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Seeing Beyond Belief: Cultural Studies as
an Approach to Analysing the Visual

MARTIN LISTER AND LIZ WELLS

The relationship between what we see and what we know is never settled. {Berger,
1972: 7}

INTRODUCTION

Cultural Studies

Cultural Studies centres on the study of the forms and practices of culture (not only
its texts and artefacts), their relationships to social groups and the power relations
between those groups as they are constructed and mediated by forms of culture. The
‘calture’ in question is not confined to art or high culture. Culture is taken to include
everyday symbolic and expressive practices, both those that take place as we live (and
are not aimed at producing artefacts), such as shopping, travelling or being a football
supporter, and ‘textual practices’ in the sehse that some kind of material artefact or
representation, image, performance, display, space, writing or narrative is produced.
As an academic field, Cultural Studies is interested in the enabling and regulating
institutions, and less formal social arrangements, in and through which culture is
produced, enacted and consumed. In practice, it is seldom, if ever, possible to separate
the cultures of everyday life from practices of representation, visual or otherwise.

The focus of such studies is normally on contemporary and emergent practices,
studied within their formative historical contexts. These are mainly those of the late
cighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries: the ‘modern’ period of industrial-
ization, the formation of the nation-state, the rise of the type of the modern individual,
imperialism and colonialism, and the commodification of culture. Such contexts
are now importantly extended to include globalization and the range of shifts which
are gathered up under the terms “post-modern’ and “post-colonial’, as the legacies and
cultural forms of the earlier period are seen to be radically restructured and fragmenting
at the end of the twentieth century.

A distinctive feature of Cultural Studies is the search to understand the relation-
ships of cultural production, consumption, belief and meaning, to social processes and
institutions. This has resulted in a refusal to see ‘society’ as simply the context, climate
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or background against which to view a cultural practice or text; rather the production
of texts is seen as in itself a social practice. There is a similar refusal to see cultural
practices and texts as merely symptoms or documentary reflections of a prior set of
social determinations. Instead, Cultural Studies insists upon the constitutive role
of culture in sustaining and changing the power relations enacted around issues of
gender, sexuality, social class, race and ethnicity, colonialism and its legacies, and
the geopolitics of space and place within globalization. It examines these in terms of
the ways of seeing, imagining, classifying, narrating, and other ways of investing
meaning in the world of experience, that cultural forms and practices provide,

Media Studies

The version of Media Studies which is closely connected with Cultural Studies largely
arose within the same post-war intellectual project to comprehend the impact of
industrialization and advancing capitalist sogigl formations on new, mass forms of com-
munication, representation and consumption. Part of the impetus was to do this in
ways that were more flexible and responsive and less value-laden than the responses
to the mass media found in the traditional canonical disciplines such as literary studies
or art history. In particular these disciplines’ preoccupation with the idea of individual
authorship as a source of meaning was criticized in itself and as manifestly inadequate
for the study of advertising, popular cinema and television. A parallel impetus was to
pay much closer attention to a wider range of expressed or represented experience,
however informal, popular, sub-cultural and apparently trivial, than was characteristic
of mainstream social science. Feeding into these central impulses have been other
traditions: sociological research and empirical study of audiences for mass media,
especially television; critical studies of media power; the political economy of the
media; studies of media politics and the public sphere; media and communications
theory; and specific histories of radio, television, the press, new media and commun-
ication technologies.

The study of visual culture

More recently, there have been attempts to define a specific field of Visual Cultural
Studies. While recognizing a formative relation to a wider field of Cultural Studies (which
always contained an interest in the visual), its proponents do not see this as merely a
specialized sub-division or extension of Cultural and Media Studies, but as a reworking
of the whole field of concern. With the late twentieth century’s explosion of imaging
and visualizing technologies {digitization, satellite imaging, new forms of medical
imaging, virtual reality, etc.}, they suggest that everyday life has become ‘visual culture’.
This can be seen as an acceleration of a longer history involving photography, film,
television and video. However, some argue that this new visuality of culture calls for
its own field of study concerned with all kinds of visual information, its meanings,
pleasures and consumption, including the study of all visual technologies, from “oil
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painting to the internet’ (Mirzoeff, 1998: 3). From this perspective, it is argued that
the study of visual culture can not be confined to the study of images, but should also
take account of the centrality of vision in everyday experience and the production of
meaning. As Irit Rogoff puts it:

In the arena of visual culture the scrap of an image connects with a sequence of film and
with the corner of a billboard or the window display of a shop we have passed
by, to produce a new narrative formed out of both our experienced journey and our
unconscious. Images do not stay within discrete disciplinary fields such as ‘documentary
film’ or ‘Renaissance painting’, since neither the eye nor the psyche operates along or
recognizes such divisions. (Rogoff, 1998: 16)

The primary purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate and critically discuss the
validity and usefulness of a range of methodologies which have been brought into
play for analysing photographic images which have been a major element of visual
culture in modern industrial societies, We shall show how insights and methods drawn
from semiotics (see Chapters 7 and 9), psychoanalytic cultural theory, art history (see
Chapter 5), the social history of media technology, aesthetics and the sociology of
culture are drawn upon in order to investigate how meaning, pleasure and power are
articulated through specific images. Such images are produced and consumed within
awide range of social, economic and cultural contexts, including those of advertising,
the making of news, social documentary, medicine, the law and social control,
education, the family, leisure and entertainment.

First, we briefly discuss Cultural Studies and methodology. The following three
sections focus upon distinctive questions asked of the photograph within Visual
Cultural Studies and demonstrate some of the key concepts employed within the field
through analyses of a diverse range of photographs. Analysing examples of photo-
graphs from advertising and reportage along with images made for gallery exhibition,
we discuss contexts of viewing, contexts of preduction, form and meaning and looking
and identity.

Cultural Studies: methodologies

Cultural and Media Studies is'a compound field, elements of which are differently
organized in different institutions. It is generally understood as an interdisciplinary
field, rather than as a discrete discipline, which appropriates and re-purposes elements
of theoretical frameworks and methodologies from other disciplines, wherever they
seem productive in pursuing its own enquiries.! Therefore, it is hard to identify for
Cultural and Media Studies its own singular and strict set of disciplinary protocols.
However, and while differences of emphasis exist, most research methodology courses
within Cultural and Media Studies include elements of ethnographic, sociological,
semiotic, psychoanalytic and critical textual methods.

One way of approaching a definition of Cultural Studies is to consider its
objects of enquiry as the ways it understands the complex concept ‘culture’. These include,
for instance, the ‘ordinariness’ or ‘everydayness’ of culture, an interest in culture as
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the process through which a society or social group produces meanings. There is a
stress upon the ‘how’ as well as the ‘what’ of culture, on productions as well as context.
Cultural Studies is, then, not only methodologically eclectic, but open and experi-
mental in the ways that it frames its objects of study. While it may borrow its
methodological resources, it seldom assumes that it unproblematically has a set of
objects ‘out there’ or before it, about which it can then ask questions formulated
by and inherited from other disciplines.

Pragmatically, its achievemnents have to be judged in terms of the coherence and
insights of the accounts that it gives of its objects. Its methodological rigour lies in
the responsible way that a researcher uses the intellectual resources that they borrow
and apply. Even though an orthodox historian or sociologist may gibe at the taking
of their methodological tools into interdisciplinary hands, the vitality and suggestive-
ness of much Cultural and Media Studies has been widely influential on other
academic disciplines and criticism and has had an impact upon print and television
journalism.

How do these general points ipform what we attempt here? While much of
our attention is given to specific photographs, we analyse them without separating
them from social processes. Except for the practical purposes of staging our analysis
— we cannot do everything at once! — we resist reifying or hypostatizing the images.
That is, we work hard not to see pictures as rigid and fixed things — beginning and
ending at their frames (see Chapter 8).

Anocther way to put this is that we approach the images as part of what has
been described as “the circuit of culture’ (du Gay, 1997). Each one can be thought of
as passing through a number of ‘moments’ and its passage through each moment
contributes to the meanings — plural, not singular — which it has and may have. In
short, they are socially produced, distributed and consumed; within this cycle there
are processes of transformation taking place and also of struggle and contest over
what they mean and how they are used. To sum up we offer a check-list of the main
features of the analysis which follows. These will be restated as more focused questions
within the analysis itself.

1 We are interested in an image’s social life and its history.

2 Welock at images within the cycle of production, circulation and consumption
through which their meanings are accumulated and transformed.

3 We pay attention to an image’s specific material properties (its ‘artifactualness’),
and to the ‘medium’ and the technologies through which it is realized (here, as
photographs).

4 While recognizing the material properties of images, we see these as intertwined
with the active social process of ‘looking” and the historically specific forms of
‘visuality’ in which this takes place.

5 Weunderstand images as representations, the cutcomes of the process of attaching
ideas to and giving meaning to our experience of the wortd. With care and
qualification, much can be gained by thinking of this process as alanguage-like
activity — conventional systems which, in the manner of codes, convey meaning
within a sign using community.

6 We temper point 5 with the recognition that our interest in images and other
visual experiences (and, indeed, lived and material cultural forms) cannot be
reduced to the question of ‘meaning’ and the intellectual processes involved in
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coding and decoding. As human beings, and as the members of a culture, we also
have a sensuous, pleasure-seeking interest in looking at and feeling ‘the world’
including the media that we have put in it.

7 We recognize that ‘looking’ is always embodied and undertaken by someone
with an identity. In this sense, there is no nreutral looking. An image’s or thing’s
significance is finally its significance for some-body and some-one. However,
as points 1 to 6 indicate, this cannot be any old significance, a matter of complete
relativism.

ANALYSIS
Context of viewing

We need first to ask where the image is. What is its location (or locations) in the social
and physical world? Our answer to this question will tell us much about how we meet
or encounter the image; that is, how we attend to it. Is it, for instance, met in the public
or private part of our lives? Is it something on which we can concentrate and be
absorbed by in a single-minded way or is it one contingent element amongst others in
our busy daily transactions, in our Jeisure time or as part of our work or education?Did
we deliberately seek out the image, in a library or a gallery? The context influences how
welook at the image through constructing certain expectations. For instance, the gallery
adds an aura of seriousness of intellectual or aesthetic intent to the picture.

Second, why is the viewer looking at the photograph? What information or
pleasures do they seek? How are they intending to use the image? Is their interest idle
or purposeful? If the look is purposeful, as in, for instance, studying the images with
which we have chosen to illustrate this chapter, then it is important to know what
editorial judgements have been made and how this has influenced the selection.
Writing this chapter, and in particular-¢hoosing images (which will be reproduced
several thousand times within copies of this book) and then discussing them in certain
ways, is a small exercise of power. What are our reasons, our interests or purposes,
in selecting the images we have? What view of the traffic in images are we promoting?
Uppermost in our minds has been the exemplification of the methodological points we
wish to make. Not all images would serve as well to do this although, in principle, if
the concepts and methods we use are of value then they should be applicable to a
wide range of images. However, here we have favoured ‘strong’ examples of the concepts
that we are dealing with, in order to help elucidate points.?

The image (Figure 4.1) of the ‘redneck’ in a Marlboro cigarette advertisement
is situated on a super-site hoarding. This is positioned to the side of a roundabout on
a major ring road in a large provincial city. The photograph of the image was difficult
to take because the hoarding is hardly accessible on foot. It is positioned within a major
road complex where no provision is made for pedestrians (they are actively discouraged)
and is clearly intended to be seen by passing motorists or motorists in the frequently
slow-moving traffic that is typical of this main approach to the city during peak
commuting hours, The same image was also reproduced in glossy magazines and the
magazine sections of major Sunday newspapers. Literally, then, a photographic original
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Figure 4,1 Marlhoro cigarette advert, circa 1995.

—also a digitally manipulated image (see Henning, 1995: 217) — has been translated into
two kinds of print of vastly different scales. We can reasonably speculate that one may
be seen through the frame of a car window while on the move, while the other could
be draped across the lap of a reader or browser while reclining on a sofa or travelling
on a train. Alternatively, it might be read ata desk when the reader takes a break from
the work they otherwise do there. In this sense the images are located, both in the
physical world and in our everyday social worlds, quite differently.

Taking two of these scenarios further, we can begin to say something about how
the one image is experienced in different contexts. In the case of the car driver or
passenger (this itself may be an important distinction), the image is experienced in time
or as the spectator travels in space. It will loom up to confront the spectator and then
recede from their field of vision. Their encounter with the image will not be the result
of an intention to look at it; it presents itself to them. The image — as a publicly sited
hoarding - will be seen in the context of the (subjurban environment: the intersection
of motorways stretching away from the viewer, the backs of working-class housing
behind it, the sound of traffic passing in other directions, the smell of traffic on hot
{or wet) tarmac, and so on. The image is not a passive element in this scene. It depicts
a man {who looks in the same direction as the viewer) who is himself beside a major
road looking on at an American-style truck. There are hills in the background as there
are in the actual location in which the image is sited. What is depicted in the image
echoes or resonates with the situation of the driver/passenger/reader of the image.

On the sofa, another viewer looks at the image in their domestic space. They
have sat down, positioned themself, chosen the magazine in which the image is printed,
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Figure 4.2 Robert Doisneau. ‘An oblique glance’, 1948/9,

Ao R

opened it and alighted on the image. They may, in the first instance, have chosen and
bought the magazine in which the advert appears. They hold the image and focus on
it. In a different sense from the first example, they too experience the image in time,
or more precisely, within a sequence of images and written words offered by the other
contents of the magazine. They might consume the magazine in a linear fashion
working their way through from beginning to end, or more selectively, working back
and forth through its pages, in effect producing their own juxtapositions between its
various features and advertisements. We can ask more questions of this situation. Is
the magazine, and for some moments the advert, their sole object of attention? Is the
television on? What is being broadcast? How does it, at some level of consciousness,
interact with the image? Might it be a programme about some other aspects of life in
the United States? A ‘road movie’? Perhaps music is playing — the image may have a
soundtrack. Perhaps the ‘reader’ is not alone but looks at the magazine with a friend
or partner; they discuss, judge, joke and elaborate via anecdotes and connections on
the image.

Our second chosen example (Figure 4.2) is an older photojournalistic image,
one which still, on first encounter, may raise a smile. ‘An oblique glance’, by French
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photographer Robert Doisneau, which shows a couple looking into the window of a
Parisian antique shop, has been reproduced in books and exhibitions about Doisneau,
the photographer, as well as being referenced in a number of discussions of French
humanist photography shown in major international exhibitions on documentary or
on post-war French photography. The image was first published in Point de Vue
(photo-magazine). '

In contrast to the Marlboro advert, the contemporary viewer is likely to
encounter this image within the context of the work of the particular photographer,
or as an example within a2 more general discussion of reportage photography of the
period. The photograph may be reproduced in a book, or, indeed, the viewer may be
pursuing historical research concerned with photojournalism, with Doisneau or with
French humanist photography. Whilst the reader of Point de Ve in 1949 may have

" come across the image in circumstances equivalent to our putative sofa reader of the

Marlboro advert (perhaps whilst listening to the radio), contemporary viewers of this
image may approach it rather differently. On the one hand, Doisneau’s work has been
extensively recycled as posters and posteards, and is familiar to many who would not
necessarily know the provenance of the image or the name of the photographer. On
the other hand, precisely because the work is now acclaimed as exemplary of its genre
and era, many viewers are likely to have in some way sought out the circumstances
of viewing, whether borrowing or buying a book, or visiting an exhibition. (The same
is true of the work of Robert Mapplethorpe which we discuss below.)

The photograph has a title, which indicates to the viewer its primary humorous
focus, and it is specifically authored. The naming of the photographer lends status to
the image as a work of art and, indeed, the context of viewing may be a gallery exhibition
within which the image is hung as a fine print, perhaps as one in a series of similarly
carefully reproduced photographs. We are generally familiar with the convention of
the gallery, with the ritual of progressing from image to image, attending to each one
for a short space of time, then, perhaps, starting to make comparisons between one
image and another in terms of subject-matter and in terms of aesthetic form. Like the
Marlboro adverts, the experience of the encounter is inter-discursive in the sense that
situation, contemporary references and resonances inform our experience, whether
we merely glance at the image or study it more intently. Questions of social history
also obtain. For example, whilst viewers, both in the 1950s and now, may see the
Doisneau photograph as offering information about Paris after the war (for instance,
the clothing worn by the boys across the street and the style of dress of the couple),
this information inevitably holds differing implications for those considering the
picture some fifty years later.

Context of production

Our next question is: how did the image get there? This question shifts our attention
from how we encounter the image to ones about its production by others and its
distribution - to the intentions and motives of others, and the institutional and other
social contexts, imperatives and constraints in which they work.
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Here the contrast between the Doisneau photograph and the Marlboro
advertisement is instructive, Most obviously, the first was produced as a narrative
image, as photojournalism, whilst the other was constructed as an advertisemnent. Also
the manner of production differs. Doisneau’s photograph is about an event which
has not been specifically directed by him — although the setting up of his camera
inside the shop with the painting of the naked woman placed at an angle in the
window, orchestrated the possibility of responses from passers by. His conceptual
approach is in line with Henri Cartier-Bresson’s famous definition of photography as
‘the simultaneous recognition in a fraction of a second of a significance of an event as
well as of a precise organisation of forms which give an event its proper expression’
(Cartier-Bresson, 1952). For the photographer the skill is one of recognizing the
‘decisive moment’, both when taking the image and in the process of selection and
editing. Here it is clear that photography was not seen as somehow inherently objective
but, rather, reportage was used by photographers as an opportunity for interpretative
commentary. The point was to find ‘telling’ photos, or ‘photo-novels’, sequences
of images for publication in illustrated magazines such as Life (USA), Vu (France)
and Picture Post (Britain), which were popular and widely distributed from the
1930s to the 1950s. Whilst his work was more along the lines of social observation
than ‘hard’ news, that is the reporting of major contemporary events, a sense of ‘news
values’ will have informed the decision to shoot this series of images from within the
shop.’

Doisneau made this image at a time which predates television as the primary
conveyor of visual information and was informed by pre-war documentary film and
photo movements, By the 1930s in France, there was an established ‘humanist’ focus
upon ordinary people and everyday life which took as its subject-matter people at
work and at leisure, depicted in streets, cafes and brothels, or at special events such as
fetes. Doisneau described Paris as a theatre of images: ‘It doesn’t matter where you
look, there’s always something going on:All you need to-do is wait, and look for long
enough until the curtain deigns to go up’ (in Hamilton, 1995: 182).

In our example, Doisneau has set himself up in the shop in order to observe
events; he has constructed a scenario within which it is likely that interesting events
may occur. By contrast, advertising imagery is overtly directorial, constructed
purposefully in line with a particular brief and taking specific account of the intended
means of communication (hoarding, magazine advertisement, etc.). The photographer
for the Marlboro advert is not named; there is no attribution of authorship. Unlike
photojournalism, the dictates are entirely commercial. In advertising the photo-
grapher or art director are named only if they are famous enough for their name to
condone the product.t

The Marlboro image is an advertisement for cigarettes and will have been
designed and produced for that company by a specialist advertising agency as part of
the Philip Morris company’s wider marketing and advertising strategies. This advert
belongs to a whole series for Marlboro cigarettes which, in part, are a response to the
early 1990s ban on advertising cigarettes on British television and the anticipation
that this ban will be extended to all forms of advertising. This accounts for the way that
the advert {and the others in its series) contains no written or explicit reference to
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either cigarettes or the Marlboro brand. Ironically, the clear reference to smoking
cigarettes which connects the image to the product is given in the government health
warning which runs along the bottom of the image.

The producers of these Marlboro ads have to solve a problem, that of how to
reference a brand of cigarettes and how to promote a product that is widely understood
to be seriously dangerous to health. In the 1970s and 1980s Marlboro advertising
associated the cigarettes with the figure of the ‘cowboy’, itself a vehicle for making a
connection between cigarettes, white masculinity, “loner” subjectivity and the untamed
nature of the mythological American West. At that time it was possible to include the
brand name and copy which recommended smoking (Marlboro cigarettes in
particular) as natural, pure and relaxing within the advert. More recent government
restrictions on such practices have led designers and producers of the adverts to use
other strategies. They know that the distinctive red colour of the Marlboro packet and
logo ¢an live on after the packet or name itself ceases to be shown. A significant red
detail, “the sunburnt neck, a light on top of a police car, a traffic light’, appear in the
more recent images as the only colouged elements in what look like black and white
stills from art-house movies. Furthermore, the producers use stills which reference
movies which critically rework the myth of the West: Bagdad Café, Paris, Texas and
Gas, Food, Lodging (Henning, 1995: 223-8). These postmodern reworkings of Western
mythology also allow the advertisers to shift the connotations of smoking from the
natural and relaxing toward the dangerous and the ‘romance of living on the edge’
{Henning, 1995).

This advertising image is then a deliberate and skilful response to legal constraints
and shifts in the culture of health on the part of producers whose task it is to maintain
markets for their dient’s product. The features of the image which we have discussed
here are not arbitrary but the result of a complex interaction, This is between the
profit-making demands of capitalist economics, the restrictions imposed by anti-
smoking campaigners, health professionals and the law, as well as factors such as the
modes of organization, division of labour and work processes which obtain at any
specific advertising agency and the knowing semiotic practices of advertising
‘creatives’. In our example, the image takes its form from, and depends for its success
as an ‘advertisement’ on, such factors. Producers employ particular strategies, which
will not be the only solutions that could have been adopted, but they are outcomes of
intention and ‘producerly’ knowledge and skill. Whether we, as receivers or consumers
of the image, directly take or accept the meanings they have intended to give the image
is another question (see Chapter 8).

LOOKING: FORM AND MEANING

We can note that at this point in our analysis we still have not begun to deal with what
we may call the image “itself or ‘in-itself. This actually raises some difficult and vexed
questions about the boundaries of an image or a ‘text’. What is the image in itself? What
are the inherent properties of a text when considered apart from individual acts of
looking at it and making sense of it?
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Conventions

Two uses of the concept of a convention, understood as a socially agreed way of doing
something, one with literary and art historical roots, the other sociological, play a part
in the visual analysis of photographs. We start our discussion of codes and conventions
with an example from art history. This is useful as a way of recognizing that traditions
of analysis employed by these specialists in studying the narrow range of images which
makes up the history of art have always offered Cultural Studies something, especially
the study of iconology and iconography {Panofsky, 1955; see also van Leeuwen,
Chapter 5 in this volume). While it is probably true to say that, in Cultural and Media
Studies, these methodological branches of art history and theory have always been
overshadowed by the use of semiotic methods imported initially through Continental
structuralism, we give them some time here, This is because they immediately offer
ways of talking about pictures in terms of the key concept of “‘convention’. They also
allow us to start from noticing things about images rather than about written language
and then seeking to apply linguistic concepts to images.

Pictorial conventions
The art historian Michael Baxandall offers a brief but exceptionally clear analysis of

the pictorial conventions simultaneously employed in a fifteenth-century woodcut
shown in Figure 4.3;

e f | l

Figure 4.3 De Fluminibus. Woodcut, 1483.

[Plate 15] is the representation of a river and at least two distinct representational
conventions are being used in it. The mermaids and the miniature landscape on the






