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Re-Viewing Photographs:
Unexplored Resources fer Communication Research

Karin Becker Ohrn :
School of Journalism, University of Iowa

Increasingly, we see the world around us inoirectly, as mediated
through photographic images. We are "bombarded" by them, photographer
Doroohea l.ange said a decade ago; we see photographs "unconsciously,
in passing froum the corner of our eyes, flashing at us" (1964:19).
Because the report of an event often assumes a greater influence>than
the event itself, photographs—-visual reporﬁf;-increasingly shape our
perspectives on the world. This is true not only of the major events
of the day, those cf which offical "history" is made; photographic
reports have shaped our ideas about our past, both our collective
history and for each of our private selves.. Photographs also influence
how we look at and_understand others, people we experienee only through

the camera record--whether they be from so-called "exotic'" lands, or

from across th:s tracks in our own town.

Despite Lhe'apparent power and influence of photographs as they
appear in newspapers and magazines, staring at us from billboards or
from our own mantles, few scholars have examined photographic records
as commuﬁication phenomena, and most research has.igpored those images
whlch represent aspects of the chosen area of study. Looking through
the annals of communication literature, it becomes apparent that most

scholars consider the Word as the imperial carrier of messages.
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refusing to consider photographs relevént to their work, out of ‘M; e
apparent deference to what they consider the outcome af a complex
combination of technical skills. The absence of reflection and research
on the role of the photographic image in commﬁnication paves the way

for the misuse of photographs. Because most‘peOple "read" photographs
as the lay peréon "reads" headline;——with oniy a quick glance for the
gist of é'story——photography in the mass media is geared toward
producing the "grabber;" that is the image with a superficial message
that is imﬁediagely apparengvto the viewer. Because the photograph is
not awarded the s;me authorship as most written works,,it_is“uéually
treated as mere illustration. Since the who, what, ﬁhen, where, why

and how of photographs are.of little significance to the lay audience,
those responsible‘for making and publishing the photographic report
learn to care less.

Thgwfgrst step in incorporating photographs into coﬁmunication '
research requires overcoming habiﬁs of_simply glancing‘at images. Oné
must learn to sthdy a photograph "with the éare and attention to detail ,
one might give to a difficult_scientific paber or a complicated poém,"

Howard Becker suggests (1974a:7):

‘Every part of the photographic image carries some information

that contributes to its total:statement; the viewer's responsibility

is to see in the most literal way, everything that 4s there and -
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‘respond to it, To put it another way, the statement‘hhe imagep
makes--not just what it shows you, but the mood, moral eyaluation,
and casual connections it suggests—-1s built up from those details,
A proper "reading" of a photograph sees and responds to them -

consciously.

BQcke; desiribes an exercise for developing photographic "reading"
hapits: Select a good photograph and look at it intently for several
pinutes, first naling the objects, then telling a story about the
vPQople and things in the picture. Careful examination of the photogfaph
and tfanslating it into words.serves to heighten‘the.viewer's ahameneSS'
that he or she was previously not conscious of many‘elements in the
image, and also commits the photograph to memory, just as carefully
reading and takingbnotes on an_articie &;11 do (Becker 1974a:7).

In adopting this mode of examining photographsg, ih.is essential to‘
syspend the oommon sense assumption_that a photograph is a reality
supstitute with intrinsic and universal meaniag. A photogfaph can
carryléohsidefabléxdenotative material-—information about time and
place. However, this information cannot be ssparated from why and how
the photograph was made and wsed (see Sekula 1975). Aithongh the
depnotative aspects of the image constrain the kinds of interpretations
ﬁhich the image suggests, they do not dete:mine the meaning of the
photographs, for Photographs are not unmedlated copies of the real
¥drld. The existence of a photograph is a. Sign of someone s inVEStment
in the sending of a photographic message, as Sekula points out (1975 37,
and "if we accept the fundamental premise that information is the
ontcome of a culturally determined relatiOnshiD,vthen we can no longer
"88cribe an intrinsic or-universal meaning to ‘the photographic image."

It is important to ask what you know from looking at the photograph
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: andkwhat you don't know: is the photograph of a mothervand child, or.
. of a woman and child? Was the photograph made in‘the 19405,‘or is it
of a couple of nostalgia buffs? Reflecting upon what you think you
know provides clues about the kinds‘of sets we carry aroundfin onr"
heads, and about our tendencies tomard mental closure. |

_ask yourself nhat other information abont‘the image can‘bevgained“
from its context. Where and how is it printed? What words, if any“
~accompany the photograph? Is the photographer identified, and hom‘is'
the source given, if at all? Qften, photographs are‘presentedvand‘even
filed in archives with little ifiany written'material, on the‘apparent
cliched assumptionsﬂthat "photographs speak for themselves" as "mirrors
Mof reality.” In many cases, one faces the frustration of knowingithe
source only as "Laserphoto," and the person who made the image‘oniy asf

N presumably standing for ''Anonymous Photographer."

The technical aspects of a photograph which deter many from ever o

examining photographs, are important only to the extent that they
influence our perception of a person or a scene.A Long lenses tend to
condense or flatten elements in‘an image; so can create a‘traffic h
snarl out of a line of cars or a sense of intimacy between two men
photographed from a distance. ‘The use of a wide angleAlens expands
space and can distort a:person's features.l;Lighting can alter the mood
.vof a scene, and'the use‘of flash‘can create a theatrical impression or‘
‘harsh even foreboding shadows.' Long exposure influences the record |
‘of motion, usually by blurring it, while a very short shutter speed can
stop action we are incapable of seeing without the aid of a camera.:'In t
. the darkroom, additional factors come into playk ‘a photograph can be

printed to . min1mize or even eliminate aspects of the image which the

-
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printer considers‘distracting Sensitivity to the influence of
technique can come with practice in looking at photographs and talking
to a knowledgeable photographer: extensive knowledge of the technical
aspects of photography is unnecessary,‘

When ekamining photographs‘fromTthe past, one must‘takekinto
account changes in photographic equipment and film emulsion. However,
the constraints technology places on the way photographs look has less
impact than the social conventions governing how photographs are |
composed. For exannle, the formality within the Victorian family was
more important in structuring their portraits into stiff representations
than was the film used or shutter speed of the: old cameras. Halpern.
(1974:64) points to the few informal, relaxed photographs that were
made as evidence that technological limitations could have been |
overcome, had the convennon of an appropriate portrait been less stiff
and if informal representations of family life had been acceptable. On |
the other hand , the widespread adoption of a technological innovation
in photography is a social phenomenon, indicating akshared fascination
for the new‘perspective the camera can reveal. |

The activ1ties of making and looking at photographs are communication
, . ! L e

‘events involving subJects, photographers, viewers, and the mediating
vtechnology; As in any communication act, the meaning of a photographic

_statement is socially constructed and contextually bound. And like

other communication events, the ways photographs are made, used, and

looked at tend to be patterned according to social and cultural f

Wconventions.- The conventions do not provide an inviolate set of rules,

”but rather an evolving pattern to which the participants in photographic

communication refer in making sense of an image (see Becker 1974b 771)
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ﬁifferent'sets of conventions guide different modes of photographic'
communicationt the people engaged in creating alfornal portraitpi
relate to_each other differently and with different'results than the
group of people who are mmdnga.photographic document of their family
together——and:each of us would.recoénize and distinguish between theb
conyentions governing each\photographic mode. vBilliQWens’(1973)
stepped out of his role as a newspaper.photoérapher‘when he assembled
photographs cf‘the people of Livermore{vCalifornia, for his book
Suburb:a. |

Similar variations occur cross-culturally and through time.
Examiniang the film and videotape records of African apostolic religiousv
groups, Jules—Rosette (1975) found thatwselected church members made
visual accounts that were eas11y distinguishable from those made by

Americans filming the same events. In additlon to variation in the
specific subjects filmed, the two groups of filmmakers employed

“different behaviors.while filming and used different camera techniques,-
variations which could not be accounted for by the amount of filmmaking
experience. Worthkand Adair (1972) found that a group of films made by
Navajos were structured acﬁording to different yisuai codes than exist
in conventional American‘fiin. Fhalfen (Worth‘and.Adair 1972:228-251)
found systematic differences between films made by suburban white and
urban black teenagers‘in Philadelphia. There is no reason to expect
that research on the use of still photographs would not reveal similar
‘cultural variations in the conventions employed.' |

Historical photographs prov1de :an accurate record of the past only;Vﬂ
to the extent that they reveal the goals and biases of the photographer;

the de81res of the subJect, and the photographic styles of the period.,‘

f\f7d'
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" ‘Scherer (1975) found that official government cameramen photographed

American'Indians'in'costumes other than those worn by their tribe,

sometimes photographed different Indians'in the same clothing, and
occasionally made portraits conforming to the‘187bs fashion of

presenting Indians as exotic, savage, or romantic. In selecting

photographs for his book Wisconsin‘Death Trip,>Lesy (1973) dwelled on
photographs of the dead as evidence of the morbid world view ot the -
people of a Wisconsin community in the 1890s. In so doing, however,
Lesy overlooked the changing conventions of sepulchre photography. a
widespread and appropriate ritual event of the past is considered hp N
many people today‘as a bizarre practice.

Once we recognize and accept that it is impossible to conceive of
a photograph as‘existing in a free state, that epery photograph bears
meaning only as it is used in relation to some conteXt, we are ready
to consider how photographs can'contrihute to researeh on human
eommunication.u It‘should‘be obvious from the stodies cited‘above‘that

the constructed research frame must take into account . the context in :

which the photograph was made and used, including where it was made,

where it was published, and what other written or visual material
accompanied it. In other words, in order for abresearch mode of.
analysis to be valid, it‘must inco porate the situated mean1ngs
associated w1th the photographs in 1ts othér: modes of use (see S. Ohrn
1975) ..

When coupled w1th appropriate contextual intormation, photographs
can provide valuable insights into what people and places look like.”Tfh

This . has been aptly demonstrated by the work of a number of ethnographers

_who ‘use photography in their field research (see Bateson and Mead 1942
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Collier 1967). In Mews photOographs, pehind the famous_person,‘for‘

eXample; the careful obgerver may find evidence of the lives of

~ordinary people and signs of tZhG‘!times. However; photographs can

often tell as much 8bout thelr makers as their subjects. Press

photographer Ernest Colevs‘bOOk, House of Bondage (1967); through the

linking of words and Photographs shows the quality of 1life of black
South Africans and 8rapnica11Y‘?eveals the perspectiVe‘ofia black
‘South African on his society-. When we explore images for‘insights
into their creators: ue are entering the area.inpwhich analysis ofq

photographs can‘make‘a great contribution to communication research,

' for photographic iM38es gyggeSt how people working in various cultural

milieus select, edifs ang tramslate reality into a static visual format.
‘Photographs c3n suggest what was considered appropriate for a

particular audiencé 3nd, st 1east‘as teliing, what was inappropriate..

- To whatiektent‘did‘aDPrOPriateness change from one context, typelof

publication, pefhaps’ to anbther?f In the11930s, the photographs of the

dust, bowl Life magazine publiShed fOr its mass audience offered a

striking contrast £O the way EEEEEEE presented the same topic to 1t
predominantly wealthy readers- What are (and were) the accepted ways
of visualizing the S°Ciety of which the photographer is a member? How ‘

does this change when the phOtographer works in a foreign country7

National Geographi¢ Photographers tend to vary‘the ways they use their '

cameras, according to dopinant AmeriCan stereotypes of the country

they are working in.  Women Of Other socleties often appear in National

Geographic as ethic and a11uring, an inapprOpriate perspective for itsi‘f”
>7“:photographs of Amerlcan wOmeﬂ- Do dlfferent conventions appear to be"‘

jg‘invoked for different subJectS7 It used to be an: accepted rule that ;dv
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women were photographed from above‘and men from below, to accentuaté
their social positions. Today, a woman involved in a nationél:sex
scandal is presented differently in the pregs than a woman ambassador,
and the photogréphs of each grow out of and in turn reinforce- the phblic
attitudes toward them. How photograbhs are used éuggests the editorial
stance of-a publication. Do photographs seém to be publishéd primarily
tﬁ convey information, to grab rééders' attention, 6r ;s aesign eleﬁ;nts,
to vary the appearance of thé verbal contengém

What do photographs made in different societies suggest about the
kind of visual record that is valued in each? And what do changes through
time suggeét about how those values evolve? For my examination of.the
work of Dorothea Lange, a photographer whose work:SPanned fifty years,
Ibcompared her with other photographers who shared some of her
attitudes toward a documentary style (X. Ohrn 1976). Through an
analysis of these persons' phbtographs and accompanying written
materiai, articles they wrote.and their corréspondencé, interviews
with peoplé who knew and worked with them, and an examination of tﬁe,
agencies they worked for, I found I could trace changing patterns of
documentary photography in the United States and also point to ways
that Lange's work was unusual. For example, her dediéation‘to
documenﬁary photdgraphy‘as a tool for humanistic‘social scieﬁée qeant
thé photégraphs she made for the Farm Security Administration during
the 1930s stood out from her peeré"work: ‘in‘addition to the power of
hef individual image;, sﬁe insisted on coupling this visual data witﬁ
extensive written infdrmation on her subjects and she took an instrqmental;‘
.. role in grouping her work with that of others for‘fgports which
‘iﬂfluencéd,goverpment.policyAénd‘focused;pﬁbii§ attenti§n '

10




on the issues related to migrant labor conditioms. In contrast, Lange's
- work showed up poorly in the picture magazines two decades later. . Her .
approach, including her. photographic style, -was not as‘well-suited to
the short‘term assignments and iliustrative journalism of those editor-
dominated magazines. Suchocomparisons through time and‘across ‘
photographers enable us t0'develop insights into how photographic
conventions are influenced by the changing economic‘and social factors,
by the publications and agencies employing photographers, and by ‘the
individual strengths and weaknesses of the photographers, themselves.

- Similar studies could be done for specific types of publications,‘such
as the evolution of the German picture magazines, important precursors:

to Life and Look in. this country, or the recent rise of the corporation

annual report as a photographic document. The evolving role of the
picture‘editor or staff photographer could be examined_using a s1mi1ar
pattern of inquiry, to suggest how ‘the photographs which shape our-
perspective on the day's news are made and selected and the att1tudes
‘of the people uho arevresponsible for these tasks.‘

Photographs can be used in interviews to stir memories and‘to
elicit conceptual categor1es, a technique being used by grow1ng numbers

of ethnographers (see Collier 1967 Feld 1976) I have found group

: interv1ews w1th family photographs especially su1ted for observ1ng how

theseﬁimages acquire meaning for family members as the photograph -
collection and the accompanying stories are passed on to younger
generations in the context. of the interv1ew itsel‘ (K- Ohrn 1975)

Others who have conducted interv1ews using photographs drawn from family

: or "home ‘collections have found this kind of elicitation reveals“

patterns concerning how the photographs were made and used (Chalfen i
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1973, 1975)1; and others have foundythat‘these patterns can then'be
used for cross—culturai comparisons.r American and Lehanese students
each tended tn draw on their own cultural experience to interpret |
aspects of home photographs_of informal Lebanese parties (Badre ms).
For exampie, the Americans "saw'" the presence of alcohoi in the postures
of the Lebanese in the photographs; and the Lebanese ''saw' people on
dates, an interpretation apparently drawn from their American experience,
since dating is. uncommon in Lebanon.

This‘type of research has yet to bevdone on photographs puhlished
in the media, an area which offers richipossibilities for cross;cultural
comparisons of how photographs distributed worid—wide‘contributeito‘
opinions formed of other people and nations. It is suggestive that a
group of Tunis1an students uere convinced by photographs of Jacqueline
Kennedy made at Pre51dent Kennedy s funeral that she did not love her
husband, for she showed nothing that looked to them like‘grief or
mourning (Stehura ms) . |

Photographs can:be used in‘interview situations‘to elicit
statements for‘use in additional testing of idterpretations of
nhotographs, using é methodology.‘wCurrently‘such research is underway
which‘may show that‘lay women”and'critics interpret the work of Diane '
Arbus in‘distinctive ways'(Smith, in progress). Another‘student is
using Q methodology to, examine to what extent lawyers, pe0p1e who
work -on newspapers, and lay readers interpret specific kinds of |
photographs as invaSions of privacy (Kadrmas, in progress)’f These
studies already show promise for elucidating how specific types of
people draw on. their‘experiences as they create meaning out of
":photographic:statements.

12
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The research approaches suggested here-cannot be adequately : B
accomodated w1th1n any method which attempts to provide a way of ' L
understanding complex mater1al by reducing it to a number of manageable
variables. Researchvexploring how‘photographs are structured, used,

'

and how they attain meaning requires an insistence on-maintaining the

integrity of the material, despite an inability to analyze it in

- measurable ways. Our methodology should not represent a compromise
. with the richness of our material. ‘Instead of relying on a methodology

‘to do our analysis for us, we should be honing our sensitivities toward

selection and analysis‘of data which take into_account the communication

phenomenon in its wholeness. Inasmuch as objectivity and truth are

unattainable, evenbillusory. we should shift our emphasis toward

developing sophisticated subjective interpretations of our data. In

this endeavor, guidelines are more appropriate than a fullfblown -
methodology.3 First, one should employ the same standards when using |

photographs in research as when using writtenvdata. Photographs require

- the same clear,.logically presented analysis as verbal text. Second,

every effort should be made to acquire and supply spec1fic information

~about the photographs selected for analysis and presentation.

Photographs do not speak for themselves. where and how each photograph

was made, by whom, and how it has been used are all essential contextual
elements which contr1bute to accurate interpretatlon of photographic
materials. Third, specify the basis for selecting a particular photograph

or group of photographs. Was a photograph selected because it is typical—f i'
that is, representative of a body of work--or because it has unique or |

unusual qualities? Finally, take care to evaluate each photograph in-

the context of the time and place in which- it was made, and enable the

jf reader, jour audience, to. do the same. Avoid perpetuating the many ways : i ﬁ:

13
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photographs have been misused by eommitting the same errors in your
own work.

Pnotographs can foef insights into tne stfucture and content of
human communication, fot they ilinstrate how people frame reality wnen
v translating it into ajstatic mode for narticulargpurposes. To continue
to ignore photographs as resonr§2s for communication research in favor
of modes of communication which appear more amenable to our understanding
and which have established methods of analysis, is to ignore the impact

of what we see or how we think. It is to ignore one of the central

means by which people form their ideas and memories of themselves and

others.
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Notes

1Several years ago ‘Chalfen began an examination of the pattern
_and structure of what he calls the "home mode of visual communicatlon.
Since then, the Division of Performing Arts at the Smithson1an |
'Inst1tution has collected home movies and photographs, under the
direction of Steve Zeitlin and Amy Kotkin, as part of the annual
American Folklife Festival. Interviewing people about their. collections,
Zeitlin and Kotkin have found remarkable’repetition of the types of
photographs people collect and how they keep and use them. Other
research has been done by Chalfen's students in the Anthropology
.Department at Temple University, and by my students in the School of
Journalism, University of Iowa, on various aspects of family photograph

-collections; ‘

2This is a paraphrase of a discussion by Feld (1976: 311) of

. legitimate use of film in ethnographlc research. The concept of the
"participating camera .as presented by Rouch (1974:41) and De Heusch‘
(1962:21) 1is appllcable to anyone engaged in research on human

communication (see also Feld and Williams 1975).

3The guidelines presented here:are adapted from a comparative
review by Stehura (ms) of Wisconsin‘Death Trip, by Lesy' (1973) and
The Family Album, by Silber (1973). -
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