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Sociology of the Visual Sphere

This collection of original articles deals with two intertwined general ques-
tions: what is the visual sphere, and what are the means by which we can
study it sociologically? These questions serve as the logic for dividing the
book into two sections, the first (“Visualizing the Social, Sociologizing the
Visual”) focuses on the meanings of the visual sphere, and the second (“New
Methodologies for Sociological Investigations of the Visual”) explores vari-
ous sociological research methods to getting a better understanding of the
visual sphere. We approach the visual sphere sociologically because we
regard it as one of the layers of the social world. It is where humans pro-
duce, use, and engage with the visual in their creation and interpretation
of meanings. Under the two large inquiries into the “what™ and the “how™
of the sociology of the visual sphere, a subset of more focused questions
is being posed: what social processes and hierarchies make up the visual
sphere? How various domains of visual politics and visuality are being
related (or being presented as such)? What are the relations between sites
and sights in the visual research? What techniques help visual researcher
to increase sensorial awareness of the research site? How do imaginaries
of competing political agents interact in different global contexts and cre-
ate unique, locally-specific visual spheres? What constitutes competing
interpretations of visual signs? The dwelling on these questions brings here
cleven scholars from eight countries to share their research experience from
variety of contexts and sites, utilizing a range of sociological theories, from
semiotics to post-structuralism.

Dennis Zuev is a Research Fellow in the Centre for Research and Studies in
Sociology (CIES-ISCTE-IUL) in Lisbon, Portugal.

Regev Nathansohn is the president (2010-2014) of the Visual Sociology
Themaric Group working under the International Sociological Association,
and a Ph.D. candidate in the Department of Anthropology at the University
of Michigan, Ann-Arbor.
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1 Sociology of the Visual Sphere

Introduction

Regev Nathansobn and Dennis Zuev

This collection of original articles deals with two intertwined general ques-
rions: what is the visual sphere, and what are the means by which we can
study it sociologically?' These questions serve as the logic for dividing the
book into two sections: the first (“Visualizing the Social, Sociologizing the
Visual”) focuses on the meanings of the visual sphere, and the second (“New
Merthodologies for Sociological Investigations of the Visual”) explores vari-
ous sociological research methods to getting a better understanding of the
visual sphere. We approach the visual sphere sociologically because we
regard it as one of the layers of the social world. It is where humans pro-
duce, use, and engage with the visual in their creation and interpretation of
meanings.” Under the two large inquiries into the “what” and the “how™
of the sociology of the visual sphere, a subset of more focused questions
is being posed: What social processes and hierarchies make up the visual
sphere? How are various domains of visual politics and visuality being
related (or being presented as such)? What are the relations between sites
and sights in the visual research? What techniques help visual researcher
to increase sensorial awareness of the research site? How do imaginar-
ies of competing political agents interact in different global contexts and
create unique, locally specific visual spheres? What constitutes competing
interpretations of visual signs? The dwelling on these questions brings here
eleven scholars from eight countries to share their research experience from
variety of contexts and sites, utilizing a range of sociological theories, from
semiotics to post-structuralism.

This book joins a growing literature on visual sociology and anthro-
pology.” In this introduction, it is our intention to highlight what we see as
the contribution of this book to the larger body of scholarly literature on
the topic. Ultimately, it is our intention here to “normalize” visual sociol-
ogy as an integral component of sociological study. What this collection
proposes is that the visual is everywhere, no matter where you “look.”
Indeed, and much like every other field of sociological inquiry, there are
unique characteristics also to the visuals. These are well expressed in every
research context of the chapters in this book. However, these characteristics
always—although to changing degrees—interact with other sociological
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factors such as class, gender, ethno-racial power relations, and institution-
alization, to name a few. This is the reason we suggest to normalize the
visual within the sociological research.

Suggesting to normalize the visual within sociology does not assume
that sociologists have yet discovered the visual. In fact, visuality and the
visual sense has since long time been discussed as sociologically relevant
and significant, for example, to our understanding of mobilities (Urry
2000) and of social existence (Sztompka 2008). Moreover, the theory of
iconic consciousness, proposed by Jeffrey Alexander (see, e.g., Alexander
2010, Alexander et al. 2012), intends to recover the invisible strands of
meaning in the aesthetic of mundane materiality of everyday life arguing
that everyday experience is iconic.

However, despite what is widely conceived as the totality of the visual in
the modern world, the verbal register in mainstream sociology still main-
tains its ascendancy over the visual one. Nevertheless, at the same time we
are exposed to new communities of visual practices, such as social net-
working sites and YouTube, which emerge alongside the more classic social
practices of visual interaction (and visual practices of social interaction).
This constantly shifting field of enquiry requires continuous reflexivity and
an ongoing development of research and observation tools.

The authors in this book all problematize different aspects of the visual
sphere, from production and circulation of images, to their various framings
by different actors for their individual and political purposes. In each of the
chapters of this book there is an interplay between the general and the
specific, where various theoretical and methodological aspects of the visual
analysis are being contextualized in individual case studies. The conjunc-
tion of all researches shared here teaches us on the necessity to conceive the
visual sphere as a multitude of relations between the images, their agency,
and politics, whereby meanings are created and negotiated. The image, we
learn, has an agency which extricates it from the confining status of a mere
representation to-be-interpreted. It is also an active force directed both at
the audience and at the producer, but also at institutions which are involved
in circulating it. Overall, the chapters in this book establish the notion
that the visual sphere—where images are produced, circulated, interpreted,
reproduced, and re-imagined—is an active social force in both regulating
human relationships as well as in subverting it. In the analysis of the visual
sphere it is therefore paramount to put to scrutiny the location of the visual
in the interactions between human agency and institutional constraints.
The authors in this collection examine such interactions in various empiri-
cal settings, from urban landscapes to collective identities, and from modes
of production of images to the means by which they become visible through
various media.

Our main argument in this book, therefore, is that in order to better
understand the social world we cannot overlook the visual sphere. The first
part of the book teaches us both on what we can find in the visual sphere,
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as well as what social mechanisms are at work in creating, maintaining,
and subverting it. The second part exposes us to methodologies of learn-
ing and analyzing the visual data we collect and produce. In both parts
of the book, although the authors highlight the visual aspects of social
life, they also remind us—whether implicitly or explicitly—that the visual
cannot stand alone in the desire to understand the social. Therefore, we
wish to emphasize here how in some observations shared in this book the
visual signifies other social mechanisms, whereas in other cases the visual
is regarded as a trigger for social transformations.

The first part of the book opens with Tantrigoda’s research (Chapter 2)
which brings to the fore a discussion on the truth value of visual representa-
tions. Building on the case of media representations of the conflict between
the government of Sri Lanka and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam
(LTTE), Tantrigoda highlights the overarching assumption among the vari-
ous actors in this conflict that there is a reality out there, but that this real-
ity is also easy to be manipulated once subjected to visual representation
by political actors. In the examples analyzed by Tantrigoda we see how in
some cases the politics of representation and the controversy over the reli-
ability of images can overshadow the discussion on the represented conflict
to the degree that it becomes an integral part of the conflict itself.

Much like other social spheres, the visual sphere, therefore, should be
understood in context, and it is our responsibility as critical viewers to
learn as much as we can about the political conditions which enable specific
mechanisms of production and dissemination of images in order to develop
a careful reading of the visual.

The notion of “manipulation” is problematized in the following chapter,
where Kohn (Chapter 3) focuses on how manipulations are in fact embed-
ded within the modes of production of visual representations. Particularly,
she shows us how a photographer’s gaze can frame a certain situation to
be seen in the photograph as a humorous scene. Analyzing photographs
taken by Israeli photojournalists, Kohn focuses on the gap between the
“reality” and its representations by means of creative intervention of the
photographer who signals incongruousness in the scene. The absurdities
such photographs present may then allow the viewers to develop criti-
cal observation and to rethink scenes they may be familiar with. This is
how the act of production of the visual—by means of looking, framing,
and presenting—may change the ways we look at our surrounding, inter-
pret it, and react to it politically. This, however, could be achieved only
when the photographer and the viewers share similar social conventions.
According to Kohn, the perceived synchronicity of everything that is cap-
tured within the photographic frame precludes the common mechanism
in humor—that of gradually arriving to the punch. Thus, to be successful
it must be compensated by building on previous and shared knowledge
of the photographer with the viewers. In her examination of the various
gazes juxtaposed in some of the images—the gaze of the photographer, the
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gaze of the photographed, and the gaze of the viewers—Kohn suggests, for
example, that what she calls “the contemptuous gaze” can serve as another
mechanism that not only compensates on the synchronic interpretation of
the image but also opens the possibility for critical self-examination. This
is the moment when an image may serve as a trigger for reexamination of
other social elements, which—depending on other social factors—can lead
to social transformations.

An examination of the relations between social transformations and the
visual sphere is shared by Rogowski (Chapter 4), who analyzes contempo-
rary formations of iconoclasm (transformation iconoclasm, digital icono-
clasm, and everyday iconoclasm) and situates their practices within the
history of distrust and destruction of visual images. Rogowski’s analysis
suggests considering iconoclasm as a prism through which we can exam-
ine the changes of functioning of the visual sphere, the changing ontologi-
cal status of the visual, and the changing relations between sites, sight,
and other senses. Rogowski’s definition of certain contemporary digital
manipulations of images as iconoclasm is a thought-provoking exercise
which assumes that images still retain powers beyond their materiality and
that destroying them can have an effect in the world. In a way, Rogowski’s
analysis paints the visual sphere as a battlefield where images are both the
targets and the means of achieving the targets.

While Rogowski invites us to think about digital iconoclasm as a con-
temporary image-based mechanism for intervention in the social sphere,
Schober (Chapter §) offers an analysis which shares similar assumptions
with regards to the power of images in the social sphere, but offers different
practices for achieving it. In the examples she analyzes, it is not iconoclasm
that the social actors (visual artists, in her case) choose as their course of
action, but the creative forms of visual innovations. Schober is particularly
interested in the ways whereby the concept of “gender™ appears in the pub-
lic sphere, in the struggles around it, and in the options the visual sphere
can offer in generating a social change. Schober investigates a variety of
popular and artistic adoptions of concepts of gender in diverse European
cultural contexts, and focuses on the visually based attempts to rearrange
the public discourse from focusing on “women” to the problematization of
gender. Images of gender, Schober argues, perform a double-edged role: on
the one hand, they increase the public profile of gender; on the other, these
images show how sociological concepts and interpretations can be put to
crisis. The cases examined by Schober may lead to distrust mainstream
visualizations of gender where the concept is presented as a seamless and
non-conflicting reality. Such iconic images of gender may clash with the
empirical reality of multiple gender configurations.

Schober thus shows how the visual sphere can serve as a platform for
testing, exposing, and playing with new—and old—social concepts. It
allows for the imagination to be public, to be displayed, and to be discussed
and negortiated by means of verbal and visual languages. The visual sphere
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can thus serve as a playground for ideas vet to be institutionalized. Once
the image is being “freed” from the constraints of the social norms, she
argues, what might seem familiar—such as concepts of masculinity, femi-
ninity, androgyny, sexuality, family, and genealogy—could be challenged
and confronted with the much more chaotic experiences that the social
order aspires to suppress.

What these approaches assume 1s that the visual is more than a medium.
Indeed, it can serve as a medium for maintaining the normative social
order, or for challenging it. The chapters in this section show that the visual
is also an integral part of the wider social sphere, and has its own version
of chaos and order. The visual is perceived as being more than a medium
because it not only conveys messages; it also acts and is acted upon. But the
visual is not alone, as the chapters in the second section of this collection
show so well. While Schober discusses several visually-based attempts to
change the way we think abour “gender,” such a focus on the visual (how
sender looks) hinders experiences related to other sensual or to non-sensual
aspects of gender, which are not necessarily visual (or not always visual, or
not in causal relations with the visual). Turning from the sociology of the
visual sphere to the sociology of “visualism,” we may ask: if we assume that
what is material is also visualizeable, then what is the visual status of that
which is ideal? In the examples that Schober discusses, we see that what is
imagined can be visualized, and thus materialized. Therefore, it is possible
to argue that visualizing the imagined (or idealized) must be materially
mediated. This argument, however, is being further problematized in each
of the chapters in this collection, with every doubt they expose (e.g., in the
debate over the veracity of images in Tantrigoda’s chapter), and with every
gap they point at (such as the temporal gap between a political revolution
and the following iconoclastic events described in Rogowski’s chapter, or
the gap between people’s perceptions of their environment and the maps
they draw, as described in Anzoise and Mutti’s chapter). Instead of offer-
ing a solution to the paradoxical position of the visual within the matrixes
of the material/ideal and imagined/real, what the sociology of the visual
sphere can offer is an elaboration on the human creative experiences in act-
ing with and against the visual not only despite these paradoxes but also
by utilizing them.

Some of the means by which such sociological investigation can be carried
out are exemplified in the second part of the book, where the authors dis-
cuss contemporary research methods ranging from analysis based on photos
taken by the researchers (and elaborating on how to take them, and how to
store and organize them), through analyzing visuals (photographs, drawings,
video clips) created by the research subjects, to analyzing the interaction with
and interpretations of the visual world which surrounds us.

The second section opens with Vergani and Zuev’s research (Chapter 6)
which offers tools for visual analysis in the Web 2.0 age, thereby defining
YouTube as a social space. They show how a study on Uyghur nationalism
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can benefit enormously from analyzing the various aspects of YouTube clips
on the topic: the content and form of the clips; their modes and contexts
of production, circulation, and reception; and the interactions between
the clips’ viewers and the network of YouTube users. Their chapter thus
presents an innovative inquiry into current day’s means by which political
mobilization is taking place in a context of ethno-national conflict. Like
other contributors to this book, Vergani and Zuev also show how the visual
cannot stand alone. Thus, besides exploring the various ramifications of
the topic under investigations (in their case, the technical means of produc-
ing YouTube videos and the competing ideological codes expressed in them,
to name a few), they also show how these could be integrated with other
elements related to the topic (such as the linguistic aspects of the YouTube
videos). Additionally, and much like Anzoise and Murti (Chapter 8), they
also offer a mixed methods approach and demonstrate how quantitative
and qualitative analyses feed one another and contribute to the fine tuning
of the research protocol, as well as to the crystallization of the main socio-
logical argument. It is this research method that leads them, for example, to
uncover the optimism of Uyghur nationalists to engender change and inter-
nationalize the conflict between Han Chinese and Uyghurs via YouTube.

Shortell and Krase (Chapter 7) also utilize the Internet, although for a
different purpose. Throughout the recent years they have created an online
public visual database which contains thousands of images available for
everyone to explore and analyze. This database contains images Shortell
and Krase keep producing for their study of glocalization in urban set-
tings. Based on these researcher-produced images, Shortell and Krase study
the various visual expressions of glocalization. Traveling between several
global cities throughout the world (sometimes visiting the same city more
than once) they took thousands of pictures of urban neighborhoods that
serve as their raw data to be analyzed. In their contribution for this book
they share part of their larger project, and focus on images they took in
seven global cities. To show how urban vernacular neighborhoods in these
cities change as a result of globalization they extend Jakobson’s semiotics
to be useful for an analysis of visual signs in the urban setting and couple
it with symbolic interactionism. Both of these methods are being used here
under the framework of the grounded theory, which allows them to reveal
the manner in which local groups and individuals assert agency in a mul-
titude of ways and intervene in the vernacular space by performing visible
signs of their collective identity. These signs, once documented by visual
researchers, create what Shortell and Krase call “the photographic survey,”
which allows researchers to conduct various kinds of analyses to enrich our
knowledge of the social sphere.

Much like Vergani and Zuev, Shortell and Krase suggest paying close
attention to visual signs which they perceive as being at the heart of social
interaction to the degree that human intersubjective experience is depen-
dent upon them. Focusing on photographs as a source for rich visual data



