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2.1.1 Culture and representation

Beginning i n the 1970s, the socialsciences experienced a signif icant change in

their understanding of social life. While this change depended on a number of
older traditions of social and cultural analysis - especially the Marxist critique of

mass culture offered by Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, and the devel-

opment of ?cultural studies? by a group of scholars at B i rmingham University in

England - during the 1980s in particular it gathered force, pace and breadth. The

change is often described as the ?cultural turn?. That is, ?culture? becamea crucial

means by which many social scientists understood social processes, social iden-

tities, and social change and conflict. Culture is a complex concept, but, in very

broad terms, the result of its deployment has been that many social scientists are

now very often interested in the ways in which social l i fe is constructed through

the ideas and feelings that People have about it, and the practices that f low from
those. To quote one of the major contributors to this shift, Stuart Hall:

RESEARCHING WITH VISUAL MATERIALS

Cul tu re ,
it is argued, is not so Much a set of things - novels and paintings or televi-

sion pro
g r a m m e s o r comics - as a Process, a set of pract ices. Pr imari ly, c u l t u r e is

c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e p r o d u c t i o n and exchange of m e a n i n g s - t h e ?giving and tak ing

o f meaning? - b e t w e e n t h e m e m b e r s of a soc ie ty or g r o u p ... T h u s c u l t u r e depends

o n i ts p a r t i c i p a n t s i n t e r p r e t i n g m e a n i n g f u l l y wha t is a r o u n d them, and ?making

sense? o f t h e wo r l d , in b r o a d l y s im i l a r ways. (1997a: 2 )

Those mean ings may be exp l i c i t o r i m

may be fe l t as t ru th o r as fantasy,

conveyed t h r o u g h everyday speec

pl ic i t , consc ious or unconscious, t hey

science or c o m m o n sense; and they may be

?h, elaborate rhe to r i c , h i gh art, te levis ion soap
operas, dreams, movies o r muzak; and d i f f e ren t g roups in a society w i l l make

sense o f the w o r l d i n d i f fe ren t ways. Whatever f o r m they take, these made

meanings, o r r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s , st ructure the w a y p e o p l e behave - the way you
and I behave -i n ou r everyday lives,

Th i s sor t o f a rgumen t can take very diverse forms. B u t many wr i te rs address-

ing these issues argued that the visual is central t o the cultural const ruct ion o f

social l i fe in con tempora ry Western societies, We are, o f course, almost con-

s tant ly su r rounded b y di f ferent sorts o f visual technologies - photography, f i lm,

v ideo , d ig i ta l graphics, t e l e v i s i o n , acrylics, f o r example - and the images they

s h o w us -t e l e v i s i o n Programmes, advert isements, snapshots, Facebook pages,

p u b l i c sculpture, movies, closed c i rcu i t te levis ion footage, newspaper pictures,

pa in t ings. Al l these d i f fe ren t sorts o f techno log ies a n d images of fer v iews o f the

w o r l d ; they render the w o r l d in visual terms. B u t th is render ing, even by pho-

tographs , is never innocent . These images are never t ransparent w i n d o w s onto

the w o r l d . T h e y in terpre t the wor ld ; they display i t in very par t icu lar ways; they

represent it. T h u s a d is t inc t ion is somet imes made be tween v is ion and visuality.

V i s i o n is w h a t t h e h u m a n eye is phys io log ica l l y capable o f seeing (a l though i t

mus t be no ted t h a t ideas about that capab i l i t y have changed his tor ica l ly and w i l l

mos t l i k e l y con t i nue t o change: see Crary, 1992). V i s u a l i t y , o n the other hand,

refers to h o w v is ion is const ruc ted in va r ious ways: ?how w e see, h o w w e are

able, a l l owed , o r made to see, a n d h o w w e see th is seeing and the unseeing

therein? (Foster, 1988: ix). A n o t h e r phrase w i th ve ry s imi la r connotat ions to visu-

a l i t y is s c o p i c r e g i m e (Metz, 1975). Bo th te rms refer t o the ways in w h i c h both

w h a t is seen a n d h o w i t is seen are cu l tu ra l l y constructed.

For some writers, the visual is the most fundamental of all senses. Gordon

Fyfe and John Law (1988: 2), for example, claim that ?depiction, picturing and

seeing are ubiquitous features o f the process by which most human beings come

to know the world as it really is for them?, and John Berger (1972: 7) suggests

that this is because ?seeing comes before words. The child looks and recognizes

before it can speak?. (Clearly these writers pay little attention to those who are

born blind.) Other writers, however, prefer to historicise the importance of the
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Scholarship on digital images has emphasised several key aspects of digital imagery:

As no ted b y Cub i t t (2006), because d ig i ta l images are data f i les they are

m o d i f i a b l e by sof tware . S m a r t p h o n e cameras d o extens ive process ing o f

the data harvested by the i r sensors t o p r o d u c e a photograph?s i m a g e f i le

(Taffel , 2021), f o r example , a n d that f i le c o n t i n u e s to be processed b y

sof tware in o rde r to be seen as an image. Pret ty much e v e r y pro fess iona i l y -

p r o d u c e d image you n o w see w i l l have been d ig i t a l l y des igned o r d i g i t a l l y

m a n i p u l a t e d in some way, f r o m t h e ve ry elaborate visual ef fects in

superhero movies, t o the c o l o u r ranges in t e l e v i s i o n series ( t h i n k o f the

l im i ted colours v is ib le in so-cal led No rd i c n o i r b o x sets).

T h e same image f i le can b e mater ial ised in many d i f f e ren t f o r m s a n d in

d i f fe ren t locations, w h i c h may w e l l inv i te d i f f e ren t ways o f seeing it: it can

b e pr in ted out on p a p e r and appear in a magaz ine or o na b i l l board , f o r

example ; i t can also appear o n a websi te h o m e p a g e o n a desk top or o n a

smar tphone social media app ( f o r a d iscuss ion o f w h a t h a p p e n s t o c inema

in th is context, see Casetti, 2013).

Dig i ta l image files can be searched, categor ised a n d organ ised by o t h e r

software. Sof tware can search not o n l y the data f r o m w h i c h the image

appears but also the image file?s m e t a d a t a . Metadata is data abou t o t h e r

data (Rubinstein and Sluis, 2013) and i t is i m m a n e n t to d ig i ta l imagery. T h e

use o f software t o query var ious k inds o f d ig i ta ! images is w idespread. T h e

metadata o f a cameraphone pho to w i l l carry the date o n w h i c h the i m a g e

f i le was created, f o r example; th is a l lows the p h o t o a l b u m app o n y o u r phone

to sor t y o u r photos b y date. Facial recogn i t i on sof tware is ano ther examp le

o f sof tware analysing d ig i ta l data: in th is case, sof tware automat ica l l y

ident i f ies and analyses the data that pho tog raphed faces have b e e n conver ted

into (McCosker and Wi lken , 2020) (Figure 2.2 visual ises some o f the data

generated b y the everyday use o f s m a r t p h o n e apps).

D ig i t a l images are des igned to b e shared; t hey are always po ten t i a l l y

n e t w o r k e d (Rub ins te in a n d Sluis, 2008) , ready t o be shared v i a the In te rne t

o n social m e d i a p la t fo rms among others. ( A p l a t f o r m can be s i m p l y

de f ined as a dig i ta l t e c h n o l o g y f o r b r i n g i n g va r ious data toge the r . ) A n

image file?s metadata labels and formats a n i m a g e f i l e so that i t is ?platform-

ready? fo r u p l o a d i n g and search ing ( M a c K e n z i e and Munster , 2019).

Because tak ing photos w i t h cameraphones a n d shar ing t h e m on social media

p la t forms is so popu lar , there are u n i m a g i n a b l y vast numbe rs o f them. Mar t i n

H a n d (2012) has descr ibed d ig i ta l pho tog raphs as ?ubiquitous?: the i r numbers

are ?off the scale? ( D v o f a k and Par ikka, 2021). Some authors therefore suggest

that i t makes l i t t le sense to exp lo re i n d i v i d u a l digi tal images; rather, digi tal

imagery shou ld b e approached e n masse as an ensemble, an ecology, a

ter r i to ry o r a sequence (see respect ive ly MacKenz ie a n d Munster , 2019;

Manghani , 2013; Rose a n d Wi l l i s , 2019; Rubinste in and Sluis, 2008).
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Whi le many accounts of digi tal images o n social media and elsewhere empha-

sise the i r embedd ing in al l k inds o f Social practices and insti tut ions, there has

also been increasing interest in the relevance o f the effects o f digi tal technolo-

gies o n contemporary visual culture, as the next sect ionexp lo res .

2.1.2 Beyond representat ion: material i ty and affect

For some, the difference between analogue and digital images is profound. David

Rodowick (2007), for example, has argued that images made wi th digital cameras

should not be called photographs. For him, the chemical process that creates ana-

logue photographs gives them a unique quality w h i c h digital images do not and

cannot have, such that ?one feels o r intuits in digital images that the qualitative

expression o f duration found in photography and f i lm is missing or sharply reduced?
(2007: 118). I n this sense, he argues that analogue photography has part icular visual

qualit ies immanent in its analogue technology. As noted above, various scholars

have explored the specificity of the materiality of digi tal images. Ingrid Hoelzi and

Rémi Marie (2015), f o r example, focus o n the intrinsic relationship between digital

images and software, and describe digital images as sof t images (see also Hansen,
2015). I n their account, softimages are:

the con t i nuous ac tua l i za t ion o f ne two rked data... The image is no longer a passive

and f ixed represen ta t iona l form, b u t is ac t ive and mul t ip la t fo rm. . . The image as t h e

t e r m i n a t i o n ( f ixa t ion) of mean ing gives way t o t h e image as a network te rm ina i

(screen). It is no longer a stab le represen ta t ion of t h e wortd, but a Programmable

v iew o f a da tabase tha t is upda ted in real- t ime. It no l o n g e r func t i ons asa (pol i t icat

and iconic) rep resen ta t ion but plays a v i ta l ro le in synch ron i c data- to-data re la t ion-

ships. (Hoelz l and Marie, 2015: 3 - 4 )

A sof t image is one data file among many, d is t r ibuted across platforms, converted

into an image via hardware and software, and i f it is visible on a screen it is con-

t i nua l l y refreshed - as becomes evident i f the screen image gl i tches or crashes.

Indeed, for some time n o w in the l i terature o n visual culture, there has been

an emphasis on the m a t e r i a l i t y o f the media used to make and carry visual

images, insp i red by a range o f theorists, inc lud ing Bruno Latour and Friedrich

K i t de r (Packer and Crofts Wiley, 2012). I n th is work , the specif ic effects of a

mater ia l object - a computer game, for example (Ash, 2015) - are understood

th rough ontological claims about, in th is case, the inherent qualit ies o f its soft-

wa re and hardware as they shape its visuals.

There are d i f fe ren t in f lec t ions t o th is c la im. Sometimes the emphasis is on

the way that a spec i f i c techno logy - the analogue camera, say - has a direct

effect o n the nature o f the image i t produces. This is the argument made by
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