Media Production

INTRODUCTION

Over the past few decades and across the
world, a range of ‘participatory visual meth-
ods’ has caught the imagination of people
seeking to investigate social conditions, lived
experience, subjective viewpoints and, in
some cases, interventions for social action. By
using the term ‘participatory visual methods,’
attention is drawn to collaborations of partici-
pants (sometimes research ‘subjects’) and
researchers in the production of pictorial
expression of personal thoughts and life cir-
cumstances. Though seldom defined or codi-
fied, the process often brings together an
unfamiliar ‘outside’ person(s) and an individ-
ual or group of ‘inside’ people to explore
a phenomenon by collaborating on the pro-
duction of visual (often audio-visual) docu-
mentation. The design of these collaborations
between ‘ordinary people’ and ‘outsiders’
(for example, researchers, educators, artists,
professional photographers) may vary widely.
However, there is a general sense that ordinary

Richard Chalfen

people will welcome the opportunity to
express themselves by collaborating in the
production of visual data for exhibition, new
observation and comment, or academic study.
The current diversity found in professional
and non-professional approaches is both
impressive and worthy of some clarification.
The majority of accounts in this domain of
research methods refer to people using camera
technology for the first time, but other relevant
examples center on non-camera means of pic-
torial representation such as drawing, sketch-
ing, or otherwise illustrating their ideas.! This
review will favor the former: namely, when
some form of camera technology has been
used to generate data. I stress the inclusion of
projects motivated by a simple (sometimes
naive) sense of curiosity (‘How does the world
look to X group of young people?” or ‘How
does this person, so unlike us, see the same
things we do?’) as well as formally organized,
IRB (Institutional Review Board)-sanctioned
research projects.” Research is broadly concep-
tualized as fieldwork undertaken in domestic
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and international venues, in home, neighbor-
hood, and community.

One frequently heard justification for
offering cameras to individuals and groups is
to ‘give them a voice.’® Motivations and
intentions can include providing a new chan-
nel of expression, seeing, and acknowledging
another’s point of view, learning what others
see as part of everyday life and providing an
artistic context for personal expression,
among others. Authors frequently cite the
need to work with under-represented, disen-
franchised sectors of the population.
Metaphorically and literally, this represents
an intellectual project as well as a humanistic
and even noble calling, when the objective is
‘to reduce discrimination, marginalization,
and inequality and increase empowerment’
(personal communication, Jon Prosser, 2002).
But we will see that projects have different
end points, and that results are valued in dif-
ferent ways. This chapter offers an overview
of this domain of visual methods research.
The term ‘participant visual methods’ covers
a lot of ground and requires some insight into
how various sub-categories of activity are
related to one another.

REFERENCE POINT:
BIO-DOCUMENTARY NARRATIVES

One principal objective of participatory
media research is to eliminate the conceptual
and practical filters (literally and metaphori-
cally) that professional filmmakers put in
place when gaining access to the lives of
certain groups of people and to certain activ-
ities. The need arises to ‘see through’ these
filters and lenses in an effort to gain access to
more authentic views—fully realizing that
complete ‘unobstructed views’ are impossi-
ble. However, the filters that naive image-
makers put in place are amenable to scrutiny
and study.

Within this objective, one convenient refer-
ence point for the following collection of work
is the notion of ‘bio-documentary filmmaking’

introduced and developed by communication
scholar Sol Worth (1922-1977).* The rele-
vance of this term is seen in the following
definition:

A Bio-Documentary film is a film made by a person
to show how he [sic] feels about himself [sic] and
his [sic] world. It is a subjective way of showing
what the objective world that a person sees is
“really” like. In part, this kind of film bears the
same relation of a documentary film that a self-
portrait has to a portrait or a [biography to an]
autobiography. In addition, because of the specific
way that this kind of film is made, it often captures
feelings and reveals values, attitudes, and concerns
that l