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      Introduction 

 The visual organization    

     Emma   Bell   ,    Samantha Warren  and  Jonathan       Schroeder         

  

 Images are now as much a material force in and between societies as are economic and 
political forces. 

 (Victor Burgin  1996 : 21)   

   [In organizations] there is a frantic production of images which are circulated; a frantic 
translation of incoming images into collages of ‘ideal companies’; less frantic but steady 
attempts to translate those images into the local practices and vice-versa; and once again a 
production of self-images to be sent around. 

 (Barbara Czarniawska  2000 : 216)   

   Images are more real than anyone could have supposed. 
 (Susan Sontag  1977 : 180)    

 Why ‘visual organization’? 

 The visual is a pervasive feature of contemporary organization. Visually rich, digital, Internet 
and new social media technologies have revolutionized the ways in which organizations inter-
act with their stakeholders. Visual brands drive value creation in an ‘experience society’ that 
increasingly prizes the ‘look and feel’ of products and services (La Salle and Britton  2003 ). 
Organizations hire employees to project the right visual aesthetic in service encounters (Pettinger 
 2004 ; Warhurst  et al .  2012 ); managers commission visually striking workspaces to engender cre-
ativity and commitment from employees (Myerson and Ross  2006 ); accountants design annual 
reviews and fi nancial reports to project the right image (Davison  2008 ); visual artists deploy 
corporate strategies in building their ‘brand’ (Schroeder 2006); and product designers and mar-
keters create alluring visual brands to promote goods and services (Charters  2006 ). These trends 
are amplifi ed in post-industrial societies moving towards economies founded on creative and 
knowledge-intensive industries. 

 Image management is not just big business in the private sector, but is also a leading concern 
for other kinds of organization, such as charities, universities and governments (e.g. Czarniawska 
 2000 ; Harper  2012 ). The visual enters into almost every aspect of organizational strategy, 
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operations and communication, reconfiguring basic notions of management practice and 
introducing new challenges into the study of organizations. Enabled by connective tech-
nologies, the management of image has become a vital task that cuts across traditional geo-
graphical and cultural boundaries (Müller  2008 ). As well as presenting new vistas for visual 
organizational  communication, these technologies have opened up a potentially more dem-
ocratic space for image production and circulation, particularly through platforms such as 
YouTube, Twitter and Facebook, requiring organizations to deal with the ‘scattered images’ 
that result (Price  et al .  2008 ). This  Companion  serves as an introduction to some of these 
 developments. 

 Organizations and individuals inhabit (and generate) a visually saturated culture where visual 
communication, based on showing, or mimesis, has come to occupy a parallel status to verbal 
communication, based on telling, or diegesis. This, combined with the ubiquity of the image as 
a cultural construction as outlined above, implies that organizational researchers cannot avoid 
studying them (Bell and Davison  2013 ; Meyer et al. 2013). Yet, to date, a corpus of literature 
addressing the empirical and conceptual issues in researching visual organization has at best been 
disparate or missing altogether. Across the social sciences and humanities, however, the visual 
in recent years has become ‘more acceptable, more viable and more central’ (Pink  2012 : 3) to 
the development of theoretical, empirical and methodological understandings. In this volume, 
we draw on interdisciplinary insights to establish a fundamental resource base for the visual 
organizational researcher. 

 In compiling  The Routledge Companion to Visual Organization , our aim was to assemble the 
latest research and current thinking on the role of the visual in understanding organizations 
from a range of perspectives. Through this, we seek to provide comprehensive insight into the 
ways in which organizations and their members visualize their identities and practices and how 
these practices are understood by those external to the organization, including researchers. Visual 
organization studies includes researchers in the traditional management sub-disciplines of mar-
keting and consumer behaviour, accounting, organization studies, operations management and 
tourism, as well as those working in areas of social policy, sociology of work, media and cultural 
studies. It is thus a highly interdisciplinary, or perhaps even post-disciplinary, field of scholarship 
and practice.   

 Visualizing the linguistic turn 

 The  Companion  also focuses on the visual as a necessary counterweight to redress the privileg-
ing of language in organizational research (Holliday  2001 ; Strangleman  2008 ). This ‘way of seeing’ 
argument (Bell and Davison  2013 ) invites researchers to take images seriously as legitimate 
objects of enquiry, rather than merely viewing them as an adjunct to linguistic meaning-mak-
ing activities (Biehl-Missal  2012 ; Pink  2001 ; Rose  2007 ). It implies that visual communication 
is fundamentally different from verbal communication through the immediate, multi-sensory 
impact that comes from viewing an image that combines rationality with emotionality (Spencer 
 2011 ). This draws attention to the epistemological aspects of the visual, by focusing on the 
potential for creating new forms of knowledge and understanding. 

 The visual turn in organizational analysis can therefore be seen as a response to and a reac-
tion against the linguistic turn (Rorty  1979 ), which positions language at the heart of social 
interaction and the construction of meaning. The linguistic turn represented a major shift in 
twentieth-century thought, through proposing that language shapes our understanding of real-
ity, and that meaning can never be understood independently of language. These ideas have 
been immensely influential in organizational studies, particularly through the development of 
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discourse, narrative and conversational methodologies, which invite a view of organizations as 
‘socially constructed verbal systems’ that are ‘actively constructed through discursive activity’ 
(Rhodes and Brown  2005 : 178). 

 Bell and Davison ( 2013 ) argue that the linguistic turn may now have gone too far in assert-
ing the primacy of language in the constitution of socially constructed organizational realities. 
Consequently, visuality and vision remain under-explored and under-theorized in the orga-
nizational literature (Styhre  2010 ). A focus on the visual thus opens up areas that have been 
less explored by management researchers, such as embodiment (Emmison and Smith  2012 ), 
and reveals insights relating to established topics, such as corporate branding, that cannot 
be accessed by studying language alone (e.g. Davison  2009 ; Schroeder  2002 ; Warren  2008 ). 
And yet organizational researchers on the whole have been relatively slow to respond to this 
‘visual turn’, causing some to suggest that it remains something of a ‘blind spot’ in our field 
(Cohen  et al .  2006 ; Guthey and Jackson  2008 ; Strangleman  2004 ). 

 However, there have been signs of a growing interest in the study of visual organization in 
recent years. Since 2000, the EIASM (European Institute for Advanced Studies in Management) 
has supported three workshops on aesthetics, art and management, two workshops on the 
theme of  Imag[in]ing business , three on architecture, and a workshop on fashion. In 2008, the 
UK ESRC (Economic and Social Research Council) supported a seminar series, organized by 
the  in Visio research network (International Network for Visual Studies in Organisations,  www.
in-visio.org ), which the editors of this  Companion  were active in founding. 

 More recently, we have been working with colleagues on a UK ESRC Researcher 
Development Initiative to develop a comprehensive online resource base for visual organi-
zational researchers. Many of the authors in this  Companion  have also contributed method-
ological resources relating to their areas of interest, which  in Visio members can access from 
the  Inspire  project website (http://moodle.in-visio.org) (see  www.in-visio.org  for details 
on how to become a member of  in Visio). Publishers have also commissioned several books 
on the visual and organizations, including Jonathan Schroeder’s ( 2002 )  Visual Consumption ; 
Emma Bell’s  Reading Management and Organization in Film  ( 2008 );  Visual Culture in Organizations: 
Theory and Cases  ( 2010 ) by Alexander Styhre; and Puyou, Quattrone, McLean and Thrift’s 
edited collection,  Imagining Organizations: Performative Imagery in Business and Beyond  ( 2012 ). 
Special issues on the visual have also appeared in various management journals includ-
ing  Accounting, Organizations and Society  (1996),  Organization  (2004),  Accounting, Auditing 
& Accountability Journal  ( 2009 ),  Culture and Organization  (2012) and  Qualitative Research in 
Organizations and Management  (2012), several of which Samantha Warren has been involved in 
editing. We see this  Companion  as building on the work these publications have developed, but 
also consolidating disparate pockets of interest in the visual to create a state-of-the-art reference 
text for the field. 

 The  Companion  comprises 24 chapters written by established and developing scholars 
of visual organization from a wide variety of disciplinary perspectives. It is organized into 
five parts. The rest of this introductory chapter introduces the structure of the book, along 
with an overview of the intellectual landscape sketched out in each part. It closes with some 
thoughts on the future of visual organization as both organizational phenomena and a field of 
enquiry.   

 Part I: Thinking visually about organization 

 As the title of this part suggests, the visual occupies a primary place in what it means to 
think about organization. Psychoanalytic theory, for example, places the image at the centre of 

http://www.in-visio.org
http://moodle.in-visio.org
http://www.in-visio.org
http://www.in-visio.org
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thought itself, through dreams or fantasy (Ehrenzweig  1965 ), and visual methodologies such as 
freehand drawing seek to access this unconscious strata of mental life (Broussine and Simpson 
 2008 ; Vince and Warren  2012 ). Since the Enlightenment, the role of sight has also been privi-
leged over other sense impressions in what comes to stand for valid knowledge (Corbett  2006 ), 
and natural science’s preoccupation with what is empirically observable – and therefore mea-
surable and amenable to prediction – permeates everyday culture as what we can  see  is under-
stood as evidence or other proof of reality, even though we also know that photographs are 
partial, constructed and subject to manipulation (Goldstein  2007 ). CCTV cameras in public 
places, photographs on passports and driving licences, and controversies around privacy and 
‘tagging’ in personal photographs displayed on social media sites are all testament to the impor-
tance our societies place on images and the role of the visual (in the developed world at least). 
The four chapters in this part all interrogate the status of the visual as knowledge in various 
ways, some addressing more theoretical agendas, and others focusing on the mechanics of  how  
images function. This is important in extending the focus of visual organization studies beyond 
a potentially narrow preoccupation with analysing particular instances of images as divorced 
from wider organizational practices, for, as Burri reminds us, ‘an adequate sociology of images 
should not exclusively focus on how best to interpret and use an image in social sciences – thus 
revealing its meanings – but as well examine how images themselves shape cultural meanings’ 
(2012: 54). 

 Recent developments in visual communication studies have sought to explain the operation 
of images, ranging from approaches that parallel linguistic equivalents to more performative 
theories based on the ‘aesthetic gestalt’ of the image. Proponents of the linguistic perspective put 
forward theories of ‘visual literacy’ (Avgerinou and Pettersson  2011 ), which can be extended 
to the moving image through the idea of ‘videocy’ (Goldfarb  2002 ), while semioticians seek to 
embed a structuralist understanding of images into a social context, such as the extensive work 
emerging from media communication studies (e.g. Kress and van Leeuwen  2006 ). At the more 
performative end of the spectrum, organizational symbolists (Gagliardi  1990 ) and scholars of 
organizational aesthetics (Strati  1999 ) argue that the visual is but one mode of apprehending 
the sensory realm of organizational life and, moreover, that this realm is not available to us in the 
bite-size chunks of linguistic syntax, but as a whole whose elements interact with one another to 
generate affect (Hancock  2005 ; Langer  1957 ). Finally, contemporary thinking from the field of 
geography insists on the non-representational analysis of images and treats them not as mimetic 
correspondences with what they claim to depict, but as circulating artefacts with past, current 
and future trajectories (Thrift  2007 ). Many of these themes are picked up in the later chapters 
of this  Companion  as applied to a range of organizational images and issues. The intention of the 
four chapters in this part is to lay some broader epistemological foundations to support them. 

 The opening chapter, by Wendelin Küpers, firmly reminds us that vision is of the body. 
Taking a phenomenological stance, inspired by Merleau-Ponty ( 1962 ), he argues that what 
we see is a constructed artefact of our being-in-the-world, and not a situation whereby we 
stand outside of and/or apart from that which we gaze upon. Nonetheless, in organizational 
life, he suggests that this is forgotten; instead, we treat vision as an objectifying phenomenon, 
ignoring the material conditions – such as gender, seniority, power, occupational position and 
so on – that enable certain kinds of seeing while others are prevented (see also Styhre  2010 ). 
These ‘scopic regimes’ also rest on what we do  not  see (Acevedo and Warren  2012 ) and Küpers 
invokes Merleau-Ponty’s idea of the ‘chiasma’ to explain how the blind spot in our vision is what 
allows us to see in the first place. After reviewing a range of practical organizational possibili-
ties, he concludes the chapter by stressing the importance of  in visibility as much as visibility in 
organizational life. 
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  Chapter 2 , by Jane Davison, operationalizes some of these ideas by drawing together strands 
of the work of Roland Barthes in relation to the visual, showing how his oeuvre has been a 
popular choice for visual organizational scholars to date. Addressing both Barthes’ structural-
ist and post-structuralist writings, she puts forward a comprehensive framework for analysing 
images and applies these ideas to the study of corporate annual reports. Beginning with Barthes’ 
semiotic system of linguistics, denotation and connotation (Barthes  1982 ), she brings to life the 
utility of the linguistic approach to analysing visuals through interpretation of the annual reports 
of Ernst & Young, showing how their strategic use of images carries important and persuasive 
organizational messages. Davison then turns to Barthes’ more post-structuralist theory found in 
 Camera Lucida  ( 1980 ) to engage in exploration of those aspects of images that are less amenable 
to systematic classification. She concludes by noting how useful Barthes’ ideas are to organiza-
tional disciplines, as they can be applied to a host of different visual forms, from everyday images 
to fine art, for example. 

 Staying with the idea that images can tell us more than we know, or are able to express, 
Bent Meier Sørensen explores what he calls ‘the method of juxtaposition’ in  Chapter 3 . Here 
we start to see the overlaps between epistemology, theory and method that so characterize ‘the 
visual’ as an organizational discipline – in this case, it is only by effecting a practical method 
that the conceptual underpinning of juxtaposition can be understood. As the label indicates, 
the approach here is to place one image alongside another and view them simultaneously. 
Interpretation does not arise from consideration of a single image, nor from each member of the 
pair in turn, but from an oscillation  between  the two pictures, which draws on the viewer’s stock 
of cultural knowledge as well as the features of the images themselves – in what Belova ( 2006 ) 
calls ‘the event of seeing’. 

 Donncha Kavanagh’s discussion in  Chapter 4  asks how the visual came to be so prominent 
in Western thought, as noted above. Dealing with an ocularcentric critique of ‘the visual 
organization’, he skilfully shows how ocular metaphors have infiltrated language to the extent 
that they have come to stand for knowledge itself (e.g. in  sight  or  view point in English and the 
verb sa voir  – to know – in French). This, he contends, shapes the way we are able to conceive 
of organization, noting that language constructs the object it purports to describe, and tends 
to objectify it. In common with Küpers’ opening chapter, Kavanagh calls for greater cognisance 
of other sensory modalities in understanding organizational life (e.g. see Pink  2007 ; Mason 
and Davies  2009 ). However, as Warren ( 2012 ) has argued, holding such a position in mind 
might allow us to consider the extent to which vision as a faculty of perception evokes sensory 
experience beyond immediate apprehension with the eyes. Indeed, the division of sight from 
the ‘other’ senses may rest on a Western-centric idea of ‘the senses’ as separate organs generating 
discrete information about the world, rather than combined receptors of a flow of experience. 
In research practice, this has thoughtfully been critiqued by Wheeler ( 2012 ) who, writing as a 
blind ethnographer, questions this hierarchical division. All of which returns us to where this 
part of the  Companion  began, that sight (as other sensory modalities) is an artefact of the body-
in-the-world. We continue this theme of divisibility and interconnectedness into Part II of 
the book.   

 Part II: Strategies of visual organization 

 When this  Companion ’s editors were helping to create the  Inspire  Researcher Development 
webpages (http://moodle.in-visio.org/), we were faced with many decisions about where the 
various materials should go – what should we call them to make them useful and recogniz-
able? Several of the proposed sections – including ‘Visual Theory’, ‘Visual Methods’ and ‘Visual 
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Analysis’ – seemed quite similar, and thus we needed a rationale for dividing the content among 
them. In our reckoning, ‘Visual Methods’ generally refers to research techniques that employ 
photography, fi lm, video or other methods to produce images – images that can serve as data 
for analysis. ‘Visual Analysis’ implies researching images that already exist – corporate images, 
advertising, corporate fi lms, websites, and so on. This distinction, which we all understood theo-
retically and perhaps intuitively, became clearer to us when attempting to communicate it to 
beginning researchers. Of course, these categories are not perfect, and many projects may involve 
multiple ‘visuals’ – encompassing pre-existing imagery as well as visual ‘data’ obtained expressly 
for a particular research study. Nonetheless, we fi nd thinking about visual analysis and visual 
methods as differing realms useful. 

 This part of the  Companion  is largely concerned with visual analysis. As influential visual 
theorist John Berger reminds us, ‘seeing comes before words’ (1972: 7). Hence, the visual 
offers a means of generating multi-sensory impact through communicating in a way that is 
more immediate and emotionally powerful than that enabled by words. The visual can enable 
understanding of social action in cultural contexts and embodied experience of actions as they 
unfold in space and over time. This has not gone unnoticed by contemporary organizations 
that use increasingly sophisticated visual approaches to interact with stakeholders, formulating 
their core business and prominent stakeholders as visually apprehended artefacts. This part of 
the  Companion  addresses these organizational processes through suggesting that we have over-
looked other forms of organizational meaning-making and alternative possibilities for generating 
knowledge about organizations. This is in part because interpretive organizational research over 
the past decade has been primarily concerned with what Boden ( 1994 ) calls ‘the business of talk’ 
in organizations, and what the use of language achieves. While there is no doubt that everyday 
talk is an important medium through which people make sense of organizations and get things 
done, there is a danger in treating talk as ‘central to what organizations  are ’ (Boden  1994 : 9, 
original emphasis) and ignoring the visual strategies that are central to organization. However, 
to do so relies on overcoming the deep mistrust of visual communication in the social science 
disciplines, which is traditionally seen as subservient to linguistic structures of meaning (Holliday 
 2001 ). One of the reasons for this is that visual rhetoric and corporate communication require 
new research approaches, concepts and frameworks (Campbell and Schroeder  2011 ; Phillips and 
McQuarrie  2008 ). 

 As art historians Sturken and Cartwright ( 2009 ) note, because we are all immersed in our 
own visual cultures and continually bombarded by a stream of images in our organizational lives, 
there is a tendency to assume that we are automatically visually literate. This has two effects: 
first, we tend not to notice how images are constructed, operate, circulate and are consumed, 
since they are backdrops and props we take for granted in everyday life; and, second, we can 
assume that we need no special training or critical expertise in order to incorporate visual meth-
ods into a research design. Yet visual images are culturally and historically contingent. In writing 
about photography, philosopher Vilém Flusser argues: 

 images come between the world and human beings. They are supposed to be maps 
but they turn into screens: Instead of representing the world, they obscure it until 
human beings’ lives finally become a function of the images they create. Human beings 
cease to decode the images and instead project them, still encoded, into the world 
‘out there’, which meanwhile itself becomes like an image – a context of scenes, of state 
of things. 

 (2000: 10)   
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 This state of affairs is, in turn, exacerbated by the traditional role of images as illustrations for 
accompanying text and the subordinate/decorative role images have often played throughout 
history (Davis  2011 ; Emerling  2012 ; Mitchell  1994 ). These tendencies are particularly prevalent 
in organizational life where principles of scientific management and rational, scientific modes of 
knowledge have tended to hold the greatest power and influence (Gagliardi  1996 ). 

 The chapters in this part address a number of questions. What does the production and 
consumption of images mean for marketing, organization and society? How do organizations 
conduct visual research? What are the connections between artistic and organizational use of 
images? How does the handling of images in the allied fields of advertising, aesthetics, ethno-
graphic research and corporate identity shed light on the relationships between visual processes 
and organization? Strategies of visual organization cut across disciplinary lines, thus we turn to 
researchers from marketing and consumer research as well as organization studies for answers. 

 In  Chapter 5 , Lisa Peñaloza and Alex Thompson draw upon their extensive experience 
in ethnographic consumer research to discuss how visual images inform consumer research 
as well as corporate ethnographic research. They present a notion of the ‘visual consumer’ to 
describe how consumers are represented, in academic studies as well as corporate research on 
consumer behaviour. They show how ethnographers deploy visual images in situating consum-
ers as active agents in negotiation with organizations and the market by drawing on two studies, 
one looking at how consumers interact with the National Western Stock Show and Rodeo in 
the US, the other a commercial study investigating how diabetes patients manage their disease 
with blood-monitoring technology. They offer useful insights into how visual research frames 
consumers, how consumption is embodied visually and how organizations visually conceptual-
ize their customers. 

 The next chapter, by Laurie Meamber, provides a throrough review of visual consumption, 
focused on how images are produced, circulated and consumed. She addresses key theoretical 
topics of  co-creation  – how consumers and organizations work together to produce meaning 
and value; the role of aesthetics in productive consumption, and how consumers consume 
the images that organizations produce. In this way, she provides a useful connection between 
marketing and organization, and points the way towards interdisciplinary work to uncover how 
the visual ‘works’. 

 Beatriz Acevedo, in  Chapter 7 , delves deeper into the realm of aesthetics and imagery by 
showing how portraiture interacts with leadership. She offers an in-depth, historically minded 
example of how portraiture reveals aspects of leadership that show how art history provides a 
useful addition to the visual organization researcher’s toolbox. She foregrounds  charisma  as a key 
attribute that artists visually highlighted, and provides an illuminating example of the Spanish 
painter Velázquez’s portraits of famous leaders. 

 In  Chapter 8 , Norah Campbell calls advertising ‘the most readily recognized, ubiquitous 
and contentious symptom of organization’. She diagnoses that symptom by providing a theoret-
ically rich account of the signs and semiotics of advertising, working against the grain of much 
analysis that dwells in an ‘advertising as persuasion’ paradigm, rather than understanding that 
advertising also functions as visual representation (see also  Chapter 2 ). She focuses on images 
of technology, and reveals how they offer visions of fantasy, couched in cultural narratives, 
myths and fables. She closes with some insightful thoughts on new forms of visual advertising, 
including social media. 

 The final chapter in this part, by Pierre Guillet de Monthoux, offers an historically grounded 
analysis of how organizations and artists have used aesthetics, and argues that organizations can 
be productively seen as art projects. He also shows how visual artists, writers and performing 
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artists work in response to one another, revealing the interconnectedness of the visual with the 
other senses (see also  Chapters 6 ,  7  and  16 ). He provides an intellectual genealogy of current 
concerns of the visual organization, replete with historical and contemporary examples drawn 
from the lively world of the art market. 

 Together, these chapters reveal the interdisciplinarity of the visual organization. They 
suggest that understanding organizations visually involves several tasks: (1) cultural and histori-
cal contextualization; (2) including consumers and other stakeholders; (3) connecting to other 
sensory and aesthetic forms; and (4) dealing with the market.   

 Part III: Visual methodologies and methods 

 As the fi eld of visual organizational studies expands, there is a need to refl ect on how differ-
ent methods and methodologies are required in order to understand the wealth of visual data 
that organizations generate. This forms the focus for the third part of this  Companion . The ease 
with which visual data can be digitally captured, stored and shared, whether in the form of static 
or dynamic images, opens up possibilities for organizational researchers to apply these methods 
of data generation, analysis and dissemination to a far greater extent, as addressed by all the 
chapters in this part in various ways. This includes analysis of already existing visual material and 
ways of doing research that generate visual material. It encompasses a wide variety of forms of 
visual data, including two-dimensional (e.g. websites, photographs, graphs and diagrams) and 
three-dimensional or lived media (such as dress and architecture). 

 Visual studies of organization alter the focus of methodological enquiry and, through 
this, have the potential to generate different conceptual and theoretical possibilities, so that 
‘hitherto unknown and non-apparent things become visible’ (Knowles and Sweetman  2004 : 
7). The chapters in this part of the  Companion  highlight some of the theoretical and empiri-
cal possibilities enabled by visual organizational analysis, showing how systematic study using 
visual methodologies and methods has the capacity to reveal the inner mechanisms through 
which organizational life is ordered and understood. The chapter authors adopt different 
paradigms (Knowles and Sweetman  2004 ) in their approach to visual organizational studies. 
Some are predominantly realist in orientation, regarding images as evidence that provides a 
record of existing phenomena and events. Others adopt a more post-structuralist stance, ana-
lysing how visual communication can be used to construct and privilege a particular ver-
sion of reality in a way that is supportive of particular ideological interests. A third group 
lies within the semiological paradigm, focusing on analysis of existing images which are regarded 
as texts that can be read to uncover the cultural and ideological messages that they communi-
cate; this is the approach taken by Dvora Yanow in the first chapter in this part of the  Companion  
(see also  Chapter 8 ). 

 As these different possibilities highlight, visual methodologies involve more than simply 
collecting and analysing visual data. Instead, they rely on adopting a methodological frame-
work that enables the visual to be taken seriously as a means of communication and 
a source of meaning. Although the chapter authors in this part all take a broadly interpre-
tive approach in their visual organizational research (which is consistent with the application 
of visual methodologies across the social sciences, cf. Rose  2007 ), they acknowledge the 
possibilities for positivistic application of visual methods, for example in relation to scientific 
management (see  Chapter 10 ) or via content analysis (see  Chapter 15 ). The six chapters in 
this part thus illustrate the considerable methodological and paradigmatic diversity that 
characterizes the visual study of organizations, a point reinforced further by the  Companion  
as a whole. 
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 In  Chapter 10 , Dvora Yanow provides a wide-reaching analysis of visual studies and orga-
nization. She makes an important distinction between methodology and method: the former 
relating to epistemological and ontological presuppositions about the nature of reality and 
how we understand it, and the latter concerning the data generation and analysis possibilities 
that particular methodologies imply. She further outlines the triadic relations upon which visual 
communication relies. Finally, she identifies a series of procedural logics that underpin the use 
of visual methods in studying organizations and concludes by stressing the need to avoid naive 
realism. 

  Chapter 11 , by Kelly Norris Martin, draws on communication studies to offer a con-
ceptual framework for understanding the visual that has relevance across the social sciences. 
Her chapter illustrates the extent to which methodological opportunities and challenges in 
visual studies cut across disciplinary boundaries and demonstrates the strengths and limita-
tions associated with three main theoretical approaches: visual rhetoric, visual studies and visual 
communication. 

 The practical and methodological implications associated with the use of video in organiza-
tional research are explained by Jean Clarke in  Chapter 12 , through focusing on her applica-
tion of this method in studying entrepreneurship. Clarke discusses some of the messy aspects of 
conducting this type of research that often get written out of methodological accounts in journal 
articles. She also highlights the strengths of the method in focusing on the symbolic aspects 
of entrepreneurial impression management, while also recognizing the ethical challenges that 
video-based research raises. 

  Chapter 13  by Ekant Veer provides a complement and a contrast to Clarke’s chapter, 
by focusing on ethnographic videoethnography in the field of consumer research, where such 
methods have been taken up enthusiastically. Veer argues that researchers need to be open 
to the creative and aesthetic opportunities for data collection, analysis and dissemination that 
videoethnography offers, but not to get carried away by this – the purpose of such methods 
being ultimately to produce an academic rather than an artistic product. 

 In  Chapter 14 , David Stiles explains the role of the drawing method as a data collection 
and analysis tool in organizational research. As an interpretive researcher, his aim is to encour-
age participants to produce pictorial representations that provide insight into how they 
understand organizational identity. This metaphorical approach to meaning-making relies on 
semi-structured interviewing in order to elicit research participants’ own interpretations of their 
drawings. 

 An historical, sociological approach to visual organizational studies is offered by Tim 
Strangleman in  Chapter 15 . Strangleman argues that sociologists of work have been reluctant 
to acknowledge the visual and provides numerous fascinating historical examples to demon-
strate the importance of corporate photography as a resource in understanding organizations. 
His emphasis is on the analysis of already existing visual material but also in understanding 
the socio-historical conditions under which particular corporate images were created and the 
ideological interests they served. 

 The visual turn in organizational research is relatively nascent. By bringing together the 
authors in this part, we have sought, in the spirit of interdisciplinarity, to coalesce some of 
the strands of work currently being done within different fields and create a dialogue between 
them. However, there is considerable potential for greater use of visual methodologies and meth-
ods in organizational research (see Bell and Davison  2013  and Meyer et al. 2013 for examples). 
The chapters in this part illustrate some of the innovative approaches and practices that have 
so far been adopted. We hope this provides inspiration to other organizational researchers in 
exploring visual methodologies and methods as possible means of knowledge creation.   
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 Part IV: Visual identities and practices 

 In this part of the  Companion , we shift attention away from methodology and towards the 
subject matter of visual investigations. These chapters are grouped together as exemplars of the 
ways in which visual organizations are produced through the practices of their members, such as 
arts-based organizational development (Berthoin Antal, Taylor and Ladkin,  Chapter 16 ), visual 
management (Bateman and Lethbridge,  Chapter 19 ) and Hoffman’s excursion into the fascinat-
ing world of simulations in  Chapter 21 . We have also included the descriptor ‘identities’ in the 
heading for this part, since half the chapters here address this in some way, either corporate – as 
in Elliott and Robinson’s exploration of company websites in  Chapter 17  and organizational 
identities performed through visual social media discussed by Leonard in  Chapter 20  – or the 
more individual work identities elucidated by Shortt, Betts and Warren in  Chapter 18 . 

 Image-based research lends itself well to the study of identity since much can be learned 
about individuals and organizations by studying the ways in which they choose to present 
themselves to the outside world (e.g. Goffman  1959 ). The image of accountants, for example, 
has been studied on an individual level using auto-photographic methods (Parker and Warren 
 2012 ) and on a profession level through industry advertisements (Baldvinsdottir  et al .  2009 ). 
Likewise, hairdressers’ workplace identities have been researched using photo-narratives (Shortt 
and Warren  2012 ) and visual identity-scapes (Shortt  2012 ). Acevedo ( 2011 ; see also  Chapter 7 , 
this volume), Guthey and Jackson ( 2008 ) and Chatterjee and Hambrick ( 2007 ) have all attended 
to the visual dimensions of CEO and/or leader portraits in the media. Enduring organizational 
dimensions such as gender (im)balance (Benschop and Meihuizen  2002 ) and the diversity of 
workforces (Swan  2010 ) have also been studied in relation to how organizations choose to por-
tray themselves in visual media. Campbell  et al . ( 2009 ) reveal how individual faces are employed 
in the service of ethical identities of corporations through their inclusion in annual reports and, 
somewhat alarmingly, studies are emerging from psychology disciplines that study bone struc-
ture and the physiognomy of faces, purporting to ‘demonstrate that static physical attributes 
can indeed serve as reliable cues of immoral action, and provide additional support for the 
view that evolutionary forces shape ethical judgement and behaviour’ (Haselhuhn and Wong 
 2011 : 1). Taking a corporate-level view, Schroeder’s work on branding ( 2012 ) has established 
the centrality of the visual to engendering appropriate representations of branded products and 
services as well as the identities of the organizations that produce them, as discussed in Part III 
of this  Companion . This small snapshot of contemporary research on identities gives a flavour of 
some key themes to be found in wider literature relating to identity, some of which are further 
explored in the chapters in this part. 

 We begin with a case study of organizational theatre drawn from the field of arts-based 
organizational development. In  Chapter 16 , Ariane Berthoin Antal, Steven Taylor and Donna 
Ladkin remind us that arts-based organizational interventions do not employ just the visual arts 
in their practice and, on the contrary, it is what you do  not  see happening – that which is invis-
ible and below the surface – that is of value in organizational development using these methods. 

 Next, Carole Elliott and Sarah Robinson ( Chapter 17 ) assemble a framework to inves-
tigate company websites and develop what they call ‘corporate web identity’ (CWI). They 
map out a useful summary of existing research on corporate websites, contrasting the different 
methodological approaches hitherto taken in this emerging field. Consisting of five elements: 
mobility, accessibility, visuality, interactivity and customization, Elliot and Robinson’s CWI 
framework is a development of corporate visual analysis based on semiotics (e.g. see Melewar 
and Karaosmanoglu  2006 ), but importantly takes account of both the dynamism of web-based 
media and its multi-modality. Their framework also allows analysis of user interaction with 
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the site and, as such, represents an important development in bridging the producer vs. viewer 
divide that is common in visual organizational analysis. 

  Chapter 18 , by Harriet Shortt, Jan Betts and Samantha Warren, takes a micro-level per-
spective on visual identity in an organizational context, this time in relation to the objects that 
workers display and/or hide in the course of their everyday lives. Using three photographic 
case studies, they show how possessions and workplace tools variously assist with the creation of 
individual workplace identities. First, through the display of personal effects on desks in an office 
environment; second, how attachment to certain functional objects in the open-plan workspace 
of the hair salon surfaces in the relationship between individual identity and that projected by 
the organization. Finally, they draw on data that illustrates how items hidden from view act 
as a buffer against the colonization of individual identity by the employer in a wide variety of 
workplaces. They conclude with interesting reflections about the future of individuals’ visual 
organization practices. 

 Staying with visual practices, the next chapter by Nicola Bateman and Sarah Lethbridge 
reports on the use of ‘visual management boards’ to organize and manage operations and teams 
in a range of organizational settings. In this chapter, they give an overview of this approach as 
a development from ‘lean’ production techniques and reflect on what it is that the visual adds 
in this context. This chapter is an interesting departure from others in the  Companion , in that 
it does not focus on pictorial or expressive media, but on more traditional forms of graphical 
presentation of information as elegantly elucidated by Tufte ( 1986 ). Bateman and Lethbridge 
remind us that managers have been using ‘the visual’ to organize for a lot longer than manage-
ment researchers have been studying this! 

  Chapter 20 , by Pauline Leonard, takes us from traditional visual practices to the cutting 
edge of corporate identity management through social media. In a chapter that complements 
Bell and McArthur’s discussion of Free Range Studios in  Chapter 23 , Leonard’s discussion 
takes us down a more technological path, through arguing that we are witnessing the birth 
of ‘org/borgs’ (Haraway  1991 ) and that ‘social media is contributing to a blurring of, and 
even a challenge to, previously established boundaries in organizational practices, positions and 
identities’. Encompassing a review of literature on ‘corporate visual identity’ and an overview of 
social media technologies used by organizations at the time of writing, Leonard’s comprehen-
sive discussion serves as a valuable foundation for the development of what is perhaps the least 
theorized visual organizational practice of all those included in this volume. 

 The final chapter in this part of the  Companion  ( Chapter 21 ) stays with technology to some 
degree through Steve Hoffman’s mapping of the role of simulations in producing organiza-
tional action. Using examples as diverse as boxing sparring and Artificial Intelligence scientists, 
Hoffman builds a three-dimensional conceptual model on which to map different kinds of 
simulations according to their degree of virtuality, realism and pre-enactment. He concludes 
that simulations involve a greater degree of experiential engagement – despite being marked off 
from ‘normal’ organizational interaction as play or ‘not serious’ – that goes beyond a superficial 
focus on the visual. 

 Thus, the writers in this part consider the myriad resources and techniques used by organi-
zational members, employees as well as managers, to construct identities, visualize their organi-
zational experiences and communicate them to others, often in emergent and unplanned ways.   

 Part V: Visual representations of organization 

 The  Companion  concludes with three chapters that deal with the diverse and expanding ways 
in which organizations and their members represent themselves using visual media and analyse 



Emma Bell, Samantha Warren and Jonathan Schroeder

12

how these representations are understood culturally. As others have noted, there is signifi cant 
potential in studying how organizations and their members are represented visually, whether this 
involves television, printed media, fi lm, websites or social media (Hassard and Holliday  1998 ; 
Hassard and Buchanan  2009 ). Such images constitute already existing visual data that often 
circulates globally, as an aspect of popular culture that is consumed by mass audiences. Images 
of organization are also produced by and for internal audiences, such as employees, as a way of 
representing their experience and shared identity in relation to their work, whether or not this 
is consistent with the image that managers would like them to represent to external audiences 
(see Bell  2012a ; Brannan  et al .  2011  for examples). 

 Earlier chapters in this  Companion  have highlighted the ways in which organizations seek 
to influence and control these representations, for instance through managing brand identity. 
However, the polysemic nature of the visual means that images can be read in very different ways, 
depending on the reader’s positionality, cultural knowledge and life experience (Spencer  2011 ). 
In many instances, images are thus highly resistant to control, since they form part of a nonlin-
ear circuit of communication (Hall  1980 ), in which the producer of the image is only partially 
in control of the message. This draws attention to the role of audiences as active agents in the 
construction of meaning, and the need for organizational researchers to remain cautious about 
privileging their own reading of an image and to pay attention to the ways in which diverse 
audiences make sense of it (Bell  2012b ). 

 A further dynamic that increases the complexity of interpreting visual representations of 
organizations relates to intertextuality, or the tendency for images to refer and relate to other 
image texts, genres and visual codes. This encourages a focus on the provenance of images, 
as continually imported from one social context to another ‘in order to signify ideas and values 
which are associated with that other context by those who import the sign’ (Kress and van 
Leeuwen  2001 : 10). Individual images can thus be understood semiotically as constituting ele-
ments in an overall sign system, the meaning of which is derived experientially based on what is 
done to produce them and how they are read. The three chapters in this part explore this process 
of sign-making and its cultural consequences. 

 In  Chapter 22 , Alexander Styhre explores how professional groups use visual culture, 
which he defines as the totality of practices, traditions, beliefs and assumptions about visuality 
in organizations, to construct shared expertise. Using case study material relating to medical 
professionals, he shows how medical visualizing technologies, such as the microscope, form the 
basis for constructing ‘professional vision’ as a source of expertise. Drawing on diverse historical 
and theoretical sources, he argues that these visual skills are acquired through embodied practice 
as a form of collectively shared, experiential knowledge. Styhre thus highlights the contextual 
specificity of sign systems and the role of professionals in producing and providing authoritative 
readings of images. 

  Chapter 23 , by Emma Bell and McArthur, focuses on the construction and contestation 
of organizational authenticity based on a case study of a US-based creative design company. It 
is argued that authenticity is a contested issue in digital Web 2.0 image world where visual 
representations are no longer understood as providing evidence that something exists or 
happened in the way that the image claims (Sontag  1977 ). Their analysis focuses on short 
films disseminated via YouTube that communicate critical messages about corporate social 
responsibility. Through the involvement of McArthur, who was an author of some of these 
texts, in the analysis of this circuit of visual communication, insight is gained into the role of the 
producer as well as the audience, as sites of meaning. 

 The final chapter, by Martin Parker, calls into question the capacity of the visual to 
adequately deal with representations of organization such as those found in popular culture. 
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Parker is resistant to the idea of methods as a way of structuring our understandings of the visual, 
arguing that a focus on the visual falsely imposes a sense of order on organizational culture and 
thus constitutes a way of  not  seeing organizations, so creating new blind spots (as also highlighted 
by the chapter by Küpers with which we opened this  Companion ).   

 Towards the future 

 In closing, we suggest some issues that are likely to shape the future of visual organization. First, 
is the growing digitalization of the image. The Internet has demanded that almost every aspect 
of organizations is visualized – not just customer-facing operations such as marketing, but also 
accounting, fi nance, investor relations, human resources and public relations. Many organiza-
tions exist as virtual entities, and most organizations use the Internet for an increasing number 
of functions, including training, benefi t management, evaluation and purchasing. What does this 
imply for the visual (digital) organization? Gone are the days when an organizational website 
merely ‘represented’ the organization – now many organizations exist entirely via their website. 
Furthermore, older understandings of websites tend to imply some form of mimesis to the ‘real’ 
or physical organization. This distinction is collapsing. 

 Second, and closely related to the digital, is the rise and rise of social media. Our own use 
of social media often refers to the logic of organizations and marketing, in that we build our 
reputation, gather an audience and market ourselves via various platforms and emerging applica-
tions. Organizations now seem compelled to engage with social media, as discussed by Leonard 
in  Chapter 20 , which have their own emerging ‘logic’. 

 Third, one side effect of digitalization is the growing use of cameras, in the form of web-
cams, mobile phone cameras, iPads and computer cameras to capture our experience, including 
our experience at work or on the job. Formerly, snapshot photography was generally focused 
on leisure activities – few ‘amateur’ photographs showed mundane aspects of organizational 
life. Now, however, the camera is everywhere (and the lines between ‘work’, ‘home’ and 
‘play’ are blurring). What might this mean for the visual organization? Certainly, visual meth-
ods encompass so-called ‘consumer-generated’ and employee-generated photographs, and 
many researchers have used photo elicitation tools of having informants photograph their work 
(Warren  2012 ). However, the explosion of images – many relevant to concerns of organization 
researchers – heralds a new era of visual organization. 

 Fourth, surveillance images abound. Apart from workers and researchers recording images, 
our lives are constantly being visually recorded by traffic cameras, security cameras and web 
cameras – some of which we are aware of, many of which we are not. Security and surveil-
lance images, for the most part, are recorded ‘automatically’, that is, without an active pho-
tographer or camera operator, making their agency and hence ontological status fragmentary. 
These images may provide fertile ground for visual organization researchers, particularly those 
interested in ethical issues of identity, privacy and personal control of one’s image. In any case, 
surveillance images are certain to play an important roles in the visual organization of the 
future. 

 Finally, the ubiquity of visual images does not necessarily improve one’s ability to see – to 
actively engage one’s senses in reflective analysis in thinking about the visual in organization (cf. 
Schroeder and Borgerson  2005 ). Thus, issues of visual literacy, which hover over many of the 
 Companion ’s chapters, may become (even) more important, both for researchers and for everyone 
involved in organizations, as we come to depend ever more on visual images. 

 To conclude this introduction, we hope that  The Routledge Companion to Visual Organization  
will provide comprehensive insight into the ways in which organizations and their members 
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visualize their identities and practices and how they are viewed by those who are external 
to organizations, including researchers. We have endeavoured to provide a useful, cutting-edge 
 Companion  that will be useful to students and researchers in business and management disci-
plines, including organization studies, marketing and accounting, as well as in other fields of 
organizational or visual study, including health and social care, film, communication, sociology, 
media and cultural studies. Academics and students seeking convenient access to an expanding 
and innovative area should find this  Companion  a comprehensive, yet detailed introduction to the 
visual organization. The web-based  Inspire  resources associated with this book will also continue 
to evolve, providing further commentary as the field develops. Through this we aim to provide 
established researchers with insight into the current state of knowledge, current debates and 
relevant literature in this rapidly emerging field.     
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  1

Between the visible and the 
invisible in organizations    

    Wendelin   Küpers        

 Introduction 

 To explore visibility in organizations, this chapter takes a phenomenological approach, attend-
ing to the lived experience of visibility at work. Phenomenology aims to investigate the condi-
tions of the appearance of phenomena and therefore what is taken as reality. In particular, it tries 
to reveal the difference between  what  appears and  how  something appears or becomes visible 
as something, as well as the interplay between these two modes. It also considers the invisible 
in this process. Following a phenomenological perspective, this chapter discusses specifi cally 
the status, distinct qualities and entwinement of visuality and the invisible in organizational 
life-worlds and how they function together as sources of perceiving, knowing, performing and 
understanding in and about organizations. 

 Vision, visuality, visual culture, and visual consumption are playing an increasingly impor-
tant role in present-day societal and economic contexts as well as in organizational and man-
agerial life-worlds (Campbell,  Chapter 8 , this volume; Fuery and Fuery  2003 ; Schroeder  2005 ). 
Apparently, we are living – and organizations are situated – in a visually over-saturated culture 
(Gombrich  1996 ), moving in the light and shadows of a visual or pictorial turn, towards an 
intensifying and ambiguous ocularcentric orientation (Jay  1993 ,  2002 ; Kavanagh,  Chapter 4 , 
this volume; Mitchell  1994 ,  2005b ). Yet, despite the proliferation of powerful visual forms and 
relationships, the influence and production of various images or impacts of visual technologies in 
everyday working life, research on visuality and visual culture seems to be peripheral to the study 
of organizations. In part, this may be caused by organization studies’ self-image, that is, what it 
regards as its identity, ‘object’ and methodologies – in other words, traditionally, ‘the visual’ is not 
seen as part of organizational analysis. However, as this chapter explains, visuality and the power 
to make visible are shot through all organizational action. 

 The phenomenon of vision and concepts of visualities are complicated and implicated expe-
riences and notions, with a long history of contested philosophical and scientific thinking and 
analysis, with regard to their ontological and epistemological status. Due to specific orders of 
visibilities, members of, as well as entire, organizations are framed in a certain way of looking. 
To explore this further, the chapter first presents a brief discussion of epistemologies of the eye 
and the act of seeing as performative practice. The role of vision in processes of organizational 
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objectification, as well as concrete practices of seeing in organizations, are then critically dis-
cussed, before the phenomenology of ‘visio-corporeality’ by Merleau-Ponty ( 1962 ,  1995 ) is put 
forward as a way to ‘re-member’ and ‘re-view’ organizations beyond objectified and instrumen-
talized forms. In particular, this shows how phenomenology helps understanding of the sensuous 
embodied socio-cultural ‘life-worlds’ of organization with its visible and invisible dimensions. 
Afterwards, some theoretical, methodological and practical implications for organization studies 
and practice will be put forward and the chapter concludes with an outline of some limitations 
and future perspectives.   

 Epistemologies of eyes and practices of seeing: how do we see 
and enact seeing? 

 Vision and visually related phenomena are conceptualized, analysed, understood and inter-
preted in various ways. Seeing, sight and vision are embroiled in different, ambivalent, some-
times contradictory approaches. Visuality can be characterized as ‘how we see, how we are 
able, allowed or made to see, and how we see this seeing or the unseen therein’ (Foster  1988 : 
ix). Instead of taking seeing and visualizing or vision for granted, visual processes need to be 
explored in the way they appear, and then problematized, theorized, historicized and critiqued 
(Mitchell  2005a : 264). 

 For theorizing critically and developing a methodological conceptualization, it makes 
analytical sense to differentiate between ‘epistemologies of the eye’ and ‘practices of seeing’ 
(Daston and Galison  2007 ; Brighenti  2007 : 323). 

 Epistemologies of modern science attribute a fundamental role to the sense of sight, in the 
forms of vision and evidence that are taken as intellectual apprehension. ‘Epistemologies of 
the eye’ refer to the theoretical body of elaborations that address the philosophical and scientific 
theories of what vision ‘is’. These perspectives explore ‘how vision can be used to formulate 
and generate “representational” knowledge as well as how perceptions of subjects and scientific 
selves and their scientific gaze are constituted’ (de Bolla  1996 : 76). 

 While the ‘epistemologies of the eye’ are concerned with theories of how knowledge 
claims are made on the basis of the inter-relationships between seeing, saying and previous 
knowing, ‘practices of seeing’ are studied in how vision and visuality happen, structure and 
inform everyday working life more concretely. Accordingly, ‘practices of vision’ refer to actual 
practicalities and day-to-day engagements with visual presentations and ways of seeing, serving 
specific purposes (Styhre  2010 : 187). In contrast, ‘practices of seeing’ explore how visual prac-
tices are occurring, developed and used in various domains of presentation. 

 Epistemologies and practices are interrelated. On the one hand, theorizing is a form of 
practice. Interestingly, the Greek word for theory –  theoria  – shares a root with  theatron  or 
 theatre , which literally means ‘a place for seeing’ (Sennett  2008 : 124). Seeing in this sense is 
a theoretical affair that can be related to practice, as it is a kind of doing. On the other hand, 
practices of seeing do not occur in a social and cultural vacuum, but are always structured and 
organized in accordance with specific conditions, processes and epistemic regimes. How we 
acquire, interpret and transform what (and the way) we see is always contingent on the cultural 
and historical context of the seer and of seeing. Practices of presentational performative seeing 
are always that which is ‘re-presentative’ of and formed by a particular regime of vision, which 
is predominant in a locally situated and embodied setting. There is no ‘seeing  per se ’ detached 
from other embodied practices and procedures. In turn, vision and visuality are of essential 
significance for exploring how practices are constituted and how they engender organizational 
practices, processes and effects.   



Between the visible and the invisible

21

 The role of vision and practices of seeing in organizations 

 Driven by the need for security and a quest for certainty, gazing vision (for example, by man-
agement (systems) on employees’ actions) is often instrumentalized so as to posit a distance 
and exert mastering control. Accounting systems, production statistics and the reduction of 
human endeavour to, say, performance management metrics are all examples of how organiza-
tions make some activities and actions visible (but not others) and, in doing so, render them 
as objects. The passion and drive of the employee’s commitment to the organization is only 
made visible as a point on a Likert scale that can be ranked and contrasted with others’ scores, 
for example. Following a ‘frontational’ ontology, this representational regime is characterized 
by an enframing and foreclosing of the viewer, which makes him/her ‘stand-over-against’ the 
world (Heidegger  1977  [1938]). This stance makes phenomena or things that organizations seek 
to visualize and our relationship to them sub-stances, standing under the masterful transfi xing 
and possessing gaze in search of surveillance, security, control – thereby objectifying them. The 
operationalization of this objectifying vision therefore ‘sees’ only what can be measured, in 
other words, what can come to count as an object to be used. Intentionally or otherwise, this 
leads towards obscuration, occlusion or even suppression of other ways of seeing. 

 For example, Oswick ( 1996 ) develops a diagnostic approach for organization development 
including pattern recognition, spatial localization and visual imagery, illustrating vision as effect 
of an objectifying approach – including blind spots, visual accommodation or visual acuity. 
In diagnosing various forms of ‘impaired vision’ in organization, such as blindness, blurred or 
tunnel vision, as well as short- and long-sightedness, Oswick ( 1996 : 148) argues we can con-
sider the unseen, the unseeable and the overlooked in organizational life. Furthermore, these 
objects are posited as a ‘naturalized’ vision; they are taken as evidential proof of how things are, 
while overlooking the generative dimensions of visibility that allow objects to come into focus, 
forgetting the diacritical systems and meaning that are at play in object-formation. The logic of 
objectification tends to ignore, exclude or omit the social-historical horizon and material and 
affective or subjective dimensions, which, however, motivates and impacts the seeing. In other 
words, we forget that we are socialized into what is worth looking at and how we see it, which 
is  learned  and not given. 

 This powerful practice of vision can be seen in what has been called ‘professional vision’. 
This orientation refers to a specific and contingent ‘way of seeing’ that is embedded in profes-
sional identities, ideologies, formal training and everyday work experience (Goodwin  1994 , 
 1995 ; Styhre  2010 : 43). Accordingly, knowing and knowledge is always already embedded in 
practices of seeing that are highly specialized and based on membership of communities and col-
lectives. Importantly, for Goodwin ( 1995 ), vision is a professional skill that is neither individual 
nor innate, but always based on collective agreements and acquired through training and actual 
practice in the field of expertise. Visuality can also be observed as being executed in formal 
ceremonies and rituals of organizations with its visible language and visual labour or contexts. 
Practically, various depicting forms of graphs, ratios and other forms of mathematized vision or 
ways of visualizing time manifest an objectifying orientation (Styhre  2010 : 18). 

 Echoed in the work of Spoelstra: ‘some things can be seen only through organizations, other 
things can be organized only through seeing, and yet other things can only be hidden through 
organizations’ ( 2009 : 376). Spoelstra refers to this organizational ‘hiddenness’ as ‘black blindness’. 
Organizations produce this ‘darkness’ of deprived sight for their members through the division 
of labour and the creation of distance – in other words, they prevent certain people from seeing 
certain things. In contrast to this dark form, a white blindness manifests as an excess of vision, as 
if taken away by light. Similar to Benjamin’s concept of ‘phantasmagoria’ as a deceptive image 
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(‘ Blendwerk ’), designed to dazzle, whitening blindness refers to a ‘brilliance that conceals in its 
shining but which also produces its own singular attraction’ (Spoelstra  2009 : 379), such as, for 
example, overly brilliant leaders or products or employees or shining corporate image-work in 
times of crisis (de Cock  et al .  2011 ). Being ruled by a scopic regime, seeing has been systemati-
cally sharpened and disembodied, becoming an errant, clinically fixed but clouded gaze (Jütte 
 2005 : 186). Accordingly, the gaze in organizations, with their orientation towards abstraction, 
masculinity, coldness and detachment, is used as a disciplinary mechanism and technique of 
disembodied panoptic eyes and social panoptical control and visio-governmentality (Foucault 
 1977 ; McKinlay and Starkey  1998 ). 

 Correspondingly, within organization studies, the objectivist and disembodied understand-
ings of phenomena are connected to an ocularcentric orientation (e.g. Belova  2006 ; Kavanagh 
 2004 ), using vision instrumentally, for example, to produce a ‘functionalist transparency’ 
(Bloomfield and Vurdubakis  1997 ). Dale ( 2000 ) argues that the scientist’s ‘eye’ dissects what 
it sees in order to perform an invasive investigation. It fragments and reorganizes the object 
of study, and this anatomizing urge pervades almost all areas of knowledge, both as a meta-
phor and as a form of representation. Thus, the critique of the ‘culture of dissection’ pres-
ents vision as an incising, objectifying and ordering activity aimed at seizing and appropriating 
the other.   

 Politics of visibility 

 In contemporary, supposedly more transparent society, organizations are required to become 
more visible, and thus accountable, through reporting, disclosure and, of course, unintentionally 
through Internet activity by those who their operations affect. This implies a specifi c politics of 
visibility (Tapscott and Ticoll  2003 ; Zyglidopoulos and Fleming  2011 ). Exploring such politics 
would consider the controlling and contested in-visibilities of power (Simpson and Lewis  2005 ) 
and seeing that organizations and their members are situated in a tension between ‘transparency-
as-secrecy’ and ‘secrecy-as-transparency’ with its inherent mutual dependencies and contradic-
tions (Birchall  2011 ). As Birchall argues, considering a possible symbiotic relationship between 
secrecies and transparencies means invoking a politics of opacity and openness, which is able 
to work with the inherent tensions involved. In other words, organizations display in order 
to conceal and vice versa. All is not what it fi rst appears. For example, forms of organizational 
perception management practices, such as organizational aesthetics, architecture and design or 
marketing/branding, use a variety of manipulations of the visual in organizational spaces or 
settings to produce desirable effects in a market or the public (Styhre  2010 : 13). Imageries are 
used as persuasive communication for apparently rendering organizations visually, but adopting 
a politics of visibility asks ‘what is simultaneously obscured?’ by these practices (Dale and Burrell 
 2003 ; Messaris  1997 ). 

 Accounting practices in organization, for example, are shaped and experienced as a series of 
images that undertake political work on behalf of organizations (Belkaoui  1987 ; Brown  2010 ; 
Davison  2011 ). Accounting reports are ostensibly artefacts providing visual traces (or drivers) 
of past, present and future activities (e.g. budgets) or other organizational action, processes 
and culture. They use words, diagrams, tables, charts and pictures to create images that render 
tangible and intangible values or specific organizational activities visible or invisible (Hines 
 1988 ). Yet re-presentational aspects of accounting are a symbolic, cultural and hegemonic force 
(Lehman and Tinker  1987 ). For example, corporate sustainability reports contain unsubstanti-
ated visual rhetoric on ‘clean, green images’ and manifest a ‘reporting-performance’ gap (Adams 
 2004 ). For instance, the journey metaphor related to sustainability can be used as visual rhetoric 



Between the visible and the invisible

23

that masks issues of what it is that businesses are actually or even supposedly moving ‘towards’, 
thus paradoxically reinforcing business-as-usual (Milne  et al .  2006 ). 

 However, critical scholars in this field have begun to document different accounting(s) 
than those of, for and by this visual instrumentality, potentially providing new envisioning, 
and stimulating new imag(in)ings (Brown  2010 ). Although there has been some myopia with 
regard to the importance of the visual in accounting and accountability (Davison and Warren 
 2009 ), some social and environmental accounting reports incorporate externalities and non-
monetary (re)presentations and delineate consensual meaning-making processes, whereas others 
proactively seek to represent marginalized views and develop alternative professional bodies and 
digital technologies to challenge mainstream accounting (Brown  2010 ). 

 In another political move, ‘vision’, and especially visualization of strategy (Eppler and Platts 
 2009 ) and strategic envisioning, is seen as one of the critical tasks transformational or visionary 
leaders claim to perform to demonstrate their competencies (Larwood  et al .  1995 ). However, 
this is often merely a rhetorical vision without authentic involvement or recognition of 
followers that then can result in disillusionment and distrust, instead of inspiration and moti-
vation (Coulson-Thomas  1992 ) or various forms of resistance (Westley  1990 ). When we take 
recognition as a form of social visibility embedded in interaction between leader and followers, 
the lack of recognition has disempowering effects: in formulating strategic visions, the follow-
ers become paradoxically  in visible. We can see this as having very real effects. In post-Ford-
ist, more competitive workplaces, the conditions for genuine, intersubjective recognition have 
been eroded as supposedly counter-productive (Dejours  2003 ). Instead of recognition, man-
agerial regimes of ‘sur-veillances’ (literally: to view from above) can function as subjugation and 
means of control through disciplinary regimes. Inherent in such one-way managerial gaze is a 
kind of dehumanization of the observed – and possibly, although indirectly, of the observer, too. 
Performance appraisals are an example par excellence of so-called ‘recognition’ in neoliberal 
organizations, which actually function as surveillance, control and objectification as also outlined 
earlier in this chapter. 

 The mono-gaze of the modern subject or agencies in organization is, thus, a ‘grasping’ look 
that advances political agendas by calculating, looking at in order to objectify and control, 
intentionally or otherwise, towards obscuration, occlusion or even suppression of other ways 
of seeing. For critically exploring underlying conditions of vision and regimes of visual rep-
resentation and how practices of seeing serve as an influencing factor within organizations, 
a phenomenological approach is therefore helpful. It not only allows alternating between the 
two registers of epistemologies and practices, but also integrates them (Styhre  2010 : 187). 
Merleau-Ponty, in particular, provides a post-Cartesian epistemology and relational ontology 
of embodied vision and an extended understanding of seeing and the invisible as part of embod-
ied practice and somatic infrastructures in organizations, as opposed to the partial, political and 
‘enframed’ vision this chapter has put forward thus far.   

 Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception and ontology: 
between visible and invisible 

 Phenomenology has developed a profound critique of the hegemony of an optical paradigm 
in everyday vision. In critical distancing from the Husserlian transcendental visualism with its 
rectilinear, centred gaze of ‘ Wesensschau ’ (intuitive glance upon essences), Heidegger ( 1962 ) 
showed that our ‘visionary-being-in-the-world’ is part of our endowment as an attunement. 
Accordingly, he developed a critique of the re-presentational orientation of enframed vision. He 
tried to show that this enframing is a mode of revealing – when we understand the concealment 
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and unconcealment of what is happening; when seeing those moments when  Being  reveals 
itself as event we will be able to catch its hiding. 

 Like Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty ( 1962 ) disclosed other ways of experiencing the field of 
perception from a post-representational perspective, particularly by attending to the living body. 
For Merleau-Ponty, embodiment and perception – including seeing – are pre-reflexive openings 
onto a world. As such, these are not merely a screen of ideas or stage of Cartesian theatre, what 
we see ‘out there’ with us gazing upon it like an audience. Rather, processes of perceiving are 
incarnated through bodies as living media, especially mediating a crossing where matter, nature 
and culture, self and world as well as forces and meaning meet and unfold. Importantly, such an 
approach helps to bridge these divisions without effacing the differences between these poles of 
perception, knowledge and living. 

 Thus, he argues for a vision as being embodied. That is, when we see, we feel the presence 
of the thing we are looking at viscerally and are part of a ‘carnal formula’: a matrix of embodi-
ment. By means of our bodily perceptive insertion into reality, we are always already vitally 
responsive to the demands of our situation upon our body. With this orientation, he aims at 
rediscovering and uncovering the system of inseparable ‘self-other-things’ (Merleau-Ponty  1962 : 
57) that create visual experience all together. The sensible and thus visual world is not comprised 
of a distinct subject that perceives distinct objects, but, rather, seeing is formed in the midst of 
the world and, as it were, in (relation to) phenomena experienced. Perception is not something 
that provides the embodied subject with access  to  the world, but rather embodied perception is 
only possible because it is  of  the world, whereby ‘he who sees cannot possess the visible unless he 
is possessed by it, unless he is of it’ (Merleau-Ponty  1995 : 134–135). 

 By returning to this primordial experience, Merleau-Ponty is trying to find a third posi-
tion beyond an empiricist-objectivist realism or materialism, as well as discount a rationalistic-
subjectistic idealism or intellectualism. Both of these strands are reductive, reducing live-worldly 
phenomena, perception and sensation either to the realm of matter or to that of ideas of absolute 
subjectivity. He accused materialistic empiricism of reducing vision to observations of sensualistic 
in- and output mechanisms, and rationalistic intellectualism of turning vision to a function of 
thought and judgement. Instead, he argued for decentring perception and for a perspectivism, 
which are undermining the vision-generated dualism of subject and object. 

 Correspondingly, bringing the ‘becoming visible’ of the seen into the glance is not to take 
substantive sensualities, nor atomic sense data or a reason-oriented transcendentalism as a 
starting point. Rather, it requires considering the  process  of sensual experience of the entwined 
and embodied world-situated experiencing within a horizon and Gestalt figure-back-ground. 

 For Merleau-Ponty, perceiving and seeing is not holding an object egological with a fron-
tational glance in a re-presentational way. Rather, the perceiver is embedded and delivered 
over to a field of the sensible and vision, which is structured in terms of the difference between 
things and colours, as a momentary crystallization of coloured being or visibility (Merleau-
Ponty  1995 : 132). 

 According to Merleau-Ponty, it is through a pre-cognitive multi-sensorial contact that the 
world appears within the perceptual field. Embodied visual sensing is mediating a pre-reflexive, 
yet active communion (Merleau-Ponty  1962 : 212) and thereby meanings. Moreover, sensual 
and especially visual perception re-creates or reconstitutes the world at every moment (ibid.: 
207). Seeing is not an act of the subject, but an event, which interplays between the one who 
sees, the visual and co-seeing in the sphere of visuality and performance. When we perceive 
things, we are constantly sensitive not only to what we perceive, but also, and essentially, 
to how well our experience measures up to our perceptual needs and desires. As sensing is 
embedded and related to a horizon of meaning, visual sensing and its making of sense are bound 
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by historical and cultural perspectives as well as social practices. Therefore, the seeing body and 
the embodiment of senses are always already culturally mediated (Merleau-Ponty  1995 : 147) 
and to make visible cannot be conceived without (reflecting) a specific order of visibility and 
field of indeterminate vision, which is then endowed with meaning (Merleau-Ponty  1962 : 5, 
9). The glance is itself an incorporation of the one who sees and searches into a given visibility, 
to which s/he always already belongs. 

 For Merleau-Ponty, embodied perception, vision, consciousness and the world are all intri-
cately intertwined. Focus on bodily experiences and embodiment not as ‘objects’ or ‘represen-
tations’, but as constitutive and ‘open’ media led Merleau-Ponty to an anti-foundationalism, 
anti-essentialism and non-dualism, and philosophy of ambiguities. These orientations character-
ize his non-reductionistic approach and post-metaphysical ontology of visibility. The patterns 
of meaningful being and action, as base or media for visuality, exist neither in the mind nor 
in the external world. They are neither subjective nor objective, but constitute rather a kind 
of world  in between , an inter-relationality of individual, social and trans-subjective practices. It 
is this ‘between’ within an ongoing continuity of ourselves, others and the natural world in 
what Merleau-Ponty calls ‘flesh’ that needs to be considered to understand vision, as both are 
enfolded ontologically.   

 Vision and chiasmic fl esh: the invisible in organization 

 For Merleau-Ponty, habitual ways of seeing and vision – entwined with other senses, espe-
cially touch – belong to a certain style or mode of fl eshly being and primordial expression. 
Metaphorically, this elemental fl esh refers to a textile or common connective tissue. As such, 
it mediates between exterior and interior horizons as well as functions as an ‘anonymous vis-
ibility’ (Merleau-Ponty  1995 : 131, 142). Thus, this elemental being manifests a kind of invisible 
ontological processual ‘foundation’ out of which things, selves and others arise in reciprocal 
relations in search for an expression. This reversible dynamic inter-relationship and its in(ter)-
between of fl esh is processed and described by Merleau-Ponty with the post-dichotomous meta-
phor of chiasm. Derived from the Greek letter ‘ chi ’ (ℵ), chiasm implies a criss-crossing structure, 
as is found at the point in the brain where the optic nerves from the right visual fi eld cross to 
the left side and vice versa. Since these perception-enabling nerves are not photosensitive, they 
‘create hidden blind spots in the periphery of our fi eld of vision before the chiasm reversibly 
rejoins the two sides of the visual fi eld in one unifi ed visibility’ (Cataldi  1993 : 73). The chiasm in 
Merleau-Ponty’s thinking is a point of diffraction and a mediating link between different sides, 
like a connecting lacuna of intersection, i.e. giving and taking that constitutes all perception and 
communication without a fi nal synthesis (Merleau-Ponty  1995 : 143). 

 Metaphorically, the affective chiasm is like a wave that encounters sand at the seashore before 
flowing back to the sea. Through a constantly reversible flow, they form an interlaced circu-
lar movement; each advances by turn, folding over and coiling back through divergence and 
overlap(ping) as an ‘identity-encompassing-difference’ (Dillon  1988 : 159). Within this fabric 
of experience or ‘flesh’ pre-personal, personal and interpersonal dimensions are processed and 
serve as a milieu of visibility; ‘the place of emergence of a vision’ (Merleau-Ponty  1995 : 272). In 
this way, flesh serves as a reflexive sensibility of things (Carman  2008 : 123). It carries or mediates 
the perceptibility of the environment and of ourselves as perceivers simultaneously. The inter-
twining and reversible chiasm of the visibility of vision is much the same as the tangibility of 
touch. Even more, flesh sensibly reflects the exposure of anything to which the world itself can 
be exposed and related in experience, including the bodily sense or experience of motor inten-
tionality and movement, as well as the inter-folding of things and words, language and meaning. 
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 Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology and indirect, chiasmic ‘inter-ontology’ not only allows 
understanding of phenomena and its ambiguous visibility as multiform and multivalent. His 
philosophy also makes it possible to integrate both: a critical post-representational episte-
mology of the eye-world-contact and practices of pre-cognitive, moving-touching gestures. 
Accordingly, the space of vision both surrounds us and passes through us. Phenomena meet our 
embodied eyes in such ways of expressing or speaking as if they are looking upon us, as if objects 
stare back while we look at them (Elkins  1996 ). 

 As perceivers, therefore, we partake in the ‘enfleshed visible’ that makes us see and be 
seen, but, crucially, the medium that brings this reversible relation about remains hidden. For 
Merleau-Ponty, this invisible is not only part of being in the visible; it is also what makes 
visible or visibility possible in the first place. Specifically, there are two interrelated forms 
of invisibilities (Al-Saji  2009 ): on the one hand, there is the invisibility of the historical and mate-
rial genesis of vision and, on the other hand, there are what Merleau-Ponty call ‘the invisibles 
of the visible’ ( 1964 : 181), which concern the formal conditions of how objects appear to us, 
like colour, line, depth and movement, themselves conditioned through social structures and 
hierarchies of power. Thus, the invisible is not a transcendental or mystical realm, but rather the 
effaced medium, through which vision is realized, like the seeing-enabling blind spot in the eye. 
Therefore, the invisible is not simply something visible that happens to be contingently away 
from sight. Rather, the invisible is what is given, without being an ‘object’. Both the visible and 
invisible are like a crossing-over ‘fold’ in Being, as Merleau-Ponty explains, ‘the invisible is a 
hollow in the visible a fold’ ( 1995 : 235); therefore, the invisible is intrinsic to the visible. 

 How the invisible accompanies or makes something visible is present also in organizing 
and organization. For Cooper, in all acts of form-making in organizing, what is visible and 
communicable is a ‘pre-sense’ of an originary absence: ‘it is the vague sensing of an invisible 
that lies beyond – and yet within – all the visible, positive objects and forms that make up the 
visuality of our everyday being’ (2006: 63). Thus, ‘vision is always constituted by that which it 
is not’ (ibid.: 64). An illustrating example of this neutral omnipresence and latency is the very 
co-organizing white space of this page, on which this very text has been written and which you 
read at this moment. Here meaning and visibility of meaning is co-constituted by the present 
absence conveyed b e t w e e n letters and lines. 

 In the same vein, according to the theory of social systems (Luhmann  1986 : 180), organiza-
tions are fundamentally grounded in a paradox: they continuously require both to visibilize 
and to invisibilize the alternativity of processes in order to allow for interconnectivity between 
them. For example, as Schoeneborn ( 2008 ,  2010 ) found in an empirical case study of a proj-
ect organization in a globally operating business consulting firm, vast inherently constitutive 
contingencies were disguised or made opaque to non-participants (i.e. ‘hiding the elephant’). 
As he showed, all that remains after a project has been completed is a collection of highly 
condensed PowerPoint documents, manifesting narratives that focused on consistency, e.g. ‘best 
practices’ or ‘success stories’, rather than contingency, e.g. doubts, mistakes or alternative paths. 

 Visualizing the invisible can be approached instrumentally or critically. Following an instru-
mental orientation visualizing of intangibles can be analysed. These refer to assets or resources, 
intellectual capital or cognitive property, but also unconscious structures and processes, which 
are identified, measured, reported and thus appropriated for their economic benefits (Epstein 
and Mirza  2005 ; Kristandl and Bontis  2007 ; Zambon and Marzo  2007 ). However, as Davison 
and Warren ( 2009 ), showed, a visual analysis of intangible values is not reflected in accounts and 
accounting. A more critical approach refers to the dynamics of visible and especially invisible 
social identities in organizations, such as religion, national origin, social group memberships, 
illness or sexual orientation, and how they influence and complicate workplace interactions, 
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especially in relation to stigmatization (Clair  et al .  2005 ). Furthermore, there exists an invisibili-
zation of banalized suffering of employees in relation to their intensified work, for example, not 
being able to cope with or the fear of losing one’s job as part of the precariousness of existence 
in an intrinsically pathogenic, neoliberal society (Deranty  2008 : 458–459). 

 The visual field of and in organizations, then, is not only a means for knowing the world, but 
also the invisible and preconceived ideas, beliefs and ideologies are always already present in the 
act of bodily seeing and embodied regimes of visibility.   

 Some implications for organization studies  

 Theoretical and political 

 Research is using lenses to perceive, frame, make distinctions and to ask different kinds of 
questions, develop research designs and pursue empirical studies related to phenomena or 
meta-studies. Lenses are sharpening fi lters of seeing and theorizing that select, categorize and 
interpret experiences, empirical fi ndings and theories. Importantly, as we have seen, lenses are 
not passive neutral tools, but play an active, shaping role. They need to be seen in a network 
of lens relationships as part of a meta-theoretical integral approach to knowledge (Edwards 
 2010 ). By providing the means for an emancipatory visibilization via the act of ‘seeing through’, 
theory functions as an interrogative tool for seeing, i.e. for insights. They can function as an 
intermediary; an opportunity for practitioners to see beyond the current horizon of their own 
practice and expand the existing practice in new directions and explore new ways of doing, 
saying and being (Eikeland and Nicolini  2011 ). 

 Critical research on vision in organization explores how specific visual experiences, meanings 
and corresponding practices are discriminated, marginalized, degraded or ignored, excluded, 
dominated or subordinated, exploring how visual strategies are used to achieve and maintain 
power and control (e.g. Warhurst  et al .  2012 ). This implies critically considering the ordering 
and normalizing of disciplinary techniques or governing functional and instrumental orienta-
tions within the organizational system. Interrogating the visual and the invisible in relation 
to organizations needs to include a critical investigation of how organizational members see 
(or not) ideological biases or power relations that arise in the construction and dissemination of 
visual representations or communication, like websites or blogs in daily life (see, for example, 
Elliott and Robinson,  Chapter 17 , this volume). 

 Furthermore, the conceptualization of vision as part of the ‘political life of sensation’ (Panagia 
 2009 ) that phenomenology affords thus opens space for a potential reconfiguration of the sen-
sible. A phenomenological look at vision helps in re-interrogating the sensory world (Porcello 
 et al .  2010 ), which implies understanding senses as complex and perplexing phenomena anew. 
Recognizing them both in their own right and as guide, a phenomenological exploration and 
disclosure can contribute to moving towards a regained integral sensorial culture, considering 
fascinating new developments such as ambient intelligence (Verbruecken  2003 ). This kind of 
sense-constituted culture is particularly relevant, for example, for experiential workspaces as 
characterized by dynamic mutability, emergent norms and epistemic openness (Talero  2008 ).   

 Methodological 

 A sensually oriented methodology can contribute to visual possibilities and interpretations in orga-
nization studies (Warren  2002 ,  2008 ) and towards a more ‘seeing’ research (Prosser  2011 ). For collect-
ing and analysing embodied, sensuous pre-refl ective ‘data’, the integration of visual methodologies 
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and methods (Rose  2007 ), particularly videography, into research methodologies helps to study and 
present the visual experiences and processes, but also ‘unrepresentable’ dimensions of the invisible 
(Merchant  2011 ). Visual methods can help to capture embodied fi eldwork; they complement and 
extend written and spoken textual forms, thereby ‘enabling the researcher to refl ect more deeply on 
their embodied and emotional experience in the fi eld in relation to other social actors’ (Kunter and 
Bell  2006 : 192). Thus, they facilitate the collection, interpretation and communication of insights 
and fi ndings about organizational phenomena in more inclusive and accessible ways. 

 Other methodological possibilities opened up by a phenomenological stance towards the 
visual include an ‘art of visual inquiry’ (Knowles  et al .  2007 ), employing images and art forms 
as part of the inquiry process and representation, including photography, painting, installation 
art, collage, film or video, and sculpture. Where ‘method meets art’ in this way (Leavy  2009 ), 
researchers can include experimenting with alternative forms of expression and audio-visual 
possibilities, like image elicitation, photos, sounds, videos, scenes, stories, and so forth, some 
of which are discussed in this  Companion  (e.g. Berthoin Antal  et al .,  Chapter 16 ; Shortt  et al. , 
 Chapter 18 ; Stiles,  Chapter 14 ) and which were used in an empirical study that revealed phe-
nomenologically the embodied narrative practice of strategies (Küpers  et al .  2013 ).   

 Practical 

 Phenomenological seeing can be cultivated through an ‘education of attention’ (Ingold  2001 : 
139) with and to the body. Specifi cally, a critical phenomenology of visuality aims to cultivate 
an ability to see and explore embodied visual experiences ‘purposefully’ by deconstructing ele-
ments of images and reconstructing them in their social, environmental and cultural contexts 
(Campbell and Schroeder  2011 ). One important practical implication, therefore, refers to the 
ability to create, read and respond to visual images as active viewers, questioners and critical 
producers of meaning (Falihi and Wason-Ellam  2009 : 410). This entails a co-presence of verbal 
and visual literacies as interlacing modalities, which complement one another in the meaning-
making process. This learning to see implies developing attentive, connective and loving eyes 
(Pattison  2007 ). These organs are not only responsive and responsible, but also critical in being 
able to see what cannot be seen directly, while going beyond recognition towards nourishing 
otherness (Kelly  2001 : 219, 221), seeing the unseen, and to see differently. For example, experi-
ences of arresting aesthetic practices such as those discussed by Sørensen in his method of jux-
taposition ( Chapter 3 , this volume), and those described by Matilal and Höpfl  ( 2009 ) in their 
anti-narrative account of the Bhopal tragedy, contribute to a learning to ‘see with’ the body 
(Al-Saji  2009 : 391) – which is, in fact, the original meaning of intuition ( intueri ) – and which 
may overturn ossified attitudes and categories. Such aesthetic practices, especially as somaesthet-
ics (Shusterman 2008) may bring to new expressions previously unnoticed features of the world 
(Dillard-Wright  2011 : 210) or facilitate the reconfi guring of the territory of the visible, the 
thinkable and the possible (Rancière  2004 : 41).    

 Conclusions  

 True philosophy consists in relearning to look at the world. 
 (Merleau-Ponty  1962 : xx)  

 This chapter has called for the body to be reinstated as an active medium of meaning in the 
experiencing and (re-)structuring of the visible, which, in turn, cannot be separated from the 
invisible. Based on a critique of epistemologies of the eye and showing the signifi cance of 
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seeing as practice, the phenomenological perspectives presented here offered possibilities for 
re-learning to look at and interact in the life-world of organizations differently. Importantly, 
vision needs to be seen not as compartmentalized or isolated, but can be reconceived in 
relation to and in the context of other embodied senses and their interplay as a sensorium. 
Phenomenologically, perception is a whole-body phenomenon and part of a dynamic, hybrid 
embodiment and supplementing inter-affects (Küpers  2013 ), sensing, gesturing, and seeing as 
well as saying, and acting. 

Vision then is more than just the visual, as it is inseparable from the aural, the tactile, the 
kinaesthetic, the temporal, and thus co-constituted by the entire bodily existence, synaesthetic 
perceptions and shared social experiences. Such interconnected understanding of senses can 
then become the processual base for an extended and more integral sense-making in embodied 
organizations (Küpers  2013a ). Foreseeably, the need to embrace this ‘new sensoriality’ and a 
further exploration of the sensory potential and forms of sensory cooperation in organizational 
and societal cultures will become even more important as the desire for more intensive experi-
ences and deeper meanings of employees in organizational life-worlds grow. Increasingly, it will 
become more significant to understand senses as rich, complex and perplexing phenomena, both 
in their own right and because of where they may guide us, moving towards a more sensorial 
culture (Verbruecken  2003 ) that will be strongly focused on all senses and their integration. 

 However, considering the complexities of current organizations and their systemic infrastruc-
tures, it remains important to realize that not all of what is involved in them can be understood 
and interpreted adequately by the senses and bodily or embodied visual processes alone. The 
corpus of the ‘corporation’ is more and different to what can be captured and shaped by sensual 
dimensions and visual experiences. Therefore, falling into a trap of a devaluing anti-ocularism is 
to be avoided as much as the fallacy of hypervaluing visualism. A critical approach for explor-
ing the intricacies of vision does not follow monocular scopic regimes, nor does it discursively 
collapse embodied vision into denaturalized visuality. Instead, it sees embodied vision and its 
meaning as part of an interdependent, caring interaction and ‘inter-visuality’ (Mirzoeff  2000 : 7) 
and as a creative interplay with present and possible conditionings of vision. To realize this kind 
of integration, there is a need to shift our attention from the individual to the enacted encounter 
and understanding of an affective ‘participatory sense-making’ (De Jaegher and Di Paolo  2007 ) 
and participatory spectatorship as a kind of ‘democracy of the eye’ (de Bolla  2003 ). 

 Because our bodily and visual involvement with things is indeterminate, we encounter mean-
ingful things in an interconnected and patterned, though ever open-ended world. Accordingly, 
what is made visible here is  pro-visional  in the double sense of providing or supplying the means for 
transmission and of being transient. Moving at the edge of vision between the visible and invisible, 
without losing sight of the potentiality to see new sights and creative insights, the re-visioning of 
vision can be part of rehabituated sensual culture and practice in organization. Such a re-vision 
may become a medium for envisioning different organization studies and practices, which inte-
grate sensual ways of relating towards a more sustainable, responsive and responsible organizing 
(Küpers  2012 ). If social and organizational change happens through ‘constantly negotiated imagi-
nary space’ (Michelis  2002 ), a re-visioned imagination can play an important role in developing 
new visibilities (Soussloff  1996 ) or visual possibilities within practices as well as cultivating embod-
ied and reflective embodied visions and visual cultures in organizations and beyond.     

 References 

    Adams ,  C.   ( 2004 )  ‘The ethical, social and environmental reporting–performance gap’ ,   Accounting, Auditing 
& Accountability Journal    17 :  731 – 757 .  



Wendelin Küpers

30

    Al-Saji ,  A.   ( 2009 )  ‘A phenomenology of critical-ethical vision: Merleau-Ponty, Bergson, and the question 
of seeing differently’ ,   Chiasmi International    11 :  375 – 398 .  

    Belkaoui ,  A.   ( 1987 )   Inquiry and Accounting  ,  Connecticut :  Greenwood Press .  
    Belova ,  O.   ( 2006 )  ‘The event of seeing: a phenomenological perspective on visual sense-making’ ,   Culture 

and Organization    12 :  93 – 107 .  
    Birchall ,  C.   ( 2011 )  ‘Introduction to “secrecy and transparency”: the politics of opacity and openness’ , 

  Theory, Culture & Society    28 :  7 – 25 .  
    Bloomfi eld ,  B.   and   Vurdubakis ,  T.   ( 1997 )  ‘Visions of organisation and organisations of vision: the repre-

sentational practices of information system’ ,   Accounting, Organizations and Society    22 :  639 – 668 .  
    Brighenti ,  A.   ( 2007 )  ‘Visibility: a category for the social sciences’ ,   Current Sociology    55 :  323 – 342 .  
    Brown ,  J.   ( 2010 )  ‘Accounting and visual cultural studies: potentialities, challenges and prospects’ ,   Accounting, 

Auditing & Accountability Journal    23 :  482 – 505 .  
    Campbell ,  N.   and   Schroeder ,  J.E.   ( 2011 )  ‘Visual culture’ , in    D.   Southerton    (ed.)   Encyclopedia of Consumer 

Culture  ,  Thousand Oaks, CA :  Sage ,  1506 – 1510 .  
    Carman ,  T.   ( 2008 )   Merleau-Ponty  ,  London and New York :  Routledge .  
    Cataldi ,  S.   ( 1993 )   Emotion, Depth, and Flesh: A Study of Sensitive Space Refl ections on Merleau-Ponty’s 

Philosophy of Embodiment  ,  Albany, NY :  SUNY Press .  
    Clair ,  J.A.  ,   Beatty ,  J.E.   and   MacLean ,  T.L.   ( 2005 )  ‘Out of sight but not out of mind: managing invisible 

social identities in the workplace’ ,   Academy of Management    30 :  78 – 95 .  
    Cooper ,  R.   ( 2006 )  ‘Making present: autopoiesis as human production’ ,   Organization    13 :  59 – 81 .  
    Coulson-Thomas ,  C.   ( 1992 )  ‘Strategic vision or strategic con?: Rhetoric or reality?’ ,   Long Range Planning   

 25 :  81 – 89 .  
    Dale ,  K.   ( 2000 )   Anatomising Embodiment and Organisation Theory  ,  Basingstoke :  Palgrave .  
    Dale ,  K.   and   Burrell ,  G.   ( 2003 )  ‘An-aesthetics and architecture’ , in    A.   Carr    and    P.   Hancock    (eds)   Art and 

Aesthetics at Work  ,  London :  Palgrave ,  155 – 173 .  
    Daston ,  L.   and    Galison ,  P.    ( 2007 )   Objectivity  ,  New York :  Zone Books .  
    Davison ,  J.   ( 2011 )  ‘Barthesian perspectives on accounting communication and visual images of professional 

accountancy’ ,   Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal    24 :  250 – 283 .  
    Davison ,  J.   and   Warren ,  S.   ( 2009 )  ‘Imag[in]ing accounting and accountability’ ,   Accounting, Auditing & 

Accountability Journal    22 :  845 – 857 .  
    de Bolla ,  P.   ( 1996 )  ‘The visibility of visuality’ , in    T.   Brennan    and    M.   Jay    (eds)   Vision in Context: Historical 

and Contemporary Perspectives on Sight  ,  New York :  Routledge ,  63 – 79 .  
    ——  ( 2003 )   The Education of the Eye: Painting, Landscape and Architecture in Eighteenth-Century Britain  , 

 Stanford, CA :  Stanford University Press .  
    de Cock ,  C.  ,   Baker ,  M.   and   Volkmann ,  C.R.   ( 2011 )  ‘Financial phantasmagoria: corporate image-work in 

times of crisis’ ,   Organization    18 :  153 – 172 .  
    De Jaegher ,  H.   and Di   Paolo ,  E.   ( 2007 )  ‘Participatory sense-making: an enactive approach to social cogni-

tion’ ,   Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences    6 :  485 – 507 .  
    Dejours ,  C.   ( 2003 )   L’évaluation du travail à l’épreuve du reel  ,  Paris :  INRA .  
    Deranty ,  J.   ( 2008 )  ‘Work and the precarisation of existence’ ,   European Journal of Social Theory    11 :  443 – 463 .  
    Dillard-Wright ,  D.B.   ( 2011 )  ‘Figurations of the ecstatic: the labor of attention in aesthetic experience’ , 

  Janus Head    12 :  203 – 221 .  
    Dillon ,  M.   ( 1988 )   Merleau-Ponty’s Ontology  ,  Bloomington :  Indiana University Press .  
    Edwards ,  M.G.   ( 2010 )   Organizational Transformation for Sustainability: An Integral Metatheory  ,  New York : 

 Routledge .  
    Eikeland ,  O.   and   Nicolini ,  D.   ( 2011 )  ‘Turning practically: broadening the horizon’ ,   Journal of Organizational 

Change Management    24 :  164 – 174 .  
    Elkins ,  J.   ( 1996 )   The Object Stares Back: On the Nature of Seeing  ,  New York :  Harvest Books .  
    Eppler ,  M.J.   and   Platts ,  K.   ( 2009 )  ‘Visual strategizing’ ,   Long Range Planning    42 :  42 – 74 .  
    Epstein ,  B.   and   Mirza ,  A.   ( 2005 )   IAS 2005: Interpretation and Application of International Accounting and 

Financial Reporting Standards  ,  Hoboken, NJ :  Wiley .  
    Falihi ,  A.   and   Wason-Ellam ,  L.   ( 2009 )  ‘Critical visuality: on the development of critical visual literacy for 

learners’ empowerment’ ,   The International Journal of Learning    16 :  409 – 418 .  
    Foster ,  H.   ( 1988 )   Vision and Visuality  ,  Seattle, WA :  Bay Press .  
    Foucault ,  M.   ( 1977 )   Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison  ,  London :  Penguin .  
    Fuery ,  P.   and   Fuery ,  K.   ( 2003 )   Visual Cultures and Critical Theory  ,  London :  Hodder Arnold Publications .  
    Gombrich ,  E.H.   ( 1996 )   The Essential Gombrich: Selected Writings on Art and Culture  ,  London :  Phaidon .  



Between the visible and the invisible

31

    Goodwin ,  C.   ( 1994 )  ‘Professional vision’ ,   American Anthropologist    96 :  606 – 33 .  
    ——    ( 1995 )  ‘Seeing in depth’ ,   Social Studies of Science    25 :  237 – 74 .  
    Heidegger ,  M.   ( 1962 )   Being and Time  ,  New York :  Harper & Row .  
    ——  ( 1977 [1938] )  ‘The age of the world picture’ , in   The Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays  , 

 New York :  Harper .  
    Hines ,  R.   ( 1988 )  ‘Financial accounting: in communicating reality, we construct reality’ ,   Accounting, 

Organizations and Society    13 :  251 – 261 .  
    Ingold ,  T.   ( 2001 )  ‘From the transmission of representations to the education of attention’ , in    H.   Whitehouse    

(ed.)   The Debated Mind: Evolutionary Psychology versus Ethnography  ,  Oxford :  Berg ,  113 – 153 .  
    Jay ,  M.   ( 1993 )   Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought  ,  Berkeley : 

 University of California Press .  
    ——  ( 2002 )  ‘That visual turn’ ,   Journal of Visual Culture    1 :  87 – 92 .  
    Jütte ,  R.   ( 2005 )   A History of the Senses: From Antiquity to Cyberspace  ,  Cambridge, UK :  Polity Press .  
    Kavanagh ,  D.   ( 2004 )  ‘Ocularcentrism and its others: a framework for metatheoretical analysis’ ,   Organization 

Studies    25 :  445 – 464 .  
    Kelly ,  O.   ( 2001 )   Witnessing: Beyond Recognition  ,  Minneapolis :  University of Minnesota Press .  
     Knowles  ,   J.G.   ,    Luciani  ,   T.   ,    Cole  ,   A.L.    and    Neilsen  ,   L.    (eds) ( 2007 )   The Art of Visual Inquiry  ,  Halifax, Nova 

Scotia/Toronto, Ontario, Canada :  Backalong Books/Centre for Arts-Informed Research .  
    Kristandl ,  G.   and   Bontis ,  N.   ( 2007 )  ‘Defi ning intangible assets and intellectual capital’ ,   Management Decision   

 45 :  1510 – 1524 .  
    Kunter ,  A.   and   Bell ,  E.   ( 2006 )  ‘The promise and potential of visual organizational research’ ,   M@n@gement   

 9 :  177 – 197 .  
    Küpers ,  W.   ( 2012 )  ‘Integral response-abilities for organising and managing sustainability’ , in    G.   Eweje    and 

   M.   Perry    (eds)   Business and Sustainability, Concepts, Stratergies and Changes, Critical Studies on Corporate 
Responsibility, Governance and Sustainability, Volume 3  ,  London :  Emerald ,  25 – 58 .  

    Küpers ,  W.   ( 2013a )  ‘Phenomenology of embodied senses and “sense-making” and the making of sense in 
organisational culture’ ,   International Journal of Work, Organization and Emotion  , Special issue on: ‘Sensually 
exploring culture and effect at work’,  Emotion, Embodiment, Research  6 (forthcoming).  

    Küpers ,  W.   ( 2013 )  ‘Inter-passion – embodied affect in organisational life-worlds’ ,   Critical Horizons – A 
Journal of Philosophy and Social Theory   (forthcoming).  

    Küpers ,  W.  ,   Mantere ,  S.   and   Statler ,  M.   ( 2013 )  ‘Strategy as storytelling: a phenomenological exploration 
of embodied narrative practice’ ,   Journal for Management Inquiry    22 ( 1 ):  83 – 100 .  

    Larwood ,  L.  ,   Falbe ,  C.M.  ,   Kriger ,  M.P.   and   Miesling ,  P.   ( 1995 )  ‘Structure and meaning of organization 
vision’ ,   Academy of Management Journal    85 :  740 – 769 .  

    Leavy ,  P.   ( 2009 )   Method Meets Art: Arts-Based Research Practice  ,  New York :  Guilford Press .  
    Lehman ,  C.   and   Tinker ,  T.   ( 1987 )  ‘The “real” cultural significance of accounts’ ,   Accounting, Organizations 

and Society    12 :  503 – 522 .  
    Luhmann ,  N.   ( 1986 )  ‘The autopoiesis of social systems’ , in    F.   Geyer    and    J.   van    der Zouwen (eds) 

  Sociocybernetic Paradoxes: Observation, Control and Evolution of Self-Steering Systems  ,  Berkeley, CA :  Sage , 
 172 – 192 .  

    Matilal ,  S.   and   Höpfl  ,  H.   ( 2009 )  ‘Accounting for the Bhopal Disaster: footnotes and photographs’ , 
  Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal    22 ( 6 ):  953 – 972 .  

    McKinlay ,  A.   and   Starkey ,  K.   ( 1998 )   Foucault, Management and Organization Theory: From Panopticon to 
Technologies of Self  ,  London :  Sage .  

    Merchant ,  S.   ( 2011 )  ‘The body and the senses: visual methods, videography and the submarine sensorium’ , 
  Body & Society    17 :  53 – 72 .  

    Merleau-Ponty ,  M.   ( 1962 )   Phenomenology of Perception  ,  London :  Routledge .  
    ——  ( 1964 )   Eye and Mind, The Primacy of Perception  , trans.    James M.   Edie   ,  Evanston :  Northwestern 

University Press .  
    ——  ( 1995 )   The Visible and the Invisible  ,  Evanston :  Northwestern University Press .  
    Messaris ,  P.   ( 1997 )   Visual Persuasion: The Role of Images in Advertising  ,  London :  Sage .  
    Michelis ,  A.   ( 2002 )  ‘Art histories and visual culture studies’ ,   The Year’s Work in Critical and Cultural Theory   

 9 :  175 – 195 .  
    Milne ,  M.J.  ,   Kearins ,  K.   and   Walton ,  S.   ( 2006 )  ‘Creating adventures in wonderland: the journey metaphor 

and environmental sustainability’ ,   Organization    13 :  801 – 839 .  
    Mirzoeff ,  N.   ( 2000 )  ‘Introduction: the multiple viewpoint – diasporic visual cultures’ , in    N.   Mirzoeff    (ed.) 

  Diaspora and Visual Culture  ,  London :  Routledge .  



Wendelin Küpers

32

    Mitchell ,  W.J.T.   ( 1994 )   Picture Theory  ,  Chicago :  University of Chicago Press .  
    ——  ( 2005a )  ‘There are no visual media’ ,   Journal of Visual Culture    4 :  257 – 266 .  
    ——  ( 2005b )   What Do Pictures Want? The Lives and Loves of Images  ,  Chicago :  Chicago University Press .  
    Oswick ,  C.   ( 1996 )  ‘Insights into diagnosis: an exploration using visual metaphors’ , in    C.   Oswick    and 

   D.   Grant    (eds)   Organisation Development :  Metaphorical Explorations  ,  London :  Pitman ,  137 – 153 .  
    Panagia ,  D.   ( 2009 )   The Political Life of Sensation  ,  Durham and London :  Duke University Press .  
    Pattison ,  S.   ( 2007 )   Seeing Things, Deepening Relations with Visual Artefacts  ,  Canterbury :  SCM Press .  
    Porcello ,  T.  ,   Meintjes ,  L.  ,   Ochoa ,  A.M.   and   Samuels ,  D.   ( 2010 )  ‘The reorganization of the sensory world’ , 

  Annual Review of Anthropology    39 :  51 – 66 .  
    Prosser ,  J.   ( 2011 )  ‘Visual methodology toward a more seeing research’ , in    N.K.   Denzin    and    Y.S.   Lincoln    

(eds)   The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research  ,  Thousand Oaks, London and New Delhi :  Sage .  
    Rancière ,  J.   ( 2004 )   The Politics of Aesthetics: The Distribution of the Sensible  ,  New York :  Continuum .  
    Rose ,  G.   ( 2007 )   Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to the Interpretation of Visual Materials  ,  2nd ed .,  London : 

 Sage .  
    Schoeneborn ,  D.   ( 2008 )   Alternatives Considered But Not Disclosed: The Ambiguous Role of PowerPoint in 

Cross-Project Learning  ,  Wiesbaden :  Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften .  
    ——  ( 2010 )  ‘PowerPoint and the invisibility of contingency in project organizing’ ,  17 December 2010, IOU 

Working Paper No. 124 . Available at  http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1833943 .  
    Schroeder ,  J.   ( 2005 )   Visual Consumption  ,  London and New York :  Routledge .  
    Sennett ,  R.   ( 2008 )   The Craftsman  ,  New Haven :  Yale University Press .  
    Shusterman ,  R.   ( 2008 )   Body Conciousness: A Philosophy of Mindfulness and Somaesthatics  ,  New York : 

 Cambridge University Press .  
    Simpson ,  R.   and   Lewis ,  P.   ( 2005 )  ‘An investigation of silence and a scrutiny of transparency: re-examining 

gender in organization literature through the concepts of voice and visibility’ ,   Human Relations    58 : 
 1253 – 1275 .  

    Soussloff ,  C.M.   ( 1996 )  ‘The turn to visual culture: on visual culture and techniques of the observer’ ,   Visual 
Anthropology Review    12 :  77 – 83 .  

    Spoelstra ,  S.   ( 2009 )  ‘Organizational brilliance: on blinding visions in organizations’ ,   Journal of Organizational 
Change Management    22 :  373 – 385 .  

    Styhre ,  A.   ( 2010 )   Visual Culture in Organizations: Theory and Cases  ,  London :  Routledge .  
    Talero ,  M.   ( 2008 )  ‘The experiential workspace and the limits of empirical investigation’ ,   International 

Journal of Philosophical Studies    16 :  453 – 472 .  
    Tapscott ,  D.   and   Ticoll ,  D.   ( 2003 )   The Naked Corporation: How the Age of Transparency Will Revolutionize 

Business  ,  New York :  The Free Press .  
    Verbruecken ,  M.   ( 2003 )  ‘Towards a new sensoriality’ , in    E.   Aarts    and    S.   Marzano    (eds)   The New Everyday: 

Views on Ambient Intelligence  ,  Rotterdam, The Netherlands :  010 Publishers ,  54 – 59 .  
    Warhurst ,  C.  , van den   Broek ,  D.  ,   Hall ,  R.   and   Nickson ,  D.   ( 2012 )  ‘Great expectations: gender, looks and 

lookism at work’ ,   International Journal of Work, Organisation and Emotion    5 :  72 – 90 .  
    Warren ,  S.   ( 2002 )  ‘Show me how it feels to work here: using photography to research organizational 

aesthetics’ ,   ephemera: theory & politics in organization    2 :  224 – 245 .  
    ——  ( 2008 )  ‘Empirical challenges in organizational aesthetics research: towards a sensual methodology’ , 

  Organization Studies    19 :  559 – 580 .  
    Westley ,  F.R.   ( 1990 )  ‘Middle managers and strategy: micro-dynamics of inclusion’ ,   Strategic Management 

Journal    11 :  337 – 351 .  
    Zambon ,  S.   and   Marzo ,  G.   ( 2007 )   Visualizing Intangibles: Measuring and Reporting in the Knowledge Economy  , 

 Burlington, VT :  Ashgate .  
    Zyglidopoulos ,  S.   and   Fleming ,  P.   ( 2011 )  ‘Corporate accountability and the politics of visibility in “late 

modernity”’ ,   Organization    18 :  691 – 706 .      

http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1833943


33

      2

The visual organization 
 Barthesian perspectives    

    Jane   Davison      

 Roland Barthes is one of the great fi gures of late twentieth-century French philosophy and 
critical theory, a writer of gargantuan appetite for enquiry, encompassing linguistics, semiology, 
structuralism and post-structuralism, and its manifestations across a broad range of media, from 
verbal text to visual image and music, and from classical literature to architecture, fi lm, fashion 
and advertising. His work is largely concerned with the philosophy of communication, and not 
only ranges across a broad spectrum of communicative media, but also moves between opposite 
poles of scientifi c rationalism and creative pleasure. 

 In broad terms, Barthes’ work is driven by two main but contradictory impulses: science 
and pleasure. The first phase of his work is largely devoted to demystification and to a search 
for a science of communication, inspired by the linguistic enterprise of Saussure ( 1995  [1916]), 
and resulting in a formal semiology and the systems and patterns of  structuralism . The later phase 
is paradoxically characterized by a revival of hedonism that ‘seems to indulge in some of the 
mystifications he had effectively exposed’ (Culler  1983 : 99) and which privileges pleasure and 
creativity over scientific rationalism, in the movement known as  post-structuralism . 

 One of Barthes’ strengths lies in the provision of universal models and ways of thinking 
that may be fruitfully exploited in many domains, especially since they often take the form 
of loose frameworks and pointers rather than prescriptive guidelines. Barthes’ principal analyses 
of the visual image are to be found in four short essays translated in  Image, Music, Text  ( 1977 ) 
and in his work  Camera Lucida  ( La chambre claire ) (1980). This chapter discusses two of these 
models: ‘Rhetoric of the image’ ( 1982  [1964]) from his structuralist phase (where he suggests 
a framework based in  linguistics ,  denotation  and  connotation ) and  Camera Lucida  ( 1980 ) from his 
post-structuralist work (where he formulates a framework of the  Studium  – the realm of ratio-
nal codes – and the  Punctum  – more personal and subjective elements). In each case, discussion 
of the theoretical model is followed by visual semiotic readings of annual report front covers, 
guided by elements of Barthesian thought. ‘Rhetoric of the image’ is applied to three annual 
report front covers of professional accountancy firm Ernst & Young: dual messages are high-
lighted of a profession portrayed as simultaneously an art and a science, creative and measured, 
both business-aware and traditionally professional (Carnegie and Napier  2010 ). Accountancy 
is not often regarded as a ‘people business’, yet the intangible values of people are indicated to 
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be fundamental to accountancy.  Camera Lucida  is applied to the annual report front cover of a 
charity, and assists in revealing Oxfam’s crossroads of activity between the corporate and the 
charitable and between the developed and developing worlds, together with the manner in 
which the front cover photograph arouses our compassion.  

 Barthes’ ‘Rhétorique de l’image’ [‘Rhetoric of the image’]: 
linguistics, denotation, connotation 

 One of Barthes’ early short essays, ‘Rhetoric of the image’ ( 1982  [1964]), gives navigational tools 
for the analysis of visual images. ‘Rhetoric of the image’ concerns not fi ne art, but advertising 
images, of a similar  genre  to the promotional images that frame annual reports. In offering guid-
ance for the analysis of visual images, Barthes suggests a tripartite structure:  linguistics ,  denoted 
iconic image ,  connoted iconic image  ( 1982  [1964]: 32–37). 

  Linguistics  (ibid.: 37–41) is, for Barthes, a prime element of visual images in modern times. 
He reasons that, since the appearance of the book, few pictures in contemporary civilization are 
bereft of words, and the linking of image and text is almost  de rigueur . In mass communication, 
the linguistic message is omnipresent, as title, caption, speech bubble and so on. The linguistic 
message has two functions with regard to the (twofold) iconic message:  anchorage  and  relay . 
 Anchorage  is an effort to ‘fix the floating chain of signifieds’: as images are always polysemous, and 
the reader is able to choose some meanings and ignore others, text provides stability; it answers 
the question ‘what is it?’, elucidates, illuminates, directs, reduces uncertainty, but also reduces, 
controls and represses.  Relay  – more generally a feature of picture series such as cartoons, rather 
than isolated pictures – advances the action, and adds narrative and sequence and meanings that 
are not necessarily to be found in the image itself. 

 Barthes then divides the iconic part of the visual image into two signifying modes:  denota-
tion  and  connotation , which are inextricably interlinked.     Denotation  (ibid.: 42–46) is the analogical 
representation of external realities, their ‘natural being-there’, where the photograph comes the 
closest to providing a literal imitation without transformation. The denoted image is descriptive 
and dis-intellectualized. However, this notion of pure denotation remains largely an idealistic 
aspiration, as even the denoted image is coded, by conventions (for example, perspective) and 
choice (what is included and excluded), and can present a false innocence, such that ‘The more 
technology develops the diffusion of information (and notably of images), the more it provides 
the means of masking the constructed meaning under the appearance of the given meaning’ 
(ibid.: 46).  

  Connotation  (ibid.: 46–51) is the realm of symbolic associations and codes, which may, 
for example, be  practical ,  national ,  cultural  or  aesthetic , terms that Barthes does not define. The 
interpretation of these codes will vary according to the reader, but there will be a body of recog-
nizable signs and stereotypes. Barthes suggests that rhetorical figures may be apprehended in the 
icon as formal relations of elements, of which the most common could be said to be  metonymy  
and  repetition . 

 Barthes illustrates his model by reference to a Panzani pasta advertisement. The iconic mes-
sage  denotes  a string bag, vegetables, packets of pasta and a tin of sauce. These objects are signi-
fiers,  and  at the same time furnish the signifieds of  denotation . The visual message is thus to some 
degree uncoded (and therefore cross-cultural) in a formal sense; it requires little from the viewer 
other than basic knowledge bound up with perception. Barthes further suggests that the ele-
ment of  denotation  in the image ‘disintellectualizes the message’ in furnishing a ‘natural being-
there of objects’, apparently suffused with innocence. However, the iconic message at the same 
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time transmits  connoted messages , which Barthes interprets as follows: the half-open bag connotes 
an idyll of fresh domestic shopping and preparation; the tomato, pepper and tri-coloured hues 
of the poster evoke ‘Italianicity’ in tourist stereotypes; the composition of the image recalls the 
artistic convention of ‘still-life’; finally, the labels together with the caption connote the medium 
of advertising. The connoted message depends more than the denoted message on levels of prac-
tical, national, cultural and aesthetic knowledge.   

 Ernst & Young  Annual Review  front covers  1   

 The following analysis takes three front covers of an international professional accountancy 
fi rm and provides a detailed study of their intermingled signals of the fi rm’s activities guided by 
‘Rhetoric of the image’ (Barthes  1982  [1964]). 

 Ernst & Young’s 2005  Annual Review  front cover is a complex construction that lies between 
snapshot, studio photograph, documentary record, promotional image and work of art. Apart 
from the titular information, its  linguistics  are twofold. A caption ‘WHAT PEOPLE CAN DO’, 
where ‘PEOPLE’ is highlighted in a different colour, underscores the role played by the firm’s 
human resources, an invisible intangible in the firm’s accounts. Additionally, and more interest-
ingly, the cover deliberately retains the linguistic traces of a mass-produced Kodak film negative, 
with its brand name, film type and numbering; while being the carefully constructed photo-
graph of photographs, and further example of  mise en abyme  (Dällenbach  1977 ), these traces 
convey an impression of untouched amateur snapshot authenticity (Schroeder  2008 ). 

 As photographs, there is a strong  denotative  element to the icons; they provide a variety of 
visual portraits (faces, hands, upper torsos, full length), sometimes only partially seen, sometimes 
singly, sometimes in pairs or threes, of mixed ethnicity and carefully balanced gender, but exclu-
sively of young people, in City garb or conventional casual dress. From their poses, the photo-
graphs also  denote  movement and enjoyment. Despite their verbal anonymity, the presumption 
is that they represent the firm’s staff. 

 The  connoted  message is that the Ernst & Young workplace is dynamic, young and presents 
equal opportunities. It is a cliché that the accounting profession has suffered from a stereotypi-
cal image of dullness, parodied by John Cleese; research has investigated the ways in which 
accounting firms and professional institutes have more recently endeavoured in their recruit-
ment literature to promote in its place an image of the ‘trendy and fun-loving accountant’ 
(Jeacle  2008 : 1296). The  Annual Review  offers the opportunity of constructing just such a visual 
identity (Davison  2010 ). Although the subjects are anonymous, they are numbered, but in a 
sequence that is left incomplete, and infers the existence of many more; they are members of 
a large team. There are intimations of the photo-booth, and, like  Identity  (Rideal  1985 ), the 
small images represent the kinship of everyday life, while simultaneously demonstrating the 
individuality of members of the group (Rideal  2005 : 10). At the same time, the presentation 
has resonances of Evans’ earlier parody of the banality of the passport photo  genre , entitled 
 Penny Picture  (1936). And yet the messages remain dual: the partying poses are tempered by 
the conventional dress (the significance of dress in the workplace is well recognized; see, for 
example, Rafaeli and Pratt  1993 ); the spontaneity is countered by the catalogued rows and the 
constructed nature of the image. 

 The front cover is moreover a metapicture, providing self-referential comment on the 
photographic medium; such metacommentary, or what Barthes would term  metatexte , is a 
general feature of twentieth-century art and literature. The presentation of the photographic 
portraits adds to the  connotations.  They are in black and white, for a long time considered to 
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be the medium of art photography (Badger  2007 ), and thus indicative of higher artistic status 
and quality; at the same time, in the digital age, this is an outmoded photographic form, yet one 
still used for high-quality results. Additional  connotations , therefore, are of tradition combined 
with quality. 

 In the photomontage that forms Ernst & Young’s 2006  Annual Review  front cover, the pho-
tographs, again in black and white, again  denote  a gendered mix of young people, through visual 
portraits of the face and upper torso. The emphasis on people is verbally articulated on the inner 
front page, again making prominent use of repetition: 

 People who demonstrate integrity, respect and teaming. 
 People with energy, enthusiasm and the courage to lead. 
 People who build relationships based on doing the right thing.   

 Here, however, a word is centre-stage, and has become a visual artefact, an object in its own right. 
Language is made visible, letters become images, but at the same time photographs become let-
ters, and thus the boundary between text and image is disturbed (Barthes  1982  [1964]; Mitchell, 
 1994 ). Behind the 11 letters of OPPORTUNITY have been transposed the portraits of seven 
individuals, sometimes straddling several letters, sometimes including blank areas, resulting in a 
sense of fragmentation, pluralism and multiple points of view. The fragmentation also infuses 
movement and contributes to a sense of narrative that overcomes the motionless nature of the 
photograph. Yet, paradoxically, these ‘photo-letters’ also have an air of frozen blocks, a frieze that 
has been turned to stone. 

 Almost in the manner of Magritte’s  Carte Blanche , the letters and portraits of the Ernst & 
Young front cover play visual hide and seek with the spectator. Barthes, whose  Le plaisir du texte  
( 1973 ) reminds readers and spectators of the sheer hedonistic pleasure of text, insisted on the 
pleasure provided by intermittence: ‘It is intermittence, as psychoanalysis has noted, that is erotic 
… the staging of appearance-disappearance’ (1973: 19). The people and words  denoted  in this 
front cover have been fused to  connote  the abstract and intangible quality of  opportunity , which 
needs to be recognized by client and professional adviser alike, thus stressing the business pro-
fessional role of accountancy (Carnegie and Napier  2010 ). The photomontage has emphasized 
opportunity, and simultaneously provided a visual metaphor of something that by its very nature 
is only half-seen. 

 Ernst & Young’s 2007  Annual Review  front cover puts Barthes’ visual figure of  metonymy  
to the fore in  denoting  two unassuming objects that are  connotative  of the firm’s identity: a dark-
coloured jacket hanging on a coat-hook that is utilitarian in character. This bare scenario is 
everyday, and spare, indeed spartan or even clinical. The  connotations , however, are again rich. 
Human presence is once more indicated, although now indirectly through absence, and through 
a male City dress code (Rafaeli and Pratt  1993 ); as in the photographic work of Walker Evans, 
garments epitomize their owners (Badger  2007 ). Moreover, the jacket and hook have the flavour 
of what the surrealists termed a ‘found object’, an everyday thing that signifies beyond its imme-
diate appearance, as in, for example the repetitive stuffed suits and ghostly, indeed ghastly, shop 
mannequins of Atget’s  Magasin, avenue des Gobelins  (1925). 

 The normality, security and stability of a reassuring and repetitive daily routine is inti-
mated; indeed, the coat-hook is a familiar symbol of order and belonging from early child-
hood schooldays. Repetition is associated with renewal, ritual and regeneration (Davison  2008 ; 
Eliade  1965 ). Interplay with the caption ‘Another day at the office …’  anchors  and reinforces the 
notion of daily repetition from past to present, strengthened still further by the ellipsis, which 
extends the routine into the future. The photograph of a static moment is thus given a temporal 
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 dimension through the  relay  function of a continuing narrative. The firm’s motto, stressing the 
intangible attribute ‘Quality in Everything We Do’, is exemplified in this photographic depiction 
of routine professionalism, which seems to revert to a traditional grey but trustworthy image of 
accountancy. 

 These three  Annual Review  front covers are a testament to the expressive powers of the 
visual image, and especially photography. Consistent patterns have emerged of antithetical 
messages regarding accountancy, which is portrayed as simultaneously an art and a science, 
creative and measured, dynamic yet reliable, spontaneous while constrained, alert to surprise 
and opportunity as well as being grounded in well-worn professional care and routine; it is 
shown as both business-aware and traditionally professional (Carnegie and Napier  2010 ). 
Accountancy is not often regarded as a ‘people business’, yet people, and their intellectual capi-
tal and associated qualities, are fundamental to accountancy; the front covers of their  Annual 
Reviews  have provided prime opportunities to communicate such abstract intangibles   

 Barthes’  La chambre claire  [ Camera Lucida ]: ‘ Studium ’ and ‘ Punctum ’ 

  Camera Lucida  is Barthes’ most extended analysis of the photograph. The text is a many-angled 
meditation; in part, it is also intensely autobiographical, in its anguished searching for a true 
image of his recently deceased mother. Warren ( 2005 ) refers to  Camera Lucida  in the context of 
visual elicitation. The following summarizes its key notions regarding the photograph, referring 
to  Camera Lucida ’s own section numbers in brackets.  2   

 Barthes notes the paucity of guidance regarding the interpretation of the photograph, 
which ‘eludes classification’ (Section 2, p. 14). There are books on photographic techniques, 
which are focused too narrowly, and books in historical and sociological traditions, which 
are written at too much of a distance (Section 2). In seeking a set of general principles, Barthes 
is torn between the discourses of sociology, semiology and psychoanalysis, but dissatisfied with 
them all and their essential reductionism (Section 3). 

 In finding himself, therefore, ‘“scientifically” bereft’ (Section 3, p. 20), he aims to sketch what 
he refers to as an ‘eidetic science of the Photograph’ (Section 8, p. 40), but without losing the 
power of emotion; he aims to follow a formal path of logic, but without losing the pathos 
and sentimentality inherent in the photograph (Section 8). He resolves to make himself the 
‘mediator for all Photography’, in order ‘to try to formulate the fundamental feature, the 
universal without which there would be no photography’ (Section 3, pp. 21–22). 

 He structures the practice of photography into three parts: the  Operator  is the photographer, 
the  Spectator  is the viewer and the  Spectrum  is the person or thing photographed (Section 4). 
Barthes is reticent on photography where the  Operator  and  Spectrum  are intentionally conflated 
(see, for example, the work of Cindy Sherman discussed in Harvey  1990 : 7–8). He uses the 
word  Spectrum  designedly, in that it contains the idea of ‘spectacle’ and, more disconcertingly, the 
notion of the ‘spectre’, or return of the dead, the absent presence in all photographs (Section 
4); here, he follows Sontag’s sense of the elegy of photographs, which she describes as all being 
 memento mori  (Sontag  1971 : 15). Barthes goes on to point out that the fact of posing further 
contributes to the lifeless nature of the  Spectrum ; the self becomes other, joins a social game, is 
inauthentic. The photographer fears this death, and does everything to make his photograph life-
like, perhaps by avoiding the formal pose, by posing outdoors rather than indoors, or by includ-
ing children (Section 5). 

 The current study is, like Barthes, unconcerned with the technical world of the  Operator , but 
takes the part of the  Spectator  to analyse the  Spectrum . Barthes distinguishes two elements within 
the  Spectrum:  the  Studium  and the  Punctum .  
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  Studium  

 The  Studium  refers to a recognizable body of information. Here, emotion is fi ltered by the ratio-
nal intermediary of codes, which might be political, ethical or cultural. It may be more or less 
stylized, depending on the photographer and is invested with the  Spectator ’s active consciousness 
(Section 10). The  Studium  follows conventions that are intentional on the part of the photog-
rapher and recognized by the  Spectator , a contract arrived at between creators and consumers 
(Section 11). It might, for example, provide an ethnological knowledge, such as details of dress 
or a social and historical record. The  Studium  derives from training, invites rational liking and 
polite interest. 

 In these ways, photography resembles painting. Yet, whereas in painting the referent may be 
memorized or imagined, in photography direct links are retained with the referent, so that, even 
when subsequently manipulated, photography possesses a super abundance of realism (Section 
12). Photography comes closer to the art of theatre, in its setting of a stage, posing of subjects, 
and in being the realm of the mask (Sections 13 and 15). Further, in attempting to defeat the 
inauthenticity of the pose, the photographer may contrive a variety of surprises: rarity value (for 
example, a man with two heads); capturing a moment (for example, a woman jumping out of a 
window); or contortions of technique (for example, superimpositions) (Section 14).   

  Punctum  

 The  Studium  and the  Punctum  exist as co-presences. The  Punctum  is a less rational, more personal 
and subjective element, which breaks or punctuates the conventional and coded harmony of 
the  Studium.  Rather than being actively sought, it rises from the scene and ‘pierces’ the  Spectator . 
It is a ‘wound … sting, little mark, little hole, small cut’ (Section 10, p. 49). It may be poignant, 
delightful, painful or thought-provoking (Section 10). The  Punctum  evades analysis (Section 
18), and is probably unintentional or only partly intentional; it is disturbing (Section 20). It 
is a moment of intense immobility, which is what distinguishes the photograph from the fi lm 
(Section 21). It is not coded; indeed, it cannot be put into words and is often revealed after the 
event when thinking back to a photograph and withdrawing it from the ‘critical claptrap’ that 
surrounds it (Section 22, p. 89). It may point to a subtle beyond, which takes the  Spectator  outside 
the frame (Section 23). 

 Yet there is more to the ‘eidos’ of photography, which Barthes set out to define, and again 
it is related to the fact that ‘Reference is the founding order of Photography’ (Section 32, 
p. 120). Near the beginning of  Camera Lucida , Barthes emphasizes the part played by sentiment 
in the photograph: ‘I was interested in photography only for sentimental reasons’ (Section 8, 
p. 42), and he returns to the theme near the end. Presence in photographs is never metaphoric; 
someone has seen the referent in its flesh and blood or concrete reality; that presence is resur-
rected through the alchemy of photographic chemistry or digital recreation (Sections 33 and 34) 
(see also Sontag  1971 ). The  Punctum  thus additionally consists of an apprehension of the defeat 
of time (Section 39). The resurrected photographic subject has the power of looking the  Spectator  
straight in the eye; yet this is an illusion, for the subject is not seeing the  Spectator , and is looking 
at no one. This ‘Look’ touches, arouses emotion, has a mysterious moral quality, which endows 
the photograph and its subject with life values, or with a soul, an aura of goodness (Section 45). 
The ‘Look’ may possess an affection, innocence or a sense of profound ‘goodwill’. 

 Barthes’ dual analysis of the photograph is thus invested with two sets of characteristics: 
one rational, coded and cultural ( Studium ), the other emotional, uncoded and personal ( Punctum ). 
It therefore provides a fitting framework for the examination of photographs provided as part of 
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the accountability statement of a charity, where, in addition to formalized and codified responsi-
bilities, more intangible and subjective qualities of ‘trust, emotion, social contracts and mutuality’ 
(Gray  et al.   2006 ) also necessarily enter into play.    

 Oxfam  Annual Review  front cover  3   

 Designing a front cover to the  Annual Review  that refl ects Oxfam’s complex cocktail of the 
charitable and the corporate, and captures Oxfam’s crossroads of activity between the developed 
and developing worlds, presents a rare challenge. Oxfam has created an arresting image for its 
front cover. The following detailed study, guided by Barthes’  Camera Lucida , examines the ways 
in which such interwoven messages of accountability can be interpreted as being signalled in 
the photograph. 

 The image, a colour photograph, is described inside the document as ‘New lessons from 
old bottle-tops’, and features a close-up of children from Kibera in Kenya learning to read and 
write with teaching aids recycled from old bottle-tops. The image appears to have been carefully 
composed by the  Operator  from the fact that the camera is above the table; this allows the camera 
additionally to capture the arms of a third child whose face is not seen, and give the  Spectator  
more of a sense of being present in the scene. In the hard copy, a circular part of the table has 
been cut out and replaced with a compact disc bearing similar but not identical images to those 
of the removed section. The  Spectator  is thus presented with a  Spectrum  consisting of people and 
things. Following Barthes, the analysis is concerned with the way in which the  Spectrum  may be 
received by the  Spectator.  The  Spectrum  may be analysed from two contrasting points of view: that 
of the  Studium  and that of the  Punctum .  

  Studium  

 The  Studium  is Barthes’ realm of recognizable codes, which might be political, cultural or ethical, 
among others. The codes are implicit in the human and inanimate elements of the Oxfam front 
cover photograph, and the interplay between them. Both the children and the objects portrayed 
convey ethical and cultural codes, which are considered in turn below.  

 People 

 The subjects are children. This immediately implies an ethical or charitable code, which 
is recognized across the globe and embedded in UN thinking and strategy. The UN 1948 
Convention recognizes that the child, by reason of his physical and mental immaturity, needs 
special safeguards and care (Addison  2002 ). The  Spectator  sees the faces of what appear to be 
a boy and a girl, in accordance with Oxfam’s stated advocacy of equality between the genders 
and improved access to education for girls. The children are dignifi ed, neither happy nor sad, in 
harmony with objectives of support through self-help, focus on rights and a sustainable liveli-
hood. Moreover, they are depicted as sharing their play or learning, in conformity with prin-
ciples of giving and cooperation. 

 There is, further, a cultural code attached to the children. From their physical appearance, they 
represent the children of Africa, and thus the recipients of much Oxfam funding. Their dress, on 
the other hand, is neither traditionally African nor obviously Western, but a mélange: the bright 
primary colours of the garb of the left-hand child could come from either culture; the large floral 
or leaf pattern of the right-hand child is perhaps more African in inspiration.   
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 Things 

 There are two contrasting sets of objects, and whose codes are intricate, cross-cultural and far-
reaching. The boy is playing with a small set of artefacts, which are not readily distinguishable. 
They appear varied and uneven in nature, but whether they are perhaps made of bone, metal 
or even dough cannot be discerned. Their purpose is also unclear; they might be a game, they 
might represent some religious symbol, or a system of writing or counting (see, for example, Jean 
 1987 ,  1989 ). However, despite being mysterious to Western eyes, they serve to represent some 
form of local culture, albeit a somewhat hackneyed image (‘It is no longer quite so easy to claim 
that there is nothing to ethnic art but knocking a couple of bones together’ (Eagleton  2003 : 
13)). In contrast, the bottle-tops, overwhelming in their standard multiplicity, proclaim their 
identity. Trifl ing on the surface, they are heavily and ambiguously laden with coded interpreta-
tions. Whether their source is local or Western is irrelevant; they are a concrete manifestation of 
Western industrial mass production. The bottle-tops are not anonymous, but bear the decipher-
able brand name and logo of ‘Pilsner’; thus, they represent the consumer culture of the Western 
corporate and retail sector. 

 To this is added a moral code. The image is one not only of plenty, but also of luxury, or 
even degeneracy. Yet this Western-style waste and excess is being recycled, and not to produce 
more of the same, but to be put to quite a different, educational purpose. A literacy project that 
uses bottle-tops rather than pen or paper, or indeed computers, is indicative of Oxfam’s cost-
effectiveness and innovation. Moreover, the soulless repetitive uniformity of the machine has 
been tempered by the human effort that has inscribed the uneven handwritten letters, thereby 
coming closer to the local culture. Messages of corporate social responsibility, ‘Green Oxfam’, 
mingle with charitable messages of educational aid; the developed world is intertwined with its 
developing counterpart. 

 As society in general, and corporations and NGOs, come under increasing moral and 
political pressure to minimize the wasteful use of resources (Jegers and Lapsley  2001 ), so is recy-
cling a recurring theme in contemporary art, and particularly the art of developing countries. 
A recent major exhibition (Hayward Gallery  2005 ) entitled  Africa Remix  displayed a number of 
contemporary works of art based on the notion of salvage, including an immense patchwork 
‘cloth of gold’ by the Ghanaian-born sculptor El Anatsui. Composed of thousands of aluminium 
and wire bottle-tops, the large ceremonial cloak is a prime example of a striking use of recycling, 
in transforming discarded materials. 

 The Oxfam bottle-tops’ letters are symbols  par excellence  of literacy, of systems of writing, and 
all the connotations of culture, history and civilization, including accounting and accountability. 
The letters are those of the western Roman alphabet, but whether the children are learning to 
write an African language in Roman characters or a European language is left unsaid. It is inter-
esting that primacy is given to letters rather than numbers, and hence to the qualitative rather 
than the quantitative. However, again, the status of the bottle-tops is ambiguous: they could well 
be seen as counters, and thus instruments of numeracy as well as literacy. From a philosophical 
stance, the alphabet is symbolic, for example, of the human desire to order, and of the manner in 
which thinking is necessarily and intrinsically linked with classification. As Barthes has observed, 
the alphabet is not neutral and represents a choice against other possible systems of classification; it 
is the classification of appropriation, particularly of knowledge and encyclopaedias (Barthes  1964 ). 

 The coded messages of the  Studium  of the photograph have thus engaged the  Spectator ’s 
rational consciousness and informed him or her of key elements of Oxfam’s accountability. 
Oxfam is symbolically shown to be engaged in both the corporate and NGO sectors, the 
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developed and developing worlds. The people and things of the  Studium  exemplify best practice 
(Edwards and Hulme  1995 ) and illustrate Oxfam’s stated goals.    

  Punctum   

  Punctum  at fi rst sight 

 The  Punctum  is Barthes’ more disturbing realm, which punctuates the more readily recognizable 
and accepted codes of the  Studium , by introducing sometimes incongruous elements. A fi rst 
interpretation might focus on the unusual manner in which, in the case of the Oxfam report, 
the codes are cracked literally by the cutting open of the front cover and insertion of a compact 
disc. Moreover, whether deliberately or not, the replacement picture on the compact disc does 
not co-relate precisely with the missing circle in subject matter or in colour. The sense of frag-
mentation is compounded by the disembodied arms, now additionally deprived of their hands. 
Such fragmentation, disjunction and plurality is typical of Western late modernity. Codes are also 
cracked metaphorically, as the two-dimensional convention of the photograph becomes three, 
and a real thing leaves the image to be present in the hands of the  Spectator . 

 Barthes has observed the rapprochement between photography and the dramatic arts, for 
example, in its use of staged sets and lighting ( Camera Lucida , Section 13). The Oxfam cover 
could be interpreted as having a theatrical, game-playing or magical dimension. Theatre is a live 
art, and in extracting the disc the  Spectator  becomes actively involved in the childish delights and 
game-play of pop-up books, hide and seek, jigsaws and finding the missing piece (Barthes  1973 ; 
Picard  1986 ). The  Spectator ’s sense of intrigue and mystery is aroused, together with the desire to 
explore this magic circle, its aperture itself symbolic of the photographer’s lens or even of secret 
doors to other worlds. 

 Through the compact video disc, the world of the front cover is expanded and takes 
the viewer outside the frame (Section 23). By handling and watching the video, the senses of 
touch and hearing are added to that of sight already involved in receiving the photograph. The 
disc is a concrete representative of the advanced information technology of Western society, and 
its distribution a sign of the general availability of computer hardware among those receiving 
the  Annual Review . To the two contrasting systems of communication of the photograph (the 
unidentified local artefacts and the bottle-tops) is added the high-technology communication of 
modern Western society. 

 In exploring further, the aperture or peephole at the centre of the disc becomes, on the 
disc’s removal, an enlarged circular window through which is seen a partial round section of 
the front cover photograph. The  Spectator ’s sense of order is satisfied, in finding that this is the 
missing piece that correctly fits the absent section of the front cover. On turning the page, 
the eye is led directly to two more circles, each presenting a different perspective of the globe. 
Both of the perspectives that have been selected focus on the developing parts of the world. 
The Oxfam message is thus expanded from Africa to all corners of the developing world. Once 
again, therefore, the Oxfam charitable programme has elements in common with the corporate 
sector. 

 Yet, on reflection, does this apparent  Punctum  at first sight conform to Barthes’ understand-
ing of this intuitive realm? As Barthes writes, often the  Punctum  is not revealed at first sight, but 
only when thinking back, eyes literally or metaphorically closed (Section 23). In retrospect, 
this carefully composed scene belongs rather to the  Studium , in its theatricality, trick elements 
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and coded messages. Barthes devotes one section under  Studium  in  Camera Lucida  to the pho-
tograph’s affinity with theatre (Section 13) and another to contrived surprises, or contortions 
of technique, such as superimpressions, deceptive blurring, deceptive perspectives and trick fram-
ing (Section 14).   

  Punctum  on refl ection 

 To reiterate from Barthes, the  Studium  and the  Punctum  exist as co-presences. The  Punctum  is a 
less rational, more personal and subjective element, which, rather than being actively sought, 
rises from the scene and ‘pierces’ the  Spectator . It is a poignant, delightful, painful or thought-
provoking moment of authenticity (Sections 10, 11 and 15). The  Punctum  evades analysis 
(Section 18), and is a moment of intense immobility (Section 21). It is not coded; indeed, it 
cannot be put into words. 

 It might be objected, therefore, that the  Punctum  does not lend itself to academic and 
rational discussion of organizational documents. Yet the fact of its occupying a more personal 
and affective terrain does not mean that the  Punctum  does not exist in such documents. Further, 
Barthes’ statement that it ‘evades analysis’ should not be interpreted as meaning that it is insus-
ceptible to analysis, but rather that it is more difficult to nail down in rational discourse; indeed, 
Barthes himself subjects the notion of  Punctum  to considerable careful analysis in  Camera Lucida . 
Finally, such a personal dimension is fitting to the NGO, where ‘trust, emotion, conscience, social 
contracts and mutuality all enter into the relationship’ (Gray  et al .  2006 : 335). 

 As Barthes says, the  Punctum  is often revealed when thinking back to a photograph and 
reliving it in a purely intuitive manner (Section 22). When thinking back to the Oxfam cover, 
the lasting image is that of the two children. Children are often said to represent philosophical 
and religious codes of innocence, of a fundamental belief in the goodness of humankind (see, for 
example, Rousseau  1968  [1782]; Jankélévitch  1986 ). From a photographic point of view, their 
innocence makes children good subjects, and helps to prevent what Barthes sees as the deathly 
nature of the pose and its potentially stale inauthenticity. One child looks up at the camera. Even 
though we know the child does not see us, as Barthes says, we suffer from the illusion that he is 
looking directly at us. Simultaneously, the private has become public, and the public is consumed 
privately (Section 40). This ‘Look’ (Section 46) pierces us with its appeal to raw sentiment. Here 
the charitable rather than the corporate is in ascendancy. 

 The Oxfam front cover photograph is a  tour de force  as a statement of the multiple nature 
of the non-governmental organization’s operations and advocacy. It fulfils all the functions 
of the photograph formulated by Barthes as being ‘to inform, to represent, to surprise, to cause, 
to signify, to arouse desire’ (Section 11, p. 51). It informs us of Oxfam’s activities, both represents 
and signifies its interwoven worlds, surprises us with high-technology hide and seek, causes us 
to think about Oxfam and the plight of those in the developing world, and provokes charitable 
instinct. As well as satisfying rational codes and expectations, it possesses more elusive qualities of 
surprise, magic and moral sensibility.     

 Summary 

 ‘Rhetoric of the image’ (Barthes  1982  [1964]) has been useful in steering an analysis of both 
 linguistics  and the  iconic  in Ernst & Young’s front covers, and demonstrating their often inextri-
cable intermingling and interdependence, as the words provide  anchoring  and  relay  to the more 
free-fl oating meaning of the visual. The notions of  denotation  and  connotation  are useful, together 
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with the seeking of codes, such as the  practical ,  national ,  cultural  and  aesthetic  suggested by Barthes. 
They have been used in other analyses of organizational images, for example, in US annual 
reports (Preston  et al .  1996 ), in magazine advertisements displaying accountants (Baldvinsdottir 
 et al .  2009 ) or in the bowler-hat branding of a British bank (Davison  2009 , 2012). Barthes’ 
 Camera Lucida  has provided a fi tting framework for the Oxfam image for the following reasons: 
the  Studium  has been useful in revealing the coded messages of Oxfam’s crossroads of activity 
between the corporate and the charitable and between the developed and developing worlds; the 
 Punctum  has provided insight into the manner in which the photograph arouses our compassion. 

 The sets of oppositions in the two models (see  Table 2.1 ) represent a shift in Barthes’ 
thinking. ‘Denotation’ and ‘connotation’ are useful in highlighting the distinction between 
representation (although even the apparent objectivity of representation needs to be treated 
with great care) and symbolism. ‘ Studium ’ is similar to ‘connotation’ in highlighting second-
ary messages. ‘ Punctum ’ is more difficult, but arguably also more interesting: its very personal 
and intuitive nature is beneficial for endeavouring to capture elusive moral qualities of trust, 
compassion or reputation, particularly in photographic communications related to issues of 
social conscience. While both Barthes’ models well suit figurative images, they are reticent on 
abstract art, and on areas of blurred definition, such as where photography and painting come 
together in collage, or in work where the  Operator  and  Spectrum  are intentionally conflated.  

 However, as Eagleton ( 2003 ) observes, no set of theoretical concepts can be all-embracing, 
and notwithstanding these limitations, the models have the potential for wide application. 
Barthes’ frameworks provide useful models for the analysis of organizational images since 
they encompass all manner of visual images from those of everyday media to fine art, provide 
elements of universal models, that are both structured and flexible, and give primacy to the inter-
pretative action of the viewer over that of the designer.   
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  1      Images available to view in Davison  2011 .  
  2      For the sake of keeping notes to a minimum, author’s paraphrases of the text in  La chambre claire  refer 

simply to section numbers. Quotations are translated by the author.  
  3      Images available to view in Davison  2007 .   

 Table 2.1   Oppositions in ‘Rhetoric of the Image’ and  Camera Lucida  

 Visual model  Term  Sense 

‘Rhetoric of the Image’ Denotation Description

 Connotation Symbolism

 Camera Lucida  Studium Rational codes

  Punctum Intuition
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The method of juxtaposition 
 Unfolding the visual turn in 

organization studies    

    Bent   M. Sørensen     

   In the most sophisticated critical works,   content and form are intimately linked 
 (Marcus and Fischer  1986 : 137)   

 For now we see through a glass, darkly 

 To state that we live in an image-saturated world borders on the trivial, and is obvious. The 
word obvious is defi ned in  Oxford English Dictionary  as ‘clearly visible’, but also as ‘banal’ and 
‘predictable’. So, we may ask, how can we pass the banal and the predictable, indeed the 
obvious, of the visual and render it intriguing again? A renewed engagement with the visual 
cannot, of course, take it at face value. What you see is very seldom what you get. However, 
this is not a function of late modernity being saturated, for some to the point of nausea, 
with images. In the fi rst century AD, St Paul had already noted the visual’s non-trivial character: 
‘For now we see through a glass, darkly’ (I Cor. 13:12). To Paul, the visual is puzzling, and not 
only because ancient glass was less clear than today’s transparent technology. In his warning, Paul 
uses a particular Greek word for ‘darkly’, namely  ainigmati , enigmatic: the visual is, in this per-
spective, at least as enigmatic as any other empirical matter or discourse, for all that the visual is 
connected to clarity and truth in what Jay ( 1986 ) calls modernity’s ‘empire of the gaze’. 

 It is a fact, whether one likes ‘the optics of it’ or not, that the visual reigns superior in 
contemporary life and in the life of organizations. Outside the field of organization studies, 
the visual has attained a dominant position as what expresses and, concomitantly, informs and 
controls our joint ‘social imaginaries’ (C. Taylor  2004 ). This may be conceived as the engine 
of Debord’s ( 1994 ) society of the spectacle or Baudrillard’s ( 1994 ) equally uncanny age of the 
simulacrum. It is, moreover, true to such a degree that one would assume a ‘visual turn’ in 
organization studies to have superseded the ‘linguistic turn’. Yet, while discourse analysis, which 
is focused on language and linguistic representation, had a deservedly easy entry into organiza-
tion studies (Alvesson and Kärreman  2000 ), this has been the case only to a lesser extent for 
the analysis of the visual (Strangleman  2004 ). There are, however, reasons for optimism. The 
publication of this  Companion  testifies in any case to the fact that the visual in its own right is 
gaining ground within organization studies as a (set of ) field(s) and method(s); visual analysis 
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is what may both complement and transgress discursive and more traditional, social scientific 
analysis (Fuery and Fuery  2003 ). 

 Whether one chooses to be optimistic or not in this regard, it is a curious fact that organization 
studies still remains about 20 years behind cultural studies scholarship, where the visual is a much 
more central category. Moreover, organization studies possibly still struggles with a Romantic 
yearning for depth and profundity as opposed to surface and superficiality. Organization schol-
ars prefer to deal with the  meaning  of the words uttered over the executive desk, rather than 
with the designed  visuality  of the shiny desk itself and the room’s accompanying CEO portraits 
(for exceptions, see Betts  2006 ; Guthey and Jackson  2005 ). Organization studies remains more 
inclined to deal with the  inside  of the body from where thoughts and language on this account 
would ‘stem from’, rather than with the imagery through which, today, this body is expressed 
and disciplined, our time’s ‘social imageries’ (C. Taylor  2004 ). The inside and the depth are still 
considered the sites where truth ultimately is to be found (psychoanalysis is a qualified example 
of this, as expressed in Gabriel’s  Organizations in Depth , 1999). Nietzsche, however, would have 
it differently, as expressed in his praise for ‘the Greeks’: ‘They knew how to  live : what is needed 
for that is to stop bravely at the surface, the fold, the skin; to worship appearance, to believe in 
shapes, tones, words – in the whole Olympus of appearance!’ (2001: 8). 

 The surface and the apparent – the visual – was Nietzsche’s way to profundity. As Deleuze 
says: ‘Nietzsche was able to discover depth only after conquering the surfaces’ (1990: 147). 
Visual analysis of organizations, in my view, is especially well suited to ‘stop bravely at the sur-
face’ in order to ‘conquer’ it, to sense and unfold what goes on nearby and find its profundity 
in a meticulous superficiality. 

 This is in line with Paul’s insight that, while the visual is important, it is still an enigma 
through which one must travel to reach Deleuze’s profundity. Paul considers – much in line with 
Debord and Baudrillard – the enigmatic quality of our vision to be an  ethical  issue. The ‘now’ 
of the dark vision he speaks of is a time before the light of God, as it were, becomes ‘all in all’ 
(I Cor. 15:28). The now, then, is a time in which the visual is deceptive and seductive, doubled 
and barred. When Jesus was led astray by the devil, it happened in the desert, the place for hal-
lucinations and  fata morganas ; eventually, Jesus was offered a total view from a mountain top of 
the world that could fall under his reign, if he would succumb to the seduction. However, and 
staying with this theological inroad to the visual, one observes that the true deity cannot be 
approached in full light, as spelled out in Matthew 6:6: ‘But when you pray, go into your room, 
close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done 
in secret, will reward you.’ 

 The truth, as it turns out, is not necessarily directly approachable in the visual range. The 
visual is bent on pretending that what you see is what you get. But you see ‘through a glass, 
darkly’, and you are not going to get what you expect (from Latin  expectare , to look out for). 
To Paul, who will be part of one of the ‘visual unfoldings’ in this chapter, this issue is ethi-
cal to the point of damnation and disgrace: only a conversion, as we will see in the analysis 
of Caravaggio’s  Conversion of St Paul , can make one ‘see the light’ and receive Truth (or, in a 
perhaps more modest  Companion -style, experience an interesting, organizational analysis). Light 
will, in any case, as Kavanagh ( Chapter 4 , this volume) argues, be connected to insight, while, 
still, the visual itself is unreliable and covered in (an ethical and spiritual) darkness. Descartes, 
Caravaggio’s contemporary, will come to share Plato’s, the Semites’ as well as Paul’s distrust of 
the visual, but the Cartesian alternative – the sovereign power of reason – was, ironically, in 
itself ‘a model based on the metaphorics of vision (the mind’s eye) in which the properties of the 
visible were transferred into the mental domain’ (Kavanagh,  Chapter 4 , this volume). 
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 Yet, Paul did not consider the ethical issue of visuality – that you don’t get what you see – 
solved by moving it into the domain of a superior reason: it remains enigmatic and, theologi-
cally and ethically,  fallen . While perhaps not calling for a traditional conversion, this chapter 
presents a method of  experimental juxtaposition , which intends to challenge the obviousness of 
the visual by rendering visible, ideally, forces that exist in secrecy, veiled in the all too obvious. 
This is, at any rate, how Deleuze and Guattari read Paul Klee’s idea of the role of art: ‘The visual 
material must capture nonvisible forces. Render visible, Klee said; not render or reproduce the 
visible’ (1987: 342). 

 This is very much in line with Berthoin Antal  et al .’s observation regarding artistic inter-
ventions in organizations, which ‘work with the powerful intangible forces in people and 
organizations’ ( Chapter 16 , this volume). However, as such, organizational researchers are not 
artists; neither should we pretend to be: our ethical task is more closely connected to the politi-
cal than to the artistic, yet may from time to time bridge the two. We may become craftsmen 
and deploy  the force  of art – its ability to render visible and its ability to create ‘new sensations’ 
(Deleuze and Guattari  1994 ). Such effects stem from an engagement with ‘knowledge that is 
not entirely verbal, nor entirely sayable’ (Strati quoted in Warren  2008 : 561). This enables 
us – and this is the idea with the method of juxtaposition – to invoke other ways to understand 
a given visual, organizational artefact and blow up its significance. Such visual or aesthetic 
method is a strategy that pertains directly to the ethical and hence political side of organiza-
tional analysis, directly intervening in the virtual and invisible, yet ‘powerful intangible forces’ 
of organizing. 

 In this chapter, I want to walk the reader through three juxtapositions,  1   which intend 
to intervene in the configuration of these forces, each intervening, as it were, on various ‘levels’ 
of organization. The first pertains to the level of the organization itself, as it juxtaposes the 
famous Renaissance painting  Conversion of St. Paul  (1601) by Caravaggio with an also quite 
well-known organizational chart by Henry Mintzberg, namely his 1983 chart of ‘The Six 
Basic Parts of the Organization’. The second juxtaposition pertains to the level of ‘manage-
ment’, as it juxtaposes an image of a naked CEO of Zentropa, Lars von Trier’s production 
company, with a photo of four Nigerians from a festival in 1944. The third juxtaposition, then, 
puts the iconic photo of a little Jewish boy coming out of the Jewish Ghetto in Warsaw with his 
hands in the air taken in 1943 side by side with Paul Klee’s painting  Angelus Novus  from 1920. 
In some respect, this juxtaposition pertains to the individual level (the boy), yet its ambition is 
to intervene in the ‘collective instruction’ of memory. 

 The following ambition counts for all the juxtapositions: while they may set off at a certain 
‘level’, as normally understood in analyses of organizations (say, individual, group or orga-
nizational level), they illustrate how visual organizational analysis is able to move by simple 
(and, at times, by more complicated) means between different levels of analysis. Following this 
introduction, the method of juxtaposition is discussed methodologically, after which the three 
examples of juxtapositions are presented and discussed. A brief afterword closes the chapter.   

 The method of juxtaposition 

 The method of juxtaposition is quite simple, as it will place visual artefacts side by side. 
One may juxtapose any visual material and any organizational artefacts, a strategy that could 
involve photos, paintings, charts, material items, models, slogans, logos, architectural designs, 
the corporative rules and the company games, brands and commercials, etc. The point and 
aim is to let the collision of the two items make the reader/viewer stand back and think anew. 
The methodological challenge is to construct rich juxtapositions that produce new sensory 
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experiences in those that are subjected to them, freeing them from the way these subjects have 
been disciplined regarding how they may perceive and interpret the world (Warren  2008 ; 
Gagliardi  1996 ). 

 Juxtaposition analyses visual material in organization through the double lenses of aesthetics: 
two different experiences and two different habits of viewing collide and conjoin into a new 
experience. This new experience is a somewhat alienated one: the familiar becomes strange and, 
at times, uncanny, and breaks up the ways in which we, as Sontag ( 2003 ) sees it, have been 
‘instructed’ to see and memorize what we see. The anthropologists Marcus and Fischer ( 1986 ) 
address such ‘instructional’ tendencies in Western culture through constructing a new type of 
enquiry, which works through ‘defamiliarization’. In their view, this can be accomplished in 
two ways: defamiliarization by ‘cross-cultural juxtaposition’ (technical and organizational) and 
defamiliarization by ‘epistemological critique’ (juxtaposing forms of knowledge formation) (for 
a discussion, see Banerjee and Linstead  2004 ). 

 For the purpose of this chapter, it is especially Marcus and Fischer’s method of ‘cross-cultural 
juxtaposition’ that is interesting; it forms the theoretical background for the method of juxta-
position here proposed. In order to illustrate their point, they discuss the well-known study by 
Margaret Mead ( 2001 ) of young people coming of age in Samoa, where she juxtaposes her study 
of Samoan youth with that of US youth. Yet as convincing as her study is – it practically came 
to define anthropology in the US – it is only a ‘weak’ variant of juxtaposition, since Mead only 
actually explored and researched the Samoan side of the juxtaposition, and relied on common 
knowledge when it came to US youth. In the ‘strong’ version of cross-cultural juxtaposition, 
which is the version I am championing here, both sides of the juxtaposition must be researched, 
analysed and explored in order to reap the full fruits of the exercise. 

 Marcus and Fischer’s cross-cultural juxtaposition aims to defamiliarize the familiar and habit-
ual by a ‘disruption of common sense, doing the unexpected, placing familiar objects in unfamil-
iar, or even shocking, contexts’ in order ‘to make the reader conscious of difference’ (1986: 137). 
This procedure produces new differences and remains a ‘more explicit empirical’ and ‘more 
dramatic, upfront kind of cultural criticism’ (ibid.: 138). Within organization studies, Alvesson 
offers an astute reading of Marcus and Fischer’s method, explaining that ‘the trick … is to locate 
one’s framework (cultural understanding)  away  from the culture being studied, so that signifi-
cant material to “resolve” emerges’ – and this is, Alvesson continues, ‘of course to a large extent 
a matter of creativity’ (1995: 53). 

 Such creation of new differences and consciousness, in my view, is exemplarily attained 
in Ian King’s ( 2003 ) juxtaposition of a painting by Mondrian with an organizational chart 
taken from Mary Jo Hatch. King says that ‘In placing these two figures together we should 
not be entirely surprised by their bond’ (2003: 197), which is an insight the carefully crafted 
juxtaposition always should aim at. In King’s case, the two images obviously belong to two dif-
ferent archives or imaginaries; they are both, each in their way, indebted to a view of science 
that is closely linked to Scientific Management and parallel, early modernist ways of thinking. 
Following what Marcus and Fischer refer to as the ‘strong’ version of their programme, in 
which both sides of the juxtaposition are explored equally, King establishes a set of genuine 
connections between what first appear disparate.  

 The suggestion that these two figures possess similar characteristics has become more 
understandable as our discussion has continued – both have emerged and have in their dif-
ferent ways responded to the writings of F.W. Taylor and others advocating a scientific 
approach to organization and management. 

 (King  2003 : 203)  
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 In the most productive juxtaposition, the ‘strong version’ as Marcus and Fischer call it, both 
sides of the juxtaposition are researched and explored. When the two parts or two sides of 
the fold are both unfolded (they may be inside/outside of the same fold, or the next fold in a 
manifold that would consist of more images from, possibly, the same archives), new similari-
ties are seen and new differences are produced. It is in this positive sense that King ‘does not 
rely on mere defamiliarization for an effect, but rather tries to engage the reader in a pro-
longed, dialectic discourse about the open-ended nature of similarities and differences’ (Marcus 
and Fischer  1986 : 161). This dialectical discourse must traverse both sides of the juxtaposition 
and create a third site where the ‘new sensations’ that Deleuze and Guattari ( 1994 ) talk about 
become possible. 

 In the juxtaposition between Caravaggio’s second version of  The Conversion of Saint Paul  
(from 1601) and Mintzberg’s ( 1983 ) chart of ‘The Six Basic Parts of the Organization’, Sørensen 
( 2010 ) points out how Mintzberg’s model and Caravaggio’s painting both partake in and depart 
from a long tradition of naturalizing contingent divisions between labour and management, 
expressed through darkness and light. Also a number of more or less explicit juxtapositions 
have emerged in organization studies. Departing from Kristeva’s discussion of the body and law, 
Matilal and Höpfl ( 2009 ) juxtapose images of the Bhopal disaster with the ‘dry’ accounts of the 
disaster. Perhaps being less programmed in the collision it engenders in the empirical material, 
it still strives to ‘find the relationship’ between the two expressions of disaster and ‘set [them] 
against each other’ (Matilal and Höpfl  2009 : 953). 

 In a more radical vein, Burrell’s  Pandemonium  also deploys the form of juxtaposition in the 
book’s very layout, where the upper and lower part of the pages must be read in different direc-
tions, so that the book will become ‘a divided highway in which the meridian or central reser-
vation separates reading which is moving in one direction from reading which is moving in the 
other’ (Burrell  1997 : 30). 

 In addition, organization scholars may get inspiration from avant-garde artists, who, in the 
twentieth century, developed the ‘art of juxtaposition’, which has produced ‘disconcerting, 
fragmented works’ (Shattuck quoted in Broughton  1981 : 48). But we are still faced with the 
pressing methodological question of what material to juxtapose. The first rule is that the image 
or artefact you want to change the perception of – be it a Renaissance masterpiece, an image of 
a CEO in the creative sector, or a victim of a crime against humanity – must be selected because 
of its quality of being remarkable, interesting, or even iconic. 

 The second rule is experimentation: find a counter-image or artefact and place it beside the 
first item. Now, the field of this experimentation is not just limitless. Great art is not chaotic 
or haphazard; neither is a strong and compelling, empirical analysis. On the contrary; the form 
and the content of an analysis are equally important as Marcus and Fischer observe: ‘In the most 
sophisticated critical works, content and form are intimately linked’ (1986: 137). One cannot, 
in other words, just juxtapose a chosen item with anything and assume this to be productive. 
Ultimately, of course, one only knows after the fact whether one’s juxtaposition is productive or 
not, but one necessary and, as it were, productive constraint is that both images (texts, symbols, 
artefacts, etc.) must belong to what Deleuze ( 1988 ) in his reading of Foucault refers to as the 
same ‘archive’: it must be feasible to construct an archive where both images/artefacts can be 
said to belong. 

 In the final case of this chapter, the juxtaposition between a photo of a genocide and a piece 
of art, both images may be said to stem from the archive termed ‘children close to death’, or 
‘subjects faced with the horror of war’. Yet, while the images must belong to the same archive, 
and ‘repeat’ the basic figure comprising and traversing the archive, they must at the same 
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time be ‘different’ in a significant way. The one must, as Marcus and Fischer argue, be able to 
defamiliarize the other in a reciprocal and ultimately circular process. This also counts for 
the first juxtaposition, where a painting by Caravaggio is juxtaposed with Mintzberg’s basic 
model of the organization (Figures  3.1  and  3.2 ). Such a juxtaposition opens up, in Roland 
Barthes’ ( 1977 ) words, a third space or an ‘obtuse meaning’, which, as he stresses, is ‘sensually 
produced’. 

 Another methodological or, perhaps, technical question is how one goes about analysing 
and developing a juxtaposition. Here the rule is: everything is already there, although it may 
be enigmatic, veiled, not yet unfolded. So work detail by detail: what is different between the 
two items, and what is repetitive. The written analysis may – as with the boy and the angel – 
consciously try to effect the production of a third space or figure ‘between’ the two images, 
which both unites them and makes them stand out on their own: both transforms them and 
anchors them in their original zone of solidarity. 

 Marcus and Fischer are quite explicitly aware of the dangers of the method and point out that 
it may produce ‘off-balance, even unwieldy texts, by conventional standards’ and they observe that 
the enterprise is often ‘received as merely fanciful, cute, or eccentric, rather than really consequen-
tial, persuasive, or biting’ (1986: 138). Yet, the productive and persuasive juxtaposition recreates the 
world as an open-ended event, and in some way remarkable or interesting becoming (Deleuze 
and Guattari  1987 ). 

 Finally, one particular promising consequence within organization studies is, as I see it, the 
method’s ability to change the organization of memory, or, to be more specific, to change the 
organizational memory. Organizational Memory Studies (Rowlinson  et al .  2010 ; Booth  et al . 
 2007 ) identifies the role organizations and organizational artefacts play in subjecting memory 
and history to specific dominating systems of memory and in this way participates in its ongoing 
‘instruction’ (Sontag  2003 ). This is especially critical when it comes to photos, which, as we once 
were told, convey reality. But photos do not convey reality, rather, they instruct our memory: 
‘Photographs objectify: they turn an event or a person into something that can be possessed. And 
photographs are a species of alchemy, for all they are prized as a transparent account of reality’ 
(Sontag  2003 : 81). 

 It is this alchemical process that a productive juxtaposition should intercept. This way another 
space where another understanding of a photo and hence the entire organization of memory may 
open up. Sontag here wants to  free the image , but not from Halbwachs’ ( 1992 ) ‘collective memory’, 
a concept which Sontag rejects. Rather, she wants to free the image from the ‘collective instruc-
tion’, which has tied down the possibility of memory to predisposed structures. Juxtaposition is 
a way of countering this collective instruction by intercepting the rational argument by aesthetic 
means, not least of our memories of guilt and horror-ridden atrocities.   

 Three juxtapositions  

 Caravaggio juxtaposed with Mintzberg: the Catholic Church creating 
the appropriate worker 

 This chapter’s fi rst juxtaposition (Figures  3.1  and  3.2 ) aims at exposing the way an aesthetic 
artefact, a painting, participates in the organization and production of the ‘appropriate individ-
ual’ (Alvesson and Willmott  2002 ), here the appropriate ‘believer’ in the Catholic Church; the 
painting was created in 1601 and has since 1609 been exposed in the Church Santa Maria del 
Popolo in Rome. Yet, the specifi c modern and exceptionally profound insights that Caravaggio 
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is working with in this painting reach further than Church politics: the appropriate believer 
will transmute into the image of the appropriate modern worker, shaped in line with the com-
position of the art piece. The painting works directly on the sentiments of the church-goers, and 
this way naturalizes their idea of what a natural and necessary organization of the social fi elds 
looks like. These political issues may be less obvious when the painting is viewed in isolation, 
and it is the point of the juxtaposition to highlight such perspectives. Of course, this reading in 
no way precludes any other reading of Caravaggio’s masterpiece, and to seek in it a particular 
organization of labour does remain a rare reading of this iconic Renaissance masterpiece.   

 For the purpose of juxtaposing, I have turned  St Paul’s Conversion  upside down compared to 
the normal exposition of the painting. Caravaggio’s painting depicts Paul’s conversion as he had 
set off to Damascus but was thrown to the ground by Christ’s voice: ‘Why are you persecut-
ing me?’ This version of the conversion is the painter’s second, as the first was rejected by the 
Catholic Church, which had commissioned it: this more realistic version, I think, was deemed 
more adequate in the ensuing Counter-Reformation. What the juxtaposition exposes is a strong 
isomorphism between the accepted version and the Church understood as a corporation in 
Mintzberg’s ‘basic model of the organization’ sense. The Strategic Apex is – and we are here 
helped by the mentioned ‘conversion’ of the canvas itself – the head of Paul; his arms as they 
ambiguously connect to the horse’s legs are the supporting Technostructure and Staff; and the 
enormous animal’s torso is the Operating Core. Despite the fact that a forceful hoof is threaten-
ing Paul’s genitals, he is not concerned: Paul stays calm in the belief that power in the modern 
world is not exercised primarily through brute force, but through knowledge and discipline 
(Foucault  1977 ). This light is represented by the bright areas of Paul’s head, arms and the one 
leg of the peasant and the front of the animal. 

 Figure 3.1       The Conversion of Saint Paul  
(inverted), Caravaggio    
 Source: Rome, Church of Santa Maria del 
Popolo. © 2013. Photo Scala, Florence/Fondo 
Edifici di Culto – Min. dell’Interno. 
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 Paul, on his side, is not primarily engaged with the physical production, which is relegated 
to the horse and the peasant, i.e. the workers and the middle managers, who both are in severe 
need of management. To consider the Operating Core to be a monstrous crowd incapable of 
self-control is far from unknown in the history of ideas. Marx observed that the economic sci-
ence ‘knows the worker only as a working animal – as a beast reduced to the strictest bodily 
needs’ (1972: VII). We also observe that Caravaggio had a more cynical but also more adequate 
view on (middle) management than Mintzberg. The manager who  is  visible in the painting is 
the groom. Whereas in the rejected version he was an active and centrally placed  soldier , he 
is now a marginal part of the man–animal assemblage of the Operating Core, depicting how 
middle management is caught between an almighty board of directors and a crowd of work-
ers/professionals, both groups having little regard for the middle manager who is neither a 
specialist nor a person with great influence and visibility in the organization, despite the grave 
responsibility. The groom’s hand leads the horse. The word  manus , Latin for hand, is the well-
known etymological root of  manager , from the Italian  maneggiare , a term directly connected to 
handling things, especially horses (Wensley  1996 ). But, while the groom’s hand may be said 
to ‘ maneggiare ’ the horse, it is constantly controlled and administered by Paul’s hand, and finds 
itself subjected to a Catholic knowledge economy where it is only a spare part in the overall 
division of labour. Paul’s authority becomes visible in the light surrounding him as a charisma, 
one of Weber’s ( 1947 ) three forms of authority, what strikingly reappears in Mintzberg’s draw-
ing as the ‘Ideology’ glowing from the corporation. Naturally, today, Florida’s ( 2002 ) ‘creative 
class’ no longer handles  horses ; the creative class handles  thoughts . This then happens, if we are 
to take Caravaggio’s analysis seriously, in splendid isolation: Paul’s conversion has become a 
primarily  psychological  and  cognitive  event that takes place within Paul’s head, behind his closed 
eyes. The overarching insight is modernity’s general displacement of the event (of conversion, 
of miracles, of meaning, of management, of thinking,  etc. ) from being an externality imposing 
itself on man to be what happens (only) inside man’s brain: ‘the site of control is … displaced to 
a significant extent from external to inner attributes of the subject who is urged to self-manage’ 
(Costea  et al .  2008 : 673). 

 This splendid isolation, however, alienates the middle manager, the Operating Core’s 
subjected workers as well as the Strategic Apex’s creative directors. The middle manager and 
the workers as they find themselves inside the actually rigid divisions of modern organizations 
as physical labour; the directors as they find themselves disconnected from affects and passions. 
The ‘passions’ have been turned into ‘interests’ (as argued by Hirschman  1977 ), and thus also 
prepared the modern knowledge worker for modern capitalism, which can work only if the 
fiery passions of the collective crowd of humanity is broken down and privatized into appro-
priate, individual self-interest and rational calculi, that is, restricted self-management under the 
aegis of a supreme market (which has substituted the supreme deity, cf. M. Taylor  2004 ). 

 It is not entirely satisfactory to categorize this juxtaposition as pertaining to the organiza-
tional level: the genius of Caravaggio and the deftness of Mintzberg reside partly in their ability 
to imbue their work with multiple layers of meaning and in their aptitude to simultaneously 
deal with issues that transgress such categorizations. Caravaggio’s painting discusses not only 
the nature of the Catholic Church’s bureaucracy and, by implication, the nature of the modern 
corporation, but also how this nature predisposes the appropriateness of the modern employee 
and the psycho-cognitivist cosmology to which this employee is subjected. Mintzberg’s model 
not only encapsulates (the dominant idea of  ) the internal logic of the corporation, but also draws 
up a symbol of what it means to labour and to manage in modernity. Juxtaposed, they show the 
continuity in the cultural icons that shape our everyday activity and thoughts and produce our 
‘social imaginaries’ (C. Taylor  2004 ).   



Bent M. Sørensen

54

 The postmodern manager juxtaposed with four Nigerians 

 The second juxtaposition I want to present pertains, at the outset, directly to the level of man-
agement, in fact  a  manager: the Danish COE Peter Aalbæk, who is a producer and managing 
director in renowned fi lm director Lars von Trier’s ( Dancer in the Dark  from 2000,  Antichrist  from 
2009) fi lm company Zentropa. Peter Aalbæk is something like a celebrity/manager in the Danish 
media, and would often stage himself and the company in excessive and eccentric ways, which 
often would be connected to nudity and smoking cigars and the like. However, his ability to 
create an imaginary of creativity cannot be denied. 

 While both von Trier and Aalbæk are trained film directors, Aalbæk has taken on the 
more administrative side of their joint enterprise, a company located in some old but very 
characterful military barracks in a suburb of Copenhagen. These barracks work very well 
as the background for the movie from which the juxtaposition in question is taken: the 
documentary  One Day with Peter , a 16-minute movie directed by Pablo Tréhin-Marçot was 
produced in  2004 . The movie follows Peter Aalbæk for what seems to be one day of work at 
Zentropa. After a morning song session with the whole company, Peter walks around in the 
corridors and offices and greets everyone: a kiss for the female employees, and a handshake 
for the boys. Says Aalbæk in the voiceover, ‘There is no system there … but I do not kiss the 
men. I think that’s disgusting.’ There are signs of mutual disgust as some of the women seem 
taken considerably aback by the kissing and hugging. When Aalbæk reaches his destination, 
the steam bath and the outdoor pool swim, he is alone.  Figure 3.3  is taken from a particular 

 Figure 3.3      Aalbæk and the office clerk    
 Source: Screenshot from   One Day with Peter .  
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scene in the movie where Aalbæk enters a (male) employee’s office and undresses in order 
to be ready for the steam bath and swimming. The screenshot is actually a juxtaposition in 
its own right.  

 To the left, one has the naked, free and liberated CEO, shaking his penis in front of the 
camera. To the right, one sees a bureaucratic worker, solemnly attending to his business, talk-
ing on the phone. He did not react on the actual undressing scene, but, after Aalbæk left, he 
went and picked up his boss’s clothes, and put them on a hanger in the closet. A more compre-
hensive account of this bureaucratic knowledge worker and his share of creative work is told 
elsewhere (Sørensen  2012 ). Here, we will stay with Aalbæk: if we cut the screenshot in half, 
we have isolated our manager, and are free to juxtapose him with something other than his 
employee. One guiding analytical question could be: what other images of ‘creative nakedness’ 
can we find, and in this way construct the ‘social imaginary’ that is the background for Aalbæk’s 
type of creative management?           

 In this juxtaposition, the image of Aalbæk is brought together with a photograph from 1944 
depicting four (not identified) Nigerians at a traditional Dunbar festival (Levine  2008 ). Again, 
another note on the choice of juxtaposition. The choice of Aalbæk as naked is not, in a national 
context, anything peculiar, as Aalbæk as mentioned has turned it into a brand to undress: it is a 
mainstream choice. But it did not, I must admit, fare well with the publisher of a previous pub-
lication based on the same images. They wanted me to censor Peter Aalbæk’s penis with a black 
box, whereas the Nigerians, who are hardly more ‘dressed’, were ‘suitable’ as they appeared. 
This very reaction – which the publisher reversed after I insisted in describing their reaction in 
the very same chapter – gave me the sense that I had found the right counter image: Aalbæk, a 
white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant male CEO is real and must be censored, whereas the Nigerians 
are only representatives of our fantasy about them, unreal to the core of their existence, hence it 
is no problem to visualize them (much the same way one may ‘visualize’ just anything in one’s 
own mind.) 

 For this occasion, then, the Nigerians have dressed up to meet the imperial governor, 
but their dressing up parades the most ridiculous outfit  they  could imagine that the governor (or, 
at least, ‘the imperial gaze’) could think of: white painting, odd headgear and penis sheaths. The 
crowd around them laughed heartedly in appreciation of their mockery: they match the cat-
egory ‘savage indigenous people’ with great precision. In many, if not all, regards, this category 
had already worn out. In 1960, there was no longer a British governor in Nigeria. 

 With the same if only somewhat unconscious precision, Aalbæk mirrors what could be our 
fantasy of the postmodern, creative boss. And this fantasy is quite parallel to the supposed fantasy 
of the imperial gaze: with his nakedness and free desire, Aalbæk signals a proximity to the origi-
nal creativity, creation before the Fall, when Adam and Eve were naked and had no shame. Such 
creative naivety (a word stemming from French for ‘native’) Westerners connect to women, 
children and, of course, natives. Consider the Nigerian in the forefront. Just as Aalbæk, he has 
caught the attention of the camera, and, although he does not hold his penis with his hand, but 
rather has it managed by his penis sheath, he does, with clear signs of victory and dominance, 
hold an upright stick. Both men know that a flaccid penis is an embarrassment when it is to 
appear in front of the gaze, be it imperial, corporate, medical or whatever. They both know 
that a flaccid penis is in need of a helping hand or a penis sheath: it is in need of  management . 
The word management stems, as already developed above, from the Latin  manus , hand, through 
Italian  maneggiare , a term directly connected to handling things and objects (Wensley  1996 ). 
The penis needs management in order to appear as a phallus. The unmanaged penis is a dis-
grace, or, today, when ‘graciousness’ has been outdated as a relevant aesthetic quality, a farce. 
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Marx ( 1972 ) mocked Hegel by claiming that history appears twice: first as tragedy, then as 
farce. Both the first appearance of modern management in the early industrialization as well as 
the global imperial zeal were truly tragic as they proudly and erect mistreated the subjected and 
marginal classes, workers and indigenous people, respectively. In the juxtaposition, we see their 
second, farcical and impotent appearance: the soft, all-embracing manager who (at least wants 
to appear as if he) manages by immediate impulses and lust is just as ridiculous as the fantasy of 
the imperial gaze. The imperial zeal, on its side, is in its second (if not last) appearance met with 
active sarcasm and contempt. 

 That the post-bureaucratic manager is farcical does not mean that he or she does not create 
fantasies that inform the subjectivity of the employees in the creative sector. Zizek expresses this 
ambivalence well; an ambivalence played out to its fullest extent through Peter Aalbæk’s choreo-
graphed mix between parading as a French  Roi Soleil  and as your next-door buddy with a tapped 
beer. Zizek’s (2009: 202) analysis of such a managerial character runs as follows: 

 A ‘postmodern’ boss insists that he is not a master but just a coordinator of our joint creative 
efforts, the first among equals; there should be no formalities among us, we should address 
him by his nickname, he shares a dirty joke with us … but during all this, he remains our 
master.     

 The postmodern boss appeals to his or her employees in order to make them adopt a cer-
tain ironic stance towards themselves as well as towards their colleagues and their work. This is 
what Fleming and Spicer ( 2003 ) refer to as a ‘cynical distance’ adopted towards manage-
ment: you live out management’s fantasy, just as the Nigerians are living out the fantasy of the 
empire. The juxtaposition with the Nigerians in this regard is instructive, as they perform 
what Zizek ( 2008 ) refers to as ‘parodic overidentifi cation’ (see also Contu  2008 ). In the post-
bureaucratic corporation, the employee must somehow ‘mirror’ the orgone  jouissance  of the 
boss (even when he appears  not  to be the boss). In order to fi ll this open space of fantasy, the 
employee becomes a permanent opportunist, who constantly must self-evaluate the opportuni-
ties (Maravelias  2009 ). 

 Figure 3.4      Aalbæk 
and the office clerk    
 Source: Screenshot from 
 One Day with Peter.  

 Figure 3.5      Four Nigerians    
 Source: John Gwilym Davies, 1944. The Bodleian 
Library, University of Oxford. Ms.Afr. s. 310(1) 
no. 20. 
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 Both Aalbæk and the Nigerians parade nakedness in a way that seems to be significant of 
their character. It has been suggested to me by students at my courses that Albæk’s nakedness is 
connected to his creativity, and at least such sentiment is supported in the literature on creativity 
and entrepreneurship. For instance, Po Bronson’s bestseller  The Nudist on the Late Shift, and other 
Tales of Silicon Valley  ( 1999 ) describes the California programmer community where ‘eccentric-
ity is de rigueur’ and where the entrepreneur ‘David Coons and his wife held skinny-dipping 
parties, to which Mr. Coons invited his friends from work. So nobody made much of it that he 
took his clothes off at the office after ten p.m.’ While nakedness as such becomes connected to 
creativity, it also lives on in the Victorian bourgeoisie’s idea of freedom, ultimately the freedom 
gained through escaping from rationality and civilization, deep into, one may imagine, the dark 
heart of Nigeria, of Kenya, of the earliest human evolution said to have begun in the mythologi-
cal Rift Valley. Postcolonial theory describes the ambiguous relation between the knowledge of 
the gaze and its phantasmagorical Other, the Orient, which is ‘at once both completely know-
able through the “scientific” gaze of the colonizer, but at the same time it is an object of desire, 
a danger and a threat that is mysterious and unknowable’ (Bhabha  1994 : 75). 

 The clothed body has historically been connected to the two qualities of rationality and 
civilization, to such an extent that Mark (5:15) lets people that are ‘Clothed and in their right 
mind’ be destined to salvation and sanity. As Levine observes regarding the colonial view on the 
‘natives’: they were considered, on account of their lack of shame at being naked, to be ‘people 
whose souls were in danger’ (2008: 191). 

 Zentropa’s corporate values expressed in the triumvirate ‘Christianity, Communism and 
Capitalism’ (see  www.zentropa.dk ) have obvious predecessors in the missionaries’ triumvirate 
‘Christianity, Civilization and Clothing’ (Levine  2008 ). Levine also observes that the images of 
colonialized natives that circulated throughout the British Empire and beyond were by default 
oversexualized: 

 The non-Western body, with its absence of shame and its apparent normalizing or 
incomprehension of nudity, re-mapped that violation [of taboo], creating a safe space for 
observing naked bodies belonging to nameless, over-sexualized people to whom shame 
could not, allegedly, attach. 

 (2008: 210)   

 However, in addition, this second return of nudity has changed valour. Peter Aalbæk does not 
come forward as oversexualized, but rather as  under sexualized: the tragedy of violent potency 
and rape has now returned as the farce of impotence and noisy gestures, a ‘parodic overidentifi -
cation’ (Zizek  2008 ) with free desire, which becomes utterly untrustworthy and appeals to our 
pity rather than, as would be the case earlier, to our piety. 

 The juxtaposition of the screenshot with Peter Aalbæk and the four festive Nigerians at the 
Dunbar festival again points to the fact that the analytical ‘level’ of organizational analysis only 
refers to an analytical construct. The juxtaposition sets to work a complicated flow of foldings 
and unfoldings, which, far from pertaining only to management, come to take up issues of sig-
nificance to our entire civilization and its history.   

 The dark side of organization: a little boy juxtaposed with an angel 

 The fi nal juxtaposition I want to present departs from a photo which, like the screenshot of 
Peter Albæk, in itself is a signifi cant juxtaposition between the deportees and their deporting 
adversaries (see Figure 3.6).      

http://www.zentropa.dk
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 The storm trooper to the right in the picture from World War II’s Jewish Ghetto in Warsaw 
in 1943 is Josef Blösche of the  Sicherheitsdienst  (SD) of the SS. In 1969, Blösche was interrogated 
about his role in the event: ‘The picture shows how I, as a member of the Gestapo office in the 
Warsaw Ghetto, together with a group of SS members, am driving a large number of Jewish 
citizens out of a house’ (Blösche quoted in Raskin  2004 : 95). Blösche becomes juxtaposed 
in the frame with what is arguably the most famous child from World War II, a little frightened 
boy stretching his arms in the air, possibly with parts of his family surrounding him. We don’t 
know this. Blösche is the only person identified beyond doubt in the photo, and, although 
the identity of some of the refugees is somewhat certain, the identity and destiny of the boy is 
unknown (Raskin  2004 ; Porat  2010 ). Following the logic of this picture, there appears really no 
way out for him, he is already a victim of circumstances. But the logic of photographs is highly 
ideological; Paul is more right today than ever: we see enigmas through dark glasses. Sontag 
maintains a counter-intuitive reading of this very photo: ‘Photographs of the suffering and mar-
tyrdom of a people are more than reminders of death, of failure, of victimization. They invoke 
the miracle of survival’ (2003: 72). In Figures  3.7  and  3.8 , I juxtapose the little boy with another 
little creature, an angel painted by Paul Klee more than 20 years earlier.   

 Although Klee painted  Angelus Novus  two decades before the outbreak of World War II, 
he did paint it in the debris of World War I. Moreover, as he painted at home with his family 
surrounding him, a child in anguish was well known to him.  Angelus Novus  was for a period 
of time owned by the philosopher and cultural critic Walter Benjamin, who wrote some of his 
most powerful and vivid texts on this painting. Benjamin’s ‘Ninth Thesis’, in his  Theses on the 
Philosophy of History , opens as follows:  ‘Angelus Novus  shows an angel looking as though he is 

 Figure 3.6      Jewish Ghetto, Warsaw 1943    
 Source: Photo © The Israel Museum, Jerusalem by Elie Posner. 
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about to move away from something that he is fixedly contemplating. His eyes are staring, his 
mouth is open, his wings are spread’ (1999: 245ff). 

 As the angel is caught in a storm (as Benjamin specifies), it can’t get back to ‘us’, but sees us 
caught in ‘one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in 
front of [the angel’s] feet’ (ibid.). The little boy is also caught in wreckage, although he also is 
‘about to move away’: the catastrophe that the angel sees is  his  catastrophe, or, in the eyes of 
the angel,  our , that is,  humanity’s joint catastrophe . But we, humans as such, keep looking away 
from our catastrophe and the little boy caught in it, because we, humans as such, are looking for 
progress instead, no matter whether we are Marxists or liberalists (Gray  2003 ). While through 
this juxtaposition we may become witnesses of the boy’s fate, he remains, by way of the same 
juxtaposition,  our  witness to the catastrophe itself. Benjamin speculates that the angel would 
want to stay in order to awaken the dead and redeem the crushed world, but this is not going to 
happen. The angel cannot stay – and so ends Benjamin’s (1999: 249) ‘Ninth Thesis’ – because: 

 a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such violence that the 
angel can no longer close them. This storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which 
his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This storm is what 
we call  progress .   

 Progress makes impossible both the boy’s escape from the catastrophe as well as the angel’s 
return to it, and progress ‘irresistibly propels’ both of them into a nameless future. We observe, 
however, that the boy carries a rucksack, as is pointed out by artist and Holocaust survivor 
Samuel Bak, who has used parts of the photo extensively in his own paintings: ‘A rucksack 

 Figure 3.7      Jewish Ghetto, Warsaw 1943    
 Source: Photo © The Israel Museum, Jerusalem 
by Elie Posner. 

 Figure 3.8       Angelus Novus , Paul Klee    
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is something that you take along only if you believe that the next day you will still be alive. 
In this photo it symbolizes the persistence of hope’ (Bak quoted in Raskin  2004 : 149). While I 
maintain that this juxtaposition harbours hope, there is always the risk that hope is being turned 
into wishful thinking or ideology, as experienced by Dan Porat, author of another book about 
the photo  The Boy  ( 2010 ). Porat personally saw the photo of the Warsaw boy when visiting 
the Yad Vashem Holocaust Museum in Jerusalem. The offi cial guide was showing it to a group 
consisting of a Slovenian minister and his civil servants: 

 ‘Do you know that this picture tells a good story of the Holocaust?’ The surprised men’s 
faces turned toward her. She continued unequivocally: ‘This boy survived. After the 
Holocaust, he studied medicine, became a doctor, and settled in New York. A year ago, he 
immigrated to Israel.’ The men nodded in approval, and the delegation disappeared down 
the dark museum hall. 

 (Porat  2010 : 3)   

 This is a clear and quite practical example of what Sontag ( 2003 ) refers to as collective instruc-
tion, and, in regards to the Nazi holocaust, it is such instruction that resides at the heart of 
what Finkelstein ( 2000 ) refers to as ‘the Holocaust industry’. The photo of the little boy has 
itself become a central player in this industry as an ‘emblem of suffering’ (Sontag  2003 : 119), at 
least for Western generations born prior to, say, 1970, for whom it is still a part of their ‘social 
imaginaries’ (C. Taylor  2004 ). The organization studies scholar Yannis Gabriel experimented 
recently with showing the photo to an international group of fi fteen doctoral students: only one 
recognized the picture, and only two connected it to specifi c Jewish suffering. In one way, the 
juxtaposition contributes to such ‘defamiliarization’ of the photo: while it, of course, remains 
important that historically it was a Jewish boy led out of a Jewish ghetto, the juxtaposition with 
Klee’s angel points to an ahistorical surplus, a suffering that is universal and which begs us to 
contemplate it in unfamiliar contexts of which the most prominent is our present.    

 Afterword 

 In this chapter, I have introduced a concrete method for visual organizational analysis, which I 
fi nd is applicable to a very broad array of different types of material. The simplicity of the method 
does not make it an easy one. Both the selection of the items to juxtapose, the concepts with 
which to analyse the juxtaposition, and the ensuing questions: What do the two items do to each 
other? Which kind of new space or new production of meaning do they allow for? How does 
this pertain to organization or organizational memory? Does it pertain to repressed or not so 
easy accessible material? Did the juxtaposition fail? In a productive or unproductive way? 

 It may happen that a juxtaposition allows for a reintegration of experiences that in Kristeva’s 
expression have been ‘abjected’ from the common-sense vocabulary (Kristeva  1982 ; Cohen 
 et al .  2006 ; Stokes and Gabriel  2010 ) and hence become ethical and political. Not all juxtapo-
sitions would produce ethical or political ‘spaces’, but one necessary assessment of the value 
of a given juxtaposition is its ability to turn organizational problems, through such aesthetic 
analysis, into ethical or political questions. That we live in an image-saturated world only makes 
us so much more susceptible to control, substantiating Cooper’s ( 1989 ) insight that what charac-
terizes the ‘labour of division’ in the disciplinary society is a matter of performing control ‘over 
the social and material world through enhanced clarity, transparency and visual certainty at a 
distance’. Visual analysis should be concerned with this disciplining, and allow, possibly through 
juxtaposition, the breaking up of this gridlock. Unfortunately, much management theory has 
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been tied to an ‘appreciative, aesthetically elevated conception of aesthetics and art’ (Schroeder 
 2006 : 87), where it instead should follow Contu’s (2008: 367) injunction to ‘investigate the 
hidden transcripts, the offstage discourse’ of (aesthetic) organizational practice. 

 Juxtaposition may liberate memory both through its inbuilt iconoclasm and through its 
creation of new visual imaginaries. In Parr’s ( 2006 ) vision, this is where an ethical potential 
lies for such experimentation with what we may term our present past. As students of the visual, 
we are again reminded of Benjamin’s warning: ‘every image of the past that is not recognized 
by the present as one of its  own concerns  threatens to disappear irretrievably’ (1999: 247, emphasis 
added).   

  Notes  

  1      All three juxtapositions are discussed much more comprehensively in articles that also deal with these 
issues elsewhere (Sørensen 2010, 2012, under review). The current reproductions of the juxtapositions 
basically follow the same logic as the original; they are, perhaps, nothing more than slightly different 
unfoldings and refoldings of the same surface as their ‘origin’.   
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The limits of visualization 
 Ocularcentrism and organization    

    Donncha   Kavanagh       

 Introduction 

 We live in a spectatorial society, where we are bombarded by visual images, and where 
conversations are littered with visual metaphors. This chapter seeks to ground this empirical 
reality through considering the position in discourse of visual or ocular metaphors. Succinctly, 
it seeks to understand ocularcentrism – a paradigm or epistemology based on visual or ocular 
metaphors – and its limits. The chapter begins by outlining the characteristics and develop-
ment of the paradigm, and the different ways in which it has been critiqued by philosophers, 
social theorists and political scientists. These critiques are classifi ed into three trajectories which, 
informed by the original paradigm, constitute a ‘meta-theoretical’ framework – schematically 
depicted in  Figure 4.1 .  

 The bulk of the chapter considers the three different trajectories that the critiques of ocu-
larcentrism have taken. The first consists of writers who have critiqued the vision metaphor by 
taking it to its extreme, but who also, somewhat paradoxically, retain the metaphor’s central 
position in their own texts. This trajectory is referred to as  ocularcentrism extended . The second 
trajectory seeks to excoriate the root metaphor, and  ocularcentrism displaced  traces the metaphoric 
redescriptions and displacements that have been effected through this approach. The third 

Inverted

Displaced Extended

18th-Century
Ocularcentrism

 Figure 4.1   Meta-theoretical trajectories         
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trajectory,  ocularcentrism inverted , effectively inverts some of the categorical distinctions on which 
ocularcentrism is founded, in particular the understanding that theory is pure, in contrast to the 
impurity of the ‘real’ world. Together, these three trajectories provide a frame for organizing 
how we might think about visualization, while it also frames limits on what visual organization 
might, or might not, mean.   

 The ascendancy of the eye 

 With considerable justifi cation, we can characterize Western culture as an ocularcentric para-
digm, based as it is on a vision-generated, vision-centred interpretation of knowledge, truth and 
reality. At the outset, it is worth summarizing the key contributions to the ocularcentric para-
digm made by Plato, Descartes and the philosophers of the Enlightenment (for more extensive 
discussions on the philosophical roots of ocularcentrism, see Jay  1993a ; Levin  1993b ; Jonas  1966 ). 

 Plato made the important distinction between the sense of sight, which he grouped with 
the creation of human intelligence and soul, and that of the other senses, which he placed with 
man’s material being. Not only was sight ‘by far the most costly and complex piece of work-
manship which the artificer of the senses ever contrived’ (Plato  1974 : VII/S507), but also sight, 
unlike the other senses, had a theological dimension as it was directly connected, via light, to 
the sun deity: ‘the sun is not sight, but the author of sight who is recognised by sight’ (ibid.: VII/
S508). Plato also made the critical division between the visible world and the intelligible world 
(ibid.: VII/S509–10), although his description of the latter is always based on ocular metaphors: 
for him, the ‘soul is like the eye’ (ibid.: VII/S508) and things in the intelligible domain ‘can 
only be seen with the eye of the mind’ (ibid.: VII/S510). His well-known myth of the cave was 
especially important in the development of the ocularcentric paradigm because it demonstrated 
how the immediately experienced sight of one’s eyes (the visible world) is impure, in contrast 
to the pure Truth that is only attainable through the speculative ability of the mind’s eye (the 
intelligible world). Plato’s interpretation of the allegory is that ‘the prison-house is the world of 
sight, the light of the fire is the sun, and … the journey upwards [is] the ascent of the soul into 
the intellectual world’, which, importantly, he always describes using light, sight, shadows and 
vision, for example: 

 the world of knowledge … [which] when seen is also inferred to be the universal author of 
all things beautiful and right, parent of light and of the lord of light in this visible world, 
and the immediate source of truth in the intellectual; and that this is the power upon which 
he who would act rationally either in public or private life must have his eye fixed.

  (ibid.: VII/S517)   

 Because ocular metaphors are primordial in both the visible and intelligible worlds, we will 
restate Plato’s demarcation as a distinction between the ‘eyes on one’s head’ (which we will refer 
to as  e-vision ) and the ‘eye in one’s mind’ ( m-vision ). Ever since, the ocularcentric paradigm has 
been driven by a constant play between these different ‘eyes’. This distinction, as depicted in 
 Figure 4.2 , came to be foundational in modern thought.  

 So impressed was Democritus by Plato’s reasoning that he supposedly blinded himself in order 
to better ‘see’ with his intellect and thus discern truths denied to his normal vision. Likewise, 
Plato’s suspicion of e-vision was the reason for his hostility to all mimetic arts, which he saw as 
a form of deception. Many centuries later, Descartes was equally distrustful of what he saw and, 
like Plato, he rejected the visible world (e-vision) as a potential or actual illusion. Ironically, his 
alternative – the sovereign power of reason – was essentially a model based on the metaphorics 
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of vision (the mind’s eye) in which the properties of the visible were transferred into the mental 
domain. The ocular paradigm was further enhanced by the discovery of perspectivism in the 
sixteenth century and Newton’s work on optics in the seventeenth century. As Berger put it: 

 [p]erspective makes the single eye the center of the visible world. Everything converges 
on to the eye as to the vanishing point of infinity. The visible world is arranged for the 
spectator as the universe was once thought to be arranged for God. 

( 1972: 16)   

 In time, the modern individual (the ‘I’) came to be centred on, if not abbreviated to, the eye 
(‘I’ = eye). 

 This infatuation with the visual reached a new zenith during the Enlightenment – a term 
that is itself based on an ocular metaphor – when the rationalist understanding that the mind’s 
eye (Reason) could potentially ‘see’ the Truth came to dominate intellectual thought. For 
rationalists, ‘a certain class of reasons … carry their own credibility with them: they will be 
visible because they glow by their own light’ (Barnes and Bloor  1982 : 29). What is interest-
ing for our purposes is that many of the Enlightenment’s central precepts, such as objectiv-
ism, reflection, critical rationality and subjectivism, are fundamentally based on the primacy 
accorded to the visual. In particular, the dominant ocularcentric paradigm promulgated during 
the Enlightenment worked to elevate static Being over dynamic Becoming and fixed essences 
over ephemeral appearances. This ontological consequence is because, as Jonas ( 1966 ) has 
explained, sight is essentially the sense of simultaneity, of seeing a wide field at one moment, 
while hearing is significantly more temporal because it operates through intertwining past, 
present and future into a meaningful whole. And sight, unlike hearing, leaves the visible undi-
minished by its action, creating a unique sense of otherness. Moreover, the phenomenon of 
distancing, which is the most basic function of sight, helps create the belief that objects are 
distant from and neutrally apprehended by sovereign subjects, which, in turn, provides the basis 
for the subject–object dualism that is so typical of Greek and Western metaphysics. 

 The dominance of visual metaphors continues to this day in contemporary academic dis-
course: in conceptualizing, we seek insight and illumination; we speculate, inspect, focus and 
reflect; and, when we speak of points of view, synopsis and evidence, we may forget or be 
unaware of these concepts’ sight-based etymology. The ‘spectatorial’ nature of modern episte-
mology is also evident when we consider that the word theory has the same root as the Greek 
word for ‘theatre’,  theoria , meaning to look at attentively, or to behold. Likewise, writing is 
largely a visual exercise, in contrast to speaking, which is centred on the sense of hearing. Thus, 
in modern philosophy, the eye is the hinge point between the subjective and the objective, the 
window to the world and the mirror of the soul. In this spectatorial epistemology, the ocular 
subject has become the ultimate source of all being, with ‘the world’ being seen, reflected in, 
represented by, objectified and instrumentalized by the sovereign subjective self. As Derrida 
put it: 

Modern Thought

m-vision (theory) Pure

Impuree-vision (practice)

 Figure 4.2   The categorical distinction between m-vision and e-vision         
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 the metaphor of darkness and light (of self-revelation and self-concealment) [is the] found-
ing metaphor of Western philosophy as metaphysics… [I]n this respect the entire history of 
our philosophy is a photology, the name given to a history of, or treatise on, light. 

( 1978: 27)     

 Ocularcentrism extended 

 If rationalism reached its high-water mark in the eighteenth century, it was subsequently cri-
tiqued by both Romantics and conservatives in the nineteenth century, and by most everyone 
else in the twentieth century. However, with respect to the root ocular metaphor of ratio-
nalism, it is useful to distinguish between those critiques that seek to displace the metaphor 
and those that retain it. In this section, we consider the latter, namely the Romantics (includ-
ing Nationalists and Socialists) who concoct and follow utopian visions, and the postmodern 
 counter-visionaries who, while they critique ocularcentrism, still remain within its thrall. 

 In their attempt to move away from Enlightenment rationality, the Romantics of the nine-
teenth century stressed the imaginative, the irrational and fantastic aspects of the human creative 
mind. Yet, insofar as Romanticism retains the primordial position of the human mind, it is best 
seen as an extension and deepening of the Enlightenment rather than an alternative philosophy. 
Thus, the Romantics presented mental pictures of what the world  might be  like – instead of the 
rationalist picture of what the world  was  like. To emphasize the difference, Abrams ( 1953 ) used 
the metaphors of mirror and lamp to distinguish between the two movements. For Abrams, the 
rationalist mind is a ‘reflector of external objects’, while the Romantic mind is: 

 a radiant projector which makes a contribution to the objects it perceives. The [mirror 
metaphor] was characteristic of much of the thinking from Plato to the eighteenth century; 
the [lamp metaphor] typifies the prevailing romantic conception of the poetic mind. 

( 1953: viii)   

 While Abrams asserts that the two metaphors are ‘antithetic’ to one another, for us, they are 
both fundamentally ocular, or sight based. Moreover, the Romantics followed in the tradi-
tion of the rationalists by invariably presenting optimistic, progressive – and one might say 
innocent – visions of the future. Prototypical of these creative and imaginative visions was the 
nineteenth-century catalogue of utopian texts that provided a life-force and inspiration for many 
subsequent political and social movements. 

 The Romantic movement of the early nineteenth century provided an important philo-
sophical basis for both socialism and nationalism, the two primary movements of radical politi-
cal change in the late nineteenth century and throughout the twentieth century (Jones  1974 ). 
In particular, Romantic literature, with its celebration of the vernacular and folk traditions, 
certainly inspired nationalistic feeling throughout Europe in the nineteenth century. Moreover, 
in terms of ocular metaphors, both nationalism and socialism were still founded on a ‘fixed point 
of view’, or what Trimble ( 1998 ) refers to as ‘the Platonic pursuit of abstract perfection’. 

 Marshall McLuhan identified a further connection between ocularcentrism and nationalism 
when he noted the important role played by print technology during the nineteenth century: 
‘by print a people  sees  itself for the first time. The vernacular in appearing in high visual defini-
tion affords a glimpse of social unity co-extensive with vernacular boundaries’ (McLuhan  1962 : 
217, original emphasis). Elsewhere, he reiterated the link when he asserted that ‘[n]ationalism 
depends upon or derives from the “fixed point of view” that arrives with print, perspective, and 
visual quantification’ (ibid.: 220). 
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 While the Romantics of the early nineteenth century critiqued Enlightenment rationality, 
Nietzsche was perhaps the first writer to attack  ocularcentrism  when he argued against the phil-
osopher’s presupposition of an eye outside time and history, ‘an eye that no living being can 
imagine, an eye required to have no direction, to abrogate its active and interpretative powers’ 
(1969 [1887]: 255). As early as the eighteenth century, the import of an individual historian’s 
perspective on history was well understood, but Nietzsche took this further by asserting that 
 every  discourse could only be understood as a perspective – ‘all seeing is essentially perspective 
and so is all knowing’ (ibid.) – and he developed this insight to present a radical critique of both 
philosophy and science. Nietzsche’s rhetorical device was to subvert the visual by turning it in 
on itself through extending and multiplying its logic. As Jay put it: ‘Plato’s singular sun of truth 
illuminating a reality of forms was replaced by a thousand and one suns shining on a multitude 
of different realities’ (1993a: 190). What is important for our purposes is that the visual metaphor 
is still central in Nietzschean multi-perspectivalism. 

 Foucault was just as averse to the ‘spectator’ theory of knowledge, but his line of argument 
was quite different. Foucault’s insight was that, while the subject was constituted as a detached, 
contemplative, disinterested, autonomous entity in a spectatorial epistemology, his historical 
studies showed how the subject was better understood as being incarcerated and indeed con-
stituted by various technologies of visualization. For him, vision becomes supervision: ‘the gaze 
that sees is the gaze that dominates’ (Foucault  1973 : 39). In other words, the power to see, to 
make visible, is the power to control, which is why Foucault sees knowledge and power as fun-
damentally indwelling. In the  Birth of the Clinic  (subtitled  An Archaeology of Medical Perception ), 
he argued that the medical gaze took hold once pathological anatomy and the autopsy – which 
was essentially a project of spatializing disease – came to be accorded central status in medi-
cal practice after 1800. In  Discipline and Punish , he mapped out the nineteenth-century shift 
from sovereign to disciplinary power: the shift from ‘governmentality organized around the gaze 
of the sovereign to governmentality organized by surveillance, panopticism, the normalizing 
gaze dispersed throughout the social system, maintaining civil order’ (Levin  1993a : 20–21). In 
a disciplinary regime, ‘power is exercised by virtue of things being known and people being 
seen … by surveillance rather than ceremonies’ (Foucault and Gordon  1980 : 154), and, in this 
regime, individuals are no longer autonomous entities, but are better understood as being con-
stituted by technologies of visualization, such as the examination, which, in turn, includes self-
observation, self-examination and self-monitoring. Notwithstanding Foucault’s antipathy to 
vision, his archaeological and genealogical methods are fundamentally ocular – insofar as they 
make visible the correlations between vision and truth, and vision and power, respectively – and 
he makes generous use of spatial metaphors throughout his writings. 

 Other writers have also followed a similar path, critiquing modern epistemology but 
still retaining the ocular metaphor as central to their ‘new’ paradigm. Typical of this approach 
would be the so-called ‘reflexive turn’ taken by many sociologists of science during the 1980s 
on the back of the postmodern critique of modern epistemology (see, for example, Woolgar 
 1988 ). One difficulty with this project is that the concept of reflection is itself based on an 
ocular metaphor, which is precisely why Winner dismissed the reflexive turn as ‘that endlessly 
enchanting hall of mirrors’ (1993: 373). Within this group, we might also locate the more self-
indulgent and self-centred of the postmoderns.   

 Ocularcentrism displaced 

 Writers in this category are equally hostile to Enlightenment rationality, but what makes them 
more radical than those in the previous category is that not only do they reject the ocular 
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metaphor but they also attempt to replace it with different metaphors and vocabulary. We begin 
by summarizing the more signifi cant endeavours to place other senses – especially hearing but 
also the sense of touch – at the centre of philosophical discourse. The chapter then proceeds 
to explain why it is appropriate, if paradoxical, to place conservatives and postmodern radicals 
within this category on the basis that they both seek to jettison the visual metaphor from politi-
cal discourse.  

 The linguistic turn: from sight to sound 

 Over the last century or so, a succession of philosophers have revolted against the legacy of 
Cartesianism and the Enlightenment, and have denounced the ‘spectatorial and intellectual-
ist epistemology based on a subjective self refl ecting on an objective world exterior to it’ ( Jay 
 1993b : 143). One of the most signifi cant shifts occurred in the early part of the twentieth 
century with the development of structuralism. In particular, the contribution of the linguist 
Ferdinand de Saussure proved hugely infl uential as it marked a profound shift towards language 
and narrative. Since language is fundamentally about speaking – and hearing – structuralism 
constitutes a ‘metaphorical redescription’ from a paradigm based on vision and sight to one 
based on speaking and hearing (even if language and communication is not exclusively based 
on speech). 

 Others soon applied Saussure’s ideas beyond the domain of language. Indeed, what links the 
various forms of structuralism is the common use of Saussure’s ideas to study a variety of sym-
bolic relations – understood as an underlying system of differences – whether these be structured 
by language, class or whatever. So, for instance, Hans-Georg Gadamer argued for a shift from 
seeing to a conversation-based hermeneutics, while Jürgen Habermas’ work can similarly be 
interpreted as a project to move from a rationality grounded in a detached-spectator paradigm 
to one based on communication, speech and democratic participation. Centrally, the subject in 
Habermas’ philosophy is neither the dominating observer nor an observed subject, but a speaking, 
listening subject participating in democratic practices. The same theme is to be found in the so-
called ‘voice discourse’, which asserts the primacy of speech (experience) over writing (theory) 
and which counters knowledge claims based on a spectatorial epistemology with narratives of the 
silenced and excluded (see, for example, Spivak  1988  [1985]). Likewise, the American pragmatist 
Richard Rorty ( 1979 ) has rigorously refuted the picture of the mind as a mirror of theoretical 
reflection. Instead of ocular theories of truth that make truth a matter of correspondence, he 
proposed a conception of truth and mind based on discourse. And, if we see, as Rorty does, ‘the 
history of language, and thus of the arts, the sciences, and the moral sense, as the history of meta-
phor’ 1989: xvi), then we can understand the profound shift in philosophical discourse away from 
theory and towards narrative as a move in metaphorics from sight to hearing. 

 One of the significant limitations of structuralism, and it is a limitation that the post- 
structuralists have sought to transcend, is its tendency to focus on the  synchronic  aspects of 
linguistic difference at the expense of the more processual,  diachronic  elements. This critique led 
to an increasing and ongoing engagement, throughout the century, with processual understand-
ings. This shift, in our sense-based framework, can be seen as a shift towards the senses of hearing 
and touch, since these senses necessarily involve change over time.   

 The process philosophers 

 One of the fi rst modern philosophers to dispute the noble position accorded to sight was 
Henri Bergson, writing around the same time as Saussure. Bergson asserted that both idealists 
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and materialists, the massive polar anchors of philosophical debate, were both too cognitive, and 
were incapable of appreciating that the body was not just an object of contemplation but was 
actually the primary site of lived action. Hannah Arendt set the measure of Bergson’s infl uence 
when she asserted that, ‘[s]ince Bergson, the use of the sight metaphor in philosophy has kept 
dwindling, not unsurprisingly, as emphasis and interest has shifted entirely from contemplating 
to speech, from  nous  [mind] to  logos  [word]’ (1978: 122). In particular, Bergson railed against the 
spatialization of time and the profound mistake of reducing the  qualitative  difference between 
past, present and future to a simple  quantitative  distinction. The particular problem with redu-
cing temporality to a number-line was that it privileged sight, since ‘every clear idea of number 
implies a visual image in space’ (Bergson and Pogson  1971  [1889]: 79). This was hugely impor-
tant to Bergson because, for him, experienced time depended more on the non-visual senses, 
such as hearing and touch, which intertwine past, present and future into a meaningful whole. 

 Contemporaneous with Bergson, the American pragmatists (Peirce, Dewey, James) also 
celebrated action, change, negotiation and the ‘plastic’ nature of reality over fixed principles, 
abstractions and essentialist beliefs. A.N. Whitehead was another ‘process philosopher’ who 
drew the various strands of this emergent philosophy together in his vast book  Process and Reality  
(1929). Around the same time, Martin Heidegger published  Being and Time  and he continued 
to make sustained attacks on the ocularcentrism of Greek and Western philosophy throughout 
his career. His language and vocabulary were different but his central point was that ocularcen-
trism had reduced being to being-represented or being-imaged. In other words, the very being 
of the world had come to be equated with our images and representations, which, for him, was 
an inauthentic existence: 

 Metaphysics thinks about beings as beings. Whenever the question is asked what beings 
are, beings as such are in sight. Metaphysical representation owes this sight to the light of 
Being. The light itself, i.e., that which such thinking experiences as light, does not come 
within the range of metaphysical thinking … Metaphysics, insofar as it always represents 
only beings as beings, does not recall Being itself. 

( 1975: 207–208)   

 Heidegger was extremely critical of the visually orientated Greek notion of  theoria , and he 
lamented the reduction of  theoria  to observation in modern empiricism. He contested the pri-
vileging of a spectatorial vision that made subject and object distant and estranged from one 
another, and, like Bergson, he repudiated ontologies that made spatial existence prior to tem-
porality. He also contrasted the early Greek attitude of  wonder  – which lets things be – with the 
modern sense of  curiosity  – which is symptomatic of a predatory possessiveness and a calculat-
ing, self-interested will to power. Instead, Heidegger preferred to give ontological primacy to 
‘speaking’, ‘listening to’ and ‘silence’: ‘listening to … is Dasein’s existential way of Being-open 
as Being-with for Others. Indeed hearing constitutes the primary and authentic way in which 
Dasein is open for its ownmost potentiality for Being’ (1962 [1927]: 206); ‘language stands in 
essential relation to the uniqueness of being … Being is the most said and at the same time a 
keeping silent’ (ibid. 1993 [1981]: 54). 

 Heidegger employed novel linguistic and hermeneutical techniques, coining new words at 
will to aid his attempt at comprehending being in new ways. Other philosophers have contin-
ued this tradition, which we can now see as a metaphoric revolt against the dominant ocular 
metaphor in Western philosophy. In organization theory, this turn to process is also evident in, 
for instance, the influence of constructivism, actor-network theory and the more philosophical 
writings of Chia ( 1995 ) and Cooper and Law ( 1995 ) to name but three of the more prominent 
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writers. More broadly, this interest in process (means) rather than ends (visions, utopias) is a 
feature of contemporary political discourse, whether it be articulated by conservatives or what 
we might refer to as postmodern radicals.   

 The displacement of vision in political discourse 

 Vision, and especially any form of radical vision, has been shunted to the margins of political 
discourse. Many in society, it seems, are at one with David Trimble ( 1998 ), who, on receiving 
the Nobel Peace, stated that ‘[i]nstinctively, I identify with the person who said that when he 
heard a politician talk of his vision, he recommended him to consult an optician’. In his Nobel 
speech, David Trimble drew extensively on Edmund Burke’s conservative thesis that the pur-
suit of ‘abstract perfection’ had to be rejected, for the simple reason that humans are imperfect. 
In terms of the ocularcentric paradigm, we can understand Burkean conservatives as  radical  inso-
far as they reject the vision metaphor that underpins both rationalism and Romanticism (and, 
in turn, socialism and nationalism). Burke’s (and Trimble’s) philosophy was to remain true to 
tradition and the status quo, imperfect and all as it might be. Of course, some might say that the 
ruling ‘caste’, because of their standpoint, will be blind to the problems that others can see all too 
clearly: namely differential relations of power and equality. 

 In many respects, Burkean conservatism has been the dominant political movement in the 
second half of the twentieth century. The success of conservatism and the reluctance to extol 
alternative visions of the future is understandable, since many have linked the totalitarianism and 
fascism, which have punctuated the twentieth century, with the Romantic pursuit of utopian 
visions. The compelling conservative argument is that Romanticism leads not to utopia but 
instead creates Hitlers and the dystopias of Nazi Germany, ethnically cleansed of those that don’t 
fit the perfect vision. 

 Such antipathy to visionary thinking is maybe to be expected from conservatives who axi-
omatically reject any alternatives to the status quo, but today even socialists seem unable to 
articulate a clear vision of what society should be like, having largely lost faith in the utopian 
beliefs that propelled their common projects for over a century. As Giddens put it, ‘the hopes of 
radicals for a society in which, as Marx said, human beings could be “truly free” seem to have 
turned out to be empty reveries’ (1994: 1). This eclipse of past visions now leaves the Left unsure 
and tentative, and few today, even those that still claim to be radicals, believe in revolutionary 
change towards a socialist ideal of what society should be like. Donna Haraway, one of the more 
radical thinkers of our age, summed up the situation when she admitted that: ‘I think that the 
most difficult problem that I face, if I own up to it, is I have almost lost the imagination of what 
a world that isn’t capitalist could look like. And that scares me’ (Harvey and Haraway  1995 : 
519). Moreover, what it means to be radical is further obscured by the fact that conservatism has 
become radical, under Thatcher’s neoliberal reforms, while socialism has become conservative, 
insofar as socialism’s practical activity is now largely centred on maintaining the welfare state 
(Giddens  1994 ,  1998 ). 

 Notwithstanding the threat of implosion, some have sought to continue the tradition of 
radical socialist thinking, while being careful to avoid the problems with utopian, vision-centred 
teleologies or grand narratives. We refer to these writers as ‘postmodern radicals’ because of 
the uneasy conjunction that they straddle. The ‘post-Marxist’ scholars Laclau and Mouffe are 
representative of this position. 

 Following in the tradition of Lyotard and Foucault, the postmodern radicals reject meta-
narratives or big teleological stories, and hence have little truck with either Romantic utopias or 
political ideologies as a basis for understanding social change. For example, Laclau and Mouffe 



Donncha Kavanagh

72

( 1985 ) have critiqued the eschatological dimension in Marxist thought as a ‘dangerous illusion’ 
and likewise they reject the myth of social progress towards some great vision. They stress the 
importance of the chance event and the contingent, or, as Smith has put it, ‘instead of an end-
point, we have an infinite series of contestations, and the role of the theorist is to incite these’ 
(1998: 23). Thus, radical democratic theory, which might traditionally have been associated with 
utopian thinking and social engineering, now ‘rejects teleologies, “scientific” predictions and 
eschatological prophecies’ (ibid.: 24). Where Laclau and Mouffe differ from Lyotard is that they 
advocate a linking of different language games into a ‘hegemony’.    

 Ocularcentrism inverted 

 In this section, we introduce a framework that provides a useful understanding of how one 
strand of postmodernism has effected a profound change in the relative understanding of the 
Platonic–Cartesian distinction between the world as seen by the eyes on one’s head (e-vision) 
and the world of the mind’s eye (m-vision). In the modern period, which we can approximate 
as spanning from 1600 to 1900, m-vision (which loosely equates to the theoretical world) was 
understood as pure in contrast to the impurity of the visual world, e-vision (see  Figure 4.2 ).  

 As  Figure 4.3  shows, postmodernity is characterized by an interesting double inversion 
(shown as 1 and 2 in the figure). In this section, we will briefly discuss each of these. 

 The first inversion shows how the modern understanding of theoretical purity – which 
we can trace to Platonic idealism – has effectively been replaced to the point where clarity 
of thought is no longer afforded primacy in theoretical discourse. Symptomatic of this shift is 
the introduction of a large catalogue of terms that emphasize impurity and the repudiation of 
any theory based on fixed essences or pure Truth. Thus, Derrida has employed a vocabulary 
of terms like ‘difference’, ‘supplementarity’, ‘trace’, ‘deconstruction’ and ‘decentring’ to empha-
size the instability, ambiguity or impurity of language. Likewise, Rorty ( 1989 ) uses the concept 
of ‘irony’ to stress the contingency of all beliefs and concepts, while Foucault and others have 
shown how the project of modernity, far from creating a society that was transparent to its 
members, has actually created a carceral, irrational society. The cumulative effect of these and 
other writings is that we now have, in terms of theory, what Habermas ( 1989 ) refers to as a 
‘new obscurity’. 

 The second inversion is the translation of e-vision, the world of practice, from the impurity 
of the modern era to the purity of the postmodern (shown as translation 2 in  Figure 4.3 ). As 
discussed earlier, the moderns were hostile to the illusory nature of the visible world (i.e. they 
understood it as imperfect), and consequently their utopias were very much fictions, located in 
the imaginary (m-vision). In contrast, what might be called a postmodern argument is that the 
history project (as a singular project) has ended, and that we now live in a postmodern meta-
utopia (a meta-utopia being an environment wherein different utopian visions are permitted). 
According to some marketing scholars (see, for instance, the collection edited by Brown  et al.  
 1998 ), marketing has been central to this project of creating contemporary utopias, since its very 
essence is the development, dissemination and manipulation of image: 

Modern

1

2

Postmodern

m-vision (theory) Pure

Impure

Impure

Puree-vision (practice)

 Figure 4.3   The double inversion of ocularcentrism         
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 With its boundless ability to invent ‘imaginary worlds of perfect appearances, perfect per-
sonal relationships, perfect families, perfect personalities, perfect careers, perfect holidays, 
perfect pizzas, perfect personalities and perfect imperfections’ (Brown 1995: 137), market-
ing, more than any other contemporary cultural institution, is arguably the keeper of the 
late-twentieth-century utopian flame. 

 (Brown and Maclaran  1996 : 266)   

 Martins makes much the same point when she says that, ‘in the absence of stronger illusions, the 
public needs to invest its dreams somewhere. Replacing other vendors of illusions that progress 
has dislodged from their traditional positions, advertising appears at the right time to fi ll the 
vacuum’ (1995: 51). 

 Thus, we can understand postmodernism as Romanticism without vision (Livingston  1997 ; 
Power and Stern  1998 ). Similarly, Belk asserts that ‘[o]ur primary source of hope has shifted 
from religion, to art and science, and finally to consumption’ (1996: 93) and that ‘we must face 
the fact that for many of us, perhaps all of us in one way or another, some of our strongest and 
most readily available hopes for transcendent and transformational experiences lie in consumer 
goods and services’ (ibid.: 102). According to Baudrillard, America is the ultimate consumer 
world, which he, appropriately, sees as a ‘paradise’, albeit a ‘mournful, monotonous and super-
ficial’ paradise (1989: 98). In this non-teleological world, we have no future vision but live 
instead in the perpetual present: like the traffic on America’s freeways we are ‘coming from 
nowhere, going nowhere’ (ibid.: 125). Elsewhere, Baudrillard argues that, as we draw upon and 
use all of our resources, we only end up destroying ‘metaphors, dreams, illusions and utopias by 
their absolute realization’ (1994: 102). For Baudrillard, the complete clarity of the postmodern 
world, where everything is filmed, broadcast, videotaped, etc., is  obscene , because it leaves the 
totality of the world exhibited and visible. Instead, he prefers the  scene  that involves both absence 
and illusion: ‘[f]or something to be meaningful, there has to be a scene, there has to be an illu-
sion, a minimum of illusion, of imaginary moment, of defiance of the real, which carries you 
off, seduces or revolts you’ (Baudrillard and Fleming  1990 : 65).   

 Refl ections 

 Notwithstanding the extensive criticisms of Enlightenment rationality and ocularcentrism, 
summarized above, the evidence is that the ocularcentric paradigm continues. New informa-
tion and communication technologies permit spectacularizations that have not been possible 
before (Debord  1983  [1967]; Baudrillard  1983 ; Vattimo  1992 ). Globalization and just-
in-time production, which are both predicated on the existence of intensive surveillance and 
supervisory technologies, constitute a new form of electronic panoptica. Vision continues to 
be privileged across domains, from strategic management to fervent nationalism, indicating 
that teleological metanarratives based on a ‘fi xed point of view’ still provide a pervasive and 
potent organizing logic across the world. And Western thought has colonized new locales 
and discourses, creating an  audit society  that seeks to make everything visible (Power  1999 ). It 
is clear that, no more than nuclear technology can be ‘unlearned’, one cannot simply drop-kick 
Western philosophy into oblivion because one is uneasy about its ocularcentrism. Likewise, 
this text is peppered with the language of a spectatorial epistemology – aspect, insight, points 
of view, perspective, clear, see, focus, etc. – although, if we were to dispense with this language 
totally, we would probably be either silent or unintelligible. The lesson, maybe, is that it is 
just as inappropriate to dismiss the vision metaphor – which would be impossible anyway – as 
to be transfi xed by it. 
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 Ocular metaphors are privileged in organizational discourse, not just in terms of episte-
mology and methodology, but also in terms of constructs that filter through to management 
thinking (for example, the notion of organizational vision). This way of thinking about the 
world is not so much deficient, as necessarily partial. The implication is that there is significant 
potential for the other senses to contribute, in terms of pedagogy, research methods and modes 
of results dissemination, to organization studies. This echoes similar calls in the nascent literature 
of organizational aesthetics – where Antonio Strati has suggested that ‘smell sheds light [ sic ] on 
an aspect that the organizational literature habitually ignores’ (2000: 17) – and in the literature 
on emotion and organizations – where emotion is presented as a more sensual mode of enquiry 
that is at odds with the cognitivist paradigm in organization studies (Fineman  2000 ). Likewise, 
the recent turn to ‘sensory marketing’ and ‘sensory branding’ (Lindstrom  2005 ; Hultén  et al.  
 2009 ; Krishna  2010 ) may indicate a growing challenge to the hegemony of the ocular paradigm. 
According to Lindstrom, ‘99 percent of all brand communication today is focused on our two 
senses: what we hear and see. In sharp contrast, 75 percent of our emotions are generated by 
what we in fact smell’ (2005: 85). Even if one might be sceptical of this claim, it is typical of the 
rhetoric that companies use when highlighting the limits of visualization and the need to use 
scent, sound and texture when building brand identity. Beyond the world of branding, touch, 
smell and sound seem to have regained some lost status within the hierarchy of senses that 
constitute the human condition. Most obviously, perhaps, the personal computer has evolved 
from an almost exclusively visual interface into a multi-sensory environment. In particular, the 
design of Apple’s iPod was premised on the simple idea that touch matters and that ‘comput-
ing’ could – and perhaps should – be a viscerally tactile experience. Similarly, many of the most 
recent advances in the computer gaming industry, such as the Xbox and Wii, are centred on 
somatic rather than visual technologies. More broadly, our own lived experiences remind us 
how limiting it is to reduce the human condition to the sense of sight, and that our more inti-
mate human relations typically revolve around senses other than the sense of sight. 

 This is an important cautionary note in a book on visual organization, written by academics 
for academics, who tend to valorize the creation of texts and visual representations of the world. 
Yiannis Gabriel ( 2005 ) has famously invoked the alluring metaphor of the ‘glass cage’ to capture 
much of what it means to live in late modernity, where we are surrounded, if not constituted, 
by visual images and spectacle. Yet, it is important to remember that, while alluring, this and 
other ocular metaphors can never shed light on that which is lost to sight. Which is a lot. The 
glass cage that is the ocular world  is  a prison that contains us, but there is also a world beyond 
the cage, beyond the visual, beyond the text. 

 At the very least, the ideas and framework introduced in this chapter should stimulate a 
deeper understanding of debates and positions in organization theory, and the limitations and 
exclusions created by the ocular metaphors on which our own contribution to discourse is 
based. Of course, one should not expect radical change, at least in the short term, since our 
current practices and preferred meta-metaphors are the sedimented effect of ancient institution-
alizing practices. Nevertheless, the conjunction of similar arguments across disparate discourses 
suggests that metaphors based on sight and light will have a diminished role in the future of our 
discipline. We shall see.     
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    5

Constructing the visual consumer    
    Lisa   Peñaloza    and  Alex   Thompson     

   Seeing and representing are ‘material,’ insofar as they constitute means of intervening in the 
world. We do not simply ‘see’ what is there before us. Rather, the specific ways in which 
we see (and represent) the world determine how we act upon that world and, in so doing, 
create what that world is.  

(Poole  1997 : 7)   

 Introduction 

 The quote above is taken from Deborah Poole’s insightful visual economy of the Andean image 
world. In her introduction, Poole explains how she had come to be the resident community 
photographer in the village in southern Peru where she conducted an ethnographic study of 
the development of family portraits as the means of accounting for modern understandings of 
race. Photographs turned out to be the one thing that was ‘useful’ to the people she studied, as 
they repeatedly asked her to take pictures of their families in ways different from her everyday 
portrayals of them. 

 An important consideration for Poole regarding images and image-objects is how people 
inscribe meaning from a multitude of perspectives. Unlike ‘the gaze,’ which, according to 
Poole, represents a singular representation embedded in power and control, she argues that a 
visual economy yields a holistic understanding of the mechanisms that convey a ‘complexity and 
multiplicity of images.’ Poole’s aim is to try to understand the intersections between how pho-
tographers depict others and how others choose to represent themselves. For Poole, the visual 
economy represents a visual meaning system where the images act as self-referential devices in 
the context of other representations that hold different meanings for different actors. Thus, she 
instructs visual ethnographers to work to understand how these images operate both inter- and 
intra-culturally, as they have important socio-political meaning considerations for the visual 
ethnographer and the people with whom they study. 

 In the text, Poole marvels at the formal poses her willing subjects chose for their photo-
graphs, decked in their finest clothes, their bodies stiff and their faces serious. She notes that all 
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informants preferred these staid images to the  natural  shots she routinely took of them engaged 
in their everyday activities. Poole compared the formal poses informants preferred, the portraits 
of ancestors they proudly displayed in their homes, and the images of colorful advertisements 
and calendars that graced the adobe walls of their homes, and even her own photos of herself 
and her family, in trying to better understand how people develop ideas of how they want to 
be represented. 

 More importantly for our purposes, Poole came to question how she was thinking about and 
incorporating the people she was studying in her work almost by accident. Poole had showed 
her informants photography books, such as Sebastiao Salgado’s ( 1986 )  Other Americas . While 
aesthetically appealing and technically flawless, Salgado’s depictions of sad, destitute people had 
disturbed Poole, and she expected informants to share her reaction. She was surprised when 
Olga, a key informant, found beauty in the photographs, expressing particular appreciation for 
the way Salgado conveyed the texture of the tattered clothes of an elderly couple. ‘Poverty is 
beautiful,’ Olga mused, indicating a photo of cracked, weathered feet among her favorites. 

 Poole credits the surprise she felt in hearing Olga’s reaction to the photographs in stimulat-
ing her to interrogate her own ideas and aesthetics of poverty, economic development and 
race/ethnicity. In her research, she subsequently examined more explicitly what she shared 
with informants in ways of seeing each other and knowing their respective worlds, and where 
they differed. The images, then, were a key tool for Poole in learning about how she produced 
knowledge about other people and ways of being different from her own.   

 Overview: constructing the visual consumer 

 Multicultural learning is fundamental to market development globally, in the exchanges, 
interactions and understandings among people of different cultures. In ways somewhat similar 
to Deborah Poole’s research, scores of ethnographers canvass the globe using visual methods 
to study consumers. Some work for a single fi rm full time; others work for a short duration 
for various corporate clients – manufacturers, advertising agencies, research fi rms and strategy 
groups – while still others work in universities and business schools as faculty and students. 

 The overall objective of this chapter is to help readers better understand the use of visuals 
in learning about consumers and consumption. Achieving such understanding is necessarily 
predicated on appreciating the visual faculties of consumers and exploring how such faculties 
constitute consumption in particular ways. For example, in Poole’s account, we can see how 
respondents take agency over how she represents and inscribes them. Thus, key considerations 
in constructing the visual consumer are to appreciate more explicitly how consumers see them-
selves and how they want to be represented and to incorporate explicitly their perspectives and 
interests. In bringing these considerations to the fore, we discuss the challenges and prospects of 
using visuals to incorporate more strongly consumer agency into marketing representations and, 
in turn, into marketing strategy. We further argue for the importance of interrogating market 
agents and organizational cultural understandings of consumers. 

 The term  visual consumer  refers to a particular set of approaches used to represent consumers 
and consumption that brings to the fore visual imagery, material artifacts, virtual and physical 
environments, and their understandings in ways that explicitly entail a negotiation among mul-
tiple agents. This perspective considers representation as an inherently ‘political act’ (Schroeder 
 1998 ) with economic significance (Schroeder  2011 ) and gives special consideration to the visual 
faculties of researchers as well as those with whom they work – consumers, as well as sponsors 
and strategists. This chapter is as much about how researchers inscribe the consumer in visual 
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constructions as it is about how consumers inscribe themselves in their interactions with market 
agents in ways that create meaningful value in the marketplace. 

 We address the use of visual research approaches and materials regarding consumers and 
consumption for two main audiences: corporate and academic. Our distinction between aca-
demic and corporate visual constructions is not meant to polarize the two, but to suggest how 
the different uses of visual methods by academics and practitioners offer distinct opportunities in 
constructing the visual consumer. Our aim is to better understand the role that the visual plays 
in consumer meaning-making at both a consumer and organizational level. 

 Much visual ethnographic work in business schools has taken place in the interdiscip linary 
domain of Consumer Culture Theory (Arnould and Thompson  2005 ), and published in the 
form of various journal articles and book chapters, many of which we cite below. We also 
highlight the special video issues of  Consumption Markets & Culture  edited by Russell Belk and 
Robert Kozinets ( 2005 ,  2007 ). At present, this work is increasingly common in corporations as 
well (e.g. Zwick and Cayla  2011 ); Sunderland and Denny  2007 ). Both academics and corporate 
practitioners can benefit from this discussion of the use of visual data in learning more about 
different peoples across the globe, in making knowledge claims, and in developing strategic 
courses of action. Visual materials are invaluable sources of knowledge on consumers, and so it is 
vital to be able to read critically and evaluate their use by others. Further, it is useful to under-
stand key differences between the use of visuals in corporate and academic settings, in terms 
of time pressures, foci on contributing to knowledge and/or developing strategic marketing or 
management recommendations, and deployment in bringing colleagues/clients ‘to the field’ to 
better explain phenomena, to support knowledge claims, and to justify a particular course of 
action as appropriate and viable. 

 We initiate our discussion by drawing from visual studies in ethnography and in culturally 
oriented consumer research. Here our focus is on how ethnographers leverage visual images and 
image objects to situate consumers as active producers in marketplace discourses. We use images 
from the first author’s work to explore how consumers proactively use visual imagery to navigate, 
negotiate, and create meaning in marketplace exchanges. In this discussion, we give sensitivity to 
our role as ethnographic researchers and how we leverage multiple modes of representation in 
our own constructions of the visual consumer. 

 We then turn our attention to images from the second author’s visual studies in corporate 
settings to offer some suggestions in advancing a more visual understanding of consumers and 
consumption. The use of visual ethnography in corporate circles is a key site for constructing the 
visual consumer as it sheds light on how organizations go about producing consumer knowl-
edge through visual representation. We discuss the ways in which commercial ethnographers 
seek to embody consumer insights with their clients, and to become a source point for the joint 
production of cultural meaning, and we highlight the mechanisms through which these agents 
incorporate consumers’ agency and perspectives in how they are to be represented and under-
stood in marketing strategy. 

 As illustrated in the opening vignette, reflecting explicitly about the content and contexts 
of visuals and their use by informants and others are necessary steps to provide a more holistic 
understanding to the visual constructions of consumers. Specifically, we encourage research-
ers to make iterative comparisons between their own culture(s) and those of the persons with 
whom we work – research participants, clients, sponsors, even readers – to better distinguish 
between their interests. Reflecting upon the multiple perspectives and interests at work in 
reproducing visual constructions are, as Poole astutely observes, vibrant means of intervening 
in the world.   
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 What is the visual consumer? 

  [T]he power of symbols in modern society derives not only from the technological virtuos-
ity of the creators of messages but from the human need to search for meaning. 

 (Jhally  1990 : 189)  

  A way of being a consumer and ‘doing’ consumption.  We use the term visual consumer to emphasize 
the visual skills and abilities of consumers. Every moment, consumers utilize their visual facul-
ties: at home in getting up, dressing, and preparing and eating meals; in commuting to work, 
school or play, whether bustling with fellow commuters on subways or buses or jockeying 
with other drivers past colorful billboards; in shopping, in provisioning foodstuffs, seeking an 
appropriate gift, home furnishing, or something to wear; back at home reveling in the pleasures 
of intimate family life, toiling in daily chores, or simply relaxing with friends or family or with 
a fi lm or book; in leisure, in catching up with friends and loved ones online or at a local pub, 
exercising, or experiencing other places. While often taken for granted, the steady barrage of 
visual stimuli from which consumers make ‘sense’ of themselves and their social and market 
environments is nothing short of amazing! 

 To use the word visual is to emphasize certain sensory and aesthetic processes and activi-
ties as ends in themselves and as the means of knowing. Sight is a crucial bodily capability 
for consumers in navigating transitory, complex apps and websites, and physically demanding 
material social and market environments. It is a vital cognitive input in meaning-making as 
well, with profound emotional and mnemonic dimensions. Here our emphasis begins with 
consumers’ faculties of perception, categorization, and interpretation and those of research-
ers to study these important consumption elements. For example, in one research project, the 
first author examined the activities of western ranchers and the consumers who come to see 
them at the National Western Stock Show and Rodeo. Importantly, the pictures ‘speak’ 
in the languages of their takers and subjects, and, because of their vast differences, it is vital 
that researchers access the interpretations of those depicted (Heisley and Levy  1991 ) and make 
transparent their own views.  Figure 5.1  depicts a man tossing a lariat, while his son looks on. 
In interviews, the researcher learned of the connections of ‘city slickers’ to ranch and farm life, 
which was typically two generations back in many families, and that, while ranchers come 
there to play, many worked two jobs to be able to afford the lifestyle they described as free 
(Peñaloza  2000 ). Such play is quite serious for consumers as well, as they come for amusement 
that includes learning about and teaching their kids where their food comes from and showing 
respect for those who ‘put their food on the table’ (Peñaloza  2001 ).  

 That such meaning-making is an active, productive exercise is intimated in the quote by Jhally 
opening this section. It is consciously and unconsciously selective, as mental processes organize 
visual stimuli, and, in doing so, reproduce ways of thinking and believing. Jhally ( 1990 ) further 
emphasizes consumers’ compulsion to know and participate in visual codes, because, in lacking 
these skills, they risk novel forms of illiteracy that consist of social misrecognition and alienation. 

 Among the most important visual lessons is that images and objects do not contain meanings; 
people attribute meanings to them. And yet, because such meaning-making is so pervasive, as 
profound as it is subtle, and learned over time by consumers and marketers, their productive 
work in associating and bonding meanings to images and objects is often taken for granted and 
is thus difficult for researchers to access. 

 In their extensive work on visual aspects of advertising, Scott and Vargas ( 2007 ) detail the 
complex, rhetorical processes through which consumers interpret images. An ad conveying the 
softness of toilet paper by featuring a fluffy white kitten is anything but simple, these scholars 
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explain. Instead, visual literacy enacts a complex and rapid process akin to writing, in which 
consumers review multiple associations for signs, including those associations taught to them 
by marketers over time, and then narrow down and transfer meanings among the signs to pro-
duce complex ideas appropriate to their lives. The implications of this work are profound in 
illuminating the visual skills of consumers and marketers in navigating ever dense, increasingly 
market-mediated online and physical social environments. 

  A way of viewing consumers and consumption.  To emphasize consumers’ visual faculties stems 
from particular approaches to research as well, those grounded in an episteme that emphasizes 
visuals as a means of knowing oneself and others, and enacting and making sense of the world. 
This viewpoint conceives of consumers as conscious, meaning-making entities who use visuals 
in performing and enacting themselves and their relations to others and to their surroundings. 

 Usage of visuals by consumers captures only part of the way the consumer is constructed, 
however. As important is the set of ideas and activities regarding what a consumer is and does, 
that academic and corporate researchers routinely ‘pack’ into and draw from visual images, arti-
facts, and environments. Thus, an evolving consideration in constructing the visual consumer is 
to explicitly attend to the way consumers choose to construct themselves, as this may contrast 
with the views of researchers and marketers. Such work goes beyond the use of pictures and 
video to represent the worldview of a consumer. The goal is to place the agency associated with 
representation in consumers’ hands to utilize collages or video diaries as tools to tell their story. 
Begun as an anthropological ‘experiment’ in the late 1980s (Marcus  1986 ), this ethnographic 
convention has diffused into contemporary corporate usage, such that consumers are invited 
to use the visual more directly as a mechanism to represent their consumption practices and 
articulate their belief systems. 

 More recent techniques in consumer research, such as photovoice, seek to empower 
consumers further to control how their image and likeness are produced (Wray-Bliss  2003 ). 

 Figure 5.1   Playing cowboy         
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A good example of pioneering work in constructing the visual consumer can be found in 
Blanchette’s study of full-figured women. Blanchette invites women to use photovoice as a 
visual tool in placing themselves into the roles of model and image producer. Similar to Poole’s 
account in the opening vignette of this chapter, respondents are provided with a platform with 
which to represent themselves. After completion of a photo-shoot, respondents comment on 
their representations, which elicits further discussion with the researcher, at times challenging 
the discourses and practice that researchers and other social and market agents routinely and 
often unconsciously ‘pack’ into visual images, artifacts, and environments of full-figured women 
(Blanchette  2012 ). This form of constructing the visual consumer represents an important socio-
political shift in how ethnographers represent the worldview of their respondents by provid-
ing respondents with powerful tools to control their own forms of representation and speak on 
their behalf.   

 Where and how the visual consumer is constructed 

 Moisander and Valtonen succinctly summarize the importance of visual representations in 
constituting consumer culture, ‘The cultural meanings and narratives that these images evoke 
provide consumers not only with norms, standards, ideals and role models, but also cultural 
knowledge, a visual vocabulary and interpretive resources that help them to make sense of their 
lives’ (2006: 84). Evoke is the key word here – as consumers, academics, and practitioners use 
visual images as material resources that serve as provocative, tangible markers summoning intri-
cate webs of social roles and market obligations within which consumers are implicated. 

 Using the word construction in tandem with visual directs attention to how consumers 
develop constitutive capabilities and characteristic ways of being, as aided and/or thwarted by 
market agents, objects, environments, and media. The next section deals particularly with the 
productive activities by corporate and academic researchers. The place of work matters, as it 
impacts the kind of visual research methods used, as well as the timeframes, goals, format, and 
uses of visual data. 

  Academic constructions of visual ethnography . Academic visual studies tend to be carried out 
over a longer period of time, focus on social/market processes or phenomena, and culminate 
in a literary work contributing to knowledge in a particular scholarly discipline and/or satisfy-
ing requirements for an academic degree. Like other forms of research, visual studies produce 
knowledge by building upon what is already known. Where the studies depart somewhat lies 
in the way visual researchers forge new insight(s). Let’s break this point down in further detail 
with an example. It sounds simple, but is actually quite complex. 

 The first goal in building upon what is known is to draw explicit attention to existing 
knowledge claims and how they are established and recognized to be true. Here the objective is 
twofold: (1) to identify the types of data; and (2) to make explicit the rhetorical strategy employ-
ing these data as evidence in support of the claims. 

 The second goal is to build a logical ‘bridge’ from extant to new knowledge. The objectives 
are also twofold: (1) to direct attention to phenomena ‘overlooked’ by existing research; and 
(2) to employ visuals as types of data that support the new insight(s). 

 This sounds very logical and is all very linear. What we’ve just described are the steps to 
follow in  writing up  visual data, however. The way the visual insights are generated is often 
directly the opposite! That is, the researcher sees things that are somehow different, things that 
catch his/her attention without necessarily knowing why, as with Poole’s photos, and works 
backwards through the above steps to explain them. 

 Now let’s take an example. Take a look at  Figure 5.2 . What do you see?  
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 As noted by John and Malcolm Collier in their classic  Visual Anthropology , photography 
is a recording and accounting tool, a ‘mirror with a memory’ (1986: 7). It is also an analytic 
aid that helps ethnographers document and categorize their observations, review their find-
ings, and develop theoretical explanations by comparing their data to those in other field sites 
(ibid.: 164). These authors underscored the  realism  of photographs, directing attention to the 
dynamics in which viewers (such as you) attribute to people action, intention, and emotion as 
they engage with the images. 

 Take a closer look. Do you see anything unusual? Who is shopping? What section of the 
store is this? Can you see what is in the cart? We see two gallons of milk, two flats of eggs, eight 
or nine packages of corn tortillas, three bags of flour tortillas, one to two large bags of chichar-
rones (fried pork skins), two bags of bolillos (white bread rolls, the term is also slang for white 
person), a bag of pan dulce (sweet bread), a box of Reynolds Wrap aluminum foil, and a bottle 
of cooking oil on the lower rack of the cart. 

 To uncover consumers’ productive uses of products/services and the productive effects 
of these cultural artifacts on consumers, it is important to take descriptive research findings, 
such as these about people, cart, and store, and interrogate their  conditions of possibility.  How do 
you explain all this? A large family, perhaps more than one family? Seeing this cart and trying 
to formulate adequate explanations pushed the first author to ask people  in the store , and from 
their answers to revisit the previous studies for their understandings of immigrant consump-
tion. In bringing out key differences between the literature and what was observed  in situ , she 
reformulated the interview questions for Mexican immigrant consumers beyond household 
size, composition, and food consumption to include market details along with who cooked 
what meals for whom and how often they ate at home, as well as who did the shopping, what 
did they buy, where, and for whom in the US and in Mexico. Observation of two refrigerators 
side by side in one apartment generated further questions about the use of space in the home. 

 Figure 5.2           Grocery shopping 
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There one family ‘occupied’ each of the two bedrooms, while a single man rented the couch 
(formerly the back seat of a car) and stored his few possessions in the living-room closet. 

 Both photographs and fieldnotes are crucial in the construction of the visual consumer, 
with each bringing distinct advantages and constraints. Peñaloza and Cayla ( 2007 ) noted that 
researchers use fieldnotes to detail observation of physical settings, activities, and occurrences, 
translating visual phenomena to verbal texts as they proceed. The camera can be more obtrusive 
than observation and can compromise the researcher’s relations with informants, and must be 
used carefully and with prior explanation and consent. Its advantage is greater detail. Even so, as 
researchers translate visual observation to visual images in taking pictures, it is helpful to record 
such translations and to further transcribe the images into words for textual analysis. 

 Refer again to  Figure 5.2 . In writing the ‘contents’ of the first picture, the first author 
became more attuned to other shoppers in the store, documenting their characteristics and what 
was in their carts. She carried out further observation in parking lots in the US and in grocery 
stores in Mexico. 

 Attempting to visualize previous research findings was another useful theoretical exercise. 
Previous work emphasized consumers’ cognitive learning processes, hedonic responses to store 
design and layout, and nuclear families, in contrast to more observable aspects of consumption, 
bustling markets and neighborhoods, and extended families. Making this contrast more explicit 
was crucial for her in developing a behavioral account of immigrant consumers’ adaption 
that featured prominently the characteristics of the stores, neighborhoods, and marketplaces. 
Notably, reinterpreting what is already known and the basis for how it is known is critical in 
forging the visual consumer. 

 Paul Rabinow ( 1986 ) detailed the way ethnographic representations operate as social 
‘facts,’ with an authority and currency that depends upon shared conventions of representa-
tion and interpretation shared by members of distinct academic communities. This authority is 
at once tentative and powerful. Visual data are powerful in providing their producers with evi-
dence that they ‘were there,’ in the field, which, in turn, becomes the support for knowledge 
claims. And yet, visual data are tentative because they are subject to multiple interpretations. 
This is why it is so crucial to ‘write’ the visual data, that is, to explain what they depict to those 
featured in the visuals and how the researcher uses the depictions to support his/her knowledge 
claims. 

 The photo of the shopping cart in  Figure 5.2  was part of the first author’s doctoral disser-
tation defense. She had put together a slide presentation, coordinated with music to simulate 
the four-block commercial area that served as the field site for the research. The music ranged 
from Mexican corridos (El Chicano Mexicano) to popular songs making reference to immigra-
tion (the soundtrack from the film  West Side Story ; and the recording ‘Walking the Line’ by 
rock artists Face to Face). Her intentions were to shift the audience from their lives and from 
the previous literature by recreating the spirit and ambiance of that field site in order to make 
credible her account of consumer acculturation (Peñaloza  1994 ). Looking back now, she read-
ily admits such a feat was elusive, not in the sense of something false, but rather as an exercise 
in productive imagination, as the visuals and the research discussions traversed boundaries in 
ways not unlike the phenomena – boundaries between nations, between informants and the 
researcher, and with other academics, with all the complications that translation entails. 

 As Pink ( 2007 ) notes, ‘scientific realism’ was challenged during the late 1980s and through the 
1990s by the ‘postmodern’ turn that held that all research was, in its very nature, produced, and, 
as such, was unavoidably partial and interested. ‘Fiction’ was the term advanced by James Clifford 
( 1986 ) in noting the imaginative work fundamental in building theory, in the sense of telling a 
story that hasn’t been imagined before. 
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 The ability of photographs to convey something real remains, as Susan Sontag ( 1977 ) noted, 
their greatest accomplishment and their most serious epistemological challenge. In response 
to criticism in anthropology of using photographs to build knowledge, Collier and Collier 
( 1986 ) went to great lengths to establish procedures to ensure that, when used as a research tool, 
visual methods (photography, as well as film and video) are systematic in data collection, with 
well-documented and explicit provision of analytical procedures. In consumption and market 
studies, through the 1990s, interpretive scholars, like those in anthropology, labored to incor-
porate visuals into the top research journals as more than stimuli (Scott  1994 ) and illustration 
(Peñaloza  1998 ) and to push the boundaries of understanding how visuals work when employed 
by consumers and by advertisers (Schroeder and Salzer-Mörling  2006 ; Scott and Vargas  2007 ). 
More recent work continues to strive to incorporate consumers in visualizing data and bringing 
audiences into the wide and varied worlds of consumers, marketers, and markets (Blanchette 
 2012 ;  Thompson  2011 ). 

 To date, ethnographers in the academic fields of anthropology and business speak less of 
the ability of visuals to capture an objective reality and more about how researchers create with 
them to learn about those they study, and to foster consumer wellbeing in more viable, sustain-
able markets. Even so, both fields continue to grapple with the legacy in which knowledge 
claims are to be substantiated, and thus systematic data collection and well-documented analysis 
remain important in using visuals. 

  Corporate constructions of ethnography.  The visual consumer is of increasing interest in vari-
ous corporate departments – design/innovation, advertising, and marketing strategy – to name 
a few. In general, corporate visual studies tend to be of shorter duration and to focus more 
narrowly on specific goals, such as developing a new product, exploring user interactions 
with existing products, copy testing an advertisement, or personifying existing consumer 
segmentation models. Visual methods in corporate ethnography are similar to their academic 
counterparts in including various combinations of photographs, video, collage, together with 
on-site interviews, diaries, and pantry/refrigerator audits. Where they differ from academic 
ethnographies is the use of visual materials to develop knowledge claims towards the end goal 
of strategic insights. 

 Corporate ethnographers often leverage the visual to bring to the fore how organizational 
members characterize their consumers as an implicit part of developing marketing strategy 
(Cayla and Peñaloza  2012 ). The visual can be used to challenge existing assumptions about 
organizational personas (Sunderland and Denny  2011 ), and proprietary notions of ‘my custom-
ers’ (Flynn  2009 ). As Tim Strangleman highlights in his chapter on visual sociology ( Chapter 
15 , this volume), the visual represents an important ‘intervention’ in corporate understanding 
that challenges organizational thinking and facilitates new ways of thinking that transcend the 
written report and challenge dominant, strongly held organizational views. 

 Corporate ethnographers use visuals to bring their clients and coworkers into consumers’ 
lives and provide them with direct ‘evidence’ of consumers’ relations to products and services, 
which typically goes beyond functional uses. A good example is the second author’s study of 
the use of videography by a market research firm working for a manufacture of diabetic testing 
meters. Blood-monitoring systems are important tools that help diabetic patients monitor their 
blood sugar levels and give them valuable feedback of how well they are managing the disease. 
In our study, visual ethnography was used as a tool to expose research and development mem-
bers to ‘real diabetic patients’ in environments where the metering technologies they design 
(i.e. blood-testing meters, injection pens, and testing strips) were used in ‘real life conditions.’ 
As part of this study, the commissioning client accompanied the ethnographer on 12 in-home 
visits in northern Scotland. 
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 During the in-home visits, R&D members met a variety of diabetic patients from differ-
ent socio-economic and educational backgrounds. In some cases, they witnessed patients drop 
cigarette ash on their meters (see  Figure 5.3 ) and dispose of the expensive devices when the 
battery ran out. Throughout the study, patients demonstrated an inability to deal with some 
of the complex features built into their testing meters. It quickly became apparent to R&D 
members that the conditions for the use of diabetic testing meters in the field were drastically 
different from those in the labs. A core recommendation from the visual ethnographic team was 
to develop a low-priced, disposable meter that diabetics could throw away, which contrasted 
markedly with company efforts to design more technologically innovative meters with addi-
tional functionality. This recommendation provided this diabetic manufacturer an opportunity 
to introduce a distinctive testing meter not currently available within the UK market.  

 This example features the use of visual methodologies that involve bodily activity, which 
complements the previous discussion of the use of cultural artifacts such as pictures, video, and 
objects in ethnographic consumer research. Here visual ethnography in the form of observation 
serves as a transformative device that situates clients into the homes of diabetic patients. By cre-
ating a platform in which socio-cultural practices, ritual activities and accouterments, categories 
of use and competition, and the host of symbolic associations and meanings can be witnessed 
first-hand, such work fosters dialogue among researchers and strategists that effectively ‘unpacks’ 
the  productive force  of the product. 

 All products and services, when examined carefully, may be seen to ‘consume’ people, in 
the sense that consumption ‘structures’ people’s lives in particular ways (Firat and Dholakia 
 2003 ). Such structuring, while formative in consumers’ lives and vital ingredients in strategic 
marketing, is often difficult to access and articulate. Successful corporate ethnographers work 
with partners to articulate consumers’ assumptions, worldviews, and their relations with each 
other and with products and services to develop appropriate strategy (Cayla and Peñaloza  2012 ). 

 Figure 5.3   Testing blood sugar while smoking         
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This cultural approach to marketing positions products and services into a symbolic field of 
meaning negotiation where consumers, clients, agencies, and corporate ethnographers ‘inject’ 
brands with meaning that is visually constructed and negotiated (Schroeder and Salzer-Mörling  
2006 ). 

 The productive force of market artifacts is especially notable in another example, a study 
conducted by the second author in order to better understand the diabetic experience (Thompson 
 2011 ). In this study, thirty-six diabetic patients in three major US cities were filmed going 
about their daily routines over the course of one full day. The videos depicted patients at work 
and at play, and highlighted the pain of the insulin injections (see  Figure 5.4 ), the effort to con-
stantly self-monitor diet and activity levels, the way patients carry out daily activities, and even 
their physical surroundings.  

 Yet even video wasn’t enough for ethnographers, who, in their desire to represent the 
disease experience, insisted that clients enact the disease. It was only when the clients engaged 
with the physical product – used the actual diabetes kits to sample and record their blood sugar 
levels over a two-week period – that they ‘got’ the productive force of their product. Finally, 
they understood diabetes not just as an abstract concept, and no longer as a consumer ‘experi-
ence,’ but also as a disease that imposes itself upon the body, their body. Clients were able to 
better understand through their own experience what their product felt like and did. They now 
understood the repeated pricks, the bruised and discolored skin, the need to explain why they 
had these marks, to watch what they ate, and to keep an eye on the clock. This embodied, 
situated consumption knowledge is what corporate ethnographers strive to render intelligible 
in using visuals in collaboration with marketers in co-producing marketing strategies that will 
resonate with consumers. 

 Figure 5.4   Painful insulin injection         
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 Market meaning-making thus draws from and is interwoven into institutionalized social 
codes for appropriate dress, roles, codes of comportment, even driving. A final example of 
corporate ethnography is James Glasnapp and Ellen Isaacs’ ( 2011 ) work with PARC. Their 
presentation was thoroughly visual, beginning with historical photos of the first Parc-o-meter 
1935 from Carl McGee, Oklahoma City, and ending with depictions of color-coded meters 
that changed color, depending on particular usage patterns and times of day. Laughter erupted 
from the audience in viewing a sequence of images showing a horse ‘parked’ at one of the 
meters, followed by its owner playing cards and pointing to a paid parking meter in response to 
an inquiring police officer. 

 The clients in this example are several US cities; their task was to improve the use of park-
ing areas, increase consumer convenience, and raise revenue for the cities. Their method con-
sisted of observation, video, and photographs, which they cleverly dubbed REACT (Rapid 
Ethnographic Assessment and Communication Technique) in seeking to derive insights in a 
short period of time and communicate them via video podcast. Among their strategic recom-
mendations were various parallel, head-in, and multi-level parking designs and private rental 
options to remedy various problems including accessibility for emergency vehicles, consumer 
irritation and site avoidance, and lost revenue for merchants. In the course of their work, the 
ethnographers made explicit multiple users’ (clients, consumers, delivery truck drivers, police 
and fire departments) ways of thinking about parking, and detailed how design and technology 
could reconfigure the space to achieve their objectives. 

 In conclusion, constructing the visual consumer in corporate ethnography strives for a fun-
damental shift in thinking within an organization regarding how they conceptualize consumers. 
Organizations adept in visual literacy are willing to use visual data in decision-making and give 
it equal weight with other forms of consumer data, such as quantitative segmentation profiles 
and sales reports. Constructing the visual consumer in corporate settings strives to include, 
even empower, consumers by featuring prominently their voice and being during the research 
process and by providing them with the means to choose and alter their modes of representation 
and to take an active, primary role in how the story is told. The role of the corporate ethnogra-
pher is to bring that story to life (Martin  et al .  2005 ) and disseminate that information in credible 
and persuasive ways across an organization to facilitate the co-creation of actionable strategy that 
at the same time remains true to the respondents featured within the study (Cayla and Peñaloza 
 2012 ; Thompson  2011 ). 

 Corporate ethnographers use visuals for data collection, analysis, strategic development, and, 
not least importantly, in conveying, justifying, and implementing the strategic recommenda-
tions. Visuals are vibrant, sensory, and engaging ways of overcoming the standard objections 
of people to research in stating the obvious, not reading reports, and fostering breakdowns in 
dissemination among geographically dispersed clients. 

 Important in data collection is recording people in relation to a specific product/service or 
phenomenon of interest. Returning to the PARC example, we list among the ethnographers’ 
visual data: bird’s eye images of dizzying urban sprawl, the same cars driving around and around, 
consumers perplexed in using parking payment systems, ticket-density patterns, and even park-
ing ‘time shares’ rented by the hour. Important in analysis is categorizing users and uses, such 
as service delivery, emergency vehicles, consumers, pedestrians, and design aesthetics as the 
basis upon which to develop a system synchronizing the users/uses with holding capacity 
and turnover for the parking spaces. Ultimately, getting it ‘right’ means designing a workable 
strategy – be it an advertisement, product development, or service system design (this is not an 
exhaustive list) – in collaboration with clients by bringing together their views and those of the 
users of the product/service system.   
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 Discussion: towards a more visual understanding of consumers 
and consumption 

 In an insightful essay concluding his book  Picturing Culture , Jay Ruby writes of the impor-
tance of ethnographic fi lm in confounding the expectations of ethnographers (2000: 239). In 
ways somewhat like those just discussed in producing another way of seeing, ethnographic fi lm 
shows people in their environments doing things and relating to other people and objects, and 
does not just feature ethnographic writing about what people are saying and doing. 

 Our discussion offers some suggestions in encouraging readers to use visuals to construct 
other ways of seeing consumers and consumption. Here we refer specifically to the transgres-
sive potential of visual academic and corporate ethnography in confounding the expectations 
of market researchers and marketing practitioners. We see visual methods not solely as a mecha-
nism of representation, but also as the means for intervening in the world, as Poole noted in 
the opening quote. Constructing the visual consumer empowers consumers and researchers 
to represent consumption in modalities that go beyond characterizing consumption activities 
as dependent variables and reducing them to the domain of market exchanges. Instead, when 
consumers are given agency in co-producing those representations, such visuals are better able 
to serve as a promising means to challenge existing understandings and strategic practices. 

 We again refer to Poole’s opening quote to emphasize multiple modalities in seeing con-
structing the visual consumer. According to Poole, ‘the metaphor of an image world through 
which representations flow from place to place, person to person, culture to culture, and class 
to class also helps us to think more critically about the politics of representation’ (1997: 7). 
It is our argument that critically understanding visual imagery is not just an ethical way of 
understanding the role of the visual; it is a fundamental prerequisite in generating new consumer 
insights, academic and corporate. 

 We build upon the ideas of Joy  et al . ( 2006 ) and Arnould  et al . ( 2006 ) in formulating a 
more explicitly visual and collaborative reflexivity capable of intervening on the world. We 
underscore the importance of taking into consideration how the ways of seeing and knowing 
of informants, researchers, and their academic/corporate colleagues come together and are 
affected by their interests in the varied settings in which they live and work. 

 Joy  et al . ( 2006 ) elaborate at length the importance of reflexivity on the part of consumer 
researchers. Drawing from a rich and extensive bibliography of writings across several disciplines 
including anthropology, sociology, education, and feminist and science and technology studies, 
these authors address such issues as authorial power, voice, and writing style, with an eye to 
whose perspectives are included in textual accounts, how they are included, and how the results, 
be they knowledge creations and/or strategic interventions, impact the lives of those studied. 
This work provides a valuable list of considerations for textually oriented research, which we 
extend to visual research techniques and materials. We encourage researchers to reflect upon 
the conditions of production for the visuals to better include consumer interests and views and 
to ensure that those depicted understand and may benefit from their use. 

 In other work, Arnould  et al . ( 2006 ) address systematically the relationships between context 
and theory. The authors encourage researchers to think more carefully in selecting contexts 
to develop theoretical insights and to avoid getting caught up in the context to the point of 
losing sight of the theoretical contribution. Such loss of perspective, dubbed ‘going native’ 
in anthropology, is due to the ways contexts – lived habitats and the people and activities in 
them – engage our emotions and senses. These authors call for more explicit foregrounding 
and/or backgrounding of neglected peoples, phenomena, relationships, variables, and processes 
to stimulate discovery, invite description, and excite innovative thought. The suggestions of 
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these authors extend those of C. Wright Mills ( 1959 ) in his classic  The Sociological Imagination  in 
explicitly encouraging researchers to shift their scale and scope, and alter perspectives, contexts, 
and peoples in ways that draw out and help formulate robust and compelling explanations for 
puzzles and paradoxes in consumption and market phenomena. 

 We suggest that a  double contextualization of images  is helpful in rendering more explicit visual 
ways of seeing and knowing consumers and consumption. The first step of this visual reflexivity 
entails situating the images within informants’ lives per their testimony and reflection to high-
light their ways of seeing and priorities, as suggested by Heisley and Levy ( 1991 ) in academic 
settings, and elaborated by Sunderland and Denny ( 2007 ) in corporate ones. As Foley ( 2002 ) 
noted, informant testimony can be a useful ‘corrective’ to the exoticization and distanced other-
ing of the experiences of those studied that happens in ethnographic accounts cast solely in the 
voices of researchers. 

 The second step is a re-contextualization of images, artifacts, and environments by research-
ers in relation to their own lives and socio-market system(s). We strongly encourage academic 
and corporate visual ethnographers to take note of the geographic, economic, and socio-cultural 
distances between ourselves and those we study in order to be more aware of the act of power 
we perform in incorporating the images and meanings of others into our visual and textual 
accounts. For Poole, the photographs were insightful when she elaborated her own expectations 
regarding how people should be represented in her photographs. In featuring images of others 
as they wanted to be seen, she was able to recognize and reconsider her own assumptions 
regarding aesthetic tastes, poverty, and high levels of development, not as isolated phenomena, 
but rather as related aspects of a singular, multi-level socio-economic system within which 
her own social and academic positions are implicated. Here Foley’s ( 2002 ) caution regarding 
researcher reflexivity is relevant. As long as such reflexivity does not redirect attention to the 
researcher(s) and away from those under study, it can offer a thoughtful qualification of authorial 
power and even a conscientious undermining of the objectivity and infallibility of the scientific 
method. 

 In providing instruction for visual anthropologists, MacDougall ( 1997 ) calls for researchers 
to ‘rethink’ through visual media, to suspend the dominant non-visual orientation in words 
and sentences, and to develop instead categories of socio-cultural life that are drawn from 
sequences of visual images and people’s relations with material artifacts. Our task is somewhat 
similar, to use visuals to develop categories and processes from our visual data that reformulate 
understandings of motives, decisions, and intentions in order to more fully account for the 
conditions of possibility for the productive force of products and services on consumers and 
consumption. 

 We have a long way to go towards the above goal. In 1984, Russell Belk anticipated market-
ers’ ideal consumer. His ‘manifesto’ featured a computer chip embedded in a consumer’s brain 
that gave marketers direct access to the consumer’s thoughts and consumption preferences (Belk 
 1984 ). The representation of consumers then was basically an information processor that was 
highly rational and utilitarian, somewhat emotional, autonomous nonetheless. A lot has changed 
since then, and yet many consumer researchers and market agents continue to portray consum-
ers in ways that essentially bypass sight and consciousness. At best, consumers are conceived of 
as textual responders in most experimental ‘treatments’ and non-visual ethnographic accounts; 
they are limited to lists of purchases in scanner panel data, and depicted as brain scans in neuro-
marketing studies. And yet, as consumers disclose their most intimate thoughts and activities in 
social media and in our studies, we have tremendous opportunities to show such consumption 
phenomena and to provide the perspective(s) from which to view the images and use them to 
challenge and extend extant knowledge with novel insights. 
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 Ruby ( 2000 : 241) suggests that showing the conditions of production can snap us out of a 
realistic posturing and help us to envision alternative, imaginative possibilities. Directing atten-
tion to the logic by which we arrange, script, and pattern visuals may help us accomplish a more 
explicit comparison with the way the life-worlds of consumers are depicted and understood 
in the literature versus in households and corporations. Such explicit comparisons are useful 
in decentering implicit assumptions regarding consumers, the marketplace, and marketers that 
circumscribe and support much of the canon in consumer research. For visuals specifically, this 
comparison is intended to serve as one means of confounding assumptions and expectations and 
to foster  extrospection , as an external, collaborative endeavor with those we study to complement 
internal, introspective reflexivity.   

 Conclusion 

 At the 2011 Consumer Culture Theory conference, plenary speaker Ken Anderson, an anthro-
pologist at Intel Corporation, encouraged consumer researchers to inspire and craft the worlds we 
want to live in. The future promises engaging, ‘game-changing’ academic and corporate visual 
ethnographies in combining photography, fi lm, music, and text, and culminating in research and/
or strategic insights. It is likely that few academic or corporate ethnographers are as refl exive as 
consumers themselves are on Facebook; certainly few are as quick or of this magnitude in making 
visible the contours and dynamics of consumer subjectivity as consumers want to be represented. 
And yet, as stores, malls, museums, and other consumer venues and social media become ever 
more experiential and interactional, the more marketers depend upon consumers to put their 
imaginations to work to glean ‘benefi ts’ and produce meanings. In turn, the more consumers 
‘work’ in research and in the marketplace, the more opportunities there are for academic and 
corporate visual ethnographers to work as ‘market midwives’ and critics imagining, interpreting, 
and enacting the super-visual, super-interpretive endeavor that contemporary consumers and 
consumption is becoming.     

 References 

    Arnould ,  E.   and   Thompson ,  C.   ( 2005 )  ‘Consumer Culture Theory: twenty years of research’ ,   Journal of 
Consumer Research    31 ( 4 ):  868 – 882 .  

    Arnould ,  E.  ,   Price ,  L.   and   Moisio ,  R.   ( 2006 )  ‘Making contexts matter: selecting research contexts for 
theoretical insights’ , in Russell Belk (ed.)   Handbook of Qualitative Research in Marketing  ,  Cheltenham, 
UK :  Edward Elgar ,  106 – 125 .  

    Belk ,  R.W.   ( 1984 )  ‘A manifesto for consumer behavior of consumer behavior’ , in Paul    F.   Anderson    and 
Michael    J.   Ryan    (eds)   Scientifi c Method on Marketing  ,  Chicago, IL :  American Marketing Association , 
 163 – 167 .  

    Belk ,  R.W.   and   Kozinets ,  R.V.   ( 2005 )  ‘Introduction to the Resonant Representations Issue of  Consumption 
Markets & Culture ’ ,   Consumption Markets & Culture    8 ( 3 ):  195 – 203 .  

    Belk ,  R.W.   and   Kozinets ,  R.V.   ( 2007 )  ‘Resonant Representations 2’ ,   Consumption Markets & Culture   
 10 ( 2 ):  75 – 76 .  

    Blanchette ,  A.   ( 2012 )  ‘(Re)presenting full-fi guredness: poetics and politics of representation’ ,  presentation, 
University of Exeter Doctoral Symposium, Exeter, UK, 12 June .  

    Cayla ,  J.   and   Peñaloza ,  L.   ( 2012 )  ‘Mapping the play of organizational identity in strategic market adapta-
tion’ ,   Journal of Marketing    76 ( 6 ):  38 – 54 .  

    Clifford ,  J.   ( 1986 )  ‘Introduction: partial truths,’  in    J.   Clifford    and    G.   Marcus    (eds)  Writing Culture: The Politics 
and Poetics of Ethnography , Berkeley: University of California Press,  1 – 27 .  

    Collier   Jr .,  J.   and   Collier ,  M.   ( 1986 )   Visual Anthropology: Photography as a Research Method  ,  Albuquerque, 
NM :  University of New Mexico Press .  

    Firat ,  A.F.   and   Dholakia ,  N.   ( 2003 )   Consuming People: From Political Economy to Theaters of Consumption  , 
 London :  Routledge .  



Lisa Peñaloza and Alex Thompson

94

    Flynn ,  D.   ( 2009 )  ‘My customers are different! Identity, difference and the political economy of design’ , 
in    M.   Cefkin    (ed.)   Ethnography and the Corporate Encounter: Refl ections on Research in and of Corporations  , 
 New York :  Berghahn ,  41 – 57 .  

    Foley ,  D.   ( 2002 )  ‘Critical ethnography: the refl exive turn’ ,   Qualitative Studies in Education    15 ( 5 ):  469 – 490 .  
    Glasnapp ,  J.   and   Isaacs ,  E.   ( 2011 )  ‘No more circling around the block: evolving a rapid ethnography and 

podcasting method to guide innovation in parking systems’ ,  presented at the 2011 Ethnographic Praxis 
in Industry Conference (EPIC), Boulder, Colorado, 18–21 September .  

    Heisley ,  D.   and   Levy ,  S.J.   ( 1991 )  ‘Autodriving: a photoelicitation technique’ ,   Journal of Consumer Research   
 18   (December) :  257 – 272 .  

    Jhally ,  S.   ( 1990 )   The Codes of Advertising: Fetishism and the Political Economy of Meaning in the Consumer 
Society  ,  London :  Routledge .  

    Joy ,  A.  ,   Sherry ,  J.F.  ,   Troilo ,  G.   and   Deschenes ,  J.   ( 2006 )  ‘Writing it up, writing it down: being refl ex-
ive in accounts of consumer behavior’ , in    R.   Belk    (ed.)   Handbook of Qualitative Research in Marketing  , 
 Cheltenham, UK :  Edward Elgar ,  345 – 360 .  

    MacDougall ,  D.   ( 1997 )  ‘The visual in anthropology’ , in    M.   Banks    and    H.   Morphy    (eds)   Rethinking 
Anthropology  , New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,  276 – 295 .  

    Marcus ,  G.   ( 1986 )  ‘Afterword: ethnographic writing and anthropological careers’ , in    J.   Clifford    and    
G.   Marcus    (eds)   Writing Culture: the Politics and Poetics of Ethnography  ,  Berkeley :  University of California 
Press ,  262 – 265 .  

    Martin ,  D.  ,   Schouten ,  J.   and   McAlexander ,  J.   ( 2005 )  ‘Reporting ethnographic research: bringing seg-
ments to life through movie making and metaphor’ , in    R.   Belk    (ed.)   Handbook of Qualitative Research in 
Marketing  ,  Cheltenham, UK :  Edward Elgar ,  361 – 370 .  

    Mills ,  C.W.   ( 1959 )   The Sociological Imagination  ,  New York :  Oxford University Press .  
    Moisander ,  J.   and   Valtonen ,  A.   ( 2006 )   Qualitative Marketing Research: A Cultural Approach  ,  London :  Sage .  
    Peñaloza ,  L.   ( 1994 )  ‘Atravesando fronteras/border crossings: a critical ethnographic exploration of the 

consumer acculturation of Mexican immigrants’ ,   Journal of Consumer Research    21 ( 1 ):  32 – 54 .  
    ——  ( 1998 )  ‘Just doing it: a visual ethnographic study of spectacular consumption behavior at Nike Town’ , 

  Consumption Markets & Culture    2 ( 4 ):  337 – 400 .  
    ——  ( 2000 )  ‘The commodifi cation of the American West: marketers’ production of cultural meanings 

at the trade show,’    Journal of Marketing    64   (October) :  82 – 109 .  
    ——  ( 2001 )  ‘Consuming the American West: animating cultural meaning and memory at a stock show 

and rodeo’ ,   Journal of Consumer Research    28   (December) :  369 – 398 .  
    Peñaloza ,  L.   and   Cayla ,  J.   ( 2007 )  ‘Writing pictures; taking fi eldnotes,’  in    R.   Belk    (ed.)   Handbook of 

Qualitative Research in Marketing  ,  Cheltenham, UK :  Edward Elgar ,  279 – 290 .  
    Pink ,  S.   ( 2007 )   Doing Visual Ethnography  ,  London :  Sage .  
    Poole ,  D.   ( 1997 )   Vision, Race, and Modernity: A Visual Economy of the Andean Image World  ,  Princeton, NJ : 

 Princeton University Press .  
    Rabinow ,  P.   ( 1986 )  ‘Representations are social facts: modernity and postmodernity in anthropology’ , in 

   J.   Clifford    and    G.   Marcus    (eds)  Writing Culture: The Politics and Poetics of Ethnography , Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press,  234 – 261 .  

    Ruby ,  J.   ( 2000 )   Picturing Culture: Explorations of Film and Anthropology  ,  Chicago :  University of Chicago 
Press .  

    Salgado ,  S.   ( 1986 )   Other Americas  ,  New York :  Pantheon .  
    Schroeder ,  J.E.   ( 1998 )  ‘Consuming representation: a visual approach to consumer research’ , in    B.B.   Stern    

(ed.)   Representing Consumers: Voices, Views and Visions  ,  London :  Routledge ,  193 – 230 .  
    ——  ( 2011 )  ‘Value creation and the visual consumer’ , in    K.   Ekström    and    K.   Glans    (eds)   Beyond the 

Consumption Bubble  ,  New York :  Routledge ,  137 – 148 .  
    Schroeder ,  J.     E.   and    Salzer-Mörling, M. (eds) ( 2006 )   Brand Culture  ,  New York :  Routledge .  
    Scott ,  L.M.   ( 1994 )  ‘Images in advertising: the need for a theory of visual rhetoric’ ,   Journal of Consumer 

Research    21   (September) :  252 – 274 .  
    Scott ,  L.     M.   and      Vargas ,  P.   ( 2007 )  ‘Writing with pictures: toward a unifying theory of consumer response to 

visuals’ ,   Journal of Consumer Research    34   (October) :  341 – 56 .  
    Sontag ,  S.   ( 1977 )   On Photography  ,  New York :  The Noonday Press .  
    Sunderland ,  P.   and   Denny ,  R.   ( 2007 )   Doing Anthropology in Consumer Research  ,  Walnut Creek, CA :  Left 

Coast Press .  



Constructing the visual consumer

95

    Sunderland ,  P.   and   Denny ,  R.   ( 2011 )  ‘Consumer segmentation in practice: an ethnographic account of 
slippage’ , in    J.   Cayla    and    D.   Zwick    (eds)   Inside Marketing: Practices, Ideologies, Devices  ,  Oxford :  Oxford 
University Press ,  137 – 161 .  

    Thompson ,  A.   ( 2011 )  ‘Videography as an embodied form of knowledge production’ ,  presentation, 2011 
Consumer Culture Theory Conference, Chicago, IL, 7–10 July .  

    Wray-Bliss ,  E.   ( 2003 )  ‘Research subjects/research subjections: the politics and ethics of critical research’ , 
  Organization    10 ( 2 ):  307 – 25 .  

     Zwick  ,   D.    and    Cayla  ,   J.    (eds) ( 2011 )   Inside Marketing  ,  London :  Oxford .      



96

      6

Cultural production and 
consumption of images 

in the marketplace    
    Laurie   A. Meamber       

 Introduction and overview 

 In the aesthetic or image economy of today, marketing strategies focus on creating and com-
municating appealing images of organizational offerings. Consumers respond to these images, 
and productively consume them in order to mold themselves and their everyday consump-
tion experience. Take, for example, Jim, a 49-year-old executive, married with children, who 
comments on his visual experience inside a retail store that he likens to an art gallery.  

 [There was a lot] of the stuff, so you were attracted by the whole kind of ‘gestalt’ of 
the whole thing. … But what the guy really made the money on was the small items, 
the under $5 items of which he had a lot of, kind of cutesy things that might have been 
dime store items but in the context suddenly became something else. So [it] was very 
much kind of a show in there and he was very successful … Like if you go to an art gallery, 
you may not buy a picture. If you went to this place, you may not buy that [high-priced 
artistic piece] but you would buy something else. 

 (Meamber  1997b )  

 The purpose of this chapter is to review current scholarship pertaining to the cultural production 
and visual consumption of images within the market. The specifi c organizational offerings that 
are highlighted in the chapter include: advertisements, products (design and material artifacts), 
brands, and everyday consumption experiences, such as shopping and tourism. The major topics 
and key questions that will be addressed include: (1) ‘productive consumption’ – what is the 
association between cultural production and consumption in the marketplace?; (2) ‘aesthetic 
consumption’ – what is role of aesthetics in productive consumption?; and (3) ‘marketplace 
image consumption’ – how is the visual content offered by organizations within the market 
consumed productively by consumers? The chapter concludes with a discussion of future 
research directions on image production and consumption for the visual organization. 

 It is essential that research on visual organization takes into account the processes by which 
images are produced and consumed – i.e. the interdependent and aesthetically driven processes 
of cultural production and productive consumption. There are numerous participants, roles, and 
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meanings generated by the cultural actors involved in the creation and interpretation of visual 
images. Understanding the actors involved in this complex process as well as the issues that 
arise, such as multiple (and perhaps competing) interpretations of these images by the organiza-
tions that use them to create value, the marketers that present them to the marketplace, and the 
consumers who seek out and transform them to fulfill their own identity projects, is critical for 
visual scholars. 

 In the first part of the chapter, I explore the relationship between cultural production and 
visual consumption. There are many different approaches to cultural production as related to 
visuality, including critical and strategic approaches. Critical views highlight issues such as power 
and control of image content. From a strategic perspective, organizations attempt to use images 
in order to create value, representing themselves and their offerings to various stakeholders and 
to the market. These images are intended to communicate specific meanings to these audiences. 
Yet, meanings are never fixed; and the recipients of these images, to some extent, may deter-
mine the meanings of these images. While consumers (and visual scholars) may actively and per-
haps critically resist the prearranged meanings, organizations nevertheless employ visual content 
in an attempt to shape their relationship with consumers in the marketplace. Therefore, I ask 
the following questions in the context of an organization’s internal and external strategy. What 
is cultural production in the realm of the market? How does consumption become productive? 
How can a consumer be considered both a producer and consumer?   

 Productive consumption: the cultural production and 
consumption relationship 

 Cultural production is the process of creating, transforming, and diffusing cultural products. 
While some scholars study ‘cultural production’ and ‘cultural products’ in the domain of the 
arts, the broader usage of these terms in this chapter encompasses the production of all products 
and experiences, such as advertising images, consumer products, brands, and consumption expe-
riences that are created by organizations for the marketplace. The traditional view of cultural 
production within the market is based on the work of anthropologist Grant McCracken ( 1986 , 
 1988 ,  1989 ,  1993 ) and Solomon ( 1988 ). According to McCracken ( 1986 ), producers take pre-
existing symbols from culture to create cultural products that are then passed on to cultural 
intermediaries. Producers in the cultural production process include designers, artists, architects, 
and others involved in creation of the cultural product, including other image makers, such as 
website developers, brand advisors, and others. Cultural intermediaries include those involved 
in the meaning transfer of the cultural products from producers to consumers, such as marketers 
and communication specialists (see also Bourdieu  1984 ). These cultural intermediaries gener-
ate meanings for these cultural products and communicate them to consumers who, in turn, 
consume these meanings. 

 Likewise, in consumer researcher Michael Solomon’s ( 1988 ) modeling of the cultural produc-
tion system, the creative subsystem that generates cultural products works in conjunction with 
the managerial subsystem to select and produce them, and also in tandem with a communication 
subsystem, which provides suggested meanings. These meanings are expressed to consumers via 
cultural intermediaries that he names ‘cultural gatekeepers.’ According to both McCracken and 
Solomon, consumers take cultural products and receive their intended meaning(s) in the act of 
consumption. Culture is reified when these consumed meanings are linked back to the culture 
or symbolic pool that was the genesis of the cultural products. 

 Therefore, within the cultural production process itself, organizations act as cultural agents in 
the creation and dissemination of cultural products, such as visual images, in the form of many 
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marketplace offerings including advertising campaigns, physical products, brands, and shopping 
and tourism experiences. Organizations seek to develop and manage these cultural products 
via marketing practices to further organizational objectives. For example, organizations gener-
ate attention-getting advertising and develop appealing visual brands to promote the material 
goods, services, and experiences for sale in the marketplace. Organizations may also use cultural 
products to advance and communicate organizational identities to internal and external stake-
holders (Davenport  et al .  2009 ; Schroeder  2011 ). For example, Schroeder discusses how the 
Toyota Motor Corporation’s Japanese website (as cultural product) visually represents the com-
pany to the world – ‘its brand, products, dealer showrooms and customer service’ (2004: 231). 
Management studies illustrate the importance of organizational aesthetics (e.g. Warren  2008 ), 
and visualization practices through which organizations operate. For example, the chapters in 
this volume written by Jane Davison and Norah Campbell (Chapters 2 and 8) focus on organi-
zational identity as expressed through websites, annual reports, and corporate communication. 

 While acknowledging its importance in identifying the participants in the process, including 
the roles of organizations and their marketing activities, some scholars argue that McCracken 
and Solomon’s work is one-way in orientation; that is, it proposes a top-down process of 
meaning creation and transfer beginning with an extant ‘symbol pool’ or ‘culturally constituted 
world’ at the beginning of the process, and consumers and consumption at its end. Instead of 
treating the ad, product, brand, or experience as an active agent in constituting culture, the 
cultural product is merely constituted with a pre-codified meaning. This viewpoint also ignores 
the role of consumer agency in determining meaning, as well as the idea that meaning is never 
fully present until constructed by the consumer (e.g. Borgerson and Schroeder  1997 ; Scott 
 1994a ,  1994b ). 

 In our research, my co-author and I set forth an alternative perspective of cultural pro-
duction (Meamber  1997b ; Venkatesh and Meamber  2006 ). In conceptualizing the relation-
ships between art, aesthetics, cultural production, and marketing, we proposed a conceptual 
model of the cultural production process that was grounded in the institution of marketing. 
Marketing, because it is concerned with the development of cultural products and their diffusion 
in the marketplace, as an institution, relies upon the cultural production process (Meamber and 
Venkatesh  1999 ). This re-conceptualization of the cultural production process includes cultural 
producers, cultural intermediaries, and consumers, but, in this model, the relationships between 
these cultural actors are conceptualized to operate in a dynamic fashion. Therefore, consum-
ers and consumption are no longer at the end of the process, but are actors equal to the other 
cultural actors and elements of the process. In this model, production and consumption are 
inextricably linked, and cultural products, organizations, and consumers play constructive roles 
in the process. 

 This newer model of cultural production takes into consideration scholarship that suggests 
that consumers’ approach to consumption is productive at several levels – including the indi-
vidual, organizational, and societal. First, at the individual level, consumption is related to identity 
formation when consumers select, secure, use, and possess cultural products in part or whole, 
for their symbolism, and as images for identity formation. Research on the relationship between 
symbolism, material objects, and meaning finds that consumers purchase and consume products 
(brands) because of what they mean, in addition to or rather than for their function (Arnould 
and Thompson  2005 ; Douglas and Isherwood  1979 ; Hirschman and Holbrook  1982 ; Kozinets 
 2002 ; Levy  1959 ,  1981 ; Mick  1986 ; Tharp and Scott  1990 ; Venkatesh  1992 ). Consumer research-
ers maintain that consumption also contributes to identity formation (Arnould and Thompson 
 2005 ; Carù and Cova  2007 ; Ekström and Brembeck  2004 ; Firat and Venkatesh  1995 ; Thompson 
and Haytko  1997 ; Thompson  et al.   1990 ). In contemporary consumer culture, individual 
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identities are shaped by consumers’ engagement with cultural objects, including images (brands) 
corresponding to material possessions (Arnould and Thompson  2005 ; Belk  1988 ; Firat and 
Venkatesh  1995 ; Gergen  1991 ; Wallendorf and Arnould  1988 ). Consumers rework and trans-
form symbolism, signs, and images encoded in marketplace products (such as material goods, 
brands, retail settings, and other experiences) to further their identity goals as they construct and 
negotiate their existence. 

 As Shankar and colleagues ( 2009 ) note, identity is no longer thought of as unitary, fixed, or 
stable, but as a project that is constantly assembled, reassembled, produced, and re-reproduced in 
the act of consumption. Identity is a social construct, realized through interactions in consumer 
culture. Consumer culture provides the materials for identity projects, including the symbol-
ism of advertising campaigns that promote a particular lifestyle, products, brands, and consumer 
experiences. 

 Therefore, the updated perspective of cultural production challenges the notion that the 
consumer is a passive recipient of products, experiences, services, and ideas in everyday life 
(de Certeau  1984 ; du Gay  1997 ). In this view, the consumer is an active agent in the cultural 
production process. Consumers produce culture when they use cultural products and other 
market-generated content to construct a self-definition. Consumers can create meanings for 
themselves that incorporate or subvert the cultures of production, in terms of the original 
intended meanings. This is not to argue that consumer identity is a matter of complete free 
choice, as consumers may be constrained by age, race, class, and other demographic character-
istics (except perhaps in cyberspace) (Schau and Gilly  2003 ; Turkle  1995 ), although consumer 
freedom may be limited by marketers (see Venkatesh  et al.   1997 ). The social and historical 
realities impacting identity projects cannot be completely disregarded either (Thompson and 
Hirschman  1995 ), including, for example, the issue of cultural capital constraints on consump-
tion practices (Bourdieu  1984 ; Holt  1998 ). Rather, in contemporary life, consumers, to some 
extent, are able to choose symbolic content to construct identity that can also link them to 
others, including consumer ‘tribes’ or communities organized around symbolic content or 
shared meanings, such as brand images (Cova  et al .  2007 ; Maffesoli  1996  [1988]; Muñiz and 
O’Guinn  2000 ; Muñiz and Schau  2005 ; Schau and Gilly  2003 ). In this sense, then, consumers 
are co-producers of meaning, whether it is personal, identity-related meaning and/or group-
level meaning, including communities and organizations. 

 When consumers absorb the intended meaning of the cultural object into their lives, as 
defined by the ‘producers’ and cultural intermediaries, they are not only enacting their own 
sense of identity but also reaffirming the identity of the organization (or of ‘corporate brands’ as 
defined by Balmer  2006 ) from which it came. For example, Björkman ( 2002 ), writing on  aura , 
says that, in the consumption of the cultural product, such as designer brand clothing, consum-
ers are also appropriating the designer as brand into their lives. Extending this idea, consumers in 
the act of consuming (wearing) the clothing are incorporating the brand or designer symbolism 
into their own identities, the meanings of which are subject to (re-)interpretation. In wear-
ing the clothing, consumers communicate its brand symbolism to others, and simultaneously 
develop, encode, and reinforce the organizational (designer, brand) identity in the marketplace. 
Consumption, therefore, acts at the organizational level as well as the individual level, and can 
help establish and maintain the organization and its visuality and organizational image. 

 However, if consumers choose to construct an alternate meaning for the cultural object, 
this can also change or even undermine the intended organizational or marketplace identity 
(Brown  2006 ; Featherstone  1991 ; Fiske  1989 ; Hall  1993 ; Holt and Thompson  2004 ; Kozinets 
 2002 ; Süerdem  1994 ). As Süerdem writes, the focus of contemporary culture is reading, watch-
ing, seeing, and consuming signs, but consumers can subvert the meanings that are imposed by 
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others and institutions. Consumers may resist predetermined meanings of an organization and 
its market offerings, undermining and transforming them into new meanings (Kozinets and 
Handleman  2004 ; Thompson  2004 ; Thompson and Arsel  2004 ). For example, as Thompson and 
Arsel  2004 ) mention, consumers who resisted the Starbucks brand developed and promoted the 
image of ‘Frankenbucks’ to signify their fear surrounding the organization’s use of dairy products 
containing genetically modified hormones prior to 2008. 

 At the societal or cultural level, consumption also plays an active role in the constitution of 
society or culture (Simmel  1971  [1903],  1978  [1900]). Cultural theorists maintain that cultural 
products are central to the constitution of culture and, therefore, a key premise of cultural 
production is that culture itself is (re-)constructed by producers, intermediaries, and consumers 
participating in the process. Culture is the sum of shared meanings, rituals, norms, and tradi-
tions (Geertz  1973 ), and culture can come into being through cultural production. Through the 
dynamic process of meaning creation, transmission, consumption (including appropriation and/
or interpretation) via cultural products, meaning flows at all levels – from individual ‘producers’ 
and/or organizations to consumers to the culture at large. Kaplan ( 2008 ) illustrates how images 
of traumatic events (e.g. war in Iraq, Hurricane Katrina, and artwork by two artists) produce 
what she terms a ‘culture of trauma’ in which private and public feelings become intermixed. In 
this example, the cultural product, consisting of images of trauma created and disseminated by 
cultural ‘producers’ and intermediaries, is consumed by members of society (consumers) leading 
to the creation of personal and public, social and political meanings, which constitute culture. 

 In summary, the construction of meaning is an active process of cultural production. In the 
cultural production process within the market, production and consumption are linked, in that 
production does not end, but, even in consumption, production is taking place. The cultural 
production process allows consumers to make sense of their cultural world, themselves, and their 
place in it. Consumers are not conceptualized as being passive receivers of meanings, but are part 
of the ongoing process of symbolic construction and meaning generation as they productively 
consume the cultural products offered by organizations in their everyday lives. Meaning is cre-
ated and negotiated in the consumption experience, as much as it is in the production experi-
ence. Therefore, all consumption can be conceptualized as productive, giving rise to the concept 
of ‘productive consumption.’ The term productive consumption, in this context, differs from its 
use in economics to refer to the employment of human labor in the production process. The 
meaning of productive consumption in the present context refers to the generative nature of 
consumption for consumers. 

 Turning specifically to the cultural production process involving image production and con-
sumption, and to the creation of visual culture, and of the visual consumer, what occurs when 
consumers are engaged in the productive consumption of images, brands, and experiences gen-
erated by the organization is an aesthetic process of visualizing their everyday world. Therefore, 
it is important to step back to position the visual consumer as an aesthetic subject. The follow-
ing questions will be addressed in the next section of the chapter. What is aesthetics? How are 
aesthetics and cultural production linked in the consumption of organizational offerings in the 
marketplace? Why is aesthetics important to our understanding of visual culture and of the visual 
consumer?   

 Aesthetic consumption: the current period of productive consumption 

 Aesthetics is a term that originated in the eighteenth century. Its Greek etymological origin 
translates to sensory experience. Aesthetic scholars explain that, in its original use, aesthetics refers 
to any kind of sensory experience, regardless of whether or not it is beautiful. Aesthetics, as a 
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philosophy or set of philosophies, as explained by organization theorists, then came to mean a 
concern for art and beauty (Strati  1996 ; White  1996 ). Both notions of aesthetics are accepted by 
scholars. In contemporary usage, aesthetics (or esthetics) has a multiplicity of meanings (Koren 
 2010 ; Townsend  1997 ). One defi nition concerns sensory experience or response as related to the 
arts, media, or entertainment including its visual forms (Holbrook and Huber  1979 ; Holbrook 
and Zirlin  1985 ; Schroeder and Borgerson  2002 ). A second meaning of aesthetics, which extends 
the fi rst, refers to sensory experiences of everyday objects (Forty  1995  [1986]; Heilbrun  2002 ). A 
third use of the term concerns the concepts that often defi ne aesthetics, including visual forms, 
such as form, expression, harmony, order, symbolism, imagery, and others (Carroll  2001 ). All 
three of these defi nitions are integral to understanding the productive consumption of images. 

 The idea that aesthetics concerns the sensory engagement with the arts or of everyday objects 
brings us back to the cultural production process. The production and consumption of cultural 
objects is premised on use of the senses. Producers, cultural intermediaries, and consumers 
cannot engage with symbols, signs, or images and create, disseminate, interpret, and construct 
meaning from them without utilizing one or more of the senses, such as vision. While aesthet-
ics is often explored in the context of the arts, other work has examined sensory experiences 
involving the arts and of everyday consumption experiences, combining the first and second 
definitions of aesthetics (Dewey  1934 ; Dickie  1971 ). 

 According to Dewey ( 1934 ), aesthetic consumption pertains to all experiences, whether 
traditionally classified as aesthetic or non-aesthetic, because they have a similar structure. 
In Dewey’s discussion, ordinary experience has an aesthetic component when objects and events 
arrange themselves in a pattern that is perceived through emotion. Other writers have delin-
eated extraordinary experience as distinct from ordinary experience (Carù and Cova  2003 ). 
Nevertheless, in our research, my co-author and I find that aesthetic consumption of either 
the arts or of everyday experience or of both can contribute to identity formation and the 
construction of meaning (Venkatesh and Meamber  2008 ). Aesthetics and cultural production 
are interrelated, in that aesthetics as understood as sensory experience is how cultural actors 
produce and consume cultural products offered in the market. As discussed in the previous sec-
tion, cultural products are by definition made up of signs, symbols, and images, making their 
productive consumption an interpretive process involving the senses. 

 As noted earlier, the term aesthetics also relates to the constructs that delineate aesthet-
ics or, more accurately, aesthetic content. These terms – form, expression, harmony, order, 
symbolism, imagery, and so on – originate within the visual art world, and, therefore, one of the 
common uses of the word aesthetics is the visual content of an artwork or design – i.e. appear-
ance or style (Koren  2010 ). Consumer scholars have, therefore, used this idea of aesthetics to 
describe consumers, and what they consume in visual terms, such as clothing, advertisements, 
and places, among other topics (Schroeder  2002 ; Thompson and Haytko  1997 ; Maclaran and 
Brown  2005 ). In fact, this notion of the aesthetic as visual content becomes central to under-
standing life in the present image economy. Aesthetics is important as consumer culture has 
become more of a visual culture (Schroeder  2002 ).  

 Many battles of the brands take place within the visual domain. Design, in particular, 
depends upon visual understanding and aesthetic expertise. The Web mandates visualizing 
almost every aspect of corporate strategy, operations and communication; web design has 
brought visual issues into the mainstream of strategic thinking, and spurred research and 
thinking about perception and preference of visual displays. 

 (Schroeder  2006c : 5)  
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 In summary, even an ordinary or everyday experience or object offered by the market can be 
aesthetic due to its reliance upon a sensory interpretation. Following this logic, aesthetics are 
part of the everyday experience of consumers, and, therefore, consumers can be called ‘aes-
thetic subjects’ (Meamber  1997b ; Venkatesh and Meamber  2006 ,  2008 ) when they productively 
consume cultural products as part of how they conduct their lives. The sensory experience 
of everyday objects, including the consumption of images, includes the symbolic aspects of 
consumption – i.e. the exchange of symbols, images, signs, and meanings. The aesthetic nature 
of life (Cova and Svanfeldt  1993 ; Debord  1983  [1967]) makes it necessary to consider aesthetics 
and the aesthetic subject, the visual consumer, within the context of everyday activities, that is, 
of everyday consumption experiences. In the next section of this chapter, I will more formally 
introduce the concept of the visual consumer and how this visual consumer engages with image 
consumption in the market. Key questions that I will address are: What is visual consumption? 
What are some important marketplace domains for the productive consumption of images – 
including advertising campaigns, products, brands, and experiences?   

 Marketplace image consumption: the productive consumption 
of visual content 

 Visual consumers productively consume images or other visual material and experiences 
offered by organizations. The etymology of the word ‘image’ from the Greek indicates that it 
is a verbal creation of a visual representation of what one sees (in the mind’s eye). In conven-
tional usage, Stern and colleagues ( 2001 ) fi nd multiple uses of the term in the dictionary and in 
marketing thought. In the end, these authors conclude that image can be equated with the idea 
of gestalt, a whole. This whole is more than the sum of its parts. Therefore, the consumption of 
images is predicated on interpreting in the entire visual message, including its historical, cultural, 
ideological connotations, which may or may not be obvious. 

 The concept of visual consumption was established by Schroeder ( 2002 ) to discuss the 
production and consumption of images in consumer culture. As defined by Schroeder: ‘Visual 
consumption, then is a perceptual process of making sense and integration, and a consumer 
process of gazing, looking and categorizing visual experience’ (2011: 138). Visual consumption 
encompasses such activities as touring, watching, and viewing. Through visual consumption, 
consumers construct, maintain, and communicate their identities by looking, seeing, observ-
ing, and interpreting visual material. In contemporary consumer culture, vision is perhaps the 
most important of the five senses, although historically vision has always been both elevated 
and debased as compared to written knowledge in thought and scholarship (Campbell and 
Schroeder  2011 ; Jay  1993 ; Kant  1964  [1791]; Kellner  1990 ; Scott  1994a ; Stern  1989 ,  1991 ). 
In contemporary consumer culture, vision assumes importance because marketers rely upon 
the visual. This is not to deny the long history and predominance of visual consumption experi-
ences in earlier times, but to acknowledge the ubiquitous nature of images, signs, and symbols 
in consumers’ daily lives, and the visual turn in research on visual consumption issues in the late 
twentieth and early twenty-first century. 

 In everyday life, consumers are ensconced in visual content that they consume produc-
tively in order to mold flexible identities and give meaning to their lives (Ahuvia  2005 ; Ahuvia 
and Izberk-Bilgin  2011 ; Venkatesh  et al.   2006 ). Organizations are reliant upon the produc-
tive consumption of its signs, symbols, and images in terms of its marketplace offerings. Signs, 
symbols, and images supersede materiality and use value in terms of their visuality. This is not 
to argue that cultural products and experience have no functional utility, but that ideas such 
as function and utility are treated as signs (Askegaard and Firat  1996 ) and symbols (Levy  1959 , 
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 2003 ) that signal particular meanings that can be appropriated and reinterpreted. This refers 
to the semiotics or the sign value of a cultural product (Barthes  2000  [1957]; Mick  1986 ,  1997 ; 
Nöth  1988 ). According to Baudrillard ( 1988  [1968],  1993  [1976]), consumption in the current 
period involves the exchange of signs. Image consumption allows consumers to signify aspects 
of the self to themselves and to others in a complex code of symbolic meaning. Consumers con-
tinuously (re-)construct their identities, in part, through the consumption of symbols, images, 
and signs. 

 Conferring meaning upon symbols, images, and signs, as articulated in the previous sections 
of the chapter, is a negotiated, aesthetic (sensory)-oriented, constructivist process of productive 
consumption. In the case of providing meanings to organizational offerings in the marketplace, 
the cultural actors are: marketers (producers, cultural intermediaries), consumers, and the cul-
tural product itself. The interaction between these entities gives rise to meaning, but where 
does this meaning reside? With the marketers that attempt to create and communicate intended 
meanings? With the consumers who appropriate the signs, symbols, and images to construct 
their own meanings? With the cultural product itself that can construct culture through the 
 production and consumption process? The answer is all of the above, potentially. Although still 
open to debate, current thought suggests that cultural products are inscribed with particular 
meanings and associations that are (initially) formed and circulated by marketers with the con-
scious attempt to generate desire (Ewen  1988 ; Lash and Urry  1994 ). Consumers can consume 
these suggested meanings, which often come in the form of competing representations and 
identity positions (Shankar  et al.   2009 ) associated with different cultural products in the market-
place. As noted already, consumers can also manipulate and hybridize marketer-created meanings 
(Muñiz and Schau  2005 ) and cleverly, and perhaps cynically, resist these meanings (Mikkonen 
 et al .  2011 ). This polysemic nature of meaning (Putoni  et al .  2010 ) is the essence of productive 
consumption, and has been studied extensively in the research on advertising.  

 The productive consumption of advertising 

 Image interpretation in advertising and organizational communication, while it may be cir-
cumscribed through representational practices that attempt to anchor images with particular 
meanings, remains unfi xed and incomplete. As discussed previously, meaning construction is 
constrained by a number of forces – including the culture, history, background, and social forces 
that impact the choices made by consumers. Consumer interpretations of advertising campaigns 
may also be reduced because of expectations, intentions, and preferences or because of a lack of 
awareness, attention, or knowledge concerning the background of the image (Schroeder  2004 ). 
Yet, signs, symbols, and images are never neutral, but exist within the milieu of extant signs, sym-
bols, images, and meanings – i.e. a system of representation. 

 Representation constitutes a language, and visual representation is the visual language of 
visual content. Schroeder ( 2002 ) defines ‘consuming representation’ as consumer engagement 
with signs, symbols, and meaning in the visual marketplace. The visual marketplace can include 
any cultural product offered in the market, but, traditionally in marketing and consumer research, 
it is defined as advertisements, products, brands, and marketer-designed consumer experiences 
(including services). Much of the work on representation relates to the study of advertising 
campaigns. A number of conceptual, theoretical, and methodological traditions can be employed 
to the study of representation in advertisements, including but not limited to: psychology, art 
history, ethics, visual studies, visual criticism, and critical race theory (Borgerson and Schroeder 
 2002 ,  2005 ; Borgerson  et al .  2009 ; Schroeder  1998 ,  2002 ,  2006b ,  2008 ,  2010 ; Schroeder and 
Borgerson  1998 ,  2005 ; Schroeder and Zwick  2004 ). 
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 Many studies draw upon semiotics, as discussed in Norah Campbell’s chapter ‘The signs 
and semiotics of advertising’ ( Chapter 8 , this volume). Some work is interdisciplinary, combin-
ing several or all of the above, under the rubric of ‘critical visual analysis’ (Schroeder  2006b ), 
such as the analysis of an advertising campaign for a brand of rum that used the imagery 
of vampires to communicate meaning (Schroeder  2002 ). After describing the ad, Schroeder 
( 2002 ) addresses the possible associations of power, danger, and mystery of the image with the 
product. He then employs discursive analysis to link vampires with blood, infection, death, and 
blood diseases like AIDS to show that advertising produces meaning beyond the product, brand, 
or experience that is being advertised. 

 Images convey an ideological stance – what consumers notice, attend to, interpret, and 
value. Advertising campaigns often rely upon photographic images, and therefore research 
by Schroeder and others on advertising images also notes the linkages between representation, 
photography, consumption, and identity. As Schroeder ( 2002 ) contends, photography is an 
essential visual information technology in advertising, in particular, and in everyday life, in gen-
eral. Photographs are often considered objective, visual records, and, with the advent of digital 
photography, consumers can easily and instantly create and share these photographic experiences 
that represent their identities with other visual consumers (and organizations). Photography is 
a powerful agent in shaping consumers’ view of the world, yet its power is often invisible to 
those who use it (Schroeder  2012 ). For example, Schroeder’s ( 2012 ) work illuminates how 
snapshot imagery that portrays consumers in what appears to be real, spontaneously captured, 
everyday life experiences are, in reality, posed and carefully controlled by the organizations that 
use the imagery as a strategic tool in the marketplace. 

 Photographs are, however, constructions that are defined by cultural actors – photographers, 
advertisers, and consumers and by the culture in which they circulate and re-circulate. This 
present era, what Baudrillard ( 1993  [1976]) describes as the ‘code-governed’ phase of post-
industrial capitalism or the third order of simulacra, is a period of reproduction in that signs 
are created and recycled over and over to signify disparate meanings. Images, signs, and symbols 
can have histories and can be put to use repeatedly to signify particular meanings for consum-
ers who interpret them, such as in relation to cultural products (e.g., products, brands, and 
experiences). The act of reproducing images has been made easier with the advent of more and 
more sophisticated technology. Critical theorist Walter Benjamin ( 1969 ) recognizes the impli-
cations of the process of reproduction in contemporary culture in his writings; namely, how 
new technologies, including cinema and photography, transform the traditional notions of orig-
inality and the cultural production process itself. These technologies are mediums of representa-
tion and reproduction. Berger also notes, ‘Consequently, a reproduction, as well as making its 
own references to the image of its original, becomes itself the reference point for other images’ 
(1972: 29). Today, contemporary organizations appropriate cultural referent systems from the 
past to develop advertising campaigns, products, brands, or experiences. 

 In the realm of art, consumption is predicated upon viewing images (Schroeder  2000 , 
 2005 ,  2006a ). Taking Renaissance art as an exemplar, Schroeder and Borgerson ( 2002 ) dis-
cuss how it, as a technology, enabled viewers to imagine themselves as subjects in artworks, 
having implications for the personal collection of art and for arts patronage. Renaissance artists 
appropriated earlier symbols and forms of Christian religious art. Visual theorist John Berger 
( 1972 ) also traces visual representation from fifteenth-century painting to twentieth-century 
advertising. Much recent work has focused upon developing a ‘visual genealogy’ of contem-
porary images, showing how images can have meaning based on their construction and link-
age to earlier images, technologies, and meanings (Borgerson and Schroeder  2003 ; Schroeder 
 2004 ; Schroeder and Borgerson  2002 ). For example, digital architecture, such as the Internet, 
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relies upon classical principles of physical architecture (Schroeder  2003 ), and photography is 
influenced by the representational conventions of painting (Schroeder and Borgerson  2002 ). In 
his analysis of a famous CK One fragrance advertising campaign, Schroeder ( 2002 ,  2006b ) 
illustrates how the campaign images combine principles of group portraiture in Dutch paint-
ing and of fashion photography to signify a genderless brand and allow for ‘consuming differ-
ence’ (such as different multicultural identities and gender relations in advertising and branding 
campaigns). 

 Images, whether they are in the form of advertisements, products, brands, or experiences, 
serve as the ‘face of capitalism’ in the current period (Schroeder  2004 ). Through advertising, 
products and brands are linked to the performance of identity and of living (lifestyles), and 
therefore constructing a brand is a key to product success in the market (Schroeder  2002 ). 
In today’s world, consumers act as tourists, seeking out experiences, especially visual experi-
ences, sights, and sensations in terms of their interactions with products, brands, advertising, 
services, and other types of consumption experiences (Schroeder  1998 ).   

 The productive consumption of products and brands 

 Turning to the role of products and brands in the processes of cultural production and image 
consumption, vision came to be linked with marketing in the selling of products, especially 
in the late nineteenth century with the advent of new consumer experiences and visual dis-
plays of merchandise. The fi rst department store opened in Paris in 1852, based on outdoor 
arcades. Engendering desire through vision was central to the Great Exhibition of 1851. Inside 
the Crystal Palace, 100,000 goods were exhibited to showcase that all human life and cultural 
endeavor could be represented in manufactured goods (Meamber  1997a ; Richards  1990 ). 

 Vision continues to assume a primary role in the material products in the marketplace 
(Meamber  1995 ,  2001 ). It is well established that companies, such as Apple, have achieved suc-
cess over recent decades, in part through their design-based approach to marketing. ‘Design is 
often misunderstood by marketers or managers, who marginalize it as a cosmetic intervention or 
face lifting to a product … With the aesthetization of everyday life, design becomes central to 
the innovation process’ (Carmagnola 1991, quoted in Cova and Svanfeldt  1993 : 307). Koenenn 
( 1997 ) writes that, in the contemporary world, consumers are sensitive to visual communica-
tions and thus design aesthetics is becoming a part of everyday objects. Konicus ( 2000 ) notes 
that home appliances are being designed with aesthetic appeal as a goal. In the current period, 
product design is concerned with the celebration of the image – ‘It is this image which, rep-
resented through the planned interplay of a multitude of signs, then reflects on the surface and 
becomes the “essence” that the consumer seeks in adopting a product’ (Firat and Venkatesh 
 1993 : 232). In our research, my co-author and I found consumers can articulate the role of 
design in their purchase and consumption of products (Venkatesh and Meamber  2008 ). The 
aesthetics of these products becomes a key factor in some consumers’ assessment of value. 

 Concerning the productive consumption of specific products, Borgerson and Schroeder 
( 2006 ), for example, examine books as material and design artifacts. They find that used books 
challenge extant notions of consumer desire through the value consumers place upon the 
pleasures of consuming the (visual) content that appears outside of organizational (publisher, 
author) control. Using the Peter Pauper Press as the example, these authors decode these books 
as representing cultural storytelling during the Cold War era – allowing consumers to explore 
new cuisines and cultures, and to simultaneously gain cultural capital. While the study dis-
cusses many material aspects of book consumption, including collecting, gift giving, and selling, 
the authors also focus upon the visual consumption of the covers, inside content, and notes 
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made by other consumers. In particular, they show how owner inscriptions add meaning and 
aesthetic value to the book. 

 Physical products, such as the books of Peter Pauper Press are not only material objects 
that signify meaning, but also, in many instances, are subsumed under ‘brands.’ The word 
‘brand’ comes from an Old Norse word meaning ‘to burn.’ Livestock owners mark (burn) their 
animals to identify them. In marketing, a brand refers to a name, symbol, or design, or com-
bination of these, that distinguishes an organizational offering from others in the marketplace 
(Keller  2003 ). A brand, therefore, takes the discussion of product design one step further, in 
that a brand designates differentiation from other products, and this difference is often based 
on the brand alone. Yet, brands are more than just ways to identify products or the organiza-
tions that own them. Brands, because they are communicative, are also cultural, ideological, 
and political objects (Askegaard  2006 ; Schroeder and Salzer-Mörling  2006 ). Brands, especially 
powerful brands (strong or iconic), become ideological referents that shape culture, such as the 
way consumers ‘see’ life (Heilbrun  2006 ; Holt  2004 ; Schroeder  2009 ). Images are critical in 
brand building, and often products or brands are created to reflect particular images (Firat  et al . 
 1994 ; Reynolds and Gutman 1984). 

 At the individual level, consumers can use the content of brands (images, symbols, signs) 
to construct, perform, and communicate identities (Borgerson and Schroeder  2002 ; Elliott  2004 ; 
Elliott and Wattanasuwan  1998 ; Wikström  1996 ). At the organizational level, brands serve as 
mediators between organizations and consumers, that is, vehicles by which organizations inter-
act with consumers. Brand imagery colonizes and appropriates existing reference systems within 
culture, turning signs into myths designed to sell lifestyles (Schroeder  2005 ). At the cultural 
level, as Holt ( 2004 ) expresses, certain brands become iconic (strong or powerful) in consumer 
society because they serve as channels for expressing collective desire and for resolving tensions 
or collective anxiety. For example, research conducted over the last decade on the Hummer 
brand suggests that it expresses the desire of Americans to feel powerful and yet secure within a 
wide range of cultural, legal, economic, ecological, political, and social meanings (Luedicke and 
Giesler  2007 ; Lukas  2007 ; Meamber and Sussan  2009 ; Miller  2007 ). 

 Brands, as visual referents, can be, and have been, studied from various perspectives, includ-
ing managerial, psychological, and interpretive perspectives, and with various tools developed to 
understand culture, politics, history, aesthetics, and ideology. Most recently, scholars have exam-
ined issues and processes that impact the productive consumption of the brand, such as culture, 
history, and ethics (Schroeder  2009 ). Schroeder and Salzer-Mörling ( 2006 ) have advanced the 
idea of ‘brand culture’ to focus upon the role of historical and cultural codes that influence brand-
ing, its production, its productive consumption, meaning, and value. The study of brand culture, 
in conjunction with research on brand identity and brand image, provides a more complete 
portrait of the branding process as related to cultural production and productive consumption.  

 The brand culture concept occupies the theoretical space between strategic concepts of 
brand identity and consumer interpretations of brand image, shedding light on the gap 
often seen between managerial intention and market response, in other words, between 
strategic goals and consumer perceptions. 

 (Schroeder  2009 : 124)    

 The productive consumption of everyday consumer experiences 

 In addition to the negotiation of brand meanings, everyday productive consumption 
experiences, such as shopping, tourism, and so on, are replete with visual organization issues. 



Cultural production and consumption of images

107

Holbrook and Hirschman ( 1982 ) established that the consumption experience allows con-
sumers to experience fantasy, feelings, and fun. Consumer experiences, much like advertising 
and branding, are often designed by organizations to engender particular meanings that can be 
taken and used or re-interpreted for identity projects. In the realm of shopping, research has 
focused on the nature of the shopping experience as being premised upon the idea of ‘gaze’ 
or the visual consumption of people and space, and its temporary pleasure (Brottman  1997 ), 
on how the space allows for resistance of predetermined meanings (Maclaran and Brown  2005 ), 
among other topics. For example, Schroeder ( 2011 ) discusses the evolution of self-service retail-
ing and how this retail revolution alters the shopping experience to one that is more visually 
oriented. Consumers are required to look and recognize brands and products in order to shop 
and make purchases. 

 Other groundbreaking work on spatial aesthetics (e.g. Peñaloza 1998; Sherry  1998 ) exam-
ines consumers’ movement through space and interactions with the architecture, photographs, 
products, and other intertextual shopping displays, providing multi-sensorial but, above all, 
visual experiences. Shopping environments and other servicescapes often take mythologies and 
rework them to serve commercial aims and channel consumer experiences along certain lines. 
For example, Peñaloza’s (1998) paper on Chicago’s Nike Town illustrates how the design of 
the retail space and the displays produced materials for interpretation, which consumers 
drew from and productively consumed. Mythologies surrounding competition, peak perfor-
mance, style, and recreational activity all were on display and readily consumed in the shopping 
experience. 

 Work on tourism has also addressed the visual aspects of consumption, such as my and my 
co-author’s visual ethnographic research on representations of culture and history at Disney, 
and how these representational practices have been applied at historical sites (Houston and 
Meamber  2011 ; Meamber  2011 ). The tourist experience itself has also been studied in relation 
to the visual practice of taking photographs (Schroeder  2002 ) as signaling expertise, insider 
knowledge, and elite tastes. Also fitting into the study of consumer experiences are papers 
by Borgerson and Schroeder ( 1997 ,  2002 ) on the marketing representations of Hawaii. These 
texts contribute to broadening the perspective of marketing to include the packaging of a 
place, in this case, an entire state. In this work, Borgerson and Schroeder ( 1997 ,  2002 ) discuss 
Hawaii itself, as a retroscape consisting of signs, sounds, and lifestyle that is visually, acousti-
cally, and sensually consumed. In addition, Borgerson and Schroeder link their discussion to 
the constitution of culture via consumption. The authors apply critiques from art history and 
advertising to illustrate the colonizing discourse contained in these visual artifacts. These pieces 
together deconstruct the marketed image of Hawaii and its power to influence how consumers 
‘see’ the place, and to make it attractive as a vacation destination. 

 Work on visual consumers and visual consumption has expanded in recent years. Yet, much 
more attention deserves to be paid to the analysis of visual images in marketing, and newer 
technologies for aesthetic, visual consumption, such as social media. In the final section of this 
chapter, I ask; what are the avenues for future research on visual consumers?    

 Image production and consumption: future research directions 

 Research on visual consumers and visual consumption is far from complete. The discipline 
of consumer research has examined images as stimuli engendering a consumer response, 
photography as a data-gathering tool, and, more recently, images themselves and their role 
in contemporary consumer culture and marketing. The use of images in marketing and 
consumer research has expanded over the last few decades beyond the subjects touched upon 
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in this chapter. For example, in the realm of art, in addition to exploring how art functions 
within the marketing system (Guillet de Monthoux  2000 ), scholars have used artists and 
artworks to look at branding and variety of other marketplace and consumption topics (e.g. 
Belk  1986 ; Ger and Belk  1995 ; Schroeder ( 1992 ,  2000 ,  2005 ,  2006a ; Schroeder and Borgerson 
 2002 ; Witkowski  1996 ,  2004 ,  2010 ). 

 Similar to its use in understanding management (e.g. Bell  2008 ), researchers have often 
used film as material to unpack consumer behavior (e.g. Hirschman  1992 ,  1993 ; Hirschman 
and Stern  1994 ; Holbrook and Grayson  1986 ; Kates  2000 ; Meamber and Sussan  2011 ), 
as well as to disseminate knowledge, such as the September 2005 and June 2007 DVD issues 
of  Consumption Markets & Culture , and conference film festivals (Belk and Kozinets  2005 ,  2007 ). 
Research methodologies adopted by marketing and consumer scholars have also advanced 
to include images as data (e.g. Heisley and Levy  1991 ; Dion  et al .  2011 ), images as visual meta-
phors (e.g. Zaltman  2003 ), the use of video diaries (e.g. Brown  et al .  2011 ), and the use of 
visual ethnography (e.g. Houston  2007 ; Houston and Meamber  2011 ; Meamber  2011 ; Peñaloza 
1998). In-depth discussions of photography and ethnography are also making their way into 
scholarship, such as Peñaloza and Thompson’s chapter in this volume ( Chapter 5 ). 

 Scholars of visual culture point out that there are many other domains outside of those 
traditionally addressed by organizational or consumption studies that rely upon the produc-
tion and consumption of visual images that have yet to be studied. For example, Campbell 
and Schroeder ( 2011 ) identify law, science, technology, and mathematics as areas that deserve 
further attention. Images in these domains are also sites of productive visual consumption and 
of negotiated meanings. Already marketing and consumer scholars are redefining traditional 
ideas such as competition premised on the visual economy. Competition in contemporary con-
sumer culture is predicated on images in the form of advertising, brand images, websites, and 
social media, all of which merit additional study. 

 In particular, the concept of value in the marketplace deserves further exploration as related 
to consumer empowerment versus enslavement (Firat and Dholakia  2006 ; Izberk-Bilgin  2010 ). 
For example, writing on value creation and the visual consumer, Schroeder ( 2011 ) highlights 
that, while scholars maintain that consumers are free to create or co-create the identities and 
meanings for themselves while engaging with the organizations, brands, and communities 
to which they belong (Fitchett  2004 ; Manolis  et al .  2001 ; Vargo and Lusch  2004 ), some work 
suggests that consumers are ‘aesthetic laborers’ (or ‘working consumers’) who work for, and 
are exploited by, organizations that use consumer-generated images in advertising, on websites, 
and now through social media, without providing any compensation to these consumers (Cova 
and Dalli  2009 ; Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2000; Zwick  et al.   2008 ). As long as images continue 
to drive the economy, marketing, and organizations, there are ample subjects for researchers 
to study.   

 Summary and conclusion 

 In summary, organizations employ signs, images, and symbols strategically – to communicate 
with its public through the images and cultural products offered in the market – including 
advertising campaigns, products, brands, and consumer experiences. In presenting current 
scholarship on cultural production and visual consumption of images in the marketplace, this 
chapter illustrated that meaning is generated through the interactive and interdependent pro-
cesses of cultural production and what may be termed ‘productive consumption,’ in which the 
consumer is simultaneously both a producer and consumer of marketplace images. Productive 
consumption is an aesthetically oriented, dynamic process that occurs when the consumer 
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engages with (i.e. senses) organizational images, signs, and symbols and uses these to shape his 
or her identity and sense of the world. The meaning that the consumer creates depends on the 
image, sign, or symbol itself, its cultural history, referents, associations, and intended purpose, 
the organizational goals, as well as the consumer’s background, interests, and social constraints. 
This means that the consumption is a productive act, and to consume is not merely ‘to use up’ 
as its etymology and traditional defi nitions suggest. 

 In the current era, sources of value for organizations and consumers include the visual, 
sensory content of cultural products offered within the market. The cultural production and 
productive consumption of this visual aesthetic material by consumers may be considered of 
value to both the consumer and the organization. In today’s world, the visual dominates our 
experience of life and how consumers interact with the organization through its offerings. The 
study of images, and the interactions and power relations between consumers, cultural products, 
and organizations to produce value is paramount to our understanding of the aesthetic age now, 
and for the time to come.     
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      7

 Portraiture and the construction 
of ‘charismatic leadership’    

    Beatriz   Acevedo     

   The leader rests on his luxurious chair, his piercing eyes looking at the viewer. He is a 
mature, strong man; his experience and wisdom impress the viewer who is captured by 
his inquisitive gaze. In this portrait, he looks severe, and his competitors know it: he is 
not a man to play with. His clothes are carefully chosen, exquisite garments of Italian 
craft. Holding an item of the latest technology, one can see his command on the latest 
technology and his high level of education. Indeed, the elements of this portrait show a 
strong man, a charismatic leader able to lead us all to that hopeful future.  

 This description can be applied to a contemporary picture of a multinational CEO posing in 
his offi ce; and it may be indeed the case of this portrait of Pope Innocent X, painted by 
Spanish painter Diego Velázquez in 1650. At the time, Innocent X was the equivalent of 
the CEO of, perhaps, one of the fi rst global corporations in the competitive market of faith 
and religion. In spite of the historical distance, similar elements in the depiction of leadership 
can be found in the contemporary portraits of business leaders: a particular pose of the body, 
showing strength and confi dence; the latest brand of computers placed in offi ce settings of allur-
ing interior design in a composition carefully organized to have a desired effect. In both cases, 
the intention of the image is clear: to reveal the power and charisma of the individual portrayed. 

 As argued by Guthey and Jackson, images of contemporary leaders like CEOs are 
‘produced and disseminated by commercial organizations, and many seek to convey a visual 
impression of commercial organizations themselves’ (2005: 1057). Even though the media is 
very different to the oil and canvas of the portrait of the Pope, the main elements in the depic-
tion of power seem to remain throughout the centuries. Examining portraits as a particular kind 
of ‘text’ can provide some interesting insights regarding the understanding of ‘leadership’ and its 
representation through images. 

 During the history of Western art, the link between portraits and status or power has been 
widely documented. Commissioned portraits have been traditionally the privilege of certain 
groups and individuals occupying positions of authority (West 2004). The possibility of under-
standing portraits as a tool for what Weber has called the ‘routinization of charisma’ offers an 
interesting avenue to link portraits and the field of leadership studies. The term ‘charisma’ 
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applies to ‘a certain quality of an individual personality by virtue of which he is set apart from 
ordinary men and treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least specific powers 
or qualities’ (Weber  1968 : 48). This chapter aims at presenting some elements of the analysis of 
portraiture as a form of art that can illuminate the understanding of leadership in contemporary 
organizational studies. It follows the growing field of organizational aesthetics (Strati  1999 ; 
Linstead and Höpfl  2000 ); vision in organizational studies (Warren 2002; Acevedo and Warren 
 2012 ) and some ideas of aesthetic leadership (Taylor and Hansen  2005 ). 

 The questions inspiring this chapter include: 

 •   How can portraiture reveal aspects of leadership in Western cultures?  
 •   Which notions of leadership are highlighted through portraits in contemporary culture?  
 •   What are the contributions of art history in the analysis of images of leadership?    

 In order to address these questions, this chapter presents a brief summary of how portraiture 
can be an instrument for what has been called the ‘routinization of charisma’ and how Western 
leaders throughout history have used portraits and images as a way of extending, disseminat-
ing and asserting their power. The second part sets out an analytical framework to understand 
images drawing upon Guthey and Jackson’s ( 2005 ,  2008 ) work on CEO portraits, and includ-
ing some aspects from art history that can expand the way in which images of leaders can be 
understood. The third part of the chapter concerns the main aspects of a critical approach to 
the images in relation to a visual genealogy, which allows the viewer to reveal the mechanisms 
of power and image underlying the presentation of images in certain contexts and histori-
cal periods. Some examples comparing the portrait of Pope Innocent X by Diego Velázquez 
and some contemporary photographs of business leaders will be presented in order to illustrate 
this approach. Finally, the chapter will offer some conclusions and further suggestions on the 
intersections between art history frameworks to understand the construction of particular forms 
of leadership.  

 Portraits of power 

 A portrait is a work of art that represents the features or likeness of a unique individual. As a 
work of art, a portrait is also infl uenced by certain aesthetic conventions and the social expecta-
tions of a particular time and place (West 2004: 22). When analysing a portrait, it is important to 
take into account not only the imagination of the artist, the technique involved and the modal-
ity, but also the perceived social role of the sitter and the qualities emphasized in the portrait 
according to convention, status, hierarchy and political intent. In Western cultures, images of 
rulers have become a powerful tool for political domination. This tradition was inaugurated by 
Alexander the Great, as a way of being present in every corner of his vast empire: 

 Alexander’s face was the most influential in history. His artists constructed a multifaceted 
image of the ruler, his dealing with friend and foe, his place in history, and his relationship 
with the divine that was unprecedented in its richness and diversity. They inaugurated not 
only the multiple commemoration of the myriad ‘worthies’ of the Hellenistic world and 
Rome, but the genres of charismatic ruler portraiture and royal narrative in the West. 

 (Stewart  1993 : 55)   

 Alexander’s portraits represent a concrete testimony to his power, since they serve both to 
establish the identity of the sovereign and to consolidate that authority by making his 
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appearance omnipresent. It can be said also that this use of portraits represents a new means 
of depicting and transmitting ideas about ‘charisma’ and ‘power’ (Stewart  1993 ). Portraiture 
had a particular social meaning, normally conveying a number of symbols, meanings and moral 
messages in the depiction of sitters and their institutional position. As a power tool, portraiture 
had been the exclusive privilege of those who held a prominent position in society, the court or 
the Church, normally depicting the fi gure’s social status or institutional worth (Bürger  2007 ). 
When analysing portraits, it is important to consider both the ‘body’ of the sitter, but also his 
‘status’ as part of an institutional regime. As Mariana Jenkins has stated in her groundbreaking 
work on portraiture: ‘[its] primary purpose is not the portrayal of an individual as such, but the 
evocation through his ( sic ) image of those abstract principles for which he ( sic ) stands’ (1947: 1). 

 Portraits act as signifiers of the status of the individuals and institutions represented. They 
convey certain symbols of power and status, expressed through gestures, dress, props, the back-
ground, etc., thus they serve a clear political and social function. The use of certain symbols 
also corresponds to particular historical periods, where the meanings can be easily understood. 
For instance, in order to understand the portrait of Innocent X, we need to consider the 
wider socio-political context dominated by the instructions of the Catholic Church who held 
a tight grip on the way in which images should be constructed. The [Trento] Council’s  Decree 
on the Invocation, Veneration, and Relics of Saints, and on Sacred Images  was held as the main strat-
egy against the competition posed by Protestants, thus, visual images were tools for ‘instructing 
the mind and elevating the spirit’ and the act of artistic creation was interpreted almost as a 
form of religious worship (Véliz  2002 : 11–12). Such deification is transferred to the figure of 
the rulers – both monarchs associated with the Catholic Church or high officers in Rome – as 
part of a complex political game. For example, King Philip IV, the most powerful monarch of 
the time, and a close associate of Pope Innocent X, used portraiture as a way of exerting his 
authority in the recently colonized New World. Such was the power of his image that the elites 
of the viceroyalty of Peru took oaths of loyalty and adoration for the king in a highly charged 
ceremony where a portrait of the king, framed in gold and ‘seated’ on a throne beneath a 
canopy, presided over the ritual (Feros  2002 ). Nowadays, British embassies and some offices of 
the Commonwealth exhibit the portrait of Queen Elizabeth II as a powerful symbol of their 
allegiance to the monarch. 

 The use of portraits for political purposes is widely exemplified by the use of visual imagery 
produced by the Habsburg dynasty in Europe (Wheatcroft  1996 ). Emperor Maximilian contin-
ued the Hellenistic tradition of Alexander the Great, by commissioning artists such as Albrecht 
Dürer for his ‘marketing’ campaign (Silver  2008 ). Applying early techniques of mass production 
through woodcuts, the ‘image’ of the leader was available for popular consumption. In these 
portraits, Maximilian’s distinctive features were normally fused with the attributes of saintly 
or revered figures, thus linking him as an individual with an ideal type (Silver  2008 : 23). For 
Maximilian and the lineage of the Habsburgs, imperial publicity through paintings, woodcuts 
and poems became a ‘ raison d’être ’: they provided the general public presentation of the emperor 
and the routinization of his charisma, while simultaneously being aimed at gaining popular sup-
port for their policies. Charles V, King of Spain, had in Titian one of his most important allies 
in his political agenda. Titian distanced his portraits from Dürer’s depiction of the Emperor 
as a Christian knight; instead, he portrayed Charles V as a Majestic, Universal Emperor and 
Crusader, but also as a Prince of Peace (Wheatcroft  1996 : 104). 

 Apart from the political purposes of portraiture illustrated above, its prevalence in Western cul-
ture can be explained by the fact that this type of art tends to flourish in regimes that grant privi-
lege to the notion of the individual over that of the collective (West 2004: 17). The Renaissance 
in Western Europe was a period of increased self-consciousness, in which concepts of individual 
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identity began to be represented and verbalized (Greenblatt  1984 ). The focus on the individual 
gained prominence during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; consequently, portraiture 
flourished during that period both as an artistic practice and as a cultural commodity. 

 The importance of portraiture in depicting authority and status continued well into the 
eighteenth century and the first part of the nineteenth century. During this period, the visual 
conventions and language may have varied. For instance, the eighteenth-century English artist 
Sir Joshua Reynolds used to depict his sitters in the poses of ancient sculpture following the 
old masters, adding grandeur and ‘charisma’ to the people represented (Allard and Rosenblum 
 2007 ). By using certain gestures and timeless costumes, these paintings addressed ‘mythical’ 
characteristics associated with heroes and charismatic leaders throughout history. 

 With changes in social and economic contexts, merchants, traders and bankers began to 
commission portraits as a celebration of their growing status and power, and portraits became 
an important instrument in the formation of the bourgeois identity (West  2004 ). In fact, each 
historical period favours certain ways of characterizing and depicting leadership and status. From 
the theatrical poses of Van Dyck, for example, the eighteenth-century rulers in Britain favoured 
the commission of portraits in domestic settings and displaying the family’s attributes, while 
providing a moral example (Schama  1988 ). 

 This variety in the possibilities of portraiture may have influenced artists in their choices 
of representing their own realities. By the nineteenth century, artists were approaching por-
traits as a means of their own expression, rather than of the representation of an exclusive 
group of people. Impressionism used portraits for their experiments into light, as well as other 
explorations regarding form and volume. Cézanne painted his wife as a way of deconstructing 
the figure towards a more essential form; Matisse approached portraits in his experiments of 
explosive colour; and Picasso used the human figure to establish his cubist language (Allard and 
Rosenblum  2007 ). Although portraiture was somehow neglected in favour of abstract expres-
sions during the first half of the twentieth century, images were widely used to depict authority 
and charisma. For instance, the Fascist and Nazi regimes used aesthetics extensively in their rise 
to power (Spotts  2003 ). Falasca-Zamponi ( 1997 ) emphasizes the symbolic aspects of the Fascist 
regime concerning the ‘sacralization’ of politics, and the use of visual images to reinforce its mes-
sage. In this regard, Walter Benjamin argued that, in the age of mechanical reproduction, ‘the 
total function of art is reversed. Instead of being based on ritual, it begins to be based on another 
practice [-] politics’ (1973: 224). 

 As well as the political aspects of portraits, it is important to consider the intention of the 
portrait and how the composition will be read by certain audiences. For instance, the portrait of 
Innocent X emphasized the luxurious clothes appropriate to his status, whereas a portrait of a 
modern CEO may stress certain colours or settings, depending on the intention: thus, a modern 
office with a view to a modern capital of the world may emphasize the institution’s global power; 
while a frontal pose may highlight the ‘authenticity’ of the leader’s profile. As argued by Guthey 
and Jackson ‘top executive portraits now appear so commonplace that they have become hidden 
in plain sight, with the result that scholars of management, organization and leadership have 
not explored the issues they raise in any depth’ (2005: 1058). They suggest looking at visions of 
leadership, not as metaphors, but as actual images, such as portraits, as a source for enquiry about 
leadership in contemporary organizations.   

 Portraits and the routinization of charisma 

 Weber, in his seminal study of sources of authority, identifi ed ‘charisma’ as a way of exercis-
ing power, alongside tradition and legal rational frameworks. The importance of this notion 
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in defi ning leadership is matched also with the wide range of views held about how charisma 
should be defi ned and from where it originates (Ladkin  2006 : 166). For Yukl, traits and behav-
iours explain how a charismatic leader infl uences the attitudes and behaviour of followers by, 
among others: 

 articulating an appealing vision, using strong, expressive forms of communication when 
articulating the vision, taking personal risks and making self-sacrifices to attain the vision, 
communicating high expectations, managing follower impressions of the leader, building 
identification with the group of organization, and empowering followers. 

 (2002: 244)   

 In modern leadership studies, the concept of charisma continues to be a subject for analysis, 
although Weber’s view has been revised and adapted to contemporary organizational and social 
settings (Bryman  1992 ; Conger and Kanungo  1988 ). As summarized by Ladkin ( 2006 ), charisma 
remains a key notion in leadership studies. Further, the literature on charismatic leadership 
 identifi es self-image and self-presentation as two key dispositional elements in the construction 
of leadership (Sosik  et al.   2002 ).  Self-image  is the articulation of traits and characteristics perceived 
in association to the self. These traits can be expressed in relation to others by s elf-presentation  
as a set of ways and means to monitor and control expressive behaviour – self-monitoring – 
and employ behavioural strategies to regulate one’s identity – also known as impression man-
agement (Schlenker  1985 ). The use of certain clothes, words, institutional symbols and other 
means can contribute to the construction of the leader’s identity. Portraits, thus, are the ideal 
place to show these elements aimed at impressing a particular audience: followers, competitors, 
customers or stakeholders. These strategies help create a charismatic relationship between the 
leader and follower (e.g. attributions of charisma) by infl uencing dispositional, perceptual and 
motivational aspects of the follower/audience (Sosik  et al.   2002 : 221). 

 The stress on the individual aspects of leadership, as popularized by portraiture in Western 
art, evidences the accepted notion of leadership as an individual trait (Taylor  1989 ; Greenblatt 
 1984 ; Grint  2007 ). Although the notion of charisma has been ‘watered down’ to cohere with 
contemporary renderings (Beyer  1999 ) and it is possible to argue that charismatic leadership is 
normally associated with the notion of the ‘great man’, Ladkin ( 2006 ) contests this individual 
approach to leadership by noting that the emphasis on a psychological paradigm for researching 
charisma (as opposed to a sociological one) has resulted in an overemphasis on individual traits 
of ‘the leader’ without sufficiently accounting for the impact of context on this phenomenon. 
She suggests instead considering charismatic leadership as a ‘relational encounter’, in which 
contextual factors are acknowledged. 

 A contrasting view on traditional views on leadership is advanced by Michel Foucault in his 
consideration of power, not as the privilege of a single individual or group, but as a form of 
energy omnipresent in society: ‘[it] is the moving substrate of force relations, which by virtue 
of their inequality constantly engender states of power’ (1978: 93). Foucault’s main question is 
to explore how power is exercised through complex  dispositifs . Following this view, it would be 
possible to consider portraiture a ‘dispositif of power’ for the visual representation of charisma 
and status. Indeed, Weber acknowledged that charisma is only possible when it is ‘perceived’ 
as such by followers. Following Foucault’s views, it is possible to understand portraits, such as 
those of Alexander, as a new ‘technology of power serving as testimony of an overwhelming 
power’ (Stewart  1993 : 60). 

 This brief review of art scholarship and portraiture evidences the strong relationship between 
portraiture and the ‘routinization of charisma’, and how this association has varied across 
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historical periods. For instance, it is interesting to note that leadership is normally depicted in 
the form of individuals’ adopting certain poses or visual configurations. This also may be under-
stood within the conceptualization of leadership as charisma, focused on the characteristics of 
‘the great man’. In leadership studies, the great man theory holds that legitimacy resides in the 
greatness of the man, in his being great (Harter  2008 : 70). A similar understanding of leadership 
seems to have been adopted by classic portraiture concerning the depiction of individuals with 
certain status or charisma. 

 In the context of leadership studies, specifically, attention has shifted from the personal char-
acteristics of leaders (trait theory) towards more relational aspects of leadership and its devel-
opment (Marturano and Gosling  2008 ). Bryman ( 2004 ) identifies two standing aspects in the 
evolution of leadership research: first, the methodological diversity in leadership studies and, 
second, a greater optimism regarding the potentialities of leadership as a practice. He mentions 
the increasing use of qualitative methods and the bridging of leadership studies with other dis-
ciplines, such as organizational symbolism and cultural studies (Turner  1990 ). From the work 
by Moore and Beck ( 1984 ) in their research into metaphorical imagery among bank managers 
towards the rising interest in the use of storytelling (Cuno  2005 ) and dramaturgy in leadership 
development (Gardner and Avolio  1998 ), as well as the increasing number of articles stress-
ing the potentialities of an aesthetic approach in both developing leadership and exploring its 
meaning (Bligh and Schyns  2007 ), the theoretical and methodological landscape seems ripe for 
exploring newer and more daring connections between leadership and other areas such as art 
and painting. 

 In recent years, scholars and researchers have suggested enhancing the understanding of 
leadership by including an aesthetic approach (Hansen  et al .  2007 ) considering the sensorial 
aspects of the exercise of leadership. In particular, Ropo and Parviainen (2001) suggest that 
leadership work is largely a matter of embodied performance aimed at rendering visible traits 
of credibility and trustworthiness. Some others have suggested concentrating on the formation 
of a ‘vision’ as a key trait for ideological and charismatic leadership (Mumford  et al .  2007 ; Avolio 
and Gardner  1999 ). Topics such as ‘the articulation of a clear vision’, the leader as ‘visionary’, 
the ‘clairvoyant’ talents of a leader, etc. seem to confirm the ‘visual turn’ in organizational stud-
ies (Styhre  2010 ). On the other hand, Guthey and Jackson ( 2008 ) challenge the metaphorical 
aspects of vision as the ‘picture in our heads’, inviting us to ‘look at the pictures in front of our 
eyes as well’. The following section considers some elements from art history in the interpreta-
tion of portraits.   

 Analysing portraits: a framework 

 Taking into account the generous tradition of portraiture in Western art, it is possible to say that 
art history frameworks may contribute to the study of social and organizational phenomena such 
as leadership. Guthey and Jackson, drew upon Baxandall’s ( 1986 ,  1988 ) pioneering work of art 
history and interpretation. Baxandall said that  

 if we wish to explain pictures, in the sense of expounding them in terms of their historical 
causes, what we actually explain seems likely to be not the unmediated picture but the 
picture as considered under a partially interpretative description. 

 (1986: 11)  

 It is nevertheless possible to suggest a framework for interpreting portraits following the frame-
work proposed by Guthey and Jackson ( 2008 ) in their analysis of CEOs’ portraits. For them, 
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portraits are ‘complex forms of visual communication, interaction, and confl ict over the repre-
sentation of individual leaders and business leadership writ large’. In their view, images of leaders 
are representational conventions aiming to produce meaning. Indeed, ‘photograph is already in 
itself a holistic reading of reality … it isolates fragments of surrounding reality and reproduces 
them with their particular visual language’ (Strati  1997 : 315). Guthey and Jackson ( 2008 ) argue 
that visual images function as complex sites of social struggle over meaning and that CEO por-
traits should be understood as complex forms of visual communication, interaction and confl ict 
over the representation of individual leaders and business leadership at large. Further, they say 
that a focus on visual images also makes clear that all approaches to image involve interpretation, 
and that no interpretation enjoys a monopoly of meaning. Quoting Rosenblum ( 1978 ), they 
add that not only the content of visual images, but also their aesthetic and stylistic aspect can be 
understood productively as forms of social process and interaction. 

 In order to reveal the connections of how images of leadership are produced, as well as how 
their meaning is socially constructed within a particular context of power configuration, it is 
important to enquire about the ‘visual genealogy’ of such images (Schroeder  2002 ). In other 
words, a visual genealogy aims at revealing how certain images of leadership are constructed 
as a form of exercising power following certain aesthetic conventions in particular historical 
periods. Guthey and Jackson investigate these conventions through the analytical categories of 
frame, gaze and period eye, expounding a most specific way of addressing this visual genealogy. 
As they suggest: 

 The concept of frame foregrounds the multiple ways in which images can be viewed. The 
concept of gaze highlights the interaction of multiple viewing subjects within any given 
image. The notion of period eye places limits on the potential meanings these active sub-
jects can produce by specifying the context-bound habits, skills, and predispositions that 
influence image production and consumption. 

 (2008: 85)   

 In their analysis, the category of  frame  refers to an ‘objective’ representation. In this case, it 
concerns the depiction of Innocent X: the pictorial techniques, the use of colours, textures 
and patterns, and the confi guration of certain elements on the canvas surface. Further, this 
category should consider the technical aspects present in the productive process of the painting 
(Benjamin  1973 ). 

 Second, the  gaze  refers to a socially constructed event mediated by the intersection of gazes 
between the viewer and the painting. This  gaze  is produced by the exchange of meanings, 
located in a language that ‘speaks’ to the different parts. For Guthey and Jackson,  gazes  sub-
jectify: the concept emphasizes the active looking that must occur in and around an image to 
produce meaning. Such an exchange of meanings – the unveiling of significances, resonances 
and emotions – is determined by certain ‘ways of seeing’ (Berger  1972 ). 

 Finally, the construction of meaning is related to what Baxandall ( 1988 ) has called the ‘period 
eye’, referring to some of the mental equipment through which a person orders his/her visual 
experience. The equipment is ‘variable and culturally relative, in the sense of being determined 
by the society which has influenced his experience’. Consequently, the painter responds to his/
her public’s visual capacity. Baxandall develops the theme: ‘[w]hatever [the artist’s] own special-
ized professional skills, he is himself a member of the society he works for and shares its visual 
experience and habit’ (1988: 40). The artist does not act in isolation; his/her actions respond 
to influences and forces, questions and demands, themselves in turn determined by a wider 
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configuration of power relationships. Baxandall also suggests that the artist actually responds 
to a particular market or  truc , in which certain institutions, authorities or instances validate or 
acknowledge the artist’s work. For some painters, it may be their patrons; for others, the art 
market or the art critic. 

 In addition to Guthey and Jackson’s approach to the ‘period eye’, it is important to consider 
how the visual experience is actually regulated by power mechanisms. Rose (2007: xv) reminds 
us that there is no such thing as an ‘innocent picture’; thus, the interpretation of visual images 
must address questions of cultural meaning and power. In other words, the category of ‘period 
eye’ must also include the deciphering of a ‘visual genealogy’, aimed at revealing the cultural 
significance, social contexts and power relationships in which portraits are embedded. 

 In summarizing, Guthey and Jackson’s categories for the analysis of portraits may be repre-
sented as in  Table 7.1 .  

 Using this framework, Acevedo ( 2011 ) advances a comparison between two paintings of 
Pope Innocent X as depicted by Diego Velázquez in 1650 and Francis Bacon in 1950. Using 
this example as a basis, the next section will illustrate how this framework can be used to under-
stand the construction of charismatic leadership in different historical periods.   

 Analysing Velázquez’s portrait of Pope Innocent X 

  Frame : In 1649, Velázquez began painting the portrait of Innocent X, soon after the former had 
arrived in Rome as part of the diplomatic mission sent by King Philip IV of Spain. Although 
Innocent X was in his sixty-seventh year when he sat for Velázquez, he really does not show such 
an advanced age in the painting. In the portrait, Innocent X is not a benevolent leader; rather, 
he looks more like a watchful man, very effi cient in the conduct of his offi ce (Brown 1986: 
199). His prominent head crowned by the red cap ( camauro ) denotes intelligence and author-
ity; his hands appear relaxed under the  manteletta  and are covered in exquisitely shimmering 
lace. On one of his hands, the commanding ring of authority gleams in sole splendour; in the 
other hand, the Pope holds a folded piece of paper, a document, a token of the endemic bureau-
cracy of which the Pope is the absolute Head. The document is a prayer made by the painter in 
petition regarding this portrait: ‘ Alla Santa di Nro. Sigre Inocencio Xo. per Diego de Silva Velázquez 

 Table 7.1   Categories for the analysis of portraits 

 Category of analysis  Definition  Elements 

Frame Objective description, includes the composition 
and the technical devices used by the artist

The Figure (as in Deleuze’s 
analysis) and the body
Technical aspects

Gaze Subjective construction of meaning, created by the 
intersection of an ‘intention’ (personal or dictated 
by the market) and the perception of the audience 
(visual language and cultural equipment to 
decipher meanings)

Intention
Perception

Period Eye Wider consideration in the artistic production, 
including power relationships linked to particular 
historical conditions, and the artistic and pictorial 
languages available for the audience and the artists

Visual genealogy
Power relationships
Market/ truc 
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de la Camera de S. Mta. Catt.co .’ The Pope has just read it and gazes inquisitively at the writer of 
the missive. 

 The pose of the sitter follows the convention in portraiture, given definitive form in Raphael’s 
 Portrait of Julius II  and used thereafter by many artists. Here, Velázquez chose strong, symbolic 
colours to emphasize the importance of his sitter: red and white, with some touches of gold 
on the papal throne, thus compose the tonality of the picture. He expanded this simple com-
bination into infinite tones and textures, from the shiny crimson of the  manteletta  to the grave 
maroon of the cap, thence the impressionist brushstrokes of the creamy  rochetta  (Brown  1986 ). 
This notwithstanding, the figure is not adorned by these devices; on the contrary, the Pope 
appears more human in virtue of the emphasis given by the artist on his human body. Another 
important element concerns the technical devices available to the painter. The techniques used 
in Velázquez’s portrait derive from his apprenticeship and artisan practice, including drawing 
skills, rapid sketches and, as previously mentioned, the classical conventions in the art of portrai-
ture established by Raphael. 

 It is important to note that, in categorizing the ‘frame’, one must include most of the ele-
ments of the composition, the technique and the descriptive aspects of the image. In contempo-
rary portraits favouring photography, Rose ( 2007 : 13) recommends including three modalities 
that can contribute to a critical understanding of images: technological, compositional and 
social. For instance, the use of technology dictates the way in which images can be manipulated. 
A good example is Cecil Beaton’s portraits of the young Queen Elizabeth, who took some kilos 
off her plump figure, while emphasizing the colour of her eyes and luscious lips appropriate of 
a fairy princess. 

  Constructing visual meaning : The intention of the portrait was to flatter the Pope’s attri-
butes, since Velázquez indeed was part of a diplomatic mission. The Pope’s portrait shared a 
common language of symbols and imagery with the portraits of King Philip IV also executed 
by Velázquez. These portraits present an image of the leadership that is carefully crafted, serving 
specific purposes. 

 As a painter in a Catholic-centred world, Velázquez was aware of the conventions and 
symbols attached to each of the icons or saints, by highlighting their virtues or their martyrdom, 
including certain symbols (flowers, animals, books, utensils or props) that were easily under-
stood by a mostly illiterate audience. As argued by Baxandall: ‘the public mind was not a blank 
tablet on which the painters’ representations of a story or a person could impress themselves; 
it was an active institution of interior visualization with which every painter had to get along’ 
(1988: 43). 

 In particular, the seventeenth century marks a period of transition from a ‘God-centred’ 
world towards a more ‘humanistic’ centrality, propelled by the Renaissance ideology in 
Europe – an early milestone towards modernity. In the Velázquez representation of the Pope, 
the virtues of the good pontiff are highlighted in the painting: the bodily humanity of the 
person is central and exerts its powerful influence through the exchange of glances contextual-
ized within a series of conventions and pre-understandings. It is possible that Velázquez was 
influenced by the precepts formulated by Erasmus de Rotterdam concerning ‘the good prince’, 
thus the leader is (or should be) a human being invested with very special characteristics (Feros 
 2002 ). Curiously, the painter’s skill was such that he actually captured the real character of the 
sitter: it is said that, when the Pope saw the finished portrait, he said that it was  troppo vero , too 
truthful! (Manchip-White  1969 ). 

 For contemporary portraits, it is important to consider the relationship between sitters and 
artists. Guthey and Jackson ( 2005 ) question the ‘authenticity’ of CEO images, as portraits are 
commissioned and executed by publicity agencies or renowned photographers. They focus on 
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the work of Per Morten Abrahamsen, a celebrated photographer and his work with CEOs and 
business leaders. For Guthey and Jackson: ‘CEO portraits taken by recognised photographer/art-
ists seek to associate both the executive and the corporation with this ideal artistic self and with 
his or her own cache of individual personality, authentic human presence and creative agency’ 
(2005: 1068–1069). 

 Although not all CEO portraits are taken by such renowned artists, it is important to con-
sider the process of negotiation and commission, between the sitter and the artist. It will be 
important to consider who takes part in the negotiations, what are the elements of the composi-
tion that are highlighted: the pose, the props, the intention; as well as the media and audience 
targeted by the portrait. Like traditional portraiture, the images convey a particular message 
to be deciphered or read by contemporary audiences. For instance, images of USA President 
Barack Obama as a pop-icon following conventions of advertising or Andy Warhol silk-screens 
are easily understood by certain audiences, and the intention is to create a certain impression in 
the public. 

  The period eye : Baxandall defines ‘period eye’ as the system of exchanges and understand-
ings that facilitate the conveyance of a message. During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, 
the art of portraiture focused on the representation of rulers. Powerful leaders adopted cer-
tain poses and devices, intended to convey their authority and status (West 2004). The political 
requests linked to the art of portraiture and the personal demands of Philip IV and Innocent X can 
be seen as part of the bargain made by Velázquez. Further, as argued by Brown, Velázquez him-
self pursued a deeply personal ambition: to become a gentleman, a knight of one of the exclusive 
brotherhoods endorsed by the Catholic Church. In this endeavour, the journey to Rome and 
the support of the influential pontiff formed an invaluable opportunity for the painter. 

 In terms of a visual genealogy, it is important to acknowledge the configuration of power 
and knowledge, or in this case power and representation, and how the visual repertoire avail-
able for artists was conditioned by overarching powers linked to religion or tradition. As we 
mentioned before, Innocent X as Head of the Catholic Church was aware of the power of 
images. In the counter-strategy against the growing competition from the Protestants in the 
North of Europe, the Catholic Church had favoured images, visuality and icons. Consequently, 
Velázquez’s painting was ruled by the institutional conventions, the traditions of religious 
portraiture and the intentions of portraiture in depicting status, authority and hierarchy. 
Although our contemporary perception considers artists as innovators or tradition breakers, 
at the time of Velázquez, painters were not more than artisans at the service of their masters. 
In considering this painting, the period eye is determined by three main factors: first, the 
regulated conventions of portraiture at this particular historical moment regulated by Catholic 
perceptions on art and painting. Second, there is an emerging paradigm in the understanding of 
leadership: from a leader invested by divine design, the new leader is a human being, thus his 
attributes are focused on his human body rather than on symbols of divinity. And, third, the  truc  
or exchange is dictated not in terms of money but favours and alliances, since the portrait is part 
of the diplomatic mission in which the artist is a key player. 

 Similar elements need to be considered when analysing modern portraits: what are the con-
ventions in portraiture of contemporary leaders? For instance, communication experts and mar-
keters decide whether or not to produce pictures of politicians as caring ‘family men’ or as 
‘working-class fellows’ depending on the intention, the audience and the market. In addition, 
visual languages vary depending on the media: social networks, newspapers or television appear-
ances. In all of these decisions, we must not forget that there is a clear intentionality and power 
relationships selecting and discerning what exactly is available for the ‘eye’ to see and the mind 
to understand about leadership.   
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 Synthesis and conclusions 

 This chapter shows how the manipulation of images as a way of constructing charismatic 
leadership is nothing new, yet their power in conveying status and power are still pervasive. 
Art history allows us to understand the context and power confi gurations through which cer-
tain representations of power and status are possible. In spite of the changes in visual language, 
available techniques and mediums of expressions, the depiction of leadership as an individual of 
charismatic features persists. This view is engraved and reproduced in current images of leaders, 
top managers and CEOs as instrumental heroes of the capitalistic system. 

 As mentioned before, portraits – throughout history – seem to emphasize the idea of char-
ismatic leadership as an individual trait, invested in certain individuals – great men or women 
who can lead corporations, governments or communities to certain aims. However, this view 
neglects the fact that leaders are working within organizations and teams, and that their actions 
are part of a wider political and cultural environment. As argued by Grint ( 2007 : 232) this indi-
vidualistic approach dismisses the possibility of learning to lead as a ‘social process’ rather than 
an individual event. Portraits deploy a variety of conventions and exchanges that contribute to 
the routinization of charisma as an individual trait. 

 It is thus important to have appropriate tools to reveal the sometimes hidden meanings 
of portraits in their conveyance of leadership. In the example, the portrait of Innocent X by 
Velázquez deploys ecclesiastic and symbolic conventions through the use of the figure, the 
pose and the pictorial composition. Innocent X, as the Head of the Catholic Church, is depicted 
as an efficient and rational leader, which in contemporary terms resembles the characteristics 
of a successful CEO. However, his authority and leadership are limited by the boundaries 
of the organizational space they represent. The organization or the context is suggested yet the 
focus remains on the individual. As noted above, the situation of the sitter is dictated by wider 
conventions regarding the ‘virtues’ of the leader, shifting from a traditional (religious) leadership 
towards a charismatic type of leadership as underlined by the emphasis on the human body. 

 Second, this chapter alerts us to the intentionality and symbolic elements of portraits rel-
evant to the understanding of contemporary leadership. As argued by Fisher and Fowler, 
the re-imagination of business leaders as ‘heroes’ clearly uses the symbols and significance of 
‘graphic or visual images and their roles in contemporary culture as a starting point for norma-
tive reflection on leadership in general, and business leadership in particular’ (1995: 30). We must 
not forget that any image (as worthy of a thousand words) is charged with meanings and inten-
tions. Misquoting (playfully) Baxandall’s ( 1986 ) explanation about the influence of the Catholic 
Church in the regulation of images and paintings actually may reveal the business world’s inten-
tionality of using images in the reconfiguration of the identities of their leaders: 

 Know that there were three reasons for the institution of images [in the mass media/adver-
tising]. First, for the instruction of simple people … Second, so that the mystery of [capital/
capitalism] and the examples of the [CEOs] may be the more active in our memory through 
being presented daily to our eyes. Third, to excite feelings of devotion [consumption], these 
being aroused more effectively by things seen than by things heard. 

 ( cf . p. 41)   

 Third, this chapter offers a practical framework based on Baxandall’s ( 1986 ) approach to art his-
tory and updated by Guthey and Jackson ( 2008 ). This framework is not exhaustive but it offers 
a comprehensive approach to the analysis of images, in particular, those in portraits. Moreover, 
in the context of contemporary discussions on visuality and leadership, this chapter invites 
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the exploration of aesthetic expressions as a means of enquiry into organizational and social 
issues, such as the case of leadership. It stresses the potentialities of considering certain forms of 
artistic expressions, such as portraiture, as heuristic devices towards reaching an understanding 
of some of the processes through which leadership is socially constructed and the mechanisms 
that promote one or other idea of leadership in different historical periods. 

 The exploration of aesthetic products as a means of enquiring provides an interesting avenue 
for scholars of organization and leadership. In a world overpopulated with images of economic 
depression, financial crises and political scandals, we should question to what extent the focus on 
the figure of the leaders disregards crucial elements in the equation, such as the context, the orga-
nizational setting, the socio-political environment and the power relationships. In this chapter, 
the power of art is emphasized in the artists’ quest to stimulate these types of questions on how 
we  see  leadership both as visual images and also as themes for further study and understanding.   
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 The signs and semiotics 
of advertising    

    Norah   Campbell     

   I think we have higher aspirations for our clients, and are more passionate about what 
our clients can be, should be, should try to be than they are. We’re trying to tell them … 
‘Hey, you can be more than just a pet food company. You can aspire to loving dogs rather 
than just feeding dogs’. 

 Agency Director at Chiat/Day   

 Advertising is the rattling of a stick inside a swill bucket. 
 George Orwell   

 Introduction 

 Advertising, in its print and media forms, in its direct and ambient modes, in its contemporary 
and age-old instantiations, is the most readily recognized, ubiquitous and contentious symptom 
of organization. Advertising acts as the ‘aesthetic ambassador’ of the organization (Campbell 
 2012 ). It is the way through which anyone outside the organization mythologizes an imaginary 
inside. Think the words ‘apple’, ‘axe’ or ‘Amazon’ – chances are that the images these words 
conjure are not a common fruit, a household tool or a river, but silver smoothness, girls on a 
beach, or a black and orange dotcom sign. Advertising  envisions and organizes meaning  for the 
viewer, the organization and society at large. In this chapter, I leverage that double-sense of 
organization – both as a corporate entity and as a common practice. I try to make the point that 
advertising organizes meaning in the world in the most powerful and generic of ways, as well 
as being a symptom of the organization, that is, something that indicates the existence of the 
organization. 

 Providing a simple definition of advertising risks reducing its complexity, but it is important 
to say that a famous definition does exist, describing advertising as ‘a paid, mediated form of 
communication from an identifiable source, designed to persuade the receiver to take some 
action, now or in the future’ (Richards and Curran  2002 ; O’Barr  2008 ). This has traditionally 
helped us to understand some aspects of advertising that make it different from other messages, 
though it could be argued that some messages have lost their ‘paid’ element; many media, 
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including YouTube and Twitter, allow advertisements to be uploaded for free on the Internet. 
The second substantial dimension to this famous definition is that an advertisement must use 
a medium to transmit a message; such media can be as diverse as the bombastic and direct 
appeal of made-for-cinema advertisements and corporate communications, to the amorphous 
and indirect messages of public relations that are embedded deep in the heart of non-advertising 
genres. 

 What has  not  been said about advertising? Despite changes in paradigms, there are two 
things about advertising that seem to remain constant: first, we are fascinated by it. A Google 
search of the term ‘advertising’ returns over a billion hits; there are over half a million adver-
tisements uploaded on YouTube; my library holds 38 academic journals directly dealing with 
advertising; most marketing students want to work in advertising agencies. You can be quite 
certain that every university department in business, media studies, cultural studies, sociology, 
communication, journalism and graphic design has a module dedicated to advertising. This 
is even more remarkable when one considers how advertising used to be scorned as a practice 
and profession. Marchand ( 1986 ) recounts how it gained respectability in American culture 
in three ways – it became instrumental in enlisting soldiers during World War I, lending it 
a moral force which served more noble purposes besides commerce; it was elevated through 
its incorporation into education (Harvard University’s first course in advertising was in 1924); 
and it became adept at referencing styles and commissioning work from the realm of high 
culture. 

 Today, advertising is a subject of intense fascination for the general public. We have reached 
an era where advertising does not just produce culture, but culture produces advertising. 
This is evidenced in the creation of entertainment products based on the advertising profession 
itself, such as hit television series like  Mad Men , which depicts life on Madison Avenue in the 
glory days of the 1950s, or the multi-award-winning 2009 documentary of advertising  Art & 
Copy . Indeed, one of the central questions of advertising in contemporary times has been the 
extent to which it enframes everything within its discourse and logic. Advertising has been 
shown to be implicated in even the loftiest and most removed spheres of high art and used in 
even the most ancient of times, as wine advertising uncovered on the walls of ancient Rome 
shows (O’Barr  2008 ; see Schroeder  2006 ). Other research has explored the extent of non-obvi-
ous genres of advertising, including scientific advertising (Haraway  2000 ) and medical advertis-
ing (Cartwright  1995 ). If advertising is everything, what is it  not ? This is a crucial question about 
advertising and it is part of a larger, global and crucial debate about the commodification of life 
and previously inalienable aspects thereof, to which we will return later. 

 Second, advertising works. It was estimated that nearly half a trillion dollars were spent globally 
on advertising in major media in 2012, up nearly 5 per cent on 2011 (AdAge  2011 ). Of course, 
we are all familiar with the statistic that the average person living in the Western world is exposed 
to 3,000 advertisements a day. However, this actually tells us quite little, because it is debatable 
as to whether we process or can even attend to such huge amounts of data. Rather, it seems 
more appropriate to consider the deeper psychological impact of advertising. Every day, 
on many occasions, it transports me from this world to an imaginary one for a moment; 
I observe people exercising, eating, interacting with other people, working and sleeping. I see 
their bedrooms, cars, bathrooms and streets. I have been inside more houses through advertising 
than I ever have in real life. Advertising affects me in a non-obvious way; it offers, through a 
constant stream of visual cameos, implicit standards of cleanliness, sociality, family life, health 
and happiness, and a great many other values. Advertising does not work by making people feel 
like dupes or clones, nor does it depict fantastical scenarios completely out of reach. To do so 
would alienate its audience. Modern advertising works in the strangest way – by appearing not 
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to care if it works. Thus, when someone utters the immortal phrase ‘advertising doesn’t affect 
me’ – advertising has achieved its ultimate goal. Advertising  empowers  us to feel distant to it. 

 This chapter considers advertising as a primarily visual sign system, that is, an institution 
that organizes meaning as powerful as other systems at work to organize meaning – medicine, 
law or education. I am trying to leverage the double-sense of organization; it is both a corpo-
rate entity and a common, indispensable practice of human beings. I want to make the point 
that advertising organizes meaning in the most powerful and generic of senses, as well as being 
a symptom of the organization, that is, something that indicates the existence of the organiza-
tion. We will first consider how this visual sign system has evolved by surveying a hundred-
year history. We will then take the most obvious statement that can be made about signs in 
advertising – that they communicate – and examine the philosophical underpinnings of such a 
statement. The importance of semiotics – the formal study of sign systems – will be discussed 
using an emblematic but quite neglected example from Roland Barthes and highlighting how 
similar conventions continue today. We will overview the range of research conducted on the 
most represented object in advertising – the human body. One of the reasons why advertising is 
intensely interesting to the public is because it is such a highly visible, accessible site of ideologi-
cal contest; therefore, we shall briefly discuss how advertising can be thought to be ideological. 
By way of concluding, we will point to three ways advertising might evolve in the future.   

 The history of advertising signs 

 Histories of advertising are useful because they trace this sign system in its context – economic, 
political and socio-cultural. This enables us to observe shifts in how advertising signs change 
over time. The vast majority of such studies are centred on the emergence of advertising in 
the United States (Leiss  et al.   2005 ; Lears  1994 ; Schudson  1985 ; Marchand  1986 ).  1   Marchand’s 
historical study places the 1920s and 1930s as modern advertising’s coming of age. Advertising 
was always there of course, but it is around this time that its signs underwent a qualitative shift 
in sophistication. This ushered in a new era in advertising when personalized testimonials began 
to be more common than the simple hard-selling ads of the time; social dramas around objects 
trumped mere announcement, and a participatory tone of voice was adopted, which became 
more widespread than the direct imperative command to purchase that characterized many 
previous advertisements. Through the system of advertising, consumer goods became more than 
mere economic entities; they embodied values that had normally been attributed to humans 
and the natural world. This must be seen in context in order to appreciate the enormity of the 
change. As Freud and many others have shown, the pace and scale of rationalization, deper-
sonalization and urbanization brought about by modern industrial capitalism had exerted a 
toll on the human psyche. Ironically, rather than being the hallmarks of identity, the products 
produced came instead to offer mini-solutions to the dilemmas of modernity. This was possible 
only through the system of advertising, which recalibrated the meaning of the good by focusing 
not on the mere material product, but rather by imagining the product as a  benefi t sought  by the 
consumer. Or, in Marchand’s words, advertising brought ‘illumination instead of lighting fi xtures, 
prestige instead of automobiles, sex appeal instead of mere soap’ (1986: 10). The sign system of 
advertising had become more mobile, more creative with potentially boundless ways to create 
compelling signs. 

 If advertising’s golden era was the 1920s and 1930s, its nadir came in the 1950s and 1960s 
when its public image turned sour. Advertising, it was widely suspected, had moved from its 
public role of sign identification, to the private and psychological space of one’s mind and 
interior life. Perhaps the most famous example of this proposition was Vance Packard’s  1957  
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book  The Hidden Persuaders  (1983), which became one of the biggest-selling books in the field. 
Packard’s book depicted the rise of ‘depth men’ – people in advertising agencies that reportedly 
used psychoanalytical techniques to uncover the subconscious needs, desires, insecurities and fears 
of consumers. Their job was to create advertisements that would present products as the 
unconscious fulfilments, solutions, comforts and fantasies to them. In the book, Packard plays the 
role of a detective, looking for clues about signs that a consumer does not consciously process, 
only decoding them on a deeper, unconscious and emotional level. Packard’s implicit theory of 
signs is an interesting one – far from consciously visible, logically rational marks, signs existed 
at the emotional level of human consciousness. Some examples that Packard uses in the book 
– from Betty Crocker cake mix to Esso’s ‘Tiger in your Tank’ campaign – have become staple 
short-hands in popular culture for the alleged power of small groups of people to organize 
meaning on a massive and uncontrolled level. 

 Let us take a lesser-known example from  Hidden Persuaders  to demonstrate the dynamic 
of Packard’s analysis of signs. In the book, Packard argues that advertising agencies had 
become suspicious of the rational answers they were receiving from respondents buying home 
freezers. Post-World War II sales in home freezers had dramatically increased, despite the fact 
that the initial investment and the cost of energy to run them had made them uneconomical. 
Interested in this apparent contradiction, Packard describes how the Weiss and Geller advertis-
ing agency conducted psychiatric studies of home-freezer owners. The agency concluded that 
the freezer was not a device for cooling foodstuffs. Rather, it was a nostalgic site of security in 
a threatening environment. People who were insecure, they argued, needed more food around 
than they could eat. Freezer advertisements had to leverage the anxiety about food shortages 
resulting from post-World War II rationing. They had to link freezers to a nostalgic childhood, 
which, according to motivational research, was when the giving of food was linked to love. 

 Histories of advertising reveal the crudeness of visual sign systems in the early part of the 
twentieth century, replete with simple psychology and bald appeals to status and social accep-
tance (Williams  2000  [1980]), only to be followed by this type of more sophisticated motiva-
tional research and appeals. What this reminds us of, of course, is that people were not more 
naive or inexperienced than they are today, but rather advertising is a form of literacy that, like 
any grammar, had to be learned. As Lears attests, advertisements in the early twentieth century 
‘constituted a new and bewildering code, a set of verbal and visual signs for which the refer-
ents were unclear … As frequency of exposure mushroomed, the underlying advertising codes 
become familiar, taken for granted and unproblematic’ (1983: 21, in Goldman  1992 : 68). The 
sign system of advertising is not static; an historical perspective reminds us that, as sure as we 
look back at the obviousness of early modern advertising sign systems, generations to come will 
regard contemporary sign systems as rudimentary and easy to decode. Ultra-sophisticated images 
will appear antiquated and perhaps even humorous. Images that seem to us mundane today will 
be pored over for their sophisticated sign systems. The way in which advertising today visualizes 
software, the environment or nanotechnology as seemingly undeconstructible and transparent, 
will be staple examples in classroom curricula. We will return to this idea later.   

 Advertising as communication 

 The most obvious and immediate way to conceptualize advertising is as a system that creates 
signs with the purpose of communicating meaning. It has been argued that focusing on, and 
developing theories around, the advertising image itself could only ever tell one part of the 
dynamics of signs and their meaning. In comparison to the fi elds of sociology and cultural 
studies, the discipline of marketing has been the most supportive of the investigation of image 
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consumption. A raft of qualitative and quantitative research has been conducted proposing vari-
ous strategies for factoring in the consumer’s response to the sign. 

 Early models of advertising – the so-called ‘ancestral’ models – followed hugely impor-
tant developments at the time in information theory, which reflected, and continue to reflect, 
how we understand the philosophy of what information and communication are. In 1949, Bell 
Laboratories technician Claude Shannon sought to provide a theory of communication using the 
term ‘information’ as a technical measurement. Up until then, ‘information’ was a rather poetic 
and spiritual term, more at home in philosophy than engineering. In Shannon’s ( 1971  [1949]) 
work, information became universalized as a component of any system that com municated. This 
simple but powerful notion was adapted to the field of advertising by researchers who argued 
that advertising works by a sequence of stages, or a so-called ‘hierarchy of effects’ – cognitive to 
affective to behavioural, or a variation thereof – which a person goes through following exposure 
to the advertisement (Strong  1925 ; Lavidge and Steiner  1961 ). Such a powerful theory resulted 
in numerous acronyms over the last century as new refinements were developed; the advertis-
ing landscape is filled with AIDA models, DAGMAR models, AIETA models and STARCH 
models, as well as more recent models and scales such as ADTRUST, AdSam and PrEMo. Such 
work was concerned with the effectiveness of advertising developing scales to informationalize 
and measure aspects of advertising such as the rate of advertising wear-out, the effectiveness of 
advertising during the product’s life cycle, effect on price sensitivity, attitude formation and the 
impact of advertising on emotional states. 

 It is important, and fascinating, to understand the informational theory of communication 
as a reflection of larger scientific and philosophical aims at the time. The goal of mathematical 
theories of information and communication was to apply scientific measurability to an ineffable 
phenomenon, to universalize and standardize a dynamic with the aim of providing codified 
models that predict response, and to enframe communication within a logic of relative effective-
ness or ineffectiveness. Such theories dominate managerialist discourses and practices of adver-
tising, and, despite their theoretical weaknesses, are extremely influential precisely because of 
their underlying goals. 

 Further, theories of communication that dominated advertising textbooks in the last 
60 years are gradually being supplemented with measurement techniques stemming from 
 neuropsychology (see Plassmann  et al .  2007 ). A number of issues are of interest here: first, 
the extent to which neuroscientific techniques locate areas in the brain that are purportedly 
associated with different emotions. For example, Daimler-Chrysler measured people’s reac-
tions to different cars using magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), a technique that measures 
brain function. It was found that the reward areas of the brain were significantly active when 
viewing sports cars compared with sedans (Erk  et al . 2002, in Plassmann  et al.   2007 ). Second, 
the question arises as to whether there are far too many extraneous factors in the environment 
to monitor causal links between advertising and behaviour, particularly when it comes to more 
long-term behaviour and affect, such as brand memories or brand equity, where the pathways to 
this are so numerous and complex that only the crudest approximations are possible within labo-
ratory settings. Third, neuroscientific measurement seems not so much concerned with origi-
nality of results but with finding a neurological basis for what is already intuitively well known. 
Finally, the drive for empirical results in neurological advertising is driven by the goal of gaining 
economic advantage for organizations. Thus, there has been relatively little critique in the use of 
neurological measurement in advertising (Kenning  2007 ). 

 Qualitative research in advertising has better recognized that the act of reading adver-
tisements is likely to call for research designs that acknowledged the holistic nature of the 
human, the fluid boundary between advertising and everyday life, and the multitude of often 
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contradictory interpretations people could simultaneously hold about signs – research that, in 
other words, focused on ‘real readers reading’ (Mick and Buhl  1992 ; see, for example, O’Donohoe 
 1997 ; Otnes and Scott  1995 ; Scott  1994 ; Hirschman and Thompson  1997 ). However, this 
is not to say that qualitative advertising research does not have a managerialist axiology 
(Zaltman  2003 ). 

 The a priori assumption of advertising as informative communication is argued by many 
to be a reductive procedure that neglects how advertising has other uses, as part of the ‘spec-
tacular vernacular’ of social fabric (Scott  1993 ). In researching advertising, one could argue 
that there are three sites of investigation; one is the site of consumption or ‘reception’, the field 
of meaning from a consumer’s perspective, and primarily the one that managerialist research 
deems most important. The second is the site of production, taking a route to understanding 
by investigating the processes involved in making ads – something that is favoured in media 
studies and ethnographic approaches to advertising. The third is what could be called the 
site of the ‘image itself’ (van Leeuwen and Jewitt  2006 ). As van Leeuwen and Jewitt argue, 
‘[a] mode of analysis which restricts itself to the evidence of the text may not … by itself 
demonstrate how viewers understand and value what they see or hear or what producers, 
deliberately or otherwise, intend to communicate’ (2006: 7). On the other hand, they 
argue that analyses of the image itself, independent of intention and reception, are the most 
powerful way to show what images include and exclude, drawing influence primarily from the 
disciplines of history, philosophy, sociology and linguistics. In each site, the advertisement plays 
a different role. 

 Although primarily concerned with the managerialist implications of advertising, business 
disciplines have slowly seen the merit of investigating the advertisement itself. One of the 
most influential writers that moved beyond the thrall of measurement is Grant McCracken. 
In 1986, he published a model of how meaning moved from the world of advertising to 
the world of the consumer, offering an insight into the complex and subtle ways in which 
advertising is integrated into the life-world of people. McCracken’s model, despite its theoreti-
cal weaknesses (see Otnes and Scott  1995 ; Mick  et al .  2004 ; Venkatesh and Meamber  2006 ), 
is influential because it sees advertising as a powerful translator of the cultural world and a 
central arbiter of meaning in consumer worlds. As critiques and elaborations of the model have 
since elucidated, advertising is also a two-way process, where consumers affect the process of 
advertising as much as they are affected by it. For example, advertising is not mere communica-
tion; people incorporate advertising so that it functions as a social glue within groups (Ritson 
and Elliott  1999 ).   

 The semiotics of advertising 

 In the 1950s and 1960s, advertising theory began to be infl uenced by the semiotic turn, in 
other words, the study in other disciplines of the formal properties of signs and their meaning, 
and emanating from the work of semioticians such as Barthes, Saussure, Peirce and Jacobsen. 
Semiotics can be regarded as one of the most comprehensive studies of sign systems. The work 
under its various manifestations provided a conceptual vocabulary to talk about the formal prop-
erties of signs and codes and their relevance within social groups. 

 Semiotics proposed that advertisements were, in fact, bundles of signs that formed finely 
constructed conventions. In semiotics, the image is a text, and, like any language, possesses its 
own grammar; understanding the grammar will give us access to the language. And this gram-
mar is articulated through the image’s composition, lighting, framing, focus, gestures, spacing of 
forms, and so on. Mick  et al . ( 2004 ) break down this grammar into three levels of sign analysis: 
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the micro-, mid- and meta-level. The micro-level conceives advertising signs as tiny units, 
such as the vectors, colours and forms within the visual plane (Kress and van Leeuwen  2006 ). 
Mid-level analysis decomposes signs into human-level characteristics of gender, hairstyle, 
posture, facial expression, buildings, as well as rhetorical devices in the image such as met-
aphor and troping (McQuarrie and Phillips  2005 ; McQuarrie and Mick  1996 ; Scott  1994 ), 
A meta-level range of semiotics reflects on the narrative structure of the advertisement, one 
that is often mythic in nature (Holt  2004 ; Stern  1995 ). One of the most important character-
istics of semiotics was its ability to see embodied in the properties and dynamics of the image 
the macro properties and dynamics of the social world; a characteristic that made semiotics 
a political and ethical intervention into the interrogation of images. As Davison ( Chapter 2 , 
this volume) notes, semiotics presents a system for looking at images that is both structured 
and flexible, and shows how it can be used as a tool to deconstruct the ordinariness of orga-
nizational images, from annual accounting reports to food labels. It is this structured flexibility 
that semiotic approaches offer that allows the researcher the scope to find patterns in very 
diverse data. 

 The French semiotician Roland Barthes was, of course, particularly good at showing 
how the new medium of the photographic advertisement was not a transparent reflection of 
the world, but a codified structure. His two-page description of the advertisement of Italian 
pasta brand Panzani is surely the most referenced analysis in the whole field of semiotics. It 
is worth turning briefly to a less-known, but still powerful example of semiotic analysis by 
Barthes – that of the Citroën, DS,  2   a car model where the product is its own advertisement. We 
will then show how Barthes’ semiotic analyses are still valid in contemporary advertising. 

 Barthes makes a number of strikingly insightful remarks in his short reading of the new 
car model by Citroën, DS. First, the car appears to us in a state of almost impossible newness; 
it ‘appears at first sight as a superlative  object ’ (Barthes  1977  [1972]: 88). What is fascinating is 
that Barthes argues, like others after him, that objects which appear at first sight as completely 
finished present to us ‘at once a perfection and an absence of origin, a closure and a brilliance, a 
transformation of life into matter … and in a word a  silence  which belongs to the realm of fairy-
tales’. Barthes examines not just the impact of an image on the eyes, but also what a visual image 
 sounds  like. Further, as is the case so often in Barthes’ work, it is not just the substance of the 
image that is examined, but also  how  it is composed. Here, he points out that the DS erases any 
signs of its construction through the presentation of extreme smoothness. To Barthes, smooth-
ness is not a property of a material, but a social value: 

 [S]moothness is always an attribute of perfection because its opposite reveals a technical 
and typically human operation of assembling: Christ’s robe was seamless, just as the air-
ships of science-fiction are made of unbroken metal … there are in the DS a new phenom-
enology of assembling, as if one progressed from a world where elements are welded to a 
world where they are juxtaposed and hold together by sole virtue of their wondrous shape, 
which of course is meant to prepare one for the idea of a more benign Nature. 

 (1977 [1972]: 88)   

 In a single analytic gesture, Barthes uncouples the car from its mundane and obvious denotation, 
or fi rst-order signifi cation and describes how its image follows longer lines of visual convention, 
from religious painting, science-fi ction fi lm and the politics of nature. This second level or order 
of analysis – this  connotation  – exposes that linkage not to be a natural one, but rather one that 
has been slowly constructed over the past 2,000 years of Western culture. 
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 The traditional privileging of single, synchronic advertisements of units for analysis is a 
weakness of semiotics that can be compensated by the building up of visual genealogies, which 
trace the use of visual conventions across long time periods. For example, Donna Haraway’s 
work, which analyses contemporary images of technology and science, argues that most 
so-called high-tech and ideologically neutral images of science ‘quote, point to, and otherwise 
evoke a small, conventional, potent stock of Renaissance visual analogues, which provide a 
legitimate lineage and origin story for technical revolutions at the end of the Second Christian 
Millennium’ (Haraway  2000 : 237). In an attempt to highlight how a visual convention contin-
ues through time, let us provide a contemporary visual analogy to Barthes’ Citroen reading – an 
advertisement for Siemens entitled  Building Blocks  (2005). This advertisement draws attention 
to what Barthes so insightfully termed the ‘phenomenology of assembling’. In other words, 
Barthes asks the right question of the image – what sign constructions do Westerners use to tell 
the story of how technology comes to be present in the world. 

 In Siemens’ advertisement, a band of technology – in the forms of panelling, vents, wheels 
and bolts – moves silently through the sky, floating to earth to form office blocks, hospitals, 
street lights, airports, shuttles and stadia. The striking absence of labour heralds a universe of 
self-organizing, invisible agency. Technology is an invisible force that is lighter than air, 
 rearranging itself into whatever seems to be needed ( Figure 8.1 ). By removing the visibility 
of human labour from the equation, we no longer see a world where technology is fashioned, 
melted, hammered, soldered and generally forced into the natural order; instead, Siemens’ tech-
nological products are so natural they fit the world like a glove. The agency that organizes is non-
pollutant, non-disruptive and non-energetic. The Siemens products float into place, as naturally 
as a pure white snowflake falling to the earth. These calm, precise movements seem to be guided 
by an invisible hand, lending the scenes an almost divine sense of inevitable fate. The white aes-
thetic, the soundtrack and the voiceover serve to anchor this message as the music passes from 
slightly cacophonous (as technology seeks its home) to harmonious and melodic as it finds its 
rightful place. The voiceover follows: 

 Our innovations make the world brighter, safer, more efficient and better connected. 
Siemens. We’re turning the dreams of business and communities into reality.    

 Figure 8.1      Self-organizing technology, Siemens  Building Blocks  (Publicis, New York 2005)    
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 Like the Citroën reading, technology in this advertisement possesses the quality of weightless-
ness; it emanates from the sky above rather than the ground below.  Infra structure, literally mean-
ing structure from below, has been replaced by an orientation of an imagined  supra -structure. 
Since at least Barthes’ time, images of technology have followed a similar geometric orientation. 
In  Building Blocks , technology is apotheosized by extending its self-organizing capabilities, lend-
ing it a divinity which is universal, inevitable, natural and just. Let us now turn from an under-
investigated site of advertising – technology – to perhaps the most visually studied object in the 
universe – the human body.   

 The sign of the human 

 Much of the interest in advertising is generated from the representation of the human body – 
especially the female body and the racially marked body. Indeed, the human body is by far 
the most depicted object in advertising – evidence of our fascination with images of ourselves. 
Neurological research has shown that we humans have more synapses for interpreting the 
human face and body than we have for any other object in the universe. The body in adver-
tising has revolved around a number of debates; the depiction of the female body in adver-
tising (Kilbourne  2000 ; Scott  2005 ); the mainstreaming of research on the representation of 
male bodies (Patterson and Elliott  2002 ); sex in advertising (Reichert and Lambaise  2003 ); and 
advertisements that depict futuristic human bodies (Buchanan-Oliver  et al .  2010 ; Campbell 
 2010 ), the racially marked body (Merskin  2001 ) and the disabled body (Shakespeare  1994 ). All 
this work centres on the important, and unresolved, question of whether advertising refl ects the 
world, or shapes it. Such work focuses on how signs such as the human body’s poise, gesture, 
positioning, gender role, and interaction with other bodies and objects reproduce, create, nor-
malize or subvert the often unequal power structures that exist between male and female bodies, 
old and young bodies, white and black bodies, able and disabled bodies, rich and poor bodies. 

 Research in this tradition tells us that, despite potential ambiguity in images, we as visual 
consumers are always presented with a ‘preferred reading’ (Hall  1980 : 134) or a ‘potentialized 
meaning’ (Mick  et al .  2004 : 4). All images, it is suggested, are controlled by discursive limits, and 
these limits tacitly frame the range of possibilities within an image. Indeed, it is claimed that 
this is the subtlest ideological weapon of advertising; images give us the impression that we can 
freely create and form new identities. But, in fact, the narrow range of identities has already 
been determined in advance (Arvidsson  2006 ; Williamson  1978 ). This is the paradox of identity 
construction; the consuming subject chooses among a limited repertoire of ‘iterated’ or pre-
existing identities provided by marketing and advertising (Schroeder and Borgerson  2003 ), all of 
which – despite nods to the contrary – serve to consolidate traditional identity roles (Schroeder 
and Zwick  2004 ). Advertisers sequester meaning by ‘mortising’ or ‘steering’ viewers in preferred 
directions (Goldman  1992 ), or through the process of co-optation – where advertising pretends 
to acknowledge a competing discourse or ideology, but only pays lip service to it, ignoring 
its real, radical challenge (Williamson  1978 ). It is at the site of the human body where much 
research focuses on the concept of the ideology of advertising.   

 Ideology and the advertising sign – is advertising magic? 

 Advertising is a system that instils products and services with cultural and social values that 
are not intrinsic to them. One of the reasons why advertising is intensely interesting to the 
public is because it is such a highly visible display of ruling-class interests. Advertising is the site 
where capitalism and aesthetics merge – indeed, it has been described as the ‘face of capitalism’ 
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(Schroeder  2002 : 141). Many academics of advertising and public intellectuals alike have 
argued that advertising is the pre-eminent way in which the interests of the powerful minority 
maintain the docility, alienation or servitude of the majority (Elliott and Ritson  1997 ; Pollay 
 1986 , Herman and Chomsky  1988 ; Williams  2000  [1980]; Berger  1972 ). Raymond Williams 
famously declared advertising to be a magic system, possessing the power that magic objects 
had in primitive societies. Appealing to the supernatural ability of advertising is an interesting 
strategy; magic can conjure an object from its immediate material rootedness and animate it 
with a much more potent energy. For example, an advertisement for a mobile phone is not an 
 announcement  about a technological device; it is a suggestion about a certain design aesthetic, a 
certain role in professional life, a certain sexual appeal and a certain social network. Advertising, 
some argue, is magic not just because of its transformative power on objects, but because it is 
also able to  erase  human experience of the monotony of consumption with its transient satisfac-
tions, and reinvigorate it anew with fresh promise-claims. Thus, advertising, as Williams ( 1980 ) 
argues, ‘operates to preserve the consumption ideal from the criticism inexorably made of it 
by experience’. 

 Such critique, diverse as it is, centres on the idea that advertising’s signs are not simple 
reflections of the state of the world, but carefully constructed, highly selective and distortive 
ways of seeing. Such critiques are theoretical, exploring how advertising produces false con-
sciousness, commodity fetishism, docility, passivity, manipulation of unconscious desire and 
environmental degradation (Adorno and Horkheimer  1979  [1947]; Marcuse  1991  [1964]; Klein 
 1999 ; Curtis  2002 ; Jhally  2005 ). It is also technical, in that some research analyses the pro-
cesses by which signs actually achieve their aims, through mortise and framing work, cropping, 
reification, interpellation, co-optation, the gaze, face-ism and individuation (Althusser  1970 ; 
Williamson  1978 ; Goldman  1992 ; Jhally  2005 ; Schroeder and Borgerson  2005 ). 

 For the sake of making concrete these quite technical terms, let us take one of these pro-
cesses and show its dynamics in advertising. Interpellation is a concept developed in the 
writings of the political philosopher Louis Althusser on ideology in the early 1970s. Althusser 
argued that subjects are created through material practices; going to church and kneeling down 
to pray precedes my subjecthood as a spiritual person. Interpellation is the process by which 
we are called or ‘hailed’ into subjecthood through practices – and these practices may be imposed 
onto us from outside interests. In his work on interpellation, Althusser uses the oft-cited exam-
ple of the police officer hailing someone on the street: ‘Hey, you there!’ The person makes a 
180-degree turn, stops, looks at the policeman, and becomes a subject of interest to the law. 

 Recruitment advertising is the interpellative genre  par excellence . The more authoritative 
and convincing the source of interpellation, the more likely we are to disregard the framing 
work that is done to legitimize and de-legitimize positions within the interpellation. Through 
the practice of response, we enter into the predefined parameters of relation with the orga-
nization. The advertisements in Figures  8.2  and  8.3  show recent recruitment drives by both 
Apple Inc. and Microsoft. Both have very similar stylistic qualities that are worth noting. 

 Figure 8.2       Hey Genius  Microsoft Recruitment Campaign, Wexley School for Girls, Seattle 2010    
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In these cases, the act of interpellation has three dimensions – the first is the act of defining 
the subject – one who is special, unique, an individual among the masses. The second is the 
use of the collective pronoun, ‘we’, which serves to close the subject and the organization within 
a circuit of common purpose. The third and most important is what is missing – a concrete 
visualization of working life in the organization, an absence which allows the reader to project 
his/her own fantasy onto the space. Instead of images of people in the workplace, these adver-
tisements powerfully evoke this intended future in the most understated manner – through the 
typography of the interpellative text – comic book, childlike and disarming in one case, lower-
case, understated and sexually suggestive in the other. Interpellation is ideological in both cases 
because it infantilizes the organization in order to empower the subject, which represents an 
imaginary relationship to the real conditions of our existence. The act of interpellation func-
tions to empower the potential applicant, but it also subjects him/her to the circuit of identity 
produced within the address; he/she must willingly take his/her predefined place within it in 
order for it to have meaning.     

 The future of the fi eld  

 The disappearance of advertising, the reappearance of advertising 

 Trends in advertising suggest a disappearance of the advertisement in its traditional form of bill-
board, print and television, and its intensifi cation and hybridization in oblique ways and through 
new media, such as adver-gaming, twitter-piccing or virtual-worlding. As we saw at the begin-
ning of this chapter, advertising as a rhetorical force moved from information-heavy selling to 
dramatic persuasion. We could say that we are now in a third era of advertising, characterized 
not by communication through information or persuasion, but through entertainment. 

 Product placement – the unobtrusive embedding of branded goods and services primar-
ily in films and video games – does not begin to describe the scope and sophistication of this 
era of advertising. The practice of staging products in films is surpassed by an embedding 
of brands so deeply into the fabric of the film’s narrative that they serve not as  props , but as 
 object-actors  that propel the plot. HBO’s  Sex and the City  is emblematic of such a practice. To 
give another example: some major brands leverage the creativity of consumers to create artistic 
output in the form of short stories, films and poems, the only stipulation being that they men-
tion the product category within them. Advertisements thus have another rhetorical purpose: 
they do not inform or persuade as much as they entertain. The original function of advertising 

 Figure 8.3      Recruitment card for Apple Inc., circa 2010    
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was ‘to warn’ – stemming as it does from the French verb  avertir  in the early fifteenth century. 
In the future, advertising will lose its original function as warning or announcement and become 
entertainment.   

 Advertisements are alive 

 All work in advertising revolves around the ways in which the image seems to produce 
something that is more than the sum of its parts. Images are ontologically cryptic, in other 
words, we conceive images to be both agentic  and  passive, residing in  and  affecting many 
spheres simultaneously. The image is variously used to mean ‘visuality, apparatus, institutions, 
discourse, bodies, and fi gurality’ (Mitchell  1994 : 16). It exists ‘within a distinctive socio-legal 
environment – unlike textual or verbal statements, such as product claims or political promises, 
pictures cannot be held to be true or false … elud[ing] empirical verifi cation’ (Schroeder  2006 : 
7). Such multiple ontologies move images beyond simple categories of analysis, because it is 
diffi cult to say  what  an image is to begin with, or  where  it resides, what constitutes the border 
between the image and not-image, whether they are active agents or passive conduits. Images 
are extra-organizational entities; they are designed by the organization but become quixotic and 
uncontrollable. 

 Images are often referred to as ‘complex’ without paying due attention to what this con-
cept requires in terms of methodological and epistemological approaches. In thinking of images 
as complex, theorists often begin by arguing that there exists something about the image that 
is beyond analytic investigation. Mitchell says that the question of meaning has been exhaus-
tively explored by hermeneutics as well as semiotics, ‘with the result that every image theorist 
seems to find some residue or “surplus value” that goes beyond communication, signification, 
and persuasion’ (2005: 9). There exists an ineffable extra in images, impossible to put into 
words (van Eck and Winters  2005 ), which remains ‘in excess’ of the processes of mediation and 
connotation (Jay  1994 : 275). 

 In defending images from simplistic comparisons with text, Schroeder attests that, 
ironically, ‘the vast body of writing  about  art confirms nothing more than that words fail mis-
erably to “account for” the communicative and expressive power of images’ (2002: 19). In a 
similar vein, Rose points out that there exists in art historical methods an acknowledgement 
of the overall ‘feel’ of an image, its ‘expressive content’ as she calls it, which is elusive and slip-
pery because ‘breaking an image into its component parts – spatial organisation, colour, content, 
light – does not necessarily capture the look of the image’ (2007: 48–49). Barthes talks about 
the vitalistic qualities of images that cannot be pinned down, and terms this surplus value 
‘the third meaning’ – that magic within the image that cannot be explained away, as Davison 
explains in  Chapter 2  in this volume. Images are complex precisely because they exceed the 
sum of their parts. Through their very complexity, they are constantly mutating in meaning 
and significance. Second, they cross aesthetic borders and are not confinable to a particular 
domain; they are at once aesthetic, political and social, artefactual and imaginary. Third, they 
act on all domains recursively, which means it is impossible to describe in linear fashion how 
the aesthetic life of images affects the political life of images. Instead, we could see this as a recur-
sive, infinite gesture; the aesthetic affects the political affects the aesthetic affects the political. 

 In this context, we could argue that it is better to think of advertising images as  alive . 
This argument follows recent philosophical debates about the ascription of life to previously 
lifeless entities. For example, the visual theorist W.J.T. Mitchell wonders if it is not better to 
regard the image as a  species ; a species that reproduces, desires and holds us in thrall; one that 
seeks attention, one that has power: 
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 Images are, then, like  species , and pictures are like organisms whose kinds are given by the 
species … Perhaps, then, there is a way in which we can speak of the value of images as 
evolutionary or at least co-evolutionary entities, quasi life-forms (like viruses) that depend 
on a host organism (ourselves), and cannot reproduce themselves without human partici-
pation … ‘Does [this image] go anywhere?’ ‘Does it flourish, reproduce itself, thrive and 
circulate?’ 

 (2005: 84–87)   

 Thus, it might be fruitful to consider advertising images as alive. The fi rst reason why is 
because it inverts the relationship between humans and their images, enabling us to recon-
ceive them more realistically as something not fully under human control, but rather able to 
spread through the host organism (humans themselves) using any suitable carrier. It accounts for 
why some die and some become pandemic; they reproduce themselves in order to survive with 
varying degrees of success. 

 Second, thinking this way helps us give a different account of the evolution of new media 
forms. New media come into existence because of the ever-growing impetus of advertising 
to reproduce itself in new forms, to the extent that advertising  creates new media to propagate 
itself . Consider phenomena as diverse as search engines and social networking sites – two 
globally pervasive and path-changing forms of media that would not exist without advertis-
ing revenue. A generation ago, the media theorist Marshall McLuhan made his famous pro-
nouncement that the medium was the message; that we should look at the structural nature of 
the media, rather than what it contains, to observe how it changes social behaviour and values. 
But, inverting this, we could contend that in the twenty-first century the message is the medium. 
In other words, advertising is a species that creates media in order to allow it to replicate. Such a 
conceptualization repositions advertising from a thing that we humans create and put in media 
as an incidental extra to an originary agent of meaning.   

 Visualizing the invisible – the task of advertising in the twenty-fi rst century 

 Finally, in many respects, the task of advertising in the twenty-fi rst century will be to render 
the invisible into compelling visualities. Advertising will play a large role in visualizing the 
qualities that organizations privilege today, qualities such as ‘complexity’. The term complex-
ity is used in organizational discourse to articulate the unpredictable, multi-layered, decen-
tred, emergent and globalized world of the twenty-fi rst century, and organizations are keen 
to highlight products themselves as complex while at the same time responding to complex-
ity by making life simpler. Complexity is thus a metonym for the technological, adaptable and 
multi-layered, and the organizations that can best visualize the complexity of their products 
will be the most successful. Therefore, a task for advertising research will be to investigate how 
complexity and other privileged but invisible qualities such as ‘network’ or ‘information’ are 
translated into the public imagination through the advertising image. 

 In a similar vein, corporate advertising will play a vital part in creating legitimacy for new, 
as yet unvisualized technosciences such as nanotechnology. This is a crucial, though unexplored 
avenue of investigation. An interesting contribution in this direction is Goldman  et al. ’s six-year 
media project Landscapes of Capital (1998–2003). Landscapes of Capital explores how advertis-
ing, particularly corporate advertising, visually depicts the phenomenon of globalization. The 
authors’ goal is to investigate how such representations affect the cultural imaginary and shape 
our political sensibilities with respect to life in high-tech globalism. Despite the massive and 
global private and state investment into sciences like nanotechnology, little work has investigated 
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the  imaging  of such sciences. Given the fact that technosciences such as nuclear fusion and genetic 
crop modification have a bad  image  in the public imagination, it would be useful to explore the 
evolution of corporate images of nanotechnology and citizens’ perceptions of it. This is equally 
true for other amorphous phenomena such as counter-terrorism or climate change, which in the 
future will require high-stakes visualization work on the part of various stakeholders.    

 Conclusion 

 This chapter considers advertising as a primarily visual sign system, that is, an institution that 
organizes meaning as powerful as other systems at work to organize meaning – medicine, law 
or education. It presents a potted history of the past hundred years of advertising in order to 
show that it is a form of literacy that is learned, and a lexicon and grammar that can be fruitfully 
investigated using semiotic approaches, and this chapter takes examples as diverse as automobiles 
and recruitment advertising. Advertising is shown to have three sites – the site of production, 
the site of consumption and the site of the image itself. This chapter argues that the site of the 
image itself offers the most insight into what advertising is. It makes the argument that advertis-
ing is the realm where capitalism and aesthetics merge; this makes research in advertising one of 
the most important research priorities in any discipline today.    

 Notes  

  1      Historical databases such as Duke University’s  Ad Access  ( http://library.duke.edu/digitalcollections/
adaccess ) and the British History of Advertising Trust ( http://www.hatads.org.uk ) are noteworthy 
archives of advertising over the last centuries in both countries, and provide ample evidence that adver-
tising is a visual instantiation of social life.  

  2      ‘DS’ when pronounced in French sounds like ‘goddess’.   
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Art, artist, and aesthetics for 
organizational visual strategy    

    Pierre Guillet de   Monthoux       

 Introduction 

 What are the underlying implications in seeing organizations as art? Are artists participants in 
such visual organizing, and, if so, how do they engage in the process? In organization studies, 
questions pertaining to art and artists gained relevance when the aesthetic angle began to gain 
respectability as a valid benchmark for sizing up the visual in organizing (Ramirez  1991 ; Strati 
 1999 ; Linstead and Höpfl   2000 ; Guillet de Monthoux  2004 ). Although studies of organizational 
‘symbols’ and ‘culture’ touched upon the subject fi rst, it was when organization scholars began 
to take ‘aesthetics’ seriously that art and artists became central to their work (e.g. Strati  2009 ). 
In the 1980s, it took future organizational strategy professor Rafael Ramirez considerable effort 
to make his thesis supervisor Eric Trist – at the time ‘guru’ of the dominating social systems 
approach – accept his pioneering doctoral work on organizational beauty in organization studies 
(Ramirez  1991 ). Eventually, however, the ‘aesthetic turn’ in organization studies made fi elds 
traditionally associated with the humanities and liberal arts relevant to organization scholars as 
well. But how can philosophy, art history, and details from contemporary art scenes inform our 
investigation and understanding of the visual strategies for organizing? 

 In an attempt to provide a systematic answer to these questions, this chapter follows a then-
and-now chronology. The first part,  classical aesthetics strategies , is an overview of typical cases 
where art and organization strategy have been connected in the Western Hemisphere over the 
past two centuries; the second part deals with  contemporary aesthetics strategies . 

  Classical strategy  focuses on two classical uses of visual strategies: the official aesthetic orga-
nizing of the political  state  and the commercial  market . What can we learn from art organizing 
in the formation of nation states and what sort of artist is likely to be a good organizer? After 
that, we account for how marketing aesthetics inspired the emergence of commercial markets 
and this, in turn, heralded the role of artists who designed products into coherent brands and 
helped to frame the market as an art show exposing the work of artist marketers. 

 The second part, on  contemporary strategy , explores art and artists who accomplish new visual 
organizing by differentiating themselves from the classics of the past. Artists after the 1980s 
increasingly have engaged in visual strategies that strikingly transcend the classic official use of 
art by artists in the last two centuries. While mainstream media, marketing, and advertising 
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today perpetuate this classic official art in a global postmodern spirit, recent examples help 
demonstrate how contemporary artists do it in new ways. They are sick and tired of the 
postmodern condition and now propose their help as researchers to rediscover reality as art. 
Therefore, a new kind of reality art is emerging, and, in addition to the standard curriculum, 
artists gain competency as reality coaches during their tenure in art school. When art and artists 
get involved and apply the new kind of aesthetics contemporaries label ‘relational,’ new visual 
strategies for organizing emerge. 

 Throughout the chapter, we will apply aesthetics to describe the value that only art and 
artists can add to visual strategies. In one example, we will see how the role of artists as organizers 
of the state was interdependent on the emergence of a German aesthetic philosophy that made 
public sense of their work. In Anglo Saxon-rooted marketing aesthetics, we will see how artists 
and art became valued as visually organizing commercial activity. As we consider the implica-
tions of seeing organizations as art, we will place different aesthetic spectacles on the nose of the 
reader; this will hopefully enable him/her to reflect on and consider what qualities and what 
competencies turn something into art or someone into an artist. When it comes to art and artists, 
the visual is never a matter of direct perception only. Where a philosophical, aesthetic point of 
view is lacking, what we see will remain aesthetically invisible! Perception and philosophy must 
go hand in hand for an aesthetics strategy to have a chance to work … as artwork!   

 Classical aesthetics strategies  

 Organization as a work of art: the case of the nation state 

 Currently, the primary venues for the movies of German fi lmmaker Leni Riefenstahl (1902–
2003) are community art cinema clubs. For many years after World War II, however, her 1934 
fi lm  Triumph of the Will  and her 1937 picture  Olympia  were not available for circulation and 
viewing, as they had been banned for celebrating Nazi ideology.  1   To be sure, Riefenstahl was 
one of Hitler’s favorite artists, but, when she was charged with being a Nazi propagandist, she 
denied the accusation with what seemed to her a perfectly plausible explanation: Hitler had 
explicitly  selected  her, a free artist, not a party hack, to fi lm the Nuremberg Party Congress 
in 1933 and the Berlin Olympic Games of 1936. While her statement implied that being an 
artist freed her of any guilt for the content of her fi lms, the very fact that she was an artist pro-
vided her with the leverage to empower the Nazi cause. And, while she was no advertising 
consultant  per se , her mesmerizing scenes on the silver screen projected far beyond what Hitler 
and his propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels could ever imagine. The aesthetic value she added 
to the visual was devastating. 

 Riefenstahl was certainly not alone; she had numerous colleagues whose works have filled 
art film archives with movies that aesthetically mobilized political organizations. In addition 
to the Nazis, other totalitarian regimes like the Fascists and the Communists have used cine-
matic art to galvanize twentieth-century moviegoers into political enthusiasts. Walter Benjamin 
(1892–1940), a philosophical critic of this totalitarianism, wondered if art would lose its magical 
attraction in times of mass-media art. To the contrary, of course, art grew into an even more 
powerful strategic-visual instrument. While it might be claimed that the magical attraction of 
single art pieces waned, the growth of the organizational power of mediated art is without chal-
lenge. Unfortunately, Benjamin was terribly wrong! 

 When watching the pseudo-documentaries of Russian director Sergei Eisenstein 
(1898–1948) – I recommend his masterpiece  The Battleship Potemkin  and  Ten Days that Shook 
the World  – contemporary students of filmography are, in fact, viewing the Stalinist visual art 
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strategy that helped organize Soviet society. In addition, when viewers get carried away by 
the films of Stanley Kubrick (1928–1999), they also need to remember the respect Kubrick 
had for the uncle of his German-born wife. Furthermore, at the same time the Nazis were 
executing their Holocaust genocide, Veit Harlan (1899–1964) wrote and directed his infamous 
movie  Jud Süss  (1940),  2   which promoted pro-German anti-Semitism. Politicians traditionally 
have made a very efficient as well as a very terrifying use of art as an organizational power. At 
the outset, it is important to understand that tradition and its supporting aesthetics. 

 ‘Deutschland, Deutschland über alles,’ sing the victorious Germans – yesterday on the battle-
field and today mostly at World Cup soccer matches. In 1952, German President Theodor 
Heuss (1884–1963) agreed to reinstate the old hymn as the national anthem of the new GFR, 
although by that time it had been mixed with the infamous Horst-Wessel song and used as 
Hitler’s national-socialist anthem. Heuss wanted a brand-new anthem, but Konrad Adenhauer 
(1876–1967) insisted upon the old one. Adenhauer did, however, substitute a revised third 
verse that began with more democratic words ‘Einigkeit und Recht und Freiheit’ (Unity and 
Justice and Freedom) in place of the earlier nationalistic ‘Deutschland, Deutschland.’ The fact 
that the third democratic verse and not the earlier pompously patriotic one became legally 
protected in 1990 as a symbol of the GFR indicates that the real organizational power survived 
in the music and not in words. In 1967, the German publishing house Bote & Bock made public 
the latest official military band arrangement of the old song. This case provides an excellent 
example of how closely an audio-visual strategy for organizing is connected to how artists work 
inside organizations long before the modern nation state employed strategizing. 

 On the 12 February birthday of Roman-German Emperor Franz II in 1797, the ‘Deutschland’ 
version of the song was first performed at the old Burgtheater in Vienna. Shortly afterward, 
its proud composer Joseph Haydn (1732–1809) blended it into his string quartet Op.76, no. 3, 
which was printed in 1799 and subsequently became famous as the Kaiserquartett (see Guillet 
de Monthoux  2009 ). By then, the work was already known as Haydn’s hymn. Its text was con-
ceived as a prayer for the Kaiser and almost immediately became a powerful and widely diffused 
musical symbol in service of the Austrian monarchy. Haydn had an impressive track record 
for successfully hailing and celebrating both divine and worldly powers in his creations, and, 
while his works gave glory to specific elites, they also loosened up and animated otherwise stiff 
feudal organization. One reason why some politicians hesitate to retain artists is that aesthetics 
strategies are more risky than other safer though less powerful propaganda techniques. 

 This makes art special in comparison with other strategic instruments of power, domination, 
and propaganda. Art does not just harness ruling power, however, and its legitimizing effect 
must always be considered in tandem with its propensity for organizational change. This might 
be one lesson drawn from the case of an Austrian Kaiserlied now in service of German democ-
racy. Haydn can serve as a prototype for artist-organizers who easily provide special audio-visual 
powers to their organization. What kind of artist is likely to be a strategic asset though? Let us 
try to build a profile of this individual by considering Haydn as a paradigmatic artist-organizer 
and discern how different he was from the virtuoso Mozart and the genius Beethoven, both less 
suited to the task.   

 Looking for the ‘artist-organizer’ 

 Haydn’s contemporary colleagues such as Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart and Ludwig van Beethoven 
knew the composer simply as ‘Papa Haydn.’ They saw him as an artist respected for his gentle 
character and orderly style of life; he was certainly not perceived as a misunderstood rebel. 
With the exception of an eight-year period in Vienna between 1749 and 1757, Haydn spent 
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his immensely productive life as an artist-organizer. He landed a tenured contract in the service 
of the court of Prince Esterhazy and quickly rose from the position of Vice Kapellmeister to 
Kapellmeister, a position that put him in charge of the Esterhazy orchestra and its 20–25 musi-
cians and gave Haydn all the responsibilities of a full-fl edged art manager. As was the protocol 
in such princely households, Haydn became an artist kept fi rmly in check by precise rules 
and regulations carefully written down in a very detailed document. His life was regulated 
by the hierarchy of the estate of Esterhazy and his castle Esterhaza, which had been recently 
erected in the spirit of Versailles, the most glorious court of Europe. In addition to the halls 
and salons, a large theatre and a smaller stage for puppet performances were parts of the court 
property. In the summer season, Haydn was responsible for programming, rehearsing, and sta-
ging a performance at each venue every night. Prince Nikolaus graciously offered free tickets 
to all performances to his party, subjects, and occasional guests. In reality then, Haydn at 
Esterhaza was actually the director of a huge audio-visual performance manufacture with an 
impressive output: the seasons of 1782 and 1783, for example, offered 90 and 105 performances. 
Out of the 125 shows produced in 1786, only 9 operas were recycled, while 8 were brand-new 
creations for that season only. Haydn presumably wrote at least one of these operas. During his 
tenure, Haydn composed 14 operas for Esterhaza, but this was only a part of the commitment 
specifi ed by his contract. In addition to these tasks, Haydn was also responsible for music for 
the church and chapels of the castle, and this resulted in many masses and oratorios. Hiring and 
fi ring performing artists was also on his ‘to-do’ list. Above all, however, his fi rst priority was 
helping to develop Esterhazy’s audio-visual strategy, which was so important for maintaining 
public image and political relations. 

 In 1773, for example, Empress Maria Theresa attended an opera performed by marionettes 
and was so impressed she invited the show to Schönbrunn, her Vienna residence. And in 1763, 
when the Prince was on a mission to elect a new Kaiser in Frankfurt am Main, his fireworks 
and illumination of the city were reportedly an exquisite event. All the electors put on impres-
sive shows, but the young Johann Wolfgang Goethe noted that Nikolaus’ offering was the 
most beautiful and magical of all. As an artist-organizer Haydn received routine payment far 
exceeding the scattered earnings he had obtained freelancing in Vienna. His organizational 
importance is underlined by his listing in the ‘house officers’ of the Prince, where Haydn’s posi-
tion of Kapellmeister was ranked third. As a bonus, he seemed to have enjoyed great freedom 
to do projects for performances and publication outside of his main duties. 

 His primary responsibility, however, was inside the organization where music in all its forms 
accompanied all worldly and religious projects of the Prince. As inconceivable as it would be 
to marry, christen, or bury without music, secular events such as masked balls, hunting parties, 
and sundry anniversaries also demanded music specifically composed for the event. Haydn’s 
impressive productions catered to all these audio-visual demands, especially those of the Prince 
himself, the CEO-proprietor of Haydn’s courtly corporation and the one who proudly played 
new music written by his beloved artist-organizer Haydn. 

 A comparison of Haydn with technical virtuoso Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756–1791) 
reveals that not all good artists are fit to organize. Mozart was born and drilled to become 
the main attraction of Leopold Mozart’s Musical Touring Circus. Young Mozart wrote his first 
composition at the age of five. When he was six, he went on his first tour and was received by 
Maria Theresa as the  wunderkind  of the day. Since Wolfgang’s childish charm was a magnet for 
audiences, his family lost no time in capitalizing on it. In 1763, he set out on a tour that was to 
last for more than three years, and by the time he was nine he had performed for royalties in 
England and France. Two years later, he composed his song plays, which today would be called 
musicals, and these were soon to be followed by both opera  seria -serious and  buffa -humorous. 
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Mozart spent most of his youth on tour, and, when he did return home to his native Salzburg, 
he almost immediately had to begin another project. Due to the low pay for steady positions as 
Konzertmeister or Hoforganist, he could not afford to stay in Salzburg for long. 

 Whether Mozart found himself in Munich, Mannheim, Vienna, or Berlin, he tried hard 
to obtain a dependable inside position similar to the one old Papa Haydn had. In his youth, 
he had traveled to get rich and, as he grew older, poverty pushed him out onto the roads. 
Not even in Vienna did he find peace. One can trace almost 20 addresses among which he 
constantly had to move his poor little family and his old tattered pianoforte. His nomadic life as 
an outsider was more of necessity than by intention, and his early death in 1791 was probably 
due in part to the physical hardship he had had to endure beginning at the time of his youthful 
tours as a  wunderkind . Even though Mozart died a famous composer, his honor and fame came 
from his reputation as an exceptionally gifted and technically brilliant craftsman, not from his 
success as an artist-organizer. The fact that no organization found it worthwhile to keep him on 
its tenured payroll supports this conclusion. 

 Let us now turn to another artist icon, Ludwig van Beethoven (1770–1827), in order to get 
an even better understanding of the artist-organizer. On Beethoven’s second visit to Vienna 
in 1792, Haydn accepted him as a pupil, and their teacher–student relationship seems to 
have been the principal thing they had in common. Haydn, for example, gladly spent 28 years 
in the loyal service of his Prince, but, when Prince Karl Lichnovsky, also a good friend 
and admirer of the late Mozart, paid Beethoven 600 gulden to enter his service in 1800, this 
Prince was up against an entirely different temperament. Beethoven responded to his posi-
tion by whining, ‘Now I have to be home at half past three to shave and put on something 
better; can’t stand it!’ (Geck  2001 : 28). At that time Beethoven was much hailed as a piano 
virtuoso and composer, but, in the words of Johann Wolfgang Goethe (1749–1832), he was also 
known for his heroic ‘Napoleonic’ stubbornly uncompromising personality. When Beethoven 
approached the managers at Breitkopf & Härtel to get a lifelong exclusive contract similar to 
the one ‘Goethe has … with Cotta’ and ‘Händel had with his London publisher’ (Geck  2001 : 
47), he received the harsh reply that, as far as the impresario knew, Beethoven was neither a 
Goethe nor a Händel. 

 This rejection made Beethoven even more determined to obtain support as an independent 
artist, and, after ten years of persistent effort, he finally did it. His success came when his three 
most influential Viennese patrons – Archduke Rudolph and the two Princes Lobkowitz and 
Kinsky – by written contract granted him an annual lifelong rent of 4,000 gulden. In addition 
to this, Beethoven continually earned money on the side, not only selling his compositions but 
also capitalizing on his popularity by peddling dedications for his compositions to Viennese 
nobility. Beethoven was not an artist lending his audio-visual organizational skills to an organi-
zation, however; he was an entrepreneur hedging market risk through a fixed income from rich 
donors. He also incorporated the idea of the ‘genius’ with a divine mystical gift that accounts for 
his qualitative jump from brilliant technique to sublime art. Even though the stubborn struggle 
for independence makes it difficult for a genius to serve an organization, the rise of a new kind 
of German philosophy during this period fostered a new look at artists and art from an organi-
zational point of view.   

 Aesthetics of the state: seeing the value of art and artists to organizing 

 Around the time of Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven, a branch of German philosophy began 
to refl ect on the roles of art in society. A fi gure central in this development of German 
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aesthetics was poet and philosopher Johann Wolfgang Goethe. Goethe actually lived through and 
took an active part in the formational period of German aesthetic philosophy, and, in addi-
tion, he knew personally the trio of Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven. Goethe believed that 
the acknowledgment of the power of art was closely connected to philosophical refl ection. 
To Goethe, Haydn’s creation of his string quartet was stimulating as a philosophical discussion 
‘because you hear four reasonable men converse, [and] get both the impression of grasping their 
discussion and becoming familiar with the special character of each participating instrument’ 
(Knispel  2003 : 90). 

 In Frankfurt am Main, Goethe had once noticed ‘the little man in wig and dagger’ 
(Hennenberg  1992 : 14), alias  wunderkind  Mozart, on his first tour. Goethe had no problem 
with the art of Haydn and Mozart, but he became seriously concerned when clarity and play-
ful beauty were overshadowed by introverted rebellion in the work of Beethoven. Goethe 
once remarked that Beethoven’s  Fifth  was ‘grandiose, though completely insane’ (Salomon 
 2003 : 285). The composer actually met Goethe several times and wrote several pieces inspired 
by Goethe’s writing. Goethe was an elegant and witty celebrity, but he had difficulty com-
prehending the uncompromising artist. Beethoven had once revolted Goethe by childishly 
urging him, an innate aristocratic gentleman, to ignore the Czar in an idiotic attempt to make 
the ruler of Russia salute Beethoven before Beethoven greeted the monarch. Regardless of 
this, Goethe accepted most of Beethoven’s whimsy and even played the game of spelling his 
name ‘ von  Beethoven’ even though his ‘van’ clearly signaled that he was, in fact, a ‘bourgeois 
gentilhomme.’ 

 Beethoven admired Goethe immensely and also held Goethe’s protégé poet Georg Friedrich 
Schiller in high regard. Schiller’s poetry survives today primarily in the lyrics of Beethoven’s 
 Ninth . In 1795, Schiller recorded some of his reflections in his  On the Aesthetic Education of Man  
(Schiller  1982 ), as he investigated how Immanuel Kant’s third critique could be used as a theory 
for how art and artists could help organizing an ‘aesthetic state’ (Chytry  1989 ). Had Schiller 
published his ‘aesthetics’ it would have undoubtedly provided Goethe with the philosophical 
frame needed to completely acknowledge the organizational and constructive function of even 
a too wild genius like Ludwig van Beethoven. In Schiller’s rendering of Kant, it makes aesthetic 
sense that Beethoven cut himself loose from much of the musical tradition of his time by invent-
ing a third form of music somewhere between noble opera and religious oratorio. The fact that 
Beethoven emphasized the independent character of his music and branded it ‘absolute’ art is 
equally understandable in light of Schiller’s aesthetic theory. 

 Schiller’s organizing aesthetics defined art as the modern expression of our innate drive for 
play.  Play , in turn, is a third kind of absolute force that balances two other innate drives for 
 form  and  matter . Without this balance, individuals run the constant risk of getting hooked on 
either form, defined as our love of logical thinking, or matter, our lust for physical pleasure. 
When form or matter rules, human organization turns dogmatic or materialistic. Only play is 
able to keep a check on these forces. According to Schiller, artists are the guides to play and the 
guardians of playfulness, and he maintains therefore that artists are the true organizers of a good 
society. By upholding playfulness as a third constructive power controlling the two destructive 
powers of form and matter, art can save us. When this belief becomes influential, which was 
the case during the nineteenth century in the German-speaking world, art and artists turn good 
candidates toward leading societal positions. 

 In 1830, when Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy (1809–1847) visited old Goethe in Weimar, 
this aesthetic philosophy had flourished for more than 30 years. From the time Mendelssohn 
first spent some time in Weimar at the age of 12, Goethe had admired his way of doing art, first 
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asking him to ‘make some noise’ (Rolland  2011  [1864]: 7) at the pianoforte. Goethe then sallied 
forth into a philosophical conversation about the role of art and disclosed that ‘you the young 
have all made such progress in art; so now you have to explain it all to me; for I am no longer 
informed … we really have to talk reasonably’ (ibid.: 6–7). 

 Goethe’s specific interest, however, was hearing about the philosophy of Hegel, and Felix 
Mendelssohn was a reasonable person to explain Hegel’s ideas, for the great Prussian state phil-
osopher was a frequent guest in the house of Mendelssohn’s father, a famous Berlin banker. 
Hegel enjoyed both concerts and philosophical conversations; to him, art might be politically 
significant because philosophical aesthetics could explain art’s role in helping to unify scattered 
German states under Prussian rule. Hegel saw to an even greater extent than Kant did that art 
was an important pillar for a perfect modern state. Here was a new philosophical system that gave 
leading roles to art and artists, and even Prussian elites read aesthetics as a theory for organizing 
the new state. Hegel provided artists with an amazing expansion of Schiller’s theory and made 
them key organizers of the evolving bourgeois state. 

 The Mendelssohn family métier was deeply conditioned by organizational aesthetics. Felix 
Mendelssohn was nothing but the offspring of humble craftsmen, but his music making had a 
philosophical grounding that led to his getting a central position in the state. He ran the famous 
Leipzig Gewandthaus concert house and managed its orchestra. In addition, he was an important 
state bureaucrat who administered the first public conservatory for state-supported music educa-
tion. It was no coincidence that Felix was the grandson of Kant’s friend the Jewish phil osopher 
Moses Mendelssohn. German idealism and its aesthetic philosophy paved the way for how new 
art institutions operated. This new aesthetic state granted powerful inside positions to those that 
rank and faith had made outsiders before. The Hegelian positioning of art at the core of a new 
idealistic state made it possible to dispose of church as well as court without jumping into a 
market system void of any institutional protection for art and artists. 

 Today, two centuries later, the differences in cultural policies between English- and German-
speaking Europe can probably be accounted for by the same Hegelianism that made it possible 
for art and artists to be counted as state insiders, protected and in charge of a new kind of cultural 
institution. Son of a wealthy banker and a recent convert to Christianity, grandson of a philoso-
pher who secretly learned the German language to escape from an outsider position in a ghetto 
sealed off by orthodox Jewish rabbis, Mendelssohn had orchestrated his career as artist-organizer 
perfectly in tune with dominant organizing aesthetics. Hegel welcomed artists that made art 
in the spirit of Schiller. Arthur Schopenhauer hailed even further the artists’ claim to the throne 
of the new philosopher king. It was no coincidence that Hitler was devoted to Richard Wagner 
who retained his own private philosopher-coach or that Friedrich Nietzsche, as long as he 
was publicly acknowledged as the new Dionysus, turned opera into an audio-visual scenario for 
an aesthetic state. This became the Nazi scenario to the extent that Hitler considered Wagner 
his ‘religion’ and in the 1930s considered marrying Winifred Wagner, widow of Richard’s 
son. Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy strolled up the same broad road of organizing aesthetics as 
all the Riefenstahls and Eisensteins had. In the middle of the nineteenth century, he spelled out 
the constitutional duty of an artist-organizer to develop audio-visual strategies since  

 we have to acknowledge that there exists no art of the same high standards as our 
German art … no other people is able to understand art as we although I cannot explain 
why that is so … In music a work of art of that stature (as Schiller’s Wilhelm Tell [ my 
example ]) is still lacking, and music still needs one day to bring forth a work of that similar 
perfection. 

 (Rolland  2011  [1864]: 248–249)     
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 The artful market: designing products as pieces of art  

 Marketing aesthetics 

 The rise of German bourgeois art and its organizing aesthetics is a prelude to contemporary 
‘cultural policy.’ From the German aesthetic philosophy of Immanuel Kant forward, it was 
directly conceived as a theory for organizing a public sphere. Artists educated in art academies 
and conservatoires were primarily trained to make offi cial public art in the service of an aesthetic 
state. Meanwhile, other parts of Europe like Britain and France saw the birth of a different 
aesthetics with a focus on visual strategies. While state aesthetics concentrated on the public 
sphere, a new marketing aesthetics contended that art and artists have an important role to play 
in private markets. 

 During successful tours in England, both Haydn and Mendelssohn experienced early 
‘marketing aesthetics.’ They found musical life in England fundamentally different from their 
publicly embedded careers on the continent. In Haydn’s case, in addition to shaping audio-
visual strategy for the House of Esterhazy, he had freelanced in ‘academies’ of the Vienna Palais 
and the court theatres. In England, and to some extent in France, a third type of venue had 
opened up in public chambers between church and court, and this was a market for perfor-
mances open to a paying audience. On the British Isles, Haydn’s music was presented in venues 
such as the Hanover Square Rooms, and music lovers of the thriving bourgeoisie began to unite 
in consumer associations. Professional concerts were supplied in this new commercial market 
where artists supplied pieces of art as products in a marketplace. Single products were designed 
so that they naturally fit the artist’s signature. 

 At the same time, art and artists became central to the making of markets for manufactured 
products. Adam Smith, the moral philosopher of modern markets, provided an account of art-
based visual strategies of the market in his  Theory of Moral Sentiments . The book, published in 
1759, sets in place the philosophical footing for his treatise on  The Wealth of Nations  published 
in 1776. He provides an aesthetic explanation for the demand for the luxury products we are 
attracted to: 

 We are … charmed with the beauty of that accommodation which reigns in the palaces and 
economy of the great; and admire how every thing is adapted to promote their ease, to 
prevent their wants, to gratify their wishes, and to amuse and entertain their most frivolous 
desires. 

 (Smith  1979 : 183)   

 Smith declared ‘the eye to be larger than the belly,’ pointing out that what drives the ‘wealth 
of nations’ is the visual. Our physical needs or the practical usefulness of what we demand is 
secondary. He laid the foundations for a marketing aesthetics that pinpointed the ‘something’ 
that made the manufacturers and workshops do business by ‘charm’ and ‘beauty.’ Moreover, 
Smith believed that what spurred demand for private goods was connected to what determined 
preferences in the public sphere. For what determines both private and public choices, in politi-
cal states as well as in commercial marketplaces, is our visually triggered attraction to beautiful 
organization or in Smith’s words: 

 the same principle, the same love of system, the same regard to the beauty of order, of 
art and contrivance, [that] frequently serves to recommend those institutions which 
tend to promote public welfare … They make up part of the great system of government, 
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and the wheels of political machines seem to move with more harmony and ease by means 
of them. 

 (ibid.: 185)   

 German state aesthetics differ from the Scottish aesthetics of marketing, however. The conten-
tion that the desire for beauty and charm motivates the modern consumer as well as the modern 
citizen makes an aesthetics of the ‘pleasure principle.’ Smith’s reason for including art and 
artists as visual marketers is, therefore, somewhat distant from Kant’s or Schiller’s aesthetic 
theories. Smith offers a different, and also potentially confl icting, rationale for making art and 
artists shape visual strategies. Kant ( 1991 ) was adamant that aesthetics aimed at making judg-
ment about higher truths, and Schiller dubbed the artist an organizer responsible for stopping 
formalism and materialism in the ideal state. Kant felt that Smith’s Scottish friend and inspiration 
David Hume diminished the role of higher ideals in human action when he focused on sense 
perception and factual experience in his empiricist philosophy. Hume’s empiricism made us 
skeptical of the existence of any higher values. In addition, Smith saw all of society as a theatri-
cal stage, a vanity fair, where actors showed off to each other and where no underlying values 
or honest intentions could ever be read into it with full certainty. In the world of Adam Smith, 
little room exists for enabling overwhelming enthusiasm to sweep away doubts and mobilize 
observers into spontaneous actors in the way organizing aesthetics interprets how visual happen-
ings like a Wagner opera or an Eisenstein movie can affect masses. 

 Marketing aesthetics became a social science on the same plane as Newton’s discovery 
of gravitation. Visually attractive actions and beautiful goods had the power to cluster people 
into groups and communities. This interest in social effects caused by using beauty and charm 
made modern ‘marketing,’ a term already used by Smith to provide psychological rationales 
for why art and artists are important. On the other hand, the more philosophically bent investi-
gations stemming from state aesthetics led to more sociologically tainted rationales approaching 
societies and organizations as a whole as artworks  per se . In matters of art and of artists, percep-
tion is always accompanied by philosophy; the German school, however, generally put the 
emphasis on philosophy while the Scots relied mostly on perception. Marketing aesthetics at the 
most hypothetical level assumes that the design of individual products connects and organizes 
them into brands in the mind of the consumer-spectator. In English marketplaces, buyers saw 
what they knew, while Prussian citizens rather knew what they saw.   

 Market as an art show for designed pieces 

 What was offered in the markets of early industrialization people often saw as art. It often even 
looked like a performing artist. Karl Marx, for example, pictured factory goods on the shop 
counter as performance-pantomime between a coat and a piece of cloth arguing their relative 
value as if on the stage of a commercial theatre. It was taken for granted that the commercial 
success of early industrial wares depended on colorful stage makeup, as in the case of the vividly 
printed fabrics that seduced buyers in the textile markets of the fi rst monster mills. When the 
moral/market philosopher Smith explained how poor traders got their hands on primitive gold 
treasures from rich tribes, he took it for granted that glittering glass pearls, baubles, and trinkets 
would do the aesthetic trick. No wonder that nineteenth-century world exhibitions made no 
difference in exposing industrial hardware, blueprint software for better social organizations, 
as well as spectacular pieces of art by famous artists. 

 Smith’s early lesson in visual marketing aesthetics was later interpreted by Karl Marx as how 
the appearance of wealth can be exchanged for what really is! Marx leaned heavily toward 
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the German focus on philosophy behind perception, and the Marxian interpretation indeed 
hinges on the Platonic idea of artists as visual tricksters who cunningly fool by projecting visual 
shadows on the walls of our caves. This Platonic idea of art fits naturalistic artists who depict 
the masterpieces of craftsmen. Flemish still-life art, which shows plates and cutlery on an 
exquisite tablecloth, was often actually an early version of commercial posters and ads visually 
representing value in real goods. In Plato, this is clear; he saw artists as providing illusions 
by mirroring only the values others produced, therefore deeming the visual worthless. In 
that Platonic perspective, artists were at the bottom of the value-making pyramid; they just 
 mirrored objects produced by honest craftsmen according to the ideal blueprints of philosopher-
designers. Smith’s aesthetics in fact put artists making attractive visual impressions at the top of 
the commercial-value pyramid. 

 The advent of industrial mechanization, first in the mass manufacturing of products and 
then by industrial depiction of this visual reality in the form of photography and motion 
pictures, posed the problem of reinforcing the Platonic callout of artists as visual parasites 
on material production and formal philosophizing. Where Platonic philosophy prevailed – 
and it did gain considerably in importance through industrialization due mainly to its mod-
ernization in Marxian philosophy – the recognition of value in art depended on aesthetics that 
would explain it as something more than just visual mirrors of the real or ideal. The Marxian 
tried to escape the problem by postulating that modern states should be split up into a com-
mercial and a cultural sector. But even that imaginary iron curtain has cracked due to the fact 
that industrial factory and services workers look more and more like art and artists. German 
aesthetics had tried to turn Plato’s argument on its head by claiming that artists represented 
a third way that made the world tick smoothly, while philosophers of form and materialists 
would ruin it if left alone. This argument worked well where the elite often aspired to govern 
an ‘aesthetic state’ (Chytry  1989 ) as a ‘total work of art’ (Groys  1992 ), but early industrialization 
took place elsewhere.   

 Artist marketers 

 England, the very cradle of industrialization, recognized other strategies like the ‘Arts and Crafts’ 
movement promoting the artist-artisan as paramount to the production process. Similarly, 
Austria’s ‘Werk-Bund’ organization invited factory owners to look at old masterpieces that 
might be copied using new machinery, thereby reconnecting mass manufacturing to ancient 
craftsmanship. Much in the spirit of Smith’s marketing aesthetics, early industrial design made 
art museums and art schools interact with industry. Nineteenth-century European art acad-
emies opened special programs for drawing patterns for textiles, like the ‘fl ower class’ in French 
silk-city Lyon. Much later, the same motivating force caused visual artists such as Andy Warhol 
and Michelangelo Pistoletto, each with a background in marketing and advertising, to team up 
as pop artists operating in a market where the overlap between commerce and culture was an 
empirical fact. Museums and art collections interacted with design and production in a spirit 
fostering young artists such as John Galliano, who scouted for new Dior collections mining the 
Victoria and Albert Museum. Small companies grew visually large brands by inviting artists to 
play in their factories and then, as artists, to sign limited edition products as Marcel Duchamp 
once jokingly had signed ‘ready-mades.’ This old tradition of melding manufacturing and art 
has recent successors in arty furniture companies such as the German Vitra, Swedish Källemo, 
Italian Alessi or Finnish Artek. Signature designers became visual experts for companies func-
tioning as artists associated with galleries. In the French-speaking world, these new artists-
marketers have the professional name of their ‘createurs,’ vaguely alluding to the old-time 
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art genius. This is how the Italian Alessi presents its product designers who are usually Italian 
architects who earned degrees from art academies and then opted to make small articles instead 
of big houses. 

 The marketing artist then does not ‘do art’ dictated by the market. He/she does not simply 
decorate or embellish by painting on boxes and advertisements instead of on canvas. While 
the organizing artist is good at maneuvering in a state and its bureaucracy, the marketing 
artist instead navigates in markets. This implies – and this is an important qualification – that 
marketing artists do not produce art  for  the market but  in  the market. Marketing artistry stands 
in sharp contrast to earlier artists living a double life as both breadwinners and artists. Salvador 
Dali (1904–1989) worked as a department store window dresser, Henri de Toulouse Lautrec 
(1864–1901) sold dance hall posters, and René Magritte (1898–1967) earned his living by way 
of his Studio Dongo advertising firm. They lived double lives making the commercial pay for 
the cultural. 

 For marketing artists such as American Andy Warhol (1928–1987) and German Joseph 
Beuys (1921–1981), there was no longer such a split. Warhol successfully fought his way out 
of his first profession as an advertising artist to begin making his art in close interplay with 
markets (e.g. Schroeder  2005 ). Instead of cloistering himself in a secluded studio, he founded 
a factory of his own as well as a glamorous commercial-looking magazine, declaring to the 
world that he wanted to become a real ‘business artist’ doing true ‘business art.’ His screen 
prints feature Campbell soup cans and Coke bottles that paradoxically offer individual portraits 
of mass wares. Beuys, the German friend of Warhol, focused his creative effort on ‘enlarging’ 
the concept of art, making it work far outside the world of fine arts. He launched his ideas 
through extremely efficient public event marketing accompanied by catchy ad slogans such as 
‘Art is Capital’ and ‘Everyone is an artist’ and by defining doing art as ‘Social Sculpture.’ 

 Michelangelo Pistoletto (1933–), another prominent marketing artist, today focuses on man-
aging his foundation and promoting experiments in ‘socially responsible art’ in cooperation with 
regions, corporations, and single firms. He locates visual experiments in art spaces and biennales, 
partly financing them through gallery sales of his own artwork; for example, his Illy projects are 
shown in the Venice Biennale. The commercial and the cultural are now fundamentally blurred. 
In the second part of the chapter, it will become clear that even the last three artists belong to 
the classical era.    

 Contemporary aesthetics strategies  

 Art and the real 

 A new contemporary aesthetics strategy still half-baked and still much in the making is evolv-
ing in a world where Western art is permeating globally. YouTube stores art classics of 
Riefenstahl, Haydn, and even Wagner opera. Shoppers know art they constantly see on the 
markets. Impressionist painting, the exquisite detail of early Salvador Dali drawings, and the 
color of Andy Warhol prints belong to contemporary folklore. Our visual experience is forged 
by the calligraphy of Apple, the baroque of Dolce & Gabbana, or the Schinkel neo-classicism 
of a banking palace. We have no problem integrating art history in our reading of every-
day reality. When thus an organization studies lecturer displays art icons by Matisse, Picasso, 
and Dali to her students asking them, ‘Where would you like to work; in Matisse, Picasso 
or Dali-organization?’, they seem to have no problem interpreting what kind of atmospheres 
such masterpieces may convey. Media provide us today with aesthetics spectacles from very 
early on. 
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 Most large cities invest in art fairs and hold biennales, so that the man on the street has an 
easy pathway to visual experience. The number of art students is increasing exponentially as 
new forms of art take advantage of new visual technologies. This, in turn, implies that visual 
art is being explained, interpreted, analyzed, and reflected upon by an equally growing global 
army of theorists, curators, and critics. It has been said that a picture is worth a thousand words. 
Today, these words reappear in the art-connected publications and one may ask: which ones 
are not? We live in Societies of Spectacle (Debord  1995 ) entrenched in the postmodern con-
ditions (Lyotard  1979 ) that make it unproblematic for even a child to discern the difference 
between a Fauvist or Cubist or Surrealist organization! Marcel Duchamp had in the neighbor-
hood of 3.5 million Google hits as of early March 2012. Businesses are art firms, managers 
are artists, and museum and art galleries but bleak copies of markets and organizations (Guillet 
de Monthoux  2004 ). Managers pride themselves on doing ‘business art’ a la Candy-Andy and 
cool corporate communication artfully turns loss to profit and old hats to new caps by creative 
tricks many artists have derided in their work over the past two decades (e.g. Mir  2003 ). In 
short, there are plenty of reasons why those who want neither Guy Debord nor Jean Baudrillard 
( 1994 ) to have the final say today should avoid classic aesthetics strategies. How then do con-
temporary aesthetics strategies attempt to invent new roles for art and artists in visual organiza-
tional strategies? 

  Inventing  is actually an inappropriate term to use in context with contemporary aesthet-
ics strategies; the movement is rather about discovering or finding. The classics, philosophers 
and artists united, were constantly looking for how to make the general or universal visible in 
the everyday. Contemporaries seem to imply that, when art and artists focus on making the 
universal visible, they unfortunately end up exposing idealistic clichés, which are increasingly 
removed from the truth Kant claimed aesthetic judgment could help detect. That said, contem-
poraries do not claim they can pull a correct idea out of some Marxist top hat nor do they want 
art or artists to present visuals with an alternative symbolism or from different imageries. One 
of their novel battles against the classics claims that art and artists will help organize a better 
world only when they make us see what is really out there. By seeing, they mean  observing  
rather than just viewing. They see classics lost in a museum of images, visions, and ideals. To the 
contrary, contemporaries envision art museums that feature scientific observation of the world. 
The science they propose is one based on human beings and their concrete conditions. 

 The mega art show dOCUMENTA takes place every fifth year in Kassel, Germany. At 
 dOCUMENTA 13, which ran from 9 June until the end of September 2012, the German-based 
artist Omer Fast presented a piece of video art critically exploring the narrative process dem-
onstrated during the take reunion between a German soldier returning from Afghanistan and 
his middle-aged parents. The video records how, after being informed that their son had been 
killed in combat the couple takes an assortment of young men home with them as surrogate 
sons. What initially presents itself as a comment on a macro political event turns into a complex 
drama disclosing effluvia of human behavior, as single close-up micro events send the viewer far 
into the muck and mayhem of the subject. An overwhelming impression of dOCUMENTA 13, 
a show that traditionally offers a good sample of contemporary artwork in general, is that 
art and artists quite often resolve to zero in on the individual close up and personal. It seems 
to take very little effort to assume the opposite position of blowing up something from its sin-
gularity to a universal meta-level, as if the contribution of art and artist would be to critically 
check the real substance of the general by putting it to a singularity test. Does this exist or is 
it a myth, an ideal or an empty vision? Earlier such tests were performed by giving the artist 
the privilege to put herself, as a subject, on the scene of art. Contemporary aesthetics strategy, 
however, consciously avoids the subjective and opts for what is now labeled the ‘singular.’ 
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The focus is no longer on individual feelings or emotions but on the possibility to marinate 
something in a general form, a special unique content. This is what artists attempt, this is what 
art should offer, and this is how contemporary aesthetics strategy attempts to eliminate the post-
modern mist polluting overexploitation of classic strategies. 

 Implicit in this new strategy is the desire to maintain but refine special art spaces. This 
new kind of art necessitates a special visual experiment, and the laboratory or observatory sup-
porting such an investigation has to be organized carefully. Remember how art spaces and 
performance venues were designed as white cubes or black boxes to focus the attention – of 
eye and mind – on pieces of art. Such observatories could be single buildings or whole cities 
like the dOCUMENTA in Kassel, the Biennale of Venice, or the European cultural capitals. The 
visual strategy of putting us in the picture in a very physical sense seems highly efficient, for a 
large number of people go to art spaces. This tells us that the visuality of contemporary aesthetics 
strategies is a physical consideration. The art space works on us, or, in the words of artist Olafur 
Eliasson (1967–), museums are really ‘reality machines.’ Art is a return to intensively complete 
sense experiences beyond the audio-visual limitation and the isolated ideal daydream. In that 
vein, artists become reality coaches to facilitate this new strategy of embodied vision. How does 
one become an artist able to put this sort of visual strategy into action?   

 Artists as reality coaches 

 When we look at art schools nurturing a contemporary aesthetics strategy, we no longer see 
comfortable nests for hippy dreamers fueled by outmoded ‘alternative’ utopias of freedom or 
tolerance. Art schools today encourage students to get inside the real world and face its con-
straints and confl icts. Young artists need to get used to a mix of monastery and mob scene and 
develop the practical skills necessary to function in the challenging fusion in art worlds. Before 
they leave art school, students should role-play how they will react to collectors who want to 
put them under long-term contracts and decide for themselves to what extent it is worthwhile 
to follow all the whims of curators and gallerists. An artist today must always be able to negotiate 
position in practical situations where freedom is always relative and contingent. 

 The contemporary art student knows there are no theoretical shortcuts to developing visual 
strategies. They usually have to familiarize themselves with the real-world practices of manag-
ing and curating, and what older artists confidently delegated to other art-world specialists like 
gallerists and art dealers, the contemporary art student now must master and integrate into his 
skill set. Today’s young artists participate in and gain direct inside experience with the complex 
organizational exercises involved in the development of visual strategies and assessment of their 
impact on audiences and critics. Artists like Danish Olafur Eliasson and Chinese Ai Weiwei are 
deeply involved in constructing and delivering their complex installations, always keeping in 
mind the effect of these strategies on direct spectators and indirect media. 

 Gone are the days when fledgling art students shared a crowded common studio; in the past, 
it was only after years of study or upon graduation that students were told they had reached the 
top and were then able to move – usually alone – to a single isolated studio. The house shared 
by Eliasson and Weiwei in Berlin exhibits the reverse; here there are two masters in a well-
organized space that allows many different specialists to cooperate productively in the quest not 
for new dreams but for rediscovering the reality lost to classical dreamers. 

 The workspace of the reality coach artist is a place for generating social knowledge that 
cannot be transferred by assigning ‘passwords’ to isolated artists. A reality coach acts as if 
the social capital that integrates art with society will be destroyed if it is managed as individual 
property. It is both produced and shared in a cooperative experience.   
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 Relational aesthetics 

 The young contemporary artist actually has more in common with Haydn than with Picasso 
or Mozart. Eccentricity verging on egocentricity resonates with the old artist myth but has 
no place in a contemporary art school fostering reality coaches fi t to help develop visual 
strategies. What turns the contemporary artist into a potentially good reality coach is a preoc-
cupation with experience and its meaning. Respect for this kind of practical knowledge can 
only emerge if it is liberated from the model of knowledge as information to single individuals. 
It rests on acknowledging the embodiment of vision and the importance of sensual knowledge 
(Bourriaud  2002 ). The implication, of course, is that learning in social interaction is the right 
way to grasp aesthetics. 

 The reality coach artist constructs shows, makes installations, and arranges performances 
and stage encounters where vision is continuously interwoven with interpretation, and 
the visual is continuously mixed with the intellectual. What Beuys prophetically alluded to 
as ‘social sculpture’ found its philosophical articulation nearly half a century later in Nicolas 
Bourriaud’s ‘relational aesthetics.’ Bourriaud is not a philosopher; he is a Parisian critic-curator 
who found it important to articulate the ideas of the artists he has exhibited. The same goes 
for the aesthetic investigation of Boris Groys who has elaborated a theory to show that nov-
elty in contemporary art is a matter of transferring objects from the index of general archives 
to those of art institutions (Groys  2007 ). It is in close cooperation with installation artist Iliya 
Kabakov that Groys has developed his arts practice-based aesthetics (Groys  1996 ). 

 These are but two of the many cases illustrating the new way of doing aesthetics. Some 
would say this new way got off the ground when philosopher Arthur Danto began reflecting 
on the work of Warhol he had encountered in some New York gallery half a century earlier 
(Danto  1999 ). While Kant and Smith wrote for philosophers, the readers of this new kind of 
aesthetics are mainly artists in search of intellectual reflections on their own practice. This aes-
thetics also gets published and read in art magazines, and museum bookstores now disperse this 
type of aesthetics globally. In contrast to state and marketing aesthetics of the classical strategy, 
evidently it is also global simply because it follows visual art on tour as its intellectual catalogue 
companion. 

 Relational aesthetics is perfectly in tune with Mayor Bloomberg’s commissioning Olafur 
Eliasson to create an eye-catching New York Waterfalls installation in 2008.  3   It could easily 
defend the choice of Ai Weiwei as the designer of the Beijing Olympic Stadium in 2007. 
Relational aesthetics delivers explanations why art is able to open our eyes to reality. Bourriaud 
further claimed that art has the relational power to make people meet and interact. Instead of 
engaging the service of an advertising firm to make a social impact, people should involve the 
artist in their visual strategies. Groys described the almost erotic sensitivity of installation artists 
and pointed out how they might touch us with their art in much more sensitive ways than any 
event-manager would be able to. Note how Danto minted an aesthetic term for how something 
like Duchamp’s ready-made bottle rack suddenly perceived as a piece of art undergoes a ‘trans-
figuration of the commonplace’ (Danto  1981 ). Blinded by our grand visions and dreams, we tend 
to disregard our observation of visual art in the form of the real.    

 Summary: art, artist, and aesthetics for organizational visual strategies 

 Some art and artists practicing visual organization strategy operate consciously, while others 
spin off it to their main concern. We have seen how what was called the classic approach 
has been taken over by a number of communication professionals using, or maybe abusing, 
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art as the main raw material of postmodern productions. We have also discovered the con-
temporary aesthetics strategist, who helps organize but does it differently than those who stage 
aesthetic promotions of nation states or big corporations or transform products into designer 
wares in markets. The contemporaries are a bit tired of the classics’ focus on the general and 
universal ideals. They are not convinced that their own subjectivity can make them escape the 
dream world of a society of spectacles. 

 Instead, the contemporaries go for the singular and try to frame art as snapshots of reality 
that can perhaps capture cracks in the media wall of myths. They see no difference between art 
and society and hate having double careers as media gurus and art stars. They are like Swedish 
filmmaker Roy Andersson  4   who gladly collects golden eggs, the prizes awarded for making 
commercial movies promoting insurance firms, political parties, and business firms, in the same 
basket as golden palms, the prizes awarded at the Cannes film festival. 

 While classics tend to think they can offer us dreams and visions, the contemporaries are 
after reality. This strangely echoes the art epoch in which realists such as French painter Courbet 
and writer Zola teamed up with positivist scientists to expose nature true and unmasked. 
Maybe the contemporaries are our new positivists, and maybe our so-called classics masquerade 
as romantics. 

 Finally, the chapter has attempted to explain that art and artists depend on aesthetics. In 
order to have practical effectiveness, the visual strategies we employ must be viewed through 
the glasses of aesthetics. If we forget aesthetics, we miss the whole point of connecting art and 
artists to such strategizing. Put bluntly, Stalin would never have paid Eisenstein, Alessi would 
never have hired either Mendini or Sottsass, and Bloomberg would never have given a thought 
to having Olafur Eliasson add to the image of New York. Aesthetics translates and clearly 
articulates this creed into words and, in addition, supports art-loving spectators with intellectu-
ally convincing philosophical arguments. While there may be artists without art, there is not art 
without aesthetics. This goes for visual strategizing too.     

 Notes  

  1      A sample can be viewed on YouTube at  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7TI6yIo-tcc .  
  2      Available on YouTube at  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZIvaBOxHDj0&skipcontrinter=1 .  
  3      Olafur Eliasson’s Waterfalls, New York, available on YouTube at  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=

t7H-m5K06eM ).  
  4       http://www.royandersson.com/      
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    10

 Methodological ways of 
seeing and knowing    

   Dvora    Yanow     

   Seeing comes before words. … It is seeing which establishes our place in the surrounding 
world; we explain that world with words, but words can never undo the fact that we 
are surrounded by it. The relation between what we see and what we know is never 
settled. … [T]he knowledge, the explanation, never quite fits the sight. 

 ( John Berger  1972 : 7)   

 The crunch of the crostini, the slitheriness of the penne alla vodka – a question preoccupy-
ing philosophers is where these personal experiences … [of] qualia, the raw, subjective sense 
we have of colors, sounds, tastes, touches and smells … fit within a purely physical theory of 
the mind. 

 (Syracuse University, NY, philosopher Robert Van Gulick, in a talk at the Association for the 
Scientific Study of Consciousness, Las Vegas conference, mentioned by reporter Johnson  2007 )   

 And because I brought a critical approach to thinking about photography, I was interested 
in what these photographs were – not as windows through which you would look at a life 
and a world, but as cultural artifacts in their own right. 

 (Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, quoted in Gruber  2011 )  

 That organizational activities include the visual, as do methods for studying organizations and 
organizing, is, or should be, evident. From the moment a researcher physically enters the set-
ting of a fi eld research project, the eye is, or can be, confronted with a multitude of stimuli. 
Manufacturing, governing, educating and other forms of organized life take place in built spaces 
that are seen, experienced and responded to, from corporate headquarters to individuals’ offi ces 
to the shop fl oor. Working artists and university art major graduates advise executives on the 
purchase of paintings and sculptures intended to evoke just the right mood for visiting clients or 
customers, board members or community members. Employees adorn their desks, cubicles or 
lockers with cartoons, postcards, pinups, photographs, and more, giving visual voice to selected 
aspects of their identities. Organizations do the same with logos and brands. Designers generate 
images for annual reports, college catalogues and political campaigns to convey the organization’s 
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identity, as it wishes to be perceived publicly. Marketing has its own long tra dition of symbolic 
representations of human social meanings, especially in the design of advertising (see, e.g., Cone 
 1960 ; Goffman  1979 ). And so on. Many organizational members are aware of the role of the 
visual in representing organizational values. As Dino Olivetti wrote half a century ago, refl ect-
ing on his company’s role as a symbol of this notion, ‘Respect for our customers is refl ected 
in the design of our products, of our advertising, and of our showrooms’ (1960: 42). The key 
methodological and methods questions in this arena are: what to look at in this vast array of sine 
waves that can stimulate the retina’s cones; how to ‘see’, systematically, when we do look; and 
what informs and hangs on these ways of seeing and knowing. 

 For all the prominence of ‘observation’ in methods talk, visual elements have long taken a 
back seat in studies of organizations and in their dissemination, both of which have tended to 
privilege words, whether written or spoken.  1   Consider the kinds of evidentiary sources most 
commonly drawn on in organizational studies analyses: written documents of various sorts, from 
annual reports to memoranda, correspondence to webpages; formal interviews with managers 
and CEOs; water-cooler chats with staff, bar or kerb-side talk with workers. In this logocen-
trism, organizational researchers have tended to ignore, or forget, or simply turn a blind eye to 
the visual elements of the physical settings in which work takes place, with their varying spatial 
designs, contrasting building materials and landscaping, and wide-ranging types of furnishing 
and other decor, internal and external.  2   In turning to ‘take language seriously’ (White  1992 ), 
we have tended to forget that people do things not only with words (Austin  1962 ), but also 
with objects: the gold watch presented on retirement after 50 years’ service to one company 
or the trophy awarded for a job well done (e.g. Kunda  1992 , ch. 4), the food selected for an 
annual party or the dress expected in particular work settings (e.g. Dougherty and Kunda  1990 ; 
Rafaeli  et al .  1997 ; Rosen  2000 ), and so on. All of these visual elements may be studied visu-
ally, although even researchers who turn to visual studies may initially ignore what visual media 
make available for analysis, favouring, instead, transcriptions of spoken language (e.g. Bertoin 
Antal  2012 ). 

 What might it mean to study organizations’ visual worlds, visually, and to do so system-
atically, considering both data generation (including potential data types and sources) and data 
analysis? The topic – often under the heading of ‘visual anthropology’, ‘visual sociology’ or, 
more broadly, ‘visual methods’ – has typically focused on researcher-generated materials record-
ing individuals, acts, interactions and events observed in field research, using still photography, 
filmmaking or video-recording. Photography and film in the hands of the researcher are old 
tools in anthropology, dating to Margaret Mead and Gregory Bateson’s early twentieth-century 
work and, subsequently, Tim Asch’s, and a presence in sociology. Documentary in form, they 
constitute a point at which social science and journalism come perhaps closest (e.g. the 1930s 
US ‘Dust Bowl’ photographs of Dorothea Lange and Walker Evans). In organizational studies, 
these were pioneered a century ago by Frank and Dr Lillian Gilbreth, working with Frederick 
Winslow Taylor on time and motion studies.  3   

 In this chapter, I take a broader approach. ‘Visual studies’ might also explore the meaning(s) 
of Khrushchev’s shoe (banged on his speaker’s desk during a United Nations debate, 1960), 
the shape of the Vietnamese peace talks table (oval vs. square, 1969), or military cemeteries 
(Ferguson and Turnbull  1999 ). They need not be done only with technological prostheses, 
such as cameras. In that sense,  analysing visual data  (tables, charts, various objects or [inter]actions 
observed) is not necessarily coterminous with  doing visual analysis , to the extent that that entails 
mediated study. Visual ‘recordings’, from pencil and paper to video, help us ‘capture’ ‘bodies 
in space’, but modes of research can also include ethnographic and other forms of observation 
that are not usually thought of as ‘visual studies’. Indeed, we use the language of all the senses 
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to signal observation and understanding: ‘Yes, I see’; ‘I hear you’; ‘It smells fishy’; ‘It left a bad 
taste in my mouth’; ‘I feel your pain’ all signal a grasping of the other’s meaning, although sight-
related expressions predominate.  4       

 Methodologically, it is useful to distinguish between two kinds of method. One set is used 
in locating visual materials that were created independently of the research project: the kinds of 
visual material ‘found’ in the field, like sherds in an archaeological dig – organizational artefacts 
that are ‘collectable’ and/or accessible visually, created by organizational members for organi-
zational purposes, which may become evidentiary sources for a researcher. The other is used 
in creating visual data for research purposes, which can be further divided into two categories: 
materials created by organizational members at the researcher’s request – maps, drawings, pho-
tographs, videos, and so on – and those created by the researcher for analysing those and other 
data (see  Table 10.1 ).   

 Table 10.1     Three genres of visual materials, by creator/source and purpose 

 ‘Found’ 
[pre-existing the research 
project]

 Generated 
[newly created for the research project]

 Member-generated  Researcher-generated 

 Creator(s) ‘the organization’ or its 
‘agents’ [individuals, teams, 
departments] acting for the 
organization or a unit 
within it

individual members, 
at the behest of the 
researcher

researcher

 Purpose created for organizational 
purposes [i.e. independent 
of the research project];
[assumed to have been] 
created to express 
organizational or sub-unit 
values, beliefs, feelings 
[meanings];
collected by the researcher 
as data for analysis or as 
evidence in support of the 
analytic argument

research [data generation, 
analysis]: intended to 
show the member’s own 
views of the organization 
or part of it;
collected by the 
researcher as data for 
analysis or as evidence in 
support of the analytic 
argument

research [analysis]: to record 
observed objects, acts, 
interactions, etc. for use as a 
visual aid in thinking 
through persons’ locations, 
movement patterns, and 
other aspects of 
organizational life observed;
writing [research 
dissemination]: to present 
data in textwork phase – to 
communicate to readers, in 
condensed fashion, vast 
amounts of observed data

 Examples annual or divisional reports 
[including photographs, 
layout];
brands, logos;
building and/or interior 
design;
ceremonies [graduation, 
retirement];
dress [including uniforms];
graphic displays 
[organizational charts, 
workflow charts, report tables, 
posters];
trophies [the gold watch; 
statues (the Oscar)]

photographs, videos/
films, drawings or other 
depictions of 
organizational life;
photo elicitation [used 
to generate narrative 
evidence related to 
research question]

maps of movement through 
organizational space [who 
went where, interacted with 
whom, how frequently];
photographs, videos/films;
sketches of interactions at 
meetings [e.g. Bales’ 
interaction process analysis]
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 Before I turn to specific ways of seeing and knowing visually in organizational settings, a few 
initial questions – concerning the presuppositions underlying choices and uses of methods and the 
related issues they raise – need to be addressed, and, before that, some terminological clarification. 

 To begin with, this chapter rests on a distinction between methodology and method. The 
former enacts a researcher’s ontological and epistemological presuppositions concerning the sub-
ject of study and processes of knowing it, along with knowledge claims issues arising from these. 
Methods themselves put those methodological presuppositions into play in everyday data gen-
eration activities and, later, in explicit, directed data analysis (by contrast with the less directed 
analysis that takes place in the course of field research or even in the process of formulating a 
research question). A second useful distinction differentiates between methods for generating 
data and methods for analysing them. In the context of visual methods, this distinction, although 
somewhat artificial in general, is particularly useful because of the need to attend to differences 
among organization-generated materials created for organizational purposes, materials gener-
ated by organizational members at the researcher’s request for research analytic purposes, and 
researcher-generated materials created for research purposes.    

 Third, distinguishing, heuristically, among three phases of a field research project highlights 
the presence and role of visual methods in each: fieldwork, in which the researcher is busy 
with generating data, typically in interaction with situational members (although this could 
also include the interactions with texts characteristic of archival research); deskwork, in which 
the researcher is engaged explicitly in analysing those data, working from notes, recordings, 
transcripts, sketches, copies of original documents, etc.; and textwork, in which the researcher 
is actively transforming the analysis into a research text and disseminating it (Yanow  2000 ).  5   
Treating research writing and/or reading themselves as methods (Richardson  1994 ; Yanow 
 2009 ) and, hence, presumably, also as enactments of methodological presuppositions (see also 
Schwartz-Shea and Yanow  2009 ) highlights the role of visual methods in ‘textwork’ as well as in 
‘fieldwork’ and ‘deskwork’. Further methodological ground-laying is called for before we take 
up visual methods for generating and analysing materials more directly.  

 Methodological priors 

  Parfois les noms écrits dans un tableau désignent des choses précises, et les images des choses 
vagues; ou bien le contraire. 

 ( René Magritte  1929 )  6    

 Does the researcher consider visual materials to be transparent referents corresponding directly 
to, or mirroring, what they depict, or are they assumed to be interpretations – re-presentations 
– of that? Do the photographs of staff and students in a US college catalogue or on its webpage, 
for instance, depict the institution’s population as it actually is – as an unannounced visitor might 
experience it? Or has each photograph been staged, the collected images carefully selected, and 
the layout strategically managed not only for aesthetic reasons, but in order to depict, publicly, 
the desired image of age, class, race-ethnic, sex or other demographic composition that a uni-
versity sensitive to public opinion concerning diversity and affi rmative action laws wishes to 
convey? How have changes over time in the series of photographs of prisoners of war held at 
US Naval Station Guantánamo Bay altered the image of the US military (Van Veeren  2011 )? 
Parallel questions could (and should) be asked with respect to materials produced by or for the 
researcher: does he/she consider organizational members’ videotapes or his/her own drawings 
and photographs to be mirrors of what transpired in meetings, in the corridors, wherever, or are 
they interpretations of organizational realities? 
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 These are ontological questions concerning the ‘reality status’ of the materials produced 
with respect to what they depict, akin to what Magritte (in the epigraph) is pointing to con-
cerning word and image. The first in each question pair above locates the researcher in a realist 
ontological realm; the second, in a constructivist one. Similar questions could be asked about 
organizational members’ understandings of and/or attitudes towards the visual materials them-
selves: does the glass in the recently designed Scottish Parliament building in Edinburgh convey, 
in singular and possibly universal referential fashion, that governance is now transparent (glass = 
clear), as decision-makers wished it to (purportedly by contrast with non-transparent London-
based decision-making)? Or might other interpretive communities interpret the use of glass 
there in other ways, thereby shaping, differently, their parsing of the building and the events and 
acts it houses? The one position rests on an understanding of direct correspondence between 
signifier (object) and signified (its meaning), to use semiotic terms; the other, on a presuppo-
sition of potential multiplicities of meaning-making shared within interpretive communities 
but not necessarily across different meaning-making groups, with conflict possibly arising from 
such differences. 

 Studying visual materials and their representations also entails epistemological questions con-
cerning the ‘know-ability’ of visual elements by researchers and their analytic methods. If the 
objects or their portrayals are considered to be transparent (re)presentations of their underlying 
meanings, analysis can be made through observation alone. This is an objectivist epistemo-
logical realm: the researcher parses the object’s, image’s, event’s or act’s meaning by observing 
from a position  external  to it (the definition of objectivity), without necessarily involving the 
meaning-making of those who created or use(d) it. By contrast, if elements studied visually are 
understood as other than a direct capturing of what they depict, the researcher needs to discern 
their meanings through engaging with their creators and/or users – the research ‘subjects’ or 
participants for whom they have primary meaning(s). Context-specific meaning, rather than 
universal meaning, is central to this position: the researcher is seeking to understand organiza-
tional materials from the perspective of their customary (situated) users, the domain of ‘subjec-
tive’ meaning;  7   and the researcher is in an interpretivist epistemological domain (a position at 
odds, for instance, with psychiatrist Carl Jung’s and mythologist Joseph Campbell’s ideas about 
the universal meanings of archetypal symbols). 

 Consider, for instance, looking at an organization’s building – its architectural design, con-
struction materials, landscaping, furnishings, and the like (e.g. Berg and Kreiner  1990 ; van 
Marrewijk  2010 ; Wasserman and Frenkel  2011 ; Yanow  1993 ). Does the researcher hold that 
their significance for the organization can be established by analysing them objectively, drawing 
on established, general (and arguably universal) norms accepted throughout the design world, 
perhaps as an architecture critic might, without consulting the building’s occupants or taking 
into account their values, beliefs and feelings? Or does the researcher hold that these elements’ 
significance  for understanding aspects of organizational life  can only be established in the context of 
members’ and/or stakeholders’ experiences and meaning-making of the building and its furbish-
ings, in their full, and perhaps conflicting, variety? 

 Alternatively, consider an editorial cartoon in an internal newsletter or a daily newspaper 
depicting an organizational decision that impacts on the local population. Cartoonists com-
monly exaggerate the features that, symbolically, denote that which they represent (Danjoux 
 2013 ) – whether of the Prime Minister or other actors (e.g. elongating Charles de Gaulle’s nose) 
or of particular spaces or other objects, as in replacing the Statue of Liberty’s torch of freedom 
with a carrot (Ilan Danjoux, personal communication, spring 2011). Does the researcher seek to 
ascertain ‘the real story’ masquerading in cartoon form? Or does analysis explore the multiplici-
ties of possible meanings that the cartoon’s symbolic elements – that carrot, for instance – might 
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convey to various groups of readers, expressing their positions, giving voice or leading to con-
flict? This is one sense of Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s approach to photographs (see third epigraph 
above) ‘not as windows through which you would look at a life and a world’ representationally, 
providing a transparent view on to a singular organizational reality, ‘but as cultural artifacts in 
their own right’ (Gruber  2011 ), saying something about the values, beliefs and/or feelings of the 
photographer, perhaps, or of the organization. 

 Similarly, from such an interpretive methodological approach, researchers need to interro-
gate graphic representations of statistical data. As Drucker puts it, the ‘simplicity and legibility’ 
of graphic forms ‘hides [ sic ] every aspect of the original interpretative framework on which 
the statistical data were constructed’ (2011: 8). The vocabulary of bar graphs and other forms 
of visualizing quantitative information is not methodologically innocent: as she shows, charts’ 
discrete bars, scale divisions, circles and rectangles, labels, arrows, vectors, paths, and their tex-
ture, proximity, grouping, orientation, and so on imply certainties about category definitions 
and quantities (nationalities, sex, time span, etc.), reifying them through the ‘ representational  
force of the visualization as a “picture” of “data”’ (ibid.: 12, original emphasis).  8   Even a map 
presumes a point of view, unarticulated, from which it was drawn (e.g. on mapping the US 
census category ‘Asian-American’, see Yanow  2003 : 63–64). 

 Ontological and epistemological presuppositions intertwine; in ‘ontoepistemological’ fashion 
(Fuenmayor  1991 ), they position a researcher in either a realist-objectivist mode of enquiry 
or an interpretivist-intersubjectivist one (commonly referred to, these days, as ‘positivist’ and 
‘interpretive’, respectively). These methodologies frame everything from the conception of a 
research question to its research design, from execution to analysis and writing (for an extended 
discussion, see Schwartz-Shea and Yanow  2012 ). This chapter proceeds mostly in keeping with 
the presuppositions that inform interpretive research, demarcating positivist approaches when 
appropriate and the differences between them. As meaning and meaning-making are central to 
interpretive methodology and methods, I turn next to the question of the locus of meaning, 
taking up hermeneutic approaches first and then phenomenological ones.  

 Locating meaning(s) I: creator, user, ‘text analogue’ 

 Where do the meanings of a visual representation of some aspect of organizational life reside? 
This is the sort of question that has long engaged literary critics or theorists concerning what 
texts mean, and how their theorizing can help us think systematically about analysing visual 
materials produced in or by organizations and their members for organizational purposes. It 
is a hermeneutic question, ‘hermeneutics’ referring originally to rules for interpreting biblical 
texts, these rules uniting members within an interpretive community and demarcating them 
from other interpretive communities, often in highly contentious ways. The concept was later 
extended beyond biblical passages to the interpretation of all manner of texts, and then beyond 
written words to all human artefacts, including fi lm, architecture, art and other physical objects. 
Taylor ( 1971 ) and Ricoeur ( 1971 ) note that, in analysing human actions, we render them as 
texts – ‘text artifacts’, in Taylor’s phrase – and apply to them the same hermeneutic processes that 
we bring to interpreting literal texts. This provides the philosophical ground-laying for method-
ological issues concerning the analytical applicability of literary theories to visual sense-making 
of physical objects and their representations. 

 Hermeneuticists argue that, in creating things, we embed in them the values, beliefs and/or 
feelings that comprise what is meaningful to us. The relationship thereby established is a sym-
bolic one, the more concrete artefact (object, language or act) representing – symbolizing – its 
more abstract, ‘underlying’ meanings (values, beliefs, feelings). Every time we use or refer to an 
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artefact, we sustain its established meaning(s) (although here is also where possibilities for change 
enter; Yanow  2000 : 14–18). Hermeneutics sets out to decipher what these situated meanings 
might be. 

 To take a common example, the dove is often seen as a symbol of peace. For members 
of different epistemic-interpretive communities, it may symbolize other meanings or have solely 
instrumental meaning – as tonight’s dinner. Or it may represent no particular meaning at all: 
the dove is just a dirty white bird. This example highlights several properties of artefacts and 
their symbolic representations: the meanings embedded in, carried by, and conveyed through 
artefacts are situation-specific; and, because the same artefact may have a ‘situated’ place in a 
range of settings, it can embody and convey multiple meanings. 

 In contemporary methods applications, ‘hermeneutics’ commonly refers more to the 
symbolic relationship between artefact and meaning and the idea of interpreting meanings 
embedded in and conveyed through those artefacts than to fixed sets of interpretive rules 
within interpretive-epistemic communities (whether of organizational members or researchers). 
Because of meaning’s abstract character, interpretive research commonly begins with observing 
the artefacts themselves and their uses (including hands-on or other bodily ‘observation’), infer-
ring meaning, provisionally, and corroborating or rejecting those initial interpretations through 
further observations and/or conversations across persons, times, settings and/or written texts 
(depending on the research question). This is one of the central methodological differences 
demarcating ‘interpretive’ researchers from ‘positivist’ ones, who would commonly define their 
concepts and operationalize them a priori, before going to the field to test them (see Schwartz-
Shea and Yanow  2012 ). 

 Ascertaining the meanings of texts has been of central concern to literary studies, and 
their approaches can be useful for analysing visual ‘texts’. Initially, literary critics understood 
a text’s meaning to reside in its author’s life experiences (e.g. discerning whether his/her reli-
gious commitments influenced T.S. Eliot’s crafting of  Four Quartets  or whether Shakespeare’s 
possible homosexuality explains  Hamlet ), parallel to ‘auteur theory’ in film studies. Contesting 
that approach, in the mid-twentieth century, was the argument that textual meaning resides in 
the text itself – ‘The author is dead!’ (Barthes  1967 ) – conveyed through such devices as rhythm 
and rhyme, alliteration and metaphor (e.g. Ciardi  1959 ; consider light and shadow, angle, 
shot duration, and other filmic devices). Towards the end of that century, other theoretical 
approaches joined in opposing the relevance of authorial intent,  9   among them ‘reader-response 
theory’. A more phenomenological orientation, this argues that meaning resides in the lived 
experiences that readers bring to their readings, thereby shaping textual meaning(s) (with some 
reader-response theorists arguing for interactions among all three sources; see, e.g., Iser  1989 ). 
In this view, meaning is indeterminate, potentially shifting not only from one reader/viewer to 
the next, but even from one reading/viewing to the next by the same reader. 

 The tripartite taxonomy of  creator  (author, painter, designer, etc.),  reader  (viewer, user, stake-
holder, onlooker), and  text  or text-analogue (photograph, film) is useful in critically engag-
ing visual artefacts’ meanings. The researcher who explores intended meaning or his/her own 
meaning alone enacts a realist-objectivist methodological position. Meaning, in this instance, is 
assumed to be singular; and it is assumed that ‘received’ meaning (by those who engage with 
the artefact in question) is, or should be, identical to authored meaning. Discrepancies – e.g. a 
‘failed’ brand image that is not being understood as its creators intended it to be – are attributed 
to poor design or some other ‘noise’ in the communications ‘channel’ between creator (the 
organization) and reader (e.g. customers).  10   On the other hand, the researcher who consid-
ers that the ‘reception’ of the artefact’s meaning is not, or not necessarily, determined by and 
coterminous with its creator’s intent – that, in other words, readers, viewers, users, passers-by 
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and onlookers, near and far,  11   may have their own interpretations of the artefact – enacts an 
interpretivist-subjectivist position, assuming potential multiplicities of meaning. In addition, the 
symbolic repertoire of compositional elements – line, shape, form, colour, texture, size, weight, 
height, mass, and so on – can be studied to understand what meaning(s) they represent, for which 
interpretive communities. Each genre of visual material – built spaces, paintings, photographs, 
etc. – has its own meaning-communicating vocabulary.  12   

 In asking about the meanings of organizational materials studied visually where ‘authored’ 
meaning does not predetermine ‘constructed’ meaning, analysis has to engage questions of 
‘whose meaning?’ as well as ‘where is meaning coming from?’ Kenneth Burke’s pentad ( 1945 ) 
contributes analytic systematicity here. Also a literary theorist, Burke identified five key ele-
ments in dramaturgical meaning, his key focus (but see Burke  1989  for extended sociological 
discussion), which lends itself directly to analysing films of organizational action: settings, actors, 
acts, agency and purpose (corresponding roughly to the journalist’s where, who, what, how, and 
why or when). Adding objects (with or via what?) to the pentad expands the visual repertoire 
that can be analysed; growing the actors category to include both researchers and users/readers 
expands the hermeneutic realm. Analysis, then, needs to attend not only to who their creators 
are and the conditions of their use(s), but also to the purposes for which artefacts have been 
created: what their intended meanings were; who the intended ‘users’ (‘readers’, viewers) were/
are, near and far; whether there are unintended users; what the interpreted uses and meanings 
are, perhaps unintended or unanticipated by their creators, and whether these generate tensions, 
and so on. Consider, for instance, the range of meanings expressed after the publication of the 
Abu Ghraib photographs or the Danish newspaper cartoon depicting the prophet Muhammad 
(on the latter, see Cohen  2009 ). Such questions might also engage creators’ purposes and relative 
power vis-à-vis the full range of intended and unintended users, near and far, and the matter of 
strategic intentionality in artefact creation. And analysis might also explore interpretations not 
(readily) voiced, whether silent by choice or silenced through threat. 

 Still one more layer can be added to this interactive triad of creator, artefact, and user. So far, it 
has been treated at the level of the artefact in the field (see  Figure 10.1 ). Here is the double her-
meneutic (from the researcher’s perspective) of creators’ and/or users’ interpretations of organi-
zational artefacts and researchers’ interpretations of those interpretations.    When the research text 
is itself the artefact, the triad  entier  becomes the artefact in another triad – that of the researcher, 
the research manuscript, and the reader of that text (see  Figure 10.2 ). This introduces a third 
hermeneutic (Yanow  2009 ): as the creator becomes the researcher-author of the text, the user 
becomes its reader or reviewer, interpreting the researcher’s interpretations rendered in that text 
of users’ interpretations of artefacts created by someone else. For that matter, to the extent that 
researchers can identify an artefact’s creator and his/her intended meaning, we are in the realm 
of four hermeneutics: creator’s, user’s, researcher’s and reader’s.  

 Particular methodological questions arise concerning establishing the authorship of an arte-
fact and its intended meaning. When working with organizational images (as with some written 

creator
[1st hermeneutic]

artefact user [1st hermeneutic]
researcher [2nd hermeneutic]

 Figure 10.1   The analytic triad during fieldwork (with 1st and 2nd hermeneutics)  
Note: The 2nd hermeneutic – the researcher’s interpretation of others’ interpretations of field material (the 
1st hermeneutic) – begins in the field, developing during desk- and textwork.       
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artefacts), it may not be possible to identify their creators or  their  intended meanings for it: 
unlike modern fiction and poetry, such ‘products’ are often not signed. Indeed, authorship may 
be attributable to a team or some other group. In such a case, can meaning be attributed to the 
organization as a whole (or some unit within it)? Can a researcher claim, for instance, that an 
image used in an organizational publication represents the values of that organization, especially 
when the initial creator and/or adopter of that image cannot be located to attest to its (then) 
intended meaning? From an interpretive methodological perspective, Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s 
view concerning reading images for their broader, cultural meanings (see third epigraph above) 
once again comes into play. It is not necessary to identify the specific wizard-behind-the-curtain 
producing cartoons, photographs, films, and the like in order to assert intended meanings and 
attribute these to the collective or some part of it. Meaning is understood to be constructed 
collectively – intersubjectively – such that intended meanings are held by groups (epistemic-
interpretive communities) and reflect their collective values, beliefs and/or feelings. Artefacts are 
not studied in isolation from other artefacts and other evidentiary genres; asserting intended, 
collective meaning is made possible by supporting evidence from other sources and, as with 
all analysis, a logic of argumentation that stands up against contradictory evidence. Conflicting 
interpretations held by other groups are also asserted, analytically, and supported through similar 
argumentation. 

 In my study of the Israel Corporation of Community Centers (1996), for example, I became 
confident that a statement about the meaning of their buildings’ design elements written by one 
member of the founding board, a copy of which I found in correspondence files, reflected the 
meaning intended by the entire organization on the basis of his board membership, the board’s 
role in developing the organization, and corroborating evidence from other sources (including 
observation, participation, interviews and other documents). Other evidentiary sources estab-
lished other interpretive communities’ conflicting interpretations of the same elements; my 
research manuscript brought these into conversation with each other. Historical analyses of 
visual materials where authorship is not always clear proceed similarly. In other words, mem-
bers’ interpretations are not necessarily uniform, nor are they necessarily identical with the 
researcher’s. Meanings, whether authored or constructed, are inferred on the basis of mapping 
the organization for various, including contending, evidentiary sources and for the intertextual 

artefact = research manuscript,
encompassing and presenting the fieldwork triad

‘user’ =
reader-
reviewer
[3rd]

creator [1st]

F I E L D W

artifact user  [1st]

O R K

creator =
researcher-
author [2nd]

 Figure 10.2   The nesting of artefacts and interpretations: 1st, 2nd and 3rd hermeneutics, from 
the researcher’s perspective  
Note: That readers’ and other users’ constructed ‘texts’ of others’ authored texts are not, and cannot be, 
 prescribed, delimited and controlled by those texts’ creators is amply in evidence when we consider journal 
reviewers’ readings of submitted research manuscripts, part of the dissemination phase of textwork.       
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evidence these might yield or generate (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow  2012 : 84–89), brought into 
conversation with each other for comparison, corroboration and refutation.   

 Locating meaning(s) II: not just looking – touching, phenomenology 
and body proxies 

 Studying visual materials puts us not only in the realm of hermeneutic interpretation. Because 
most, if not all, of the organizational objects and images we study are intended for  use , we are 
also in the realm of phenomenological interpretation – analysis that engages the lived experi-
ences of organizational members in and with those artefacts. We are looking, then, not only at 
aesthetic experiences, but also at pragmatic ones: visual analysis might include the feel of mate-
rial objects as we heft and handle them, move them about and walk through them. 

 Note the use of ‘we’. When it comes to the material world, ‘we’ researchers use our own 
bodily and other experiences (emotive, aesthetic) as proxies for the ‘we’ of human responses 
presumably shared with the inhabitants of, and visitors and onlookers to, the organizations 
we study (where we as researchers are somewhere between those statuses, balancing stranger-
ness with familiarity in our search for understanding; Agar  1996  [1980]; Yanow  1996 : 19–21; 
Schwartz-Shea and Yanow  2012 : 29). This poses a conceptual-methodological problem for 
research projects conducted in keeping with realist-objectivist ontological-epistemological pre-
suppositions, in which the researcher seeks to determine an artefact’s meaning, objectively, in 
an a priori fashion (rather than ‘bottom up’ from the perspective of those who live and interact 
with it in everyday ways, including, at times, the participating researcher). This problem is espe-
cially evident in studying one particular constellation of visual materials: the built spaces that are 
the settings for organizational activities. 

 Here, phenomenological experience is key: researchers’ experiences of spatial artefacts, along 
with those of situated members, become central to interpretive processes, as researchers and 
their bodies are the primary ‘instrument’ in sense-making  13   – at least in drawing initial, pro-
visional inferences. Moving through organizational space, the researcher not only sees it but 
also ‘feels’ its meanings with, on and through his/her body, including aesthetic, emotional and 
other dimensions – attending, in other words, to ‘pathos’ and ‘ethos’ as well as ‘logos’ (Gagliardi 
 1990a ; see also Strati  2003 ). The same process holds for office decor, dress, the ambience of 
a room or a meeting, and other visually observed materials in the organizational repertoire. 
Even though provisional sense-making would commonly be checked with situational members, 
drawing on ‘body knowing’ puts us irrevocably outside the realm of objective knowing. 

 In sum, the distinction between looking only for intended meaning in authored visual 
‘texts’ – or even ‘the real story’ behind them – and looking for potentially multiple possible 
meanings they might have for a wide range of organizational actors has implications for how 
a researcher uses methods. Moreover, what can be studied visually are not only objects and 
images, but also events, acts and interactions that use and engage physical materials. Language, 
too, has visual dimensions: literally, in the sense of the graphic design of posters, flyers, graphs, 
and suchlike that are posted on office bulletin boards or included in print materials, something 
that Tufte ( 2001  [1983],  1990 ,  1997 ) has focused on at length; figuratively, in the form of non-
verbal language – kinesics (hand and facial gestures), proxemics, personal ‘decor’ (dress, jewel-
lery, eyeglass frames, hairstyle, etc.), and personal characteristics (physiognomy; skin quality, 
e.g. marked, smooth; hair, eye and skin colouring; height; weight; sex, etc.). Such a wealth of 
organizational material can be studied visually that it is difficult to provide a compendium of 
types. Equally complex is the question of where in the organization to look, but here we can 
be somewhat more systematic.    
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 Turning to methods: systematic ways of looking 

  Considering the tool-dependent nature of human reasoning and the ability of ‘knowing,’ 
the representational view of human action … should be complemented with the acknowl-
edgement that the use and making of these tools are inherent parts of human action itself. 

 (Van Herzele and van Woerkum  2008 : 446)   

 An image is a social fact that may be applied as evidence to the task of historical or social 
analysis. 

 (Morgan  2009 : 9)  

 Listing visual elements for researchers to attend to in organizational settings is enticing, but 
impossible, as the range of artefacts (objects, mostly, but also events, etc. – anything that can 
be observed and studied visually) is innumerable, and perhaps inadvisable, given the temptation 
to use it as a checklist rather than as a set of potentialities whose realization is a function of the 
research context. Nonetheless, because this is an understudied area in organizational studies, 
such a suggestion of where and how a researcher, especially one who has never undertaken 
such a project, might look to fi nd things that might constitute visual materials and, therefore, 
potential data for visual analysis might be useful. 

 From the perspective of designing a research project, different procedural logics suggest 
systematic ways of looking for visual artefacts that exist independently of the research project 
(‘found objects’) or that might be generated for research purposes. I organize these accord-
ing to four procedural logics. The first three of these engage visual materials that a researcher 
might find in the research setting and/or generate him/herself to make a record of these ‘found 
objects’. The fourth adds materials that researchers might ask situational members to generate. 
 Table 10.2  includes examples for each. All four schemas are fairly basic, having been composed 
imagining a reader who has rarely, or never, contemplated visual methods, although I hope they 
might be of use to other researchers, as well. These might also be incorporated into a project 
that is not primarily a visual study.   

 ‘ Geographic’ logic . Entering a new research setting and moving through it, researchers can 
attend to an organization’s ‘geographic’ features, beginning with mapping the organization’s 
external physical plant and its relations, visual and proximal, to neighbouring buildings (for 
extended discussion, see Yanow  2013b ). Inside the building, mapping can note spatial allocations 
of offices and roles, paths most and least travelled, interactions, and so on. Spatial allocations 
link organizational roles with power and status dimensions; mappings depict these graphically: 
the segregation of types of work and roles, for example, by location within a building and on 
a floor; departments or roles rendered ‘invisible’ by locational contrast with occupants of more 
prominently sited spaces. Similarities to or contrasts with neighbouring spaces may illuminate 
community–societal relations, power and status. And mapping may show up particular features 
of inter-organizational and network relations, whether between headquarters and dispersed sites 
or within an industry. 

 The geographic metaphor, then, references not only attention to ‘topographical’ and other 
spatial dimensions, but also to ‘mapping’ as a method. These can be literal maps, sketched out; 
photographed or videotaped paths of movement (e.g. Iedema  et al .  2010 ); computerized move-
ment maps (Bjerrum and Fangel  2012 ); narrative ‘sketches’ (e.g. ‘ethnographic mapping’, see 
Oliver-Velez  et al .  2002 ; although an image can encompass and convey many more details, 
more quickly, than a word text; and unlike a videotape, at least with contemporary publishing 
techniques, a sketched image can also become part of the research report); or some other form. 
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  Organizational design logic . Organizational ‘building blocks’, from individuals to groups to the 
organization as a whole, along with intermediary levels – interpersonal relations, inter-group 
relations, inter-organizational relations, and the broader socio-political context – can be used 
to structure observation and analysis. Whether the organizational design is a classic bureau-
cratic hierarchy or a flatter, more flexible ‘amoeba’, this approach can suggest various systematic 
foci. Any of these might enable power, powerlessness (Kanter  1993  [1977]), and status analyses, 
especially when compared with the geographic mappings described above. 

  Data genres logic . Visual materials are often multi-modal, and focusing on different genres of 
data suggests a range of data types to look for, as well as different analytic approaches: 

 •    objects : the full range of non-human artefacts that populate organizational life. Adapting 
Latour (e.g.  1987 ) on following ‘facts’, organizational researchers might follow objects as 
an organizing device for a systematic study (e.g. mapping the objects used in a particular 
practice being studied; see Nicolini  2009  on the similar rhizomatic method);  

 •    acts : visual methods of analysis also engage what people do, how they do these things, 
with whom, and with what, as in the expansion of Burke’s pentad, described above;  

 •    language : visual materials often use words alongside images, and the layout of a word-based 
document often has a visual (pictorial, designed) character. Non-verbal analytic categories – 
kinesics, proxemics, posture and personal decor – can also be useful in analysing recorded 
images or extended, metaphorically, to other organizational phenomena.    

 These three genres might be crossed with either of the previous logics. What kinds of objects, 
for instance, might be observed in particular geographic locations in an organization? What sorts 
of observable acts and interactions are found at what levels of the organization? 

  Research phase logic . At different phases of a research project, researchers might identify or 
generate different kinds of analytic visuals to analyse or present data: 

 •    Fieldwork : Researchers commonly seek out  organization-generated materials  that (re)present 
the organization and its concerns visually, using one or more of the previous logics or 
some other system.  Researcher-generated  materials, such as sketches, photographs and/or 
fi lms, and other visual recordings, are created during observational time or when making 
fi eldnotes. De Rond ( 2012 , min. 4:21 ff.), for example, reports taking one photograph 
of the fi eld surgical team every 15 seconds or so, totalling over 1,000 photographs in the 
hospital alone, which he then used in interacting with team members to explore what was 
happening in a given moment of interaction and practice. Other methods include kinds 
of walk-alongs that social (human) geographers use to understand situational members’ 
views of the spaces they inhabit, literally or fi guratively (adding ‘footwork’ to the research 
phase taxonomy; Hall  2009 ). Researchers might accompany organizational members, 
learning their pathways and translating these into sketched maps or rendering them with 
computer graphics. This is a broader, ‘upscale’ technological version of the shadowing 
introduced by Wolcott ( 2003  [1973]), which is focused on a single individual and which 
can also be usefully ‘translated’ into visual renderings of paths traversed, persons encoun-
tered and acts engaged. 

   Third, researchers might solicit  member-generated materials , using ‘projective techniques’ in 
which members create their own representations of organizational life. These include 
giving members cameras, in what Wasson ( 2000 ) calls the ‘roving camera’ technique used 
for ‘desk tours’ and shadowing. Less ‘naturalistic’ and more interventionist, ‘photo elicita-
tion’ techniques in which members are asked to respond to visual stimuli introduced by the 
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researcher (a photograph, for instance), thereby generating data that the researcher can use 
in analysis (Harper  2002 ), might be appropriate in some research arenas or for some research 
questions.  

 •    Deskwork : Researchers might also fi nd various sorts of visual modes useful in analysing their 
data. Drawing maps, sketching interactions, or working up tables or other modes of graphic 
display can themselves trigger analytic insight (e.g. Pachirat  2011 ); some ethnographers use 
photographs to enable subsequent analysis.  

 •    Textwork : Researchers may usefully present data in visual form in their research texts, 
reproducing organization- or member-generated materials (assuming permissions have 
been obtained or that images are in the public domain) or their own analytic graphics 
(such as the two hand-drawn maps used by Manderson and Turner ( 2006 ) to document 
movement in a designated space). Especially for ethnographic and other word-based, inter-
pretive modes of analysis, which rest heavily on detailed descriptions of fi eld experiences 
that take up lots of page space, a picture or other graphic rendering truly can be ‘worth’ a 
thousand words: much can be conveyed in the condensed format of visual renderings. 
Their use in traditional book and journal dissemination is limited only by current publish-
ing technologies, and these are changing to keep up with multimedia techniques. Three 
things should be kept in mind in using such data displays. Design is crucial, requiring atten-
tion to more (and less) successful modes of rendering data (see Tufte  2001  [1983],  1990 , 
 1997 ), as well as to the ontological presuppositions implied by the design vocabulary of 
graphic displays (Drucker  2011 ), discussed above. Second, such displays do not stand on 
their own – they need captioning, and the text needs to explain the work they are doing for 
the author’s argument at that place in the manuscript. And third, their use entails ethical and 
legal issues, which space limitations preclude me from engaging. Suffi ce it to say, I am fully 
aware of the irony that a chapter on visual study has not a single image itself – in this case, 
due to permissions costs, as well as spatial limitations; but see also Van Veeren ( 2011 ) for 
another aspect of the ethical concerns.    

  Table 10.2  presents the four logics just discussed, with examples. I have not sought to 
encompass the full range of different visual modes and their analysis, each of which has its own 
semiotic and rhetorical vocabularies (on photography, e.g., see Becker  1998 ; Dougherty and 
Kunda  1990 ; on film, Iedema  2001 ; on painting, Morgan  2009 ; on built spaces, Yanow  2013b ; on 
tables and charts, Drucker  2011 ; Roam  2011 ; and other chapters and references in this volume), 
as well as writings specific to each methods genre, e.g. semiotics. I have also engaged only those 
visual materials produced by organizational members or researchers, excluding the broader range 
of socio-cultural materials that might be studied for what they say, through visual means, about 
widespread assumptions concerning work and organizations. 

 Although the treatment of research methods presented here might suggest that visual material 
must constitute the sole focus of a study, both methods and materials lend themselves to projects 
whose focus lies elsewhere. I would hope that such researchers might consider that the meanings 
central to their analyses may also be being conveyed through visual means. Analyses of visual 
materials can be interwoven with other sorts of data and theoretical questions (see, e.g., Goodsell 
 1988 ,  1993 ; Mitchell  1991 ,  2002 ; Pachirat  2011 ), and a researcher pursuing an interview- or 
document-based project – the ‘high data’ of most organizational analyses – might also ask him/
herself if visual elements – the ‘low data’ (Weldes  2013 ) – could also be worth exploring. For 
researchers accustomed to word-based studies who are not certain how to begin to contemplate 
the visual, a step taken by Forester ( 1999 ) might be helpful. Observing planners, whom he usu-
ally interviews, in action, he decided to stop listening for a moment and focus, instead, on what 
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they were doing (which was pointing to one spot on a map and then another). It is an exercise 
that might prove useful as a pathway into the topic.  14     

 Methodology redux: performing power, persuading of status 

 To link the methods discussion of the previous section back to methodological issues, I 
want to call attention to what might seem an unnecessarily articulated commonplace: that 
researchers cannot always bring back from the study setting the pre-existing artefacts – ‘found 
objects’ – whose visual properties and organizational implications, meaning(s) and/or signifi -
cance they wish to assess. Workplace artwork, offi ce decorations, built spaces, uniforms, and the 
like usually remain (or should)  in situ , with the exception of mass-produced items intended for 
distribution, such as annual reports, posters, and other such ‘organizational souvenirs’ intended 
to travel beyond the organization’s domain. What researchers commonly do bring back from 
the fi eld are self-generated reproductions of primary source materials, created for research 
purposes: photographs, video-recordings, sketches, diagrams and/or detailed, descriptive ‘word 
paintings’ – more commonly called fi eldnotes – of what they have seen and, perhaps, handled 
or used or touched. (They might also bring member-generated materials produced at the 
researcher’s request for research purposes, discussed previously. Smells – e.g. in researching the 
perfume industry – and tastes – in studies of cuisine – require other sorts of ‘recordings’; see, e.g., 
Endrissat and Noppeney  2013 ; Riach and Warren  2011 ; Gomez  et al .  2003 .) 

 Methodological consideration, then, also has to engage the notion that, whereas, in the field, 
researchers are observing, perhaps using, and interacting with originals, during deskwork and 
textwork phases, they are likely to be working with reproductions in various forms. Although 
both originals and reproductions can entail selectivity and composition in the framing of a shot 
or the making of a sketch, the researcher’s use of self-generated images of events, interactions, etc. 
may mask the ontological issues discussed above concerning the character of the reproduction, in 
the researcher’s eyes, as mirror or as interpretation of what it depicts. Methodological attention 
must, therefore, be paid, in advancing knowledge claims, to the assumed reality status of what 
those materials contain or (re)present. 

 This links to the hermeneutics of ownership and questions of power. Berger ( 1972 ) explores 
the ways in which issues of status and power played out, historically, in the commissioning 
and ownership of paintings, as well as in what was depicted in them.  15   From portraits backed 
by landscapes to paintings of galleries (e.g. Gainsborough’s  Mr. and Mrs. Andrews ; Panini’s  Picture 
Gallery of Cardinal Valenti Gonzaga ; Berger  1972 : 106, 86), canvases displayed their owner’s 
 possessions and, thereby, (relative) status and power. Adding another dimension to the creator–
‘text’–user triad, in intersecting with status, ownership and display, brings identity issues into 
the analytic domain. Cooper ( 1976 ) found this relationship in homes, which reminds us that 
the creator-designer and owner-inhabitant are not always identical. Berg and Kreiner ( 1990 ) 
explored these concerns in corporate headquarters, seeing not only their design and building 
materials but also the identity of the architect or firm selected to design them as symbolic of 
status and other power dimensions, linking to organizational identity and image. The reputation 
of the architect selected, in other words, has a halo effect, redounding on the occupant. Whether 
it works similarly for a successor occupant is an empirical question worthy of study. 

 Similar expressions of status and power are enacted through the acquisition and display of 
original artwork and its provenance (consider masterpieces and antiques), posters of renowned 
works of art (Yanow  1996 : 167, 172–173), and office furnishings (their design and materials, 
quality of execution, size and quantity, and the space they command; Becker and Steele  1995 ; 
Ciborra and Lanzara  1990 ; Doxtater  1990 ; Hatch  1990 ; Steele  1981 ). Organizational manuals 
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stipulating the precise dimensions and amounts of furnishing types by member rank render 
these relationships explicit. Dress also enacts such values (Pratt and Rafaeli  1997 ; Rafaeli 
 et al .  1997 ), as do programmes and services made available to prospective clients and customers 
(such as the ballet courses offered to the children of rurally located development towns in Israel 
so that, as one of the organization’s founders put it, ‘the youngsters of the poor have an equal 
opportunity to be exposed to today’s cultural activities as are the youngsters of the Tel Aviv 
residents’; Yanow  1996 : 181). 

 Depictions and other visual materials, then, have both performative and persuasive dimen-
sions, of which viewers tend to be more and less aware, depending on the genre. In the conflict 
between words and the visual data of deeds – between ‘do what I say’ and ‘do what I do’ – 
the power of the latter to compel belief in its greater truthfulness should not be ignored. We 
tend to consider pictures compelling in this way, but graphic displays can be equally persua-
sive, and even more subtly so, as we tend to miss the reality suppositions embedded in them 
(Drucker  2011 ). Because of visuals’ immediacy and our interpretive capacity to bypass their 
translation into words, which would tie language to reason, these power dimensions may be 
overlooked.   

 Concluding ‘observations’ 

 Despite its dominant logocentrism, manifested in interviewing, document analysis, and the 
written presentation and dissemination of research, organizational analysis includes a long 
tradition of observational, participatory and ethnographic research that has not only looked at 
what people do and listened to what they say about what they do, but has also closely observed 
what they do things  with , and  where  – objects, the physical artefacts of the material world, and 
their settings. Hermeneutics, phenomenology and other meaning-focused approaches – the 
interpretive dimensions of sense-making – treat artefacts as symbolic representations of what 
is meaningful to their creators and ‘users’, attending to similar and contested meanings. Visual 
analyses of things visual are not only a matter of aesthetic appreciation; the visual plays a key 
role in communicating other sorts of meaning. The idea that ‘sight’ (as with other observational 
modes) is always mediated by the fi gurative lens of prior knowledge and phenomenological 
experience lays the groundwork for a methodology for analytic sense-making of things studied 
visually, including relationships of status, power, powerlessness, and the like, which are expressed 
and conveyed in visual, and visible, form. 

 Constructivist-interpretivist research, in which the researcher is present, in both research 
and narrative, to one degree or another, might be analogized to the drip canvases of Jackson 
Pollock, which retain traces of the artist’s motions in time and space (Hatch and Yanow  2008 ). 
This analogy itself suggests that the movement arts might provide a source of insight for the 
visual study of visual materials. Ballet and text-based drama work with fixed ‘scores’ – written 
music plus Labanotation; the play script – by contrast with a more free-form dance and impro-
visational theatre (as well as Renaissance music and some forms of jazz), which have little or no 
written plan of action or record. Organizations’ visual materials – photographs, films, paintings, 
cartoons, built spaces, and so on – present the researcher with a fixed ‘score’, but our challenge 
is to work out the ‘notations’ specific to each genre such that we can understand the types 
of meaning these various elements can embody and convey, in the context of the polysemic 
character of their organizational manifestations. 

 To conclude, then, on an ontological-epistemological note: can we study visual materi-
als without reifying or essentializing their meanings? We have rejected the notion that words 
transparently designate what they represent. Let us not lose sight ( sic ) of the fact that images 
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are no more transparent than words! In thinking about multiple meanings from a constructiv-
ist ontological position, the point is clear: meaning does not reside in the object itself, but is 
created – constructed, if you will – intersubjectively, through use and reuse. Organizational 
meanings are not independent of this process. An object may exist independent of its analysis – 
the sherd lying buried under 2,000 years of rubble – but its human, social – indeed, organiza-
tional – significance is called into being as evidentiary material for a study only once the research 
question is shaped and put into play in the research. Moreover, although interviews and docu-
ments also ‘reproduce’ and frame individuals’ views of organizational matters, there is something 
in the verisimilitude of photographs, videos, and even drawings and sketches and in the relative 
immediacy with which we grasp their meanings that can lead a researcher to forget that these, 
too, are framing devices: interpretations from a particular point of view, which highlight and 
occlude at the same time. Even when intending to render a ‘faithful’ account of their observa-
tions (Yanow and Schwartz-Shea  2013 : 438), researchers can develop blind spots concerning the 
interpreted character of visual ‘found objects’. Keeping Burke’s pentad in mind can help fore-
ground the artefactual – created and interpreted – character of visual materials. 

 Finally, I hope that the renewed attention to visual studies of visual materials will not commit 
the counter-sin to what it corrects. Things visual do not have lives independent of other senses, 
other acts, other language. Whereas breaking out of our logocentrism is a welcome move, we 
should be admitting all of our sense observations into the realm of scientific enquiry. Meaning-
making and its communication are multi-modal; and we would not be advancing our research 
processes in isolating and privileging the visual while ignoring its concomitant modalities. I hope 
we can add visual materials and methods to our analytic repertoire without losing the others.   
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  Notes  

  1      For some exceptions, see, e.g., Gagliardi (1990b); Kunter and Bell ( 2006 ); Rafaeli and Pratt ( 2006 ); 
Warren ( 2008 ). This point has also recently hit the popular management literature (see Roam  2011 ). 
The ignoring of visual materials is paralleled in the ignoring of spatial evidence, which might be consid-
ered a subfi eld of the broader category of visual materials; see Bell and Davison ( 2013 ) for a discussion 
of the point in general; and Yanow ( 2010 ) for its manifestation in spatial studies.  

  2      For exceptions, see, e.g., Iedema  et al . ( 2010 ); Kenis  et al . ( 2010 ); Wasserman and Frenkel ( 2011 ); 
Weir ( 2010 ); Yanow ( 1998 ) on spatial design; Berg and Kreiner ( 1990 ); van Marrewijk ( 2010 ); 
Yanow ( 1993 ) on building materials; Hatch ( 1990 ) and Panayiotou and Kafi ris ( 2010 ) on furnishings 
and decor.  

  3      On Dr Gilbreth’s contributions, see Krenn ( 2011 ). It is also worth looking at the fi lms of documentar-
ian Frederick Wiseman, many of which are, in effect, organizational and/or workplace or work prac-
tice studies (e.g.  Titicut Follies ,  High School ,  Hospital ,  The Store ,  Boxing Gym ; see Grant  1992 ).  

  4      For an interesting discussion of this ‘ocularcentrism’, see Kavanagh ( 2004 ).  
  5      As I say, for heuristic purposes. In research practice, the three are not as distinct as this typology might 

suggest; indeed, analysis often begins even before the researcher has entered the fi eld, and it continues 
during fi eldwork engagements and on through textwork. Van Maanen ( 2011 ) has recently added 
‘headwork’ to fi eldwork and textwork, which positions deskwork in a broader locational setting and, 
perhaps, scope. Wilkinson ( 2013 ) contributes ‘legwork’, in reference to the preparatory phase(s) during 
which desired fi eld research is set up. And then there is ‘footwork’ (Hall  2009 ).  



Methodological ways of seeing and knowing

183

   6      ‘Sometimes words written in a painting designate specifi c things, and images vague things; or, just as 
well, the opposite’ (author’s translation). Much of Magritte’s work toys with the tension between 
image, language and representation, including the well-known ‘This is not a pipe’ (or  Ceci n’est pas une 
pipe ) canvases, ‘This is not an apple’ ( Ceci n’est pas une pomme ), and ‘This is a piece of cheese’. See also 
Foucault’s discussion ( 1983 ) of Magritte’s work.  

   7      That is, ‘subjective’ is an epistemologically descriptive term, referencing meaning to a specifi c subject, 
not the pejorative one often invoked to criticize fi eld and other qualitative or interpretive research 
for lacking in ‘rigour’. Drucker ( 2011 : 24) draws the distinction between observer-independent (objec-
tive) and observer-codependent (subjective) phenomena. For an intriguing argument that holds the 
primacy of sight (or visual metaphors) responsible for Enlightenment (seventeenth- to eighteenth-
century) ideas about the possibility of objectivity, see Kavanagh ( 2004 : 446–449). For more on the 
epistemological meanings of ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’, see Yanow (2013a).  

   8      And she shows graphic displays incorporating ambiguity and instability – ‘expressive metrics and 
graphics’ that ‘reinsert the subjective standpoint of their creation’ (Drucker  2011 : 14, 20).  

   9      These included post-structuralist and Lacanian views. As Kirstie McClure (personal correspondence, 
21–22 February 2012) notes, the debate over intentionality versus context also marks theories of intel-
lectual history or the history of ideas.  

  10      This formulation parallels an older, realist-objectivist view of communication, with senders, signals, 
channels and receivers, and mis-communication attributable to ‘noise’ in the system (for an interpretive 
critique, see Putnam and Pacanowsky  1983 ).  

  11      Which is where researcher-as-human-proxy for organizational members and others comes in.  
  12      E.g. Roam ( 2012 ) identifi es six building blocks of data representation, analogous to parts of speech: 

charts (adjectives of number); fl ow charts; timelines (tense: past, present, future); portraits (nouns: who, 
what); Venn diagrams; and maps (prepositions: position of objects in space).  

  13      Kavanagh, quoting Arendt, attributes to Bergson the understanding that the body is ‘the primary site 
of lived action’ (2004: 454). Van Maanen ( 1996 ) makes a similar point with respect to ethnography in 
general.  

  14      I am indebted to Merlijn van Hulst (personal communication, 26 July 2012) for this example and point.  
  15      See also Christian ( 1997 ) on links between managing and paintings.   
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Navigating the scattered 
and fragmented 

 Visual rhetoric, visual studies, 
and visual communication    

    Kelly Norris   Martin      

 Because of the attention devoted to the visual from a wide variety of disciplines, many of which 
use different approaches and techniques, visual research is often considered a place of turbu-
lence and incoherence. As Smith  et al.  write, the fi eld of visual communication ‘is scattered 
and fragmented’ (2005: xi). The term ‘indiscipline,’ proposed by Mitchell ( 1995 ) to describe 
inter-, cross-, and transdisciplinary work that is at the ‘inner and outer boundaries of disci-
plines,’ is therefore an accurate description of the visual research fi eld. Although well-established 
disciplines such as art history, design history, and visual anthropology have established theo-
retical canons and methods, they too have entered conversations about the growth of visual 
research. 

 The purpose of this chapter is to provide a general understanding of three main analytical 
approaches to visual research. Though it focuses primarily on literature from visual communi-
cation and rhetoric, the types of approaches identified may have relevance to other fields that 
study the visual. A recent meta-study of visual research in communication studies found three 
prevalent approaches to the visual: 

 Studies that take a primarily rhetorical approach consider images and designs key occasions 
of persuasion[;] … studies that take primarily a semantic approach consider the visual as text 
in much the way that linguists look at language[;] … [and] studies that take primarily a 
pragmatic approach consider the visual a practice. 

 (Barnhurst  et al.   2004 : 629–630)   

 Research that takes a primarily ‘rhetorical approach’ could evidently be classifi ed as visual rheto-
ric studies; research that takes a primarily ‘semantic approach’ (‘toward an internal logic of the 
visual’ and including  anything  visual) could be classifi ed as simply visual studies; and research that 
takes a pragmatic approach could be classifi ed as empirical visual communication. 

 In this chapter, I discuss these three primary approaches to visual research. Each of them 
offers a distinct theoretical perspective and asks particular kinds of questions that, in turn, should 
determine the methodological choices of the researcher. Some would argue that the distinctions 
between them amount to academic bickering and turf wars, and, in some sense, these critics 
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are correct. Much of the scholarship these approaches produce draws on common theorists and 
theories, and uses similar techniques, but there are slight differences – especially in regard to 
their history and treatment of the visual – that are important to acknowledge. For an illustration 
of these similarities and differences, see  Figure 11.1 .  

 In addition to outlining these three approaches and their corresponding methodological 
techniques, the chapter also reviews similarities and differences between them. Definitions of 
each of the three approaches and criticisms made of them are provided in  Figure 11.2 .  

interdisciplinary

both an art and a
practice

does not place
great importance on

aesthetics

investigates
questions of power

and consumption

visual comm

concerned with
anything visual

background
influenced by visual

anthropology and
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empirical and
sometimes

generative study

problem-oriented

examines
visual pleasure,

surveillance,
privacy

examines
identification and/

or how a piece can
move an audience

based on ancient
rhetorical concepts

visual studiesvisual rhetoric

almost always sometimes rarely

 Figure 11.1   Comparison of three visual approaches         
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visual studiesvisual rhetoric visual comm
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their analyses of 
rhetorical strategies 
against other findings 
using different 
strategies
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examines society’s
access to images and
their entanglements
in systems of meaning
and power – “regards
the visual image as the
focal point in the
processes through
which meaning is 
made in a cultural 
context” (Dikovitskaya)

• some analyses need 
deeper theoretical 
and methodological 
innovation

• should be denser 
with existing 
visual theories and 
strategies

• scattered subjects 
and untheorized 
choices of methods 
make it fairly simple 
to generate texts 
and unrewarding to 
compare one study 
to another

• should be more 
attentive to 
neighboring and 
distant disciplines 
and less predictable 
in its politics

• people may 
experience a type 
of looking that 
is different from 
voyeurism, fetishism 
and narcissism

“an expanding subfield
of communication
science that uses 
social scientific 
methods to explain the 
production, distribution 
and reception 
processes, but also 
the meanings of mass-
mediated visuals in 
contemporary social, 
cultural, economic, 
and political contexts” 
(Müller)

• simply presents
findings applicable 
to a specific group 
at a given time 
and even the more 
generalizable findings 
remain narrow in 
scope

• there is the potential 
for critique but do 
not often arrive 
at philosophical, 
inventive, or artistic 
insight

• rhetorical issues 
of framing and 
context would 
likely be valuable 
considerations

• researcher may 
associate frequency 
of content with 
significance of 
content and also 
may use content 
categories without 
relating them 
to a theoretical 
perspective
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 Figure 11.2   Definitions and criticisms         
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 I continue the chapter by investigating the key concepts and theories associated with the 
three approaches, including their methods and disciplinary origins and linkages.  

 Visual rhetoric  

 Key concepts and theoretical assumptions 

 When referring to visual rhetoric, scholars use one of two common defi nitions. The meaning 
of one refers to the visual impact of the object itself. An example of how someone would write 
about visual rhetoric in this manner would be: ‘the visual rhetoric of the political poster (or the 
advertisement, or whatever indicated visual artifact) helped constitute the incendiary nature of 
the organization.’ The second refers to an approach rhetorical scholars have adopted to analyze 
the visual. An example of how it might appear in this manner would be: ‘Gallagher ( 2004 ) used 
expertise in visual rhetoric to analyze the Civil War memorial.’ Ott and Dickinson advance a 
short list of principles about which scholars of visual rhetoric agree: 

 Visual rhetoric is a meaningful set of visible signs and therefore a mode of communica-
tion … 2) Visual rhetoric is rooted in looking, seeing, and visualizing and is fundamentally 
an optical process … (although process is registered viscerally by the body as well as sym-
bolically by the mind) … 3) Forms of visual rhetoric are human constructions. 

 (2009: 392)   

 Furthermore, visual rhetoric (as an approach for analyzing the visual) – which may also involve 
elements of semiotics, visual semantics, visual argument, and visual logic – explores the connec-
tion between refl ection and interpretation, historically situated ideas, and practices of design. 
It considers images as rational expressions of cultural meaning and examines the relationship 
between images and text. It also assumes human beings are not passive recipients of messages but 
are active participants in shaping meaning. This is partly why visual rhetoric researchers do not 
assume function is synonymous with purpose. Therefore, they seek to discover how an image 
operates for its viewers instead of what was intended by the creator. Sometimes researchers of 
visual rhetoric self-identify as ‘critics’ because they believe the humanity of the critic is ‘necessar-
ily inherent’ in the work (Sloan  et al . 1971: 223), meaning that, because humans are not mechani-
cal or electronic machines, there will always be a contextual infl uence in a study. The term ‘critic’ 
presents the researcher as an expert in the fi eld but one who openly shares a critical viewpoint 
that naturally includes certain theoretical and social histories and perspectives. 

 Visual rhetoric involves persuasion, invention, and interpretation. Visual artifacts or images 
move an audience to action, awareness, or to certain values, but, through interpretive writing, 
the visual rhetoric critic may also persuade or enlighten his/her audience in regard to under-
standing the impact of the visual artifacts. It is suggested that rhetorical critics (as well as visual 
studies critics) have the power to advance stability or change based on their ability to provide a 
historical backdrop and social context. 

 Rhetorical critics also analyze visuals of the everyday. Once the field of rhetoric expanded 
to include other purviews, such as art and science (in addition to literature and speech), it also 
began to look at visuals encountered through mundane daily activities. In his analysis of the 
visual environment of Starbucks, Dickinson ( 2002 ) analyzed a Starbucks coffee shop by looking 
at the use of ‘natural’ colors, shapes, and materials. His goal was to determine how the visual 
and spatial elements of a coffee shop’s interior make it a compelling place to visit. He found 
that the visual elements of the coffee’s production and the interior design of the coffee house 
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promote a sense of stabilized, localized authenticity. His argument was that Starbucks purposely 
draws on natural colors and materials in order to address society’s growing dissatisfaction with 
mass production and feeling of up-rootedness to any particular geographical location. Because 
of Starbucks’ consistency in their design elements throughout most of their stores, Dickinson’s 
in-depth rhetorical analysis shows how material rhetoric can both constrain and enable interac-
tions with our daily spaces.   

 Methodology 

 When rhetoric scholars met at the Speech Communication Association’s Wingspread 
Conference in 1970  1   to reexamine how rhetorical criticism should be identifi ed and to deter-
mine top priorities for the fi eld, methodology was described as encompassing two poles: the 
‘critic-artist’ and the ‘critic-scientist’ (Sloan  et al .  1971 ). Visual rhetoric also incorporates these 
two poles methodologically. The rhetorical critic does not simply observe and report but takes 
his/her analysis a step further to illuminate contemporary rhetorical interactions. Although the 
concept of agency has lost momentum in the postmodern era,  2   it is traditionally an important 
notion for rhetorical critics because rhetorical criticism is both an art and a practice. Not only 
do critics espouse their agency within the interpretation and invention of their own writing,  3   
but also they often make an effort to offer insights into how the visual artifact(s) may shed light 
on themes and possibilities that enhance agency in others. 

 Visual rhetoric critics will ask: how does this artifact move an audience to action? How does 
it teach? How does it exhibit certain values?  4   They also have the opportunity to evaluate an 
image, to assess whether it ‘accomplishes the functions suggested by the image itself  ’ (Foss  2004 ). 
Here, the critic would ask questions such as: What does it do? Is the image congruent with a 
particular ethical system? Does the image offer emancipatory options or improve the ‘quality of 
the rhetorical environment?’ (Foss  2005 : 147). Instead of placing importance on the aesthetics of 
the visual, rhetorical critics examine how a piece can move an audience or how an audience may 
identify with a piece. They do not simply address their appreciation of the beautiful but inquire 
about the function of a visual artifact. 

 Olson  et al.  ( 2008 ) provide a useful review of some of the most common conceptual resources 
available to critics through the rhetorical tradition. These concepts, described as ‘resources for 
analyzing and understanding symbolic acts of persuasion in context’ (2008: 8), include visual 
argument, enthymeme, topoi, common rhetoric devices such as depiction and metaphor and 
Burke’s notions of the tragic and comic frames, psychology of form, identification and repre-
sentative anecdote. So, an organization, for example, might ask what kind of argument their 
website makes visually. Or what kind of messages does the visual environment of the workspace 
send to employees and clients? More recent concepts include ideograph, image event, rhetorical 
circulation, and iconic photograph. Olson  et al . ( 2008 ) point out that critics of visual rhetoric 
also draw on transdisciplinary thinkers – who are also closely associated with visual culture/
visual studies (see following section). 

 A familiar question posed to rhetorical researchers from scholars using other approaches is: 
why use rhetorical criticism to get at meanings of messages rather than just asking people what 
they think (by using a survey or interview)? One reason is that meaning is complex. A researcher 
might ask someone what he/she understood from a message multiple times and get a differ-
ent answer every time. In addition, a researcher cannot rely on the intention of the message’s 
creator because this is not the same message as may be interpreted by an audience. Another 
possible reason – though some scholars disagree with this argument – is that people may not 
be able to fully articulate meanings or articulate the meaning in enough detail or complexity. 
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Just as artists have the ability to capture our deepest sense of emotion, wellbeing, or fear into a 
piece of artwork, a rhetorical critic may offer an analysis that takes an audience to a deeper sense 
of meaning. The rhetorical critic also tries to articulate a message in ways that others may not 
have considered before, thereby illuminating alternative meanings.   

 Limitations 

 One of the most frequent criticisms of visual rhetoric is that critics do not know how to produce 
the visual artifacts they study. Most critics of visual rhetoric do not teach students how to pro-
duce visual texts such as photography, fi lmmaking, design, etc. Hence, critics do not produce 
visual texts but only know how to act as ‘a consumer, an agent by proxy at best’ (Benson  2008 ). 
What more can rhetorical critics offer than an art historian or designer who has had extensive 
training with the visual? One way rhetorical scholars address this question is to say that evalu-
ating an image according to rhetorical standards is different from aesthetic standards. Where 
designers or art historians are concerned with the aesthetic merits of a visual piece, rhetorical 
critics are concerned with the infl uence of image and the ‘way images are constructed to affect 
such infl uence’ (Foss  1994 : 214). 

 Another criticism of visual rhetoric researchers comes from scholars of a social scientific 
visual communication approach. These scholars suggest that visual rhetoric scholars do not test 
their analyses of rhetorical strategies. For the past couple of decades, the rhetoric scholar Leah 
Ceccarelli has been urging critics to use what she calls ‘reception studies’ to test analyses against 
actual audience responses. Similarly, from a visual communication approach background, 
Kenney and Scott call for critics to learn how people identify with an image ‘at the time’ (2003: 
49) by conducting ethnographies of symbolic action like Geertz or Baxandall. Otherwise, they 
write, rhetorical critics are accused of articulating conscious and unconscious intentions and 
interpretations of an audience based only on personal inferences and insights. Obviously, as 
with much qualitative research, rhetoric is constrained in regard to generalizability at the level 
of each individual study but the opportunity rhetoric affords is based on the generalizability of 
the theoretical ideas it promotes. 

 Scholars from visual studies and visual communication approaches also believe that visual 
rhetoric critics should try to support their analyses by using findings from other areas of research 
such as cognitive studies or neuroscience. The implication here is that the field of rhetoric some-
times becomes too specialized and loses its generalizable significance. The claim, as explained 
by McKeon ( 1987 ), is that, by supporting rhetorical analyses with evidence from other areas 
of research, visual rhetoric critics could possibly make firmer conclusions and ‘discover intel-
ligible patterns’ (Buchanan  2001 ). Although supporting findings from other research disciplines 
may very well be helpful, if rhetorical critics arrive at interesting and helpful findings through 
rigorous interrogation of a visual artifact without any kind of supporting data from an outside 
discipline, this does not indicate that the rhetorical analysis cannot offer something relevant of 
its own merit. Researchers using a non-rhetoric approach will sometimes cite findings from a 
rhetorical analysis because they offer insights not addressed using other approaches (and vice 
versa). For instance, Kjærgaard ( 2010 ) in her content analysis study of nanotechnology in a 
Danish newspaper cites Faber’s ( 2006 ) article on the rhetoric of nanoscience, even though this 
study does not support all conclusions with evidence from other areas of research. 

 Furthermore, and perhaps the strongest argument for a rhetorical approach, is that the 
concepts and criteria used in oral and written rhetoric are based on approaches grounded in 
‘making,’ that is, in observing and theorizing effective practice and instructing students to pro-
duce rhetorical artifacts. These ancient rhetorical concepts and criteria have been tested for 
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effectiveness since at least the fifth century  bce  and are still primary concepts taught to students 
in writing and public speaking courses today. Even the visual was addressed in the ancient 
rhetorical concept of  enargiea  (vividness and energy), where speakers were encouraged to create 
a vivid image of their topic or to bring it before the eyes of their audience.    

 Visual studies  

 Key concepts and theoretical assumptions 

 Interdisciplinary visual scholarship, often referred to as ‘visual studies’ or ‘visual culture,’ exam-
ines society’s access to images and their entanglements in systems of meaning and power. 
According to the California College of the Arts Visual Studies bachelor degree program, visual 
studies scholars ask such questions as: ‘How do images work to support political regimes, reli-
gious systems, or institutions? How do they assist in the consumption of goods? To what extent 
do they condition our understanding of people, races and ethnicities, gender and sexual orienta-
tion, abilities and disabilities?’  5   

 Depending on the context, the terms ‘visual studies’ and ‘visual culture’ are either carefully 
distinguished or indifferently conflated. For instance, Dikovitskaya defines visual studies as: 

 Visual culture, also known as visual studies, is a new field for the study of the cultural con-
struction of the visual in arts, media, and everyday life. It is a research area and a curricular 
initiative that regards the visual image as the focal point in the processes through which 
meaning is made in a cultural context. 

 (2006: 1)   

 Elkins ( 2003 ), on the other hand, suggests that the terms cultural studies, visual culture, and visual 
studies have vague but signifi cant differences. Although arguments are made that the history 
of visual studies dates back hundreds of years, most assign the term visual culture to art histo-
rian Michael Baxandall, who is considered one of the founders of visual studies. Visual studies 
emerged as a fi eld of study 20 years after the publication of Baxandall’s  1972  book  Painting and 
Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy . His take on visual research was characterized by a funda-
mentally postmodernist point of view, a perspective taken up by many visual studies researchers. 
Baxandall argued that art historians should look at art through the experiences of viewers in the 
period. He urged artists to stop trying to control viewers’ reactions and stop treating the exhibi-
tion as a static entity (Baxandall  1991 : 40). Instead of writing about art from a viewpoint of con-
noisseurship, Baxandall studied artwork drawing from a variety of sources including the writing 
of ancient orators and mathematical manuals. 

 Today, cultural studies is defined as ‘the search to understand the relationships of cultural 
production, consumption, belief and meaning, to social processes and institutions’ (Lister and 
Wells  2001 : 61). Along with Raymond Williams and Richard Hoggart, Stuart Hall is considered 
one of the founding figures of British cultural studies. One of Hall’s ( 1997 ) main concerns is 
with the concept of representation. He makes the argument that, because culture is about shared 
meanings, and meanings can only be shared through our common access to language, language, 
as a representational system, constructs meanings. Studies of visual culture hold many of the 
same principles as cultural studies except that studies of visual culture argue for the centrality of 
vision (as opposed to a focus on language in the written and spoken sense) in everyday experi-
ence. Furthermore, visual cultural studies is not considered a sub-division of cultural studies but 
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a new method of analysis for the visual field. Visual culture is younger than cultural studies by 
several decades. With the late twentieth-century explosion of imaging and visualizing technolo-
gies (digitization, satellite imaging, new forms of medical imaging, virtual reality, etc.), it is sug-
gested that ‘everyday life has become “visual culture”’ (Lister and Wells  2001 : 61). Visual culture 
also refers to the values and identities that are visually constructed and communicated by a 
particular culture and ‘to the enormous variety of visible two- and three-dimensional things that 
human beings produce and consume as part of their cultural and social lives’ (Barnard  2001 : 2). 
For instance, photographs, advertisements, and television programming are the first things that 
come to mind for many people when they think of visual data but this can also include objects 
and buildings, not just images.   

 Methods 

 Because visual studies researchers investigate questions of power and consumption, much of 
their research examines the concept of visual pleasure. Visual pleasure has been discussed in 
connection with power issues because scholars (especially fi lm scholars) have argued that con-
ventions of popular media are structured according to someone’s viewing pleasure (most often 
male), where the camera (or tool that creates the image) disempowers those before its gaze (who 
are the subject of the image). Researchers of visual pleasure discuss concepts such as scopophilia 
and the gaze to elucidate various types of visual pleasure such as voyeurism, fetishism, and nar-
cissism. Subjects of visual pleasure, the person or persons being viewed, essentially hand over 
control to the spectator whose work is ‘one of prolonged observation, performed at the margins 
of a particular activity or event’ (Azoulay  2005 : 44). This control, or more specifi cally the gaze, 
is historically connected to the power of the male in society with the ‘acknowledgement that 
much imagery is produced by men for men’ (Schroeder  2002 : 10). 

 Investigating the relationships of cultural production, consumption, belief, and meaning to 
social processes and institutions as they are exhibited visually also reveals issues of surveillance, 
privacy, and use of space (Emmison and Smith  2000 : ix). In general, visual studies, as com-
pared to cultural studies, owes less to Marxist theory and devotes more attention to Barthes, 
Baudrillard, Foucault, Lacan, and Benjamin. Therefore, visual studies is distanced from analyses 
that might lead to social action and more closely connected to culturally oriented sociological 
analyses and in particular what is seen. 

 The age of reproduction is also especially important for visual studies theorists because, as 
the image travels to the spectator, the meaning of images is permanently changed. Continuous 
reproduction results in images that are ‘ephemeral, ubiquitous, insubstantial, available, value-
less, and free’ (Berger  1972 : 32). Most visual studies researchers mark this era, where the image 
changes status, at the invention of photography. However, today, visual studies scholars must 
consider another era where spectators, and not just the experts, commonly produce images 
using digital software and online dissemination. 

 It is difficult to describe specifically the types of methods used by visual studies researchers. 
According to the journal  Visual Studies , visual studies promotes ‘acceptance and understanding 
of a wide range of methods, approaches, and paradigms that constitute image-based research.’ It 
also states that visual studies is committed to promoting ‘an interest in developing visual research 
methodology in all its various forms’ and encourages ‘research that employs a mixture of visual 
methods and analytical approaches within one study.’  6   However, it is safe to say that there is a 
critical interpretive component to any visual studies research, no matter what mixture of meth-
ods and analytical approaches is used in the study.   



Kelly Norris Martin

196

 Limitations 

 One of the most thorough and comprehensive discussions of the current state of visual studies 
is Elkins’  2003  book,  Visual Studies: A Skeptical Introduction . Elkins claims that visual studies is ‘too 
easy’ and that ‘[the] scattered subjects and untheorized choices of methods make it fairly simple 
to generate texts and unrewarding to compare one study to another’ (2003: 63). He proposes that 
visual studies needs to create texts of more lasting interest by balancing the innovative subject 
matter with strong theoretical and methodological innovation. 

 The three components of Elkins’ arguments – that visual studies should be (1) ‘Denser with 
theories and strategies,’ (2) ‘Warier of existing visual theories and more attentive to neighboring 
and distant disciplines,’ and (3) ‘less predictable in its politics’ (ibid.: 65)  7   – are closely related 
and probably the harshest of his criticisms. However, many visual studies scholars argue that the 
field  does , in fact, draw from dense theories and strategies. For example, one major resource for 
the canon of visual studies theory is Mirzoeff ’s  The Visual Culture Reader  ( 1998 ,  2002 ,  2012 ), 
a collection of essays that include works by Althusser, Balsamo, Barthes, Baudrillard, Debord, 
Descartes, Dubois, Lacan, Manovich, and many other writers. This thick collection of essays 
from well-respected authors (although Mirzoeff says it is impossible to represent the ‘polymor-
phous field that visual culture is becoming’ (2002: 21)) seems to indicate that visual studies does 
have its own set of theorists to draw from. 

 Communication scholars have also begun to question some of the assumptions made by 
visual studies scholars regarding power relationships. Finnegan ( 2006 ), a rhetorical critic from 
the discipline of communication, writes that there are three potential ways to frame ‘com-
munication as vision’ – surveillance, spectacle and analogy. In her essay she argues that framing 
vision as surveillance is problematic because the dialectic of power relationships (e.g. ‘the gaze’ 
and someone being ‘watched’) impedes researchers’ abilities to imagine relationships in differ-
ent ways and ‘blinds us to other interpretations’ (2006: 62). Her problem with the notion of the 
spectacle (Debord’s term for a ‘social relationship between people that is mediated by images’ 
(Debord 2000: 12)) is that audiences are passive viewers that absorb but do not engage. The 
spectacle turns attention away from materiality. Both visual studies concepts, surveillance and the 
spectacle, fall into the trap of iconophobia where vision is a dangerous one-way street. Instead, 
Finnegan argues that visual researchers should frame communication as vision through analogy, 
‘a perceptual process tied directly to how humans come to know and learn. It recognizes dif-
ference and attempts creatively to negotiate it by juxtaposing it with points of connection and 
similarity’ (ibid.: 63). 

 An alternative to this could be a notion of visual wellbeing as described by Gallagher  et al. : 
a ‘state of feeling healthy, happy and content, of sensing vitality and prosperity, recognized pre-
cisely in one’s experience of objects through the visual sense’ (2011: 30). People may experience 
a type of looking that is different from the kinds of pleasures related to voyeurism, fetishism, 
and narcissism. They may experience visual pleasure that ‘sustains them, that involves inter-
subjectivity and conscious experience’ (ibid.: 30). 

 This commitment to a group of postmodern theorists inevitably results in visual studies 
analyses appearing predictable. Elkins notes, in his controversial  Skeptical Introduction  (2003), that 
an uncritical devotion to certain theoretical concepts makes the writing of the visual studies 
scholars predictable and uninteresting. However, the problem may not be that visual studies 
needs to move beyond its postmodern perspective but that it stops at a predictable conclu-
sion without asking as Elkins puts it ‘what distance from capitalist practices is optimal’ (ibid.: 
71). In other words, visual studies analyses are predictable because, like their contributions to 
theory, their insights do not go far enough. Visual studies does have great potential, but that is 
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largely due to its openness to interdisciplinarity. As Finnegan points out, one of the strongest 
aspects of visual cultural studies is its focus on culture ‘recognizes the ways that visuality frames 
our experience of the world’ (2004: 244). Finnegan follows her assertion with a quote from 
W.J.T. Mitchell about visual culture: ‘vision is a mode of cultural expression and human com-
munication as fundamental and widespread as language’ (Mitchell  1994 : 540).    

 Visual communication  

 Key concepts and theoretical assumptions 

 Reviewing the literature, it becomes apparent that visual studies strongly infl uences and overlaps 
with visual communication research. However, visual studies research is not identical to visual 
communication. Visual studies and visual rhetoric perspectives are sometimes criticized for not 
using an entirely positivist or quantitative perspective as conceived by visual communication 
scholars. Critics argue that the material chosen for visual studies analyses appears to be selected 
to suit the analysis instead of illustrating a representative sample (Banks  2008 ). Visual commu-
nication scholars, on the other hand, conduct studies informed by a positivist perspective. The 
phrase ‘visual communication’ generally refers to the empirical and sometimes generative study 
of photography, television, fi lm, advertising, drawing, illustration, etc. The purpose of these stud-
ies is to enable understanding of the creation, presentation, preservation, and support of media 
works as well as the effects and reception of audiences. Based on her understanding of visual 
communication as a problem-oriented approach, Müller offers this defi nition: 

 Visual communication can be described as an expanding subfield of communication science 
that uses social scientific methods to explain the production, distribution and reception 
processes, but also the meanings of mass-mediated visuals in contemporary social, cultural, 
economic, and political contexts. Following an empirical, social scientific tradition that 
is based on a multidisciplinary background, visual communication research is problem-
oriented, critical in its method, and pedagogical intentions, and aimed at understanding and 
explaining current visual phenomena and their implications for the immediate future. 

 (2007: 24)     

 Methods 

 Because of this social scientifi c infl uence, research methods in visual communication are more 
empirical in design than in visual rhetoric or visual studies.  8   They use both qualitative and quan-
titative methods to ‘explore the actual structuring, functioning and effects of visual phenomena 
in complex social, economic, political and cultural contexts’ (Müller  2007 : 19). The variety of 
contributing disciplines also results in the use of a variety of empirical methods – interviews, 
experiments, surveys, content analysis, diaries, visual ethnography, focus groups, visual-spatial 
intelligence tests, case studies, etc.   

 Limitations 

 With all of these research method options, scholars may ask what the specifi c methodologi-
cal contribution of visual communication actually is. One of the most common methods used 
by visual communication researchers is content analysis. Most often viewed as a sophisticated 
method within communication science, content analysis is problematic in relation to images 
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because of the diffi culty of standardization. Visuals are not as easy to read because we do not have 
a dictionary or a grammar to apply to them as we do with written languages. Visual communica-
tion scholars sometimes use variations of traditional content analysis and employ interpretive and 
reception-based content analysis. According to Ahuvia, reception-based content analysis allows 
researchers ‘to quantify how different audiences will understand text’ (2001: 139) and, in inter-
pretive content analysis, ‘researchers go beyond quantifying the most straightforward denotative 
elements in a text’ (ibid.: 139). With these two methods, the belief exists that readers’ understand-
ing of the artifact should be used as the basis for coding. The potential disadvantages to using 
content analysis with images (or using content analysis for any medium) are that the researcher 
may associate frequency of content with signifi cance of content and also may use content cat-
egories without relating them to a theoretical perspective (Kenney  2009 ). 

 However, social semiotics theorists Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen and cognitive 
psychologist Donald Norman argue that content analysis is not more difficult using images 
instead of text because society does, in fact, utilize a grammar of visuals. Even with the over-
whelming shifts in technology and globalization, the idea is to search out a framework in which 
scholars and practitioners may create, organize and analyze visuals according to an established 
grammar. Although postmodernists react negatively to the idea of a universal way of describ-
ing visual forms and their universal significance, there may be some fundamental strategies 
for reading images, as is also suggested by the concept of visual literacy, where audiences are able 
to ‘read’ or successfully understand the intended meaning of an image. Form may be influenced 
by such quantifiable sciences as ergonomics or economics, but in the final analysis design choices 
are made to satisfy conscious and subconscious desires (Heller  2004 ). 

 Another criticism of visual communication, noted by scholars committed to a visual rheto-
ric approach, is the amount of attention the social sciences and visual communication scholars 
devote to issues of rhetoric. As Simon points out,  

 Broadly speaking, virtually all scholarly discourse is rhetorical in the sense that issues need 
to be named and framed, facts interpreted and conclusions justified; furthermore, in adapt-
ing arguments to ends, audience, and circumstances, the writer (or speaker) must adopt a 
persona, choose a style, and make judicious use of what Kenneth Burke has called the 
‘resources of ambiguity’ in language. 

 (1990: 9)  

 This statement applies to visual communication scholarship because, just as a writer or speaker 
must ‘adopt a persona’ and ‘choose a style,’  9   so does the creator of a visual image. Artists, photo-
journalists, designers, etc. are often identifi ed by their style and this is created by certain choices 
the visual author has enacted. Therefore, when conducting a visual communication study, rhe-
torical issues of framing and context are likely to be important considerations. 

 In addition to these observations, scholars of visual rhetoric and visual studies approaches 
sometimes criticize visual communication studies for not arriving at philosophical, inventive, 
or artistic insight. They argue that the studies appear limited in that they simply present find-
ings applicable to a specific group at a given time and even more generalizable findings remain 
narrow in scope (Hill  2004 ; Scott  1994 ). However, almost all visual communication scholars 
approach their research post-positivistically recognizing that discretionary judgment is unavoid-
able in their research and that ‘proving causality with certainty in explaining social phenom-
ena is problematic, that knowledge is inherently embedded in historically specific paradigms 
and is therefore relative rather than absolute’ (Patton  2002 : 92). Therefore, many believe that 
multiple methods, both quantitative and qualitative, are needed to generate and test theory. 
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Especially when using qualitative research methods, many, if not all, visual communication 
researchers embrace the interpretive skills needed to analyze the behaviors and beliefs of par-
ticipants and situations. As Yanow mentions in  Chapter 10  in this volume, the researcher needs 
to discern the meanings of visuals by engaging with their creators and/or users. Most visual 
communication researchers argue that, although their studies are specific to a certain context, if 
there is a sufficiently ‘thick’ description (Geertz  1973 ) in a study, two potentially similar contexts 
can be adequately assessed and transferability may be achieved. Transferability is a term proposed 
by education scholars Guba and Lincoln ( 1981 ) to account for the innate limit to naturalist 
generalizations. Their motivation for proposing the term stems from their belief that it is virtu-
ally impossible to imagine any human behavior that is not heavily influenced by context. They 
explain the concept: ‘the degree of transferability is a direct function of the similarity between 
the two contexts … If context A and context B are “sufficiently” congruent, then working 
hypotheses from the sending originating context may be applicable in the receiving context’ 
(Lincoln and Guba  1985 : 124).    

 Concluding thoughts 

 Visual research has grown considerably and continues to disperse throughout many fi elds and 
disciplines. Critics insist that, with the increase in visual phenomena, more studies are con-
ducted without suffi cient rigor and without contributing to theory (Elkins  2003 ; Finnegan 
 2004 ; Müller  2007 ). Other scholars such as Mitchell argue that studying images, especially artistic 
images, makes them objects of science and that is not how the work was meant to be treated 
(Grønstad and Vågnes 2006); by treating the works as objects of science, the researcher may com-
pletely miss the deeper meaning or appropriate wonder or pleasure. Michael Ann Holly alludes 
to Heidegger in his evaluation of research methods in an interview: ‘the manipulations and 
maneuvers of any research paradigm can contribute to the process of stripping the work of its 
awe, the awe that makes art still matter’ (Smith  2008 : 180). However, by recognizing that methods 
should not be the focal point of analysis and by understanding instead a variety of approaches, 
researchers may develop a better understanding of visual artifacts and avoid losing sight of what 
makes the visual notable in the fi rst place.   

  Notes  

  1      Report of the Committee on the Advancement and Refi nement of Rhetorical Criticism. In  The 
Prospect of Rhetoric: Report of the National Development Project . Ed. Lloyd F. Bitzer and Edwin Black. 
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1971, pp. 220–227.  

  2      Famous postmodern thinkers, such as Michel Foucault, do not consider the individual subject as a 
creative autonomous being but instead consider humans to be ‘hedged in on all sides by social deter-
minations’ (Layder  1994 : 95).  

  3      Though an argument could be made that agency is espoused through all writing in many different 
approaches to research, the concept of agency for the rhetorical researcher or critic is arguably more 
important because its history can be traced back to the humanist perspective of the sophists in the fi fth 
century  bce . The sophists boasted a sincere confi dence in the creative power of the word in the hands 
of an individual (Crick  2011 ). As mentioned in the discussion of the critic-artist and critic-scientist, a 
critical-interpretive work is considered an artistic as well as a pragmatic activity whose results cannot be 
quantifi ed or measured but is judged with respect to how it enriches and broadens the experience of 
the audience. As with public speakers who learn their art through speaking, most rhetorical critics 
believe their research is conducted and improved upon through their writing. They also fi rmly believe 
that, as an expert of persuasion, the rhetorical critic has something special to offer an audience through 
their individual insights.  
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  4      Many theories provide the basis for addressing these rhetorical questions. For instance, activity theory 
would be a very useful theory to investigate how an object may rhetorically move someone to action.  

  5      See  http://www.universities.com/edu/Bachelor_degree_in_Visual_Studies_at_California_College_
of_the_Arts.html .  

  6      See  http://visualsociology.org/journal.html .  
  7      Though he does not go into the specifi cs of the politics, judging from other writings and interviews, it 

is likely he is referring to societal politics that designated academia as the generator of critical thinking. 
Standard political ideologies that are typically referenced include Adorno’s Marxist critique and the 
Kantian Kritik. Elkins argues that many interesting ideas happen outside of academia and that they 
should also be considered in visual studies.  

  8      Though social science is often considered more empirical, rhetorical scholar Edwin Black once said that 
rhetorical criticism is fundamentally empirical because it is always grounded in the particular case.  

  9      Style in this sense refers to the characteristics of the writing itself and has also been defi ned as those 
fi gures that ornament discourse and represent the person writing.   
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Using videoethnography 
to study entrepreneurship    

    Jean   Clarke       

 Introduction 

 Organizational research has historically privileged text-based forms of communication over 
visual forms with most qualitative research in organizations focused on textual data-gathering 
techniques and representations, such as transcribed interviews and verbal observations of visual 
events published in text-based journals (Clarke  2011 ). This has led to a paradoxical situation 
where the majority of qualitative organizational research is based on text-based descriptions of 
situations, interactions and events, which originally took place in ‘visual’ and ‘embodied’ contexts 
(Hassard  et al .  2000 ). While little attention has been given to visual methodologies in organi-
zational research, in contrast, visual sociologists and anthropologists have a longstanding tradi-
tion stretching back over a hundred years of using photography, fi lm and video as part of data 
collection and representation (Becker  1998 ; Harper  1989 ; McDougall  1997 ; Mead  1995 ; Prins 
 2002 ). More recently, there has been a reinvigorated ‘visual turn’ across the social sciences with 
the growing recognition that the visual is ‘a pervasive feature not only of social life but of many 
aspects of social enquiry as well’ (Emmison and Smith  2000 : 2). As Secrist  et al . ( 2002 ) highlight, 
despite all the thick description and linguistic detail researchers provide, words alone are often 
simply not enough to communicate the complex interactions that they encounter. 

 This has led to a burgeoning of interest in what visual methods may add to current text-
based approaches, and the last two decades have witnessed a rapid growth in visual research 
in this domain (Prosser and Loxley  2007 ). This new wealth of academic scholarship includes 
journals such as  Visual Studies  and  Visual Communication , and highly profiled international con-
ferences, which offer insights into investigating the role that visual aspects of communication 
play in our cultural and societal lives. Despite this, many researchers of organizations remain 
suspicious over the utility of visual images, arguing that visual methods are subjective, partial 
and ultimately too difficult to interpret conclusively for any ‘valid’ research project. It seems, 
just as qualitative methodologies used for decades by our social science counterparts were 
once discounted by organizational researchers as being largely subjective and lacking ‘validity’ 
and transparency (Bryman  1994 ), visual methodologies currently appear to be enduring the 
same treatment. However, a small but growing community has started to make some inroads 
into incorporating visual research in organizational studies. This is evidenced by the increasing, 
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if sporadic, examples of the use of visual approaches such as photographic representation into 
research designs (e.g. Buchanan  2001 ; Guthey and Jackson  2005 ; Warren  2002 ,  2009 ). Guthey 
and Jackson ( 2005 ), for example, examine the use of CEO portraits in the visual construction 
of corporate identity and image. These studies have begun to show that, by ignoring under-
standings in the visual domain, we continue to neglect a whole dimension of rich information 
about organizational processes. 

 One noticeable absence in these visual approaches to organization studies is any evidence 
of audio-visual material being encompassed into research designs. Video first emerged as a 
methodology alongside a developing tradition in ethnographic filmmaking that began in the 
mid-twentieth century (Ruby  1996 ). Aside from this specialist field, until recently, using video 
as a methodology remained quite rare, as the technical expertise and equipment it required 
made it prohibitively expensive for the majority of researchers (Harrison  2002 ). New technical 
innovations have now made it much easier for researchers to incorporate moving images into 
research designs (Heath and Hindmarsh  2002 ). The new digital video cameras are small, afford-
able and easy to use, and create good quality audio and visual data, which can be transferred 
on to a computer and edited easily and quickly. Video-based designs are now widely incorpo-
rated into a variety of social science disciplines interested in the ongoing production of social 
life and the interactions between people, artefacts and their environment (Shrum  et al .  2005 ). 
More than ever before, participants are also willing to be videotaped, so accustomed are they to 
constant surveillance through CCTV and the ubiquity of amateur videos captured on mobile 
phones and handheld devices. Given these changing cultural and technological conditions and 
the potential video has to enhance the quality and insights of organizational research, it seems 
logical that we should become more methodologically capable in using this technology. 

 The goal of this chapter is to show how video may be incorporated into organizational 
research through an example of a video-based ethnography of three entrepreneurs. While a 
detailed discussion of this study can be viewed elsewhere (see Clarke  2011 ), here I wish to 
discuss some of the more ‘messy’ aspects of conducting this type of research that we don’t have 
the space and perhaps the inclination to put into our journal articles – research is very rarely 
as sterile, ordered and clinical as it appears in journal form. Following a brief overview of the 
research upon which this chapter is based that outlines why it is important to examine the visual 
in interactions between entrepreneurs and their stakeholders, the chapter then considers the 
pragmatic, methodological and ethical dilemmas or problems that surround the collection of 
video-based data. This overview of an application and evaluation of a video-based ethnographic 
approach will benefit organizational researchers interested in understanding the constraints and 
opportunities associated with this kind of methodology.   

 Visual symbols in entrepreneurial interactions 

 Accessing adequate fi nancial, material and human resources is regarded as central to the process 
of entrepreneurship, given that the vast majority of entrepreneurs are likely at some point to be 
faced with the challenge of obtaining external investment to initiate or expand their entrepre-
neurial venture (Starr and MacMillan  1990 ; Zott and Huy  2007 ). Yet entrepreneurs are likely 
to face much greater problems in engaging potential resource providers in their entrepreneurial 
ideas than those in more established organizations. This problem relates to the ‘liability of new-
ness’ (Stinchcombe  1965 ) where resource providers are likely to be reluctant to become part 
of any novel or unorthodox undertaking for which there is no conclusive evidence that their 
efforts will eventually be rewarded (Brush  et al .  2001 ). This liability is compounded by the 
information asymmetry (Zott and Huy  2007 ) between an entrepreneur and external resource 
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providers in relation to the potential of a novel venture (Shane  2003 ). In an attempt to explain 
how entrepreneurs overcome the liabilities they face, many entrepreneurship scholars have 
turned to the literature on organizational legitimacy (Lounsbury and Glynn  2001 ; Zimmerman 
and Zeitz  2002 ). The development of legitimacy is seen as a social process whereby the entre-
preneurial idea is judged and valued in relation to the cultural context resulting in a ‘general-
ized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper or appropriate 
within some socially constructed system of norms, beliefs and defi nitions’ (Suchman  1995 : 574). 
Entrepreneurs who are seen as legitimate benefi t from this cultural support through having a 
higher probability of securing vital resources, while those who lack legitimacy are more vulner-
able to their entrepreneurial ideas being viewed as ‘negligent, irrational or unnecessary’ (Meyer 
and Rowan  1991 : 50). 

 Various symbols that legitimize entrepreneurial ventures have been identified, such as 
prior education and the calibre of the entrepreneur and founding team (Packalen  2007 ); the 
alignment of new ventures with traditional understandings of organizational forms (Tornikoski 
and Newbert  2007 ); use of rational business planning techniques (Delmar and Shane  2004 ); 
and certificates and endorsements (Rao  1994 ). While the cultural and symbolic dimensions 
of organizational forms and quality signals can make the new venture familiar and credible to 
key groups (Lounsbury and Glynn  2001 ), simply displaying certain organizational arrangements 
and appropriate signs of quality offers little insight into how entrepreneurs institute unorthodox 
or novel business forms or the actions entrepreneurs take to overcome a lack of certain quality 
symbols (Martens  et al .  2007 ). Entrepreneurs must also be able to use these symbols effectively to 
persuade stakeholders of their venture’s legitimacy during presentations and other interactions 
(e.g. Baron and Brush  1999 ). Some research has focused on how entrepreneurs use linguistic 
devices such as narrative, framing, and metaphor (Clarke and Holt  2010 ; Cornelissen and Clarke 
 2010 ; Martens  et al .  2007 ) to symbolically represent their ventures as ‘compatible with more 
widely established sets of activities’ (Aldrich and Fiol  1994 : 652). For example, Cornelissen and 
Clarke ( 2010 ) show how, in creating novel ventures, entrepreneurs use analogy and metaphor 
to make their new venture familiar to others by framing the venture in terms that are under-
standable and thus legitimate. However, as yet, no research has been conducted on how visual 
symbols are used in entrepreneurs’ interactions with stakeholders. 

 From an impression management perspective, communication activities extend well beyond 
the use of traditional discourse, to include a wide range of meaning-laden actions and symbolic 
displays. Goffman ( 1959 ) uses the term performance to refer to the activities of an individual, 
which serves to influence a set of observers and suggests that individuals have the capacity to 
manage others’ impressions through two different kinds of activity: (1) the expression that they 
give, which may be seen to be rooted in the language they use; and (2) the expression they give 
off, which relates to non-linguistic or visual aspects of this process (Goffman  1959 ). Gardner 
and Avolio similarly emphasize the integral role that visual symbols play in managing impres-
sions, which they propose directs attention to the development and manipulation of ‘physical 
appearances, settings, props and other types of artefactual displays’ (1998: 43). This research sug-
gests that human experience is never simply a linguistic experience, and that we use multiple 
modes of discourse to organize and communicate (Iedema  2007 ; Philips  et al .  2004 ). In relation 
to this in the entrepreneurship domain, a number of theorists have highlighted the importance 
of what is being referred to as ‘social competence’, which emphasizes the importance of social 
skills that relate to entrepreneurial success (e.g. Baron and Brush  1999 ; Baron and Markman 
 2003 ; Chen  et al .  2009 ; Cornelissen  et al . 2012; Mason and Harrison  2000 ). The idea of social 
competence goes beyond ideas of persuasion through linguistic domains; as Vecchio outlines, 
social competence  
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 encompass[es] the ability to correctly gauge the current moods or emotions of others, 
proficiency in inducing positive reactions in others by enhancing one’s own appearance 
and image, effectiveness in persuasion, and the ability to adjust to a range of social situations 
with a range of individuals. 

 (2003: 318)  

 The suggestion here is that entrepreneurship is an act of impression management, where the 
‘mood’ of the audience must be gauged before any activities take place, and a number of tools 
applied, including but not limited to language, in order to accomplish the given task of engaging 
others in the venture. 

 In an attempt to access these non-linguistic dimensions of entrepreneurs’ impression manage-
ment, I conducted a study that investigated how entrepreneurs used visual symbols persuasively 
in their efforts to secure resources for their novel ventures (Clarke  2011 ). This was achieved 
through conducting a video-based ethnographic study (Pink  2001 ) of three male entrepre-
neurs in the North of England who were in the early stages of venture commercialization and 
seeking to attract funding. While the entrepreneurs involved in this study came from highly 
diverse industries and contexts, they all employed similar processes to create meaning visually. 
In particular, the data showed that a wide range of visual activities and physical or material con-
texts were used by the entrepreneurs in this study to convey symbolic meanings to others in 
their context, including their clothing, physical surroundings, such as their built environments, 
and artefacts, such as high-status vehicles and interior decor. The manipulation of these visual 
symbols helped entrepreneurs access much-needed resources through addressing low levels of 
legitimacy that typically exist when novel ventures are launched (e.g. Aldrich and Fiol  1994 ). By 
studying in detail across an extended period of time how entrepreneurs use the visual to per-
suade stakeholders to invest in their venture, this study shows that language is likely to be only 
one of the communication tools used by entrepreneurs. This expands previous understandings by 
accounting for how entrepreneurs create meanings outside the linguistic domain and illustrates 
the importance of bodily, material and physical modes of communication in the entrepreneur-
ship process. It also suggests that future theoretical insights in the entrepreneurship domain 
should aim to account for how entrepreneurs engage others in their venture through visual 
modes of meaning-making. Now I turn to the collection and analysis of the video data and how 
the problems and issues I encountered along the way were overcome.   

 Introducing the camera 

 One of the main questions I am asked when I talk about this research is: ‘How on earth did you 
get three busy entrepreneurs to agree that you could follow them around with a video camera!?’ 
Initially, an email was sent to over a hundred entrepreneurs listed on a university database, 
explaining that I was interested in how entrepreneurs successfully accessed resources for new 
ventures. It also outlined the length of time that would be spent within the organization and 
stipulated that the entrepreneur needed to be in the process of commercializing a new tech-
nology/venture for which they were currently trying to attract funding. The use of the video 
camera was not mentioned at this stage, as I suspected that this would immediately discourage 
a large number of the entrepreneurs on the database from taking part. Videotaping the entre-
preneurs was only discussed once I had selected the cases and met the participants in person. 
Surprisingly, perhaps, all three entrepreneurs accepted the use of the video, possibly because there 
was already some commitment on their part and they had become familiar with me through 
email and telephone conversations and trusted me and my motives to some degree. 
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 Despite their agreement, I didn’t introduce the camera immediately once I began fieldwork. 
The success of ethnography depends on the researcher developing and maintaining a positive 
personal relationship with participants and it was thought that to immediately introduce an 
intrusive device like a video camera could potentially damage the level of access to participants 
(Shrum  et al .  2005 ). Over these first few days, I had many casual conversations with the entre-
preneurs, employees and customers about my research and my interest in resource acquisition. I 
also explained that, in order to really understand these processes, I needed to video-record them 
during interactions; however, I didn’t mention I was particularly interested in the visual aspects 
of this process as I wanted to limit my impact on the behaviour of participants as much as pos-
sible. One of the entrepreneurs compared my research to the BBC pseudo-documentary-style 
comedy series  The Office , jokingly saying that he hoped he wouldn’t be portrayed as a David 
Brent-style character – the irritating and offensive white-collar office middle manager and prin-
cipal character of the series. While it was said humorously, these kinds of comparisons enabled 
participants to engage with the use of the video camera and, to some extent, to even enjoy the 
process of being observed and filmed.   

 Capturing natural interactions 

 It was also essential during those fi rst few days in the organizations to begin to identify expect-
able patterns of action and analyse the situation even before the action took place (Mondala 
 2006 ). Following Collier and Collier’s advice that ‘good video and fi lm records for research are 
ultimately the product of observation that is organised and consistent’ (1986: 149), I explored 
a range of issues prior to capturing the videotaped data, including the optimum distance for 
researchers to videotape participants and the type of camera angle and view that is least distract-
ing to participants (e.g. Collier and Collier  1986 ; Prosser  1998 ). These choices about perspec-
tives and spots from which to record action often depend as much on technical and situational 
constraints (such as the length of the videotapes used, the possibility of placing the cameras in 
diffi cult angles and locations, etc.) as they do on research goals. As researchers, we must work 
within the constraints of the environment and adapt our data collection approaches as effectively 
as we can. 

 The camera used was the Sony Digital Camera Recorder HC94, which collected images 
onto mini DV tapes of up to 90 minutes. The technology has moved on somewhat from 
when I recorded the data and DV tapes are less often used now. Most people use hard drive 
or flash memory camcorders, which store videos as data files to a built-in hard drive or micro-
chip, which can be directly transferred in file format on to a PC. The camera I used also had 
an LCD screen that could be flipped out so that I could view the scene as it unfolded and 
also what I was recording. As Pink ( 2001 ) argues, this creates distance between the researcher’s 
eye and the camera, allowing the researcher to maintain better eye contact with participants 
as the camera is not hiding their face. At the same time, they can continue to view the scene 
unfolding through the LCD screen and assess whether the material that is being captured is 
usable and viewable. I found this aspect of the LCD screen particularly useful, as it allowed 
me to interview and question participants in a normal manner without having an instrument 
obscuring my face. The camera easily sat in the palm of my hand and participants often remarked 
that they had forgotten the camera was there. In meetings or at other times when I was involved 
in the research activity and therefore could not hold the video camera, it was positioned on a 
tripod in order to capture the interaction. Also, pragmatically, the video camera cannot be held 
for long periods of time as it is very tiring on the arms, so a tripod is definitely an essential tool 
of any would-be videoethnographer! 
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 Although the camera was ideal in the situations described above where participants were 
sitting in meetings, or talking to me on a one-to-one basis, organizations are also noisy, busy 
places – people do not wait their turn to speak and are highly mobile and able to move out 
of view of the camera very easily. A larger microphone was introduced, which was attached 
to the camera in meetings, which helped to overcome the problem of multiple speakers as 
it allowed me to zoom into a particular speaker’s dialogue. Yet it is difficult to capture the 
many events going on at the same time and the researcher needs to make constant judgements 
about the focus of attention and what should be recorded (Jordan and Henderson  1995 ). This 
is particularly problematic when the camera is situated on the tripod and therefore cannot 
adapt to these changes in conditions very easily – as Macbeth ( 1999 ) puts it, the camera cannot 
glance, it can only stare. Over the course of any ethnographic study, interaction is likely to 
take place sporadically and unannounced at any given moment in a number of different 
locations. Short of setting up some type of  Big Brother  environment, where cameras point in 
every direction, making no space unobservable, it is impossible to ensure that the researcher 
will always be close to where the interaction (or action!) occurs. This means that some degree 
of analysis is therefore taking place even as the material is being recorded, as the researcher 
must makes online judgements about where to locate their focus of attention, which are never 
made explicit in the reporting of the research. The problem for researchers is that such decisions 
are made instantaneously and important interactions cannot be recaptured if they are missed 
(Plowman  1996 ). 

 In relation to this, the main criticism levelled at this type of research is the influence that the 
researcher and their video camera have on the unfolding interactions. It is argued that partici-
pants will not ‘act naturally’ when the camera is around and, hence, the material that is collected 
is not representative of participants’ ‘normal’ behaviour. In this project, I attempted as much as 
possible to reduce the ‘reactivity’ of participants (Harrison  2002 ; Prosser  1998 ). Given that I was 
placed in each organization for an extended period, over time the participants became accus-
tomed to the use of the video camera and reacted less to its presence. Of course, this criticism 
cannot completely be dismissed and debates about whether research really represents ‘reality’ 
and ‘truth’ are evident across all types of ethnographic research. While we must strive to be as 
objective as possible, we must work on the assumption that we can only see ‘with’ the camera 
and not ‘through it’ (Büscher  2005 ). The choices we, as researchers, make about what and who 
should be recorded and our impact on the participants cannot be truly accounted for. For these 
reasons, we can never illustrate the whole situation but must make do with an account that is 
partial and constructed (Atkinson  1990 ; Watson  2000 ).   

 Ethical issues in video-based research 

 Incorporating a visual dimension into research projects also undoubtedly extends the ethical 
dilemmas inherent in the research process (Pink  2001 ). In particular, in visual research, it is 
not possible to protect participants’ identities to the same extent as in a solely textual study, as 
people’s faces and places of work are potentially identifi able. Although consent was obtained 
from the entrepreneurs and all other ‘actors’ who were to be videotaped, it became clear as 
the study unfolded that the use of a video camera was unacceptable to participants in certain 
organizational situations. For example, in one situation of confl ict where tensions were running 
particularly high, I was asked to turn off the video camera but allowed to witness the event 
myself. On other occasions where sensitive material was being discussed, I was invited to join 
the discussion but asked not to videotape these interactions. Organizational participants are, 
therefore, often uncomfortable with the use of video in situations that we as researchers fi nd 
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interesting and informative, perhaps recognizing how insightful the tangible, concrete nature 
of a moving image can be. This emphasizes the importance of incorporating textual fi eldnotes 
into visual research projects, as this ensures the researcher can, to some extent, record interac-
tions and make observations in places where the video camera is forbidden (Clarke  2007 ). 

 Drawing on her experience of applying a video-based research approach in anthropologi-
cal settings, Pink ( 2001 ) argues that it is difficult for researchers to have predetermined ideas 
and expectations of what they will be able to achieve through the use of visual methodologies in 
any research context. She proposes that it is often better to negotiate ethical issues as they appear 
in the field rather than having a fixed strategy (Pink  2001 ). Drawing on Simons and Usher’s 
(2000) ideas on ‘situated ethics’, Flewitt ( 2006 ) argues that, rather than asking for ‘informed 
consent’ in video-based research, it is better to work with the idea of ‘provisional consent’. Such 
an ethical stance evolves out of researcher/participant relationships where ethical dilemmas 
are resolved as they emerge in the field, in their local and specific contexts (Flewitt  2006 ). So, 
rather than adopting predetermined and fixed sets of values prior to the video-based research, 
we should respond reflexively to situations as we encounter them in the field. This is the 
approach that I adopted with my participants and we continually negotiated ideas of consent 
throughout the study. All participants were aware that they could stop the videotaping at any 
stage they felt uncomfortable or did not want the interaction to be recorded. Even now, if 
I want to use this material for conferences or other presentations, I will contact the individuals 
involved and ensure they are still happy for me to continue using the material captured in their 
organizations.   

 Analysing video data 

 Analysis of video can take multiple paths and will relate to the particular focus of your study 
and your research question (see van Leeuwen and Jewitt  2001  for a very useful overview of 
the various types of visual analysis). For example, if you focus in on the micro-dynamics 
of interactions, an in-depth analysis of the particular facial movements, body language and 
turn-taking may be required (e.g. Goodwin  2003 ; McNeill  2000 ). I have conducted an analy-
sis of this kind, detailed elsewhere, which examined how entrepreneurs use hand gestures to 
communicate during interactions with stakeholders (see Cornelissen  et al .  2012 ). For the 
purposes of the study outlined here, the focus was on entrepreneurs’ use of visual symbols, 
so the micro-detail of their interactions and body movements was not as important. Rather, 
attention was focused on how they employed visual symbols during interactions with stake-
holders and in interviews with the researcher. In addition, this was supplemented by instances 
when they  verbally  referred to their use of visual symbols and their importance. The sheer 
quantity of data that is collected using a visual ethnographic approach can feel overwhelming 
for a researcher new to this methodology and it is necessary to use your research questions 
to focus and guide what you’re looking for. The researcher should, however, also try to remain 
open to unexpected or surprising results emerging from the videos. Many hours of mundane 
and uninteresting data may need to be observed before stumbling onto data that is useful 
and insightful. In this case, given the extensive amount of videotaped interactions generated 
over a total period of three months, it was necessary to reduce the data to material that was 
relevant to the research question. In order to facilitate and focus the analysis, I initially exam-
ined all of the video data and excluded any interactions where visual symbols were not relevant 
or important. 

 Approximately 60 hours of ‘raw’ videotaped interviews and interactions were transferred 
on to Windows Movie Maker, a free video-editing software system included in recent versions of 
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Microsoft Windows. The initial part of the analysis required me to repeatedly watch the videos, 
read the transcripts (annotated with notes from the videos) and fieldnotes, and examine col-
lected documentation in order to become familiar with the data. A comprehensive write-up of 
each case was undertaken as a means of organizing my initial thoughts about each of the cases 
(Eisenhardt  1989 ). This allowed me to become familiar with each case as a standalone entity and 
allowed the unique patterns of each case to emerge before I moved towards generalizing across 
the cases (Zott and Huy  2007 ). This second part of the analysis involved a cross-case search for 
patterns. Each of the cases was compared in pairs, and the similarities and differences between 
each pair were listed. For example, the cases were compared in terms of previous experience, 
industry knowledge, occasions when visual symbols were used, and how frequently visual sym-
bols were employed. This tactic forces the researcher to look for the subtle similarities and 
differences between the cases to go beyond mere impressions (Glaser and Strauss  1967 ; Miles 
and Huberman  1984 ). The next step of this process was to compare systematically the emerging 
dimensions with the evidence from each case in order to assess how well it fits with case data. 
Overall, six processes emerged: (1) concealment of setting; (2) exposure to setting; (3) wearing 
of business dress; (4) adapting dress to audience; (5) controlling personal expressiveness; and 
(6) managing stakeholders’ emotions. Gradually, these six sub-categories were grouped into 
three, according to the function they fulfilled. For example, entrepreneurs’ ‘exposure’ and 
‘concealment’ of visual symbols were grouped together, as both processes function to control 
the visual scene that stakeholders are presented with, and are grouped under ‘presenting an 
appropriate scene to stakeholders’. In total, three functions of visual symbols emerged: (1) pre-
senting an appropriate scene to stakeholders; (2) creating professional identity and emphasizing 
control; and (3) regulating emotions.   

 Translating the data: transcription, analysis and publication 

 While it is necessary in order to code the data, in transforming video data into easily accessible, 
paper-based material for analysis, some of the richness of the original recording is lost. It is 
not fully possible to articulate through language a sense of the individual entrepreneurs and 
their idiosyncratic use of their visual surroundings without actually viewing the videotaped 
interactions. As Veer argues in  Chapter 13  in this volume, ‘to express what New Delhi’s streets 
looked and sounded like, I could write thousands of words and not do the site justice’. The vis-
ceral nature of visual imagery often results in an inability to (verbally) articulate all that we fi nd 
interesting about visual data and these preverbal, visceral hunches ‘remain at the level of vague 
suspicion and intuitive response’ (Iedema  2001 : 201). In addition, while transcription is often 
treated as a practical, objective matter of simply scripting what participants said, the process 
of transcribing is also an act of representation (Oliver  et al .  2005 ). This is particularly the case 
with video research, as the visual images need to be translated to another medium (i.e. text) to 
facilitate interrogation, and information is inevitably lost in the process. Our ability to transcribe 
talk is built upon a process of analysing relevant structure in the stream of speech and marking 
these distinctions with widely accepted written symbols that extend back thousands of years (i.e. 
text) (Goodwin  2001 ). In the case of transcribing visual phenomena, we are not so sophisticated, 
and, to make sense of visual data, we often translate our thought about the visual to text in order 
to record our evaluation of and insights into the visual material we are examining. 

 It is not only the practices and methods by which video-recordings are transcribed and 
analysed but also how they are edited and presented to an external audience in the form of 
a multimedia presentation or an ethnographic film. Representations are constructed through 
a process of selecting and excluding data and privileging different modes of communication, 
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thereby presenting different perspectives on ‘reality’ (Plowman and Stephen  2008 ). This transfor-
mation of the data not only occurs during the process of analysis but also during the process of 
representing the outcomes of this analysis for dissemination to others. At conferences or seminars, 
it has been possible to show fellow academics the videos on which the findings of this study are 
built, yet in the article now published in  the Journal of Management Studie s (Clarke  2011 ) the videos 
were not produced. Given the newness of this type of study, there were no prior protocols for 
how these types of data could be represented. One suggestion was to have a link to the video 
embedded in the online version of the paper but the entrepreneurs involved in my study were 
against any suggestion of these videos being placed freely on the web. It may have been possible to 
print photographic stills of the recording but these do not illustrate effectively the complex video 
interactions. One solution to these problems would be to find ways of maintaining the original 
video format and avoid the loss of meaning by translating the images into text. A potential way of 
overcoming this is to begin using web-based ‘papers’, which integrate video sequences with writ-
ten text and still images into one document (Olivero  et al .  2004 ). This opportunity to view the 
raw material upon which observations are based allows a researcher’s analysis to be scrutinized, 
adding another dimension of reflexivity to the research, as the author is not standing between the 
informants and the audience (Strecker  1997 ).With the advent of online journals, it may become 
increasingly common to integrate video-based research into published form, but at the moment 
this remains quite rare particularly in the domain of management studies.   

 Conclusion 

 This chapter has highlighted the defi ciencies in a text-only approach to research and illus-
trated the potential utility of visual methodologies in the organizational domain through the 
example of a videoethnographic study in the fi eld of entrepreneurship. By studying in detail, 
through the means of a videoethnographic approach, how entrepreneurs use their visual sur-
roundings during interactions with stakeholders, this chapter and the study on which it is based 
show that language is only one of the symbols used by entrepreneurs. Using video allowed me 
to subject the data to repeated examination through the use of slow motion, still frames and 
zooming  features, and created an enormous amount of micro-detail that could not have been 
caught through text as the situation emerged. These fi ndings would therefore not have emerged 
if a video-based approach had not been incorporated into this research. Video produces data 
that can uniquely add to many research designs (Radcliffe 2003). Video can allow researchers 
to ‘capture’ interaction and behaviour in everyday settings, as well as allowing the researcher 
to once again experience the actual events as they occurred, which could not be provided by 
fi eldnotes or audio tapes alone. The data produced can be micro-analysed allowing research-
ers to track the emergence of gesture, the use of artefacts, how participants interact with their 
environment, making it an ideal method for a range of research objectives and theoretical 
approaches. Images do not even need to be the focus of attention or topic to warrant research-
ers using video-based data. As Pink ( 2001 ) highlights, the relation of images to other sensory, 
material and linguistic details of the study will result in images potentially being of interest to 
most qualitative researchers. 

 While this methodology promises to bring new insights into our research investigations, 
the benefits of video-based data must also be tempered with a discussion of limitations of video-
based methodologies. No hegemonic claims are being made about the superiority of video-
based approaches over other types of research – video and other visual data should not replace 
text-based approaches, but rather they should be used as a complementary and additional source 
of data. Videoethnography is simply another tool in the organizational researcher’s toolkit to be 
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used alongside and to supplement other research methodologies. In particular, it is important 
to recognize that this form of research requires a skilled researcher who can record material, 
while at the same time probing participants for understandings, and reflect on the material as 
it is being captured. Other issues include access problems, methodological issues and issues of 
representation when translating the data. The aim of this chapter was to address several concerns 
for scholars considering this technique. Without more thought and discussion about these issues, 
it is not possible to come up with hard and fast answers about what is and is not appropriate 
with video-based research. In particular, there remains a raft of ethical and moral questions about 
video-based research, which need to be addressed before this technique becomes integrated into 
the way we conduct research. Despite these problems, what is clear is that it is highly probable 
that there are elements that a solely textual approach to the study of organizations may ignore, 
and applying such a methodology is likely to create fascinating insights into how organizational 
interactions are steeped in visual meaning.     
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Ethnographic videography 
and fi lmmaking for 
consumer research    

    Ekant   Veer       

 Introduction 

 It is becoming apparent that videography and fi lmmaking is increasingly central to ethnographic 
consumer research, as a means of collecting, analysing and disseminating data in order to under-
stand consumers’ lives and consumer culture. In this chapter, I share some insights from con-
sumer research to develop greater understanding of the uses and misuses of videography as an 
aid to ethnographic research; that is, how can researchers use video-recording tools to better 
understand a culture and the nuances associated with it, which cannot be captured without 
videography. 

 Visual data and ethnography have a strong and longstanding history (Pink  2008 ; White 
 1963 ; Ball  1998 ; Russell  1999 ), but it is evident that, without effective videographic skills, 
many nuances associated with ethnographic research are being missed by researchers (Heider 
 2006 ). Filmmaking is no longer confined to documentary makers who distinguish them-
selves from academic research; videoethnographic methods are becoming, if not already, 
mainstream. In addition, advances in technology make videography equipment more acces-
sible to many researchers, while advances in visual analysis are making visual data a funda-
mental part of ethnography. As a growing number of researchers adopt a variety of contexts 
in which to conduct ethnographies, there is increased demand for effective and efficient use 
of videography for research purposes. Ethnographic research is no longer the domain of anthro-
pologists entering a forgotten tribe, but rather a methodology that permeates all aspects of 
culture and interaction. By using videographic data as part of the data collection, analysis and 
dissemination of the research, the ethnographer is able to capture a richer set of data as well 
as, some may argue, a more unbiased account of the culture under investigation, compared to 
fieldnotes from a single researcher. 

 Rather than make this chapter a deep exploration of the ethnographic methodology, I will 
focus on the means by which videography can be specifically used to aid ethnography, from data 
collection to analysis and dissemination of findings. I begin by discussing the means by which 
videography can be used to elucidate the nuances of a culture, specifically for business and 
organizational research (cf. Sanders  2003 ), and aid in the ethnographic process. I continue by 
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discussing how filmmaking can be harnessed as a means of disseminating ethnographic findings. 
First, I explain why I engage with videoethnographic research.   

 Why videoethnography? 

 Videoethnography is not suited for every research project. It is not the new way forward and 
it is not essential for the qualitative researcher of the future. However, there are situations and 
scenarios where videoethnography not only makes data collection easier, but is sometimes the 
only means by which data can be collected. For example, when I studied the role of weddings 
in Indian culture, I realized that words could never adequately describe the jewellery, costume, 
sounds, chants and dynamism of an Indian wedding in suffi cient detail. Video data needed to 
be collected. To be fair, even a video is still not a full representation of an Indian wedding, as 
one requires the smell, taste, touch and ambiance of an Indian wedding to fully appreciate the 
impact it has. 

 Videoethnography helps us to capture that which is indescribable in words. It is not solely 
a means of storing visual and audio data in a permanent form, but also offers a way of collect-
ing large amounts of data that can subsequently be analysed from a multitude of perspectives. 
For instance, a narrative analyst would be able to incorporate tonality and inflexion far more 
effectively into his/her analysis; a body language analyst might focus on the role of subtle body 
movements into their analysis; an ethnographer can develop a fuller appreciation for a culture as 
a whole, by taking a varied approach to the site and analysing data from multiple perspectives. 
My research only draws on video data when it is needed. There is no reason to collect video 
data when text data would adequately describe a situation or scenario. When an ethnographic 
site contains so much rich data that can be analysed in multiple ways, the use of video-recording 
equipment is almost expected. 

 At this point, it is necessary to distinguish between filmmaking and using film as a research 
tool. Collecting video data as a means of creating a film for public dissemination will be under-
taken in a very different manner from collecting video data for research analysis alone. I try 
to incorporate both into my research; however, as videoethnographers will tell you, much 
video data will end up not being shown publicly. The role of video in ethnographic research 
is primarily to collect data for analysis, so as to further understand the culture being investi-
gated. Once this is completed, and if the videoethnographer considers the use of film as a means 
of disseminating findings to be appropriate, then an edited film text can be made using the raw 
data. Hence, videoethnographers are not documentary makers, where the primary purpose is 
entertainment and education of a third party. Instead, videoethnographers are ethnographers 
who use video to collect and analyse data; they are documentary makers first and entertainers 
second.   

 Ethnography and visual data 

 Ethnographic research is focused on understanding the culture of a setting, phenomena or social 
group (Van Maanen  1988 ; Agar  1986 ; Fetterman  1989 ; Marcus  1998 ). Ethnographers’ use of 
visual data is longstanding, as illustrated by the extensive use of still photography in early anthro-
pological ethnography. However, there has been a recent upsurge in videography as an aid to 
ethnographic research, especially in consumer research. Videography and fi lmmaking allows a 
multi-sensory approach to understanding a culture (Collier Jr.  1988 ). By incorporating both 
the auditory and the visual in a dynamic format, the researcher is able to capture a vast array 
of data that he/she would otherwise not have been able to absorb or record. Even a notetaker 
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focused solely on recording non-verbal cues and interactions would be hard pressed to record 
all the information gathered by videography. The use of videography as a means of collecting 
videographic data offers a longer-lasting representation, untainted by subjective memory recall 
of events (Bennett-Levy and Powell  1980 ) once the researcher has left the site of investigation. 
The quantity of data generated can, however, be daunting. 

 This richness is evident in my very first experiment with videoethnography as an under-
graduate student. Videography was used primarily as a data collection tool when I interviewed 
participants about their relationship with family photographs. At the time of the interviews, my 
focus was on the informants, listening attentively and focusing on how to draw greater meaning 
from their words. This was my only chance to talk with many of them, so I needed to make the 
most of it. When reviewing the video footage, I noticed something that I had completely missed 
during the interviews themselves. Many of the participants would caress the photos of loved ones 
while talking to them. My Westernized upbringing had encouraged me to conform to the social 
norm of making eye contact with my discussant during the interview, but, by doing this, I had 
missed a critical aspect of their interaction with the object. Without the visual data, this interac-
tion would have been missed and the data incomplete. 

 In a second piece of research, the need for videography was more explicit. While I was 
investigating the use of consumerism in Indian weddings (Veer  2009 ), the sheer volume of 
data I was faced with meant it would be impossible to accurately record and recall every aspect 
of the elaborate Indian festivities without the visual data. The colours, the noise, the dynamism of 
the participants and the organized chaos meant that videography was not simply a cool addition 
to the research, but also a much-needed tool to ensure data completeness. With so much data 
encapsulated into each frame of video, the richness of the data meant that analysis could take 
multiple paths. However, had my own consciousness and some rough fieldnotes been the only 
record, the concepts that were salient to me at the time of data collection would have been the 
dominant focus of analysis, thereby restricting the research. 

 In the documentary ‘Pushing the scene’, Hietanan  et al.  ( 2011 ) capture the multifaceted 
nature of the underground dubstep movement and express it through film. Rather than simply 
rely on transcripts, the use of videography ensures that the music, the movement, the rawness 
of the culture is captured and disseminated in a way that is impossible in a print format. There 
exist a number of contexts where videoethnography are particularly useful. The following are 
examples of a few contexts and situations where video and visual data are of specific importance.  

 Data amount 

 Any context where it is expected that the data present would not be effectively captured 
without some form of formal recording requires videoethnographic data. If one was to look 
specifi cally at the visual or auditory aspects of a site, videography is an obvious choice. There 
may be occasions where the site contains so much ‘action’ and so many actors that taking notes 
of every occurrence would do a disservice to the many aspects that are not being focused upon. 

 Millen ( 2000 ) argues that the sheer volume of data can make some ethnographic studies 
uninteresting, and that a more focused approach to a field with a more defined scope would be 
a better use of the ethnographer’s time and energy. However, restricting the amount of data 
collected in the hope that this conserves resources, in my view, limits the site of investigation 
and the potential of the research. I am, therefore, willing to observe hours of data in order to 
find the ‘nugget of gold’, as it is the unknown and the unexpected that makes the ethnography 
worthwhile, which cannot be achieved through the restriction of scope to make research easier 
and faster. 
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 Experienced organizational ethnographers also understand that action can be found in many 
mundane contexts. For example, a boardroom discussion can become extremely animated as 
a contentious issue is raised. Having visual data to analyse all the participants’ behaviour and 
voices can aid in understanding the cultural context within which this interaction takes place. 
Capturing these behavioural nuances without the aid of video data can make the behaviour 
extremely difficult to retain and recall for analysis purposes. The ethnographer can, if desired, 
minutely analyse each aspect of a video to search for patterns and processes that are meaningful, 
rather than rely on what was meaningful at the time of capturing the data, as is the nature of 
fieldnote recording, which is bound by one’s subjective rationale at that moment (Van Maanen 
 1988 ).   

 Data richness 

 The adage ‘a picture paints a thousand words’ is at the heart of the motivation for using 
video data in ethnography. The nuances and complexity associated with video data can make 
it diffi cult to analyse without a means of effective capture (Pink  2001 ). If the site under inves-
tigation not only has a large amount of data, but also contains data that is very precise and 
intricate, videography as a means of recording actions is recommended. Observational data 
may only be able to provide some of the information necessary, but video data has the abil-
ity to offer far deeper and richer data for analysis. For example, if one is investigating routines 
and rituals at work, recording not just when employees take breaks, but also the way in which 
employees relax during a busy day would be of interest. This richness is also a downfall of video, 
as it can make it diffi cult to extrapolate patterns and themes, simply because of the variety of 
possible meanings associated with the data (Mackay  et al .  1988 ). However, as a researcher, being 
afforded an excess of data via a media-rich format, such as video, is of huge benefi t compared to 
having insuffi cient data (Gluckman  1961 ; LeCompte and Goetz  1982 ).   

 Data comparison 

 If a researcher is conducting a comparative study of a number of sites or how a site changes 
over time, the use of videographic data can also be advantageous. By comparing changes or 
similarities across sites and time through visual analysis, one is able to gain a greater apprecia-
tion for how nuanced a culture is. For example, videography of an organization as it transitions 
through its life may show that, as a business grows, it may employ more people, resources and 
space, but the culture of the organization is very similar to how it started. Alternatively, studying 
how people drink coffee at different  Starbucks  cafes around the world would show that, although 
the brand is the same, the culture within the brand is very different. When multiple authors and 
interpreters are involved, having a common capture method can avoid biases associated with 
data collection. Starting with a common means of data capture can then be followed by analysis 
and interpretation. 

 By drawing on visual data, the visual comparison method becomes another addition to 
one’s ethnography and the story being told. Visual comparison techniques are extensive and can 
be approached in a number of ways (Cooper  1976 ; Breitmeyer and Ogmen  2000 ). However, 
without the visual data to begin with, the comparison becomes driven by the interpretation 
of the data collector rather than the stories of the culture being investigated. This is not to 
say that the interpretation of the data by the ethnographer is not encouraged, but video-
graphy allows for subjectivity to be more part of the data analysis, rather than the data 
collection.   
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 Data presentation 

 If it is expected that the fi ndings from the research cannot be conveyed in a manner that is 
easily expressed in traditional print format, capturing visual and auditory data is something to 
consider from the outset. For example, if one wished to analyse the culture of an organization 
in a foreign country, the use of videography could be benefi cial in order to convey the differ-
ent environment and cultural norms more easily than through print alone. If asked to express 
what New Delhi’s streets looked and sounded like, I could write thousands of words and 
not do the site justice. Indeed, even video of the scene does not offer the plurality of senses 
that encompass the site, but it does offer a richer depiction of the setting than words alone. 
Similarly, if a researcher wishes to carry out research on Indian organizations, understanding the 
culture in which those organizations exist is necessary. Kozinets’ ( 2002 ) work on the Burning 
Man Festival gives a wonderful insight into the world of counter-consumerism. Burning Man 
organizers state on their website: ‘Trying to explain what Burning Man is to someone who 
has never been to the event is a bit like trying to explain what a particular colour looks like to 
someone who is blind’ (www.burningman.com). In a context such as this, the use of video as 
part of the ethnography to accompany a printed article enables expression of far more about 
the culture than words alone. However, some regular attendees could attest that even the video 
is still insuffi cient compared as a proxy to visiting the festival and engaging with the culture of 
Burning Man. 

 Consequently, videography and filmmaking have become increasingly powerful means 
for ethnographers to capture and display the sites in which they operate and present data in a 
way that expresses greater visual and auditory nuance than enabled by traditional data formats. 
The aim of the videoethnographer is not to create an Oscar-winning documentary, but rather 
to use videography to aid ethnographic research. A certain level of quality is necessary to ensure 
that visual and auditory data can be analysed, but the key is to maintain the naturalness of 
the context. The following sections outline the necessary skills, equipment and technique for 
ethnographic data capture, analysis and dissemination.    

 The eye 

 The equipment necessary for videoethnography is relatively straightforward to use, but infi -
nitely complex to master. Again, it is crucial to remember that the aim is to collect data suitable 
for analysis, rather than to create a blockbuster movie. The two major elements involved in this 
process are the researcher’s eye and the fi lmmaking technology. 

 One element that distinguishes an excellent videoethnographer is his/her ‘eye’. That is, his/
her ability to notice what is important in a context, to focus upon that phenomena and  capture 
it. Without a good eye, no amount of technology will improve the videoethnography. The 
filmmaker’s eye is often discussed as an intangible gift that filmmakers have (Mercado  2010 ). 
However, it could be argued that researchers, especially ethnographers, have a similar gift that is 
honed and developed over time. Walcott ( 1999 ) argues that any ethnographer needs the intrinsic 
ability to see the world around him/her. Videography offers both a means of capturing what the 
ethnographer is focusing on, but also captures that which the ethnographer may not have seen 
while filming (Pink  2001 ). An ethnographer needs to be able to take an entire cultural setting, 
understand the setting and focus in on the nuances that make the site both interesting and rel-
evant to a wider audience (Clammer  1984 ; Hammersley and Atkinson  1989 ; Rohner  1969 ). This 
is the eye. Taking a vast world of investigation and capturing it in a meaningful way that is likely 
to be of interest, both theoretically and theatrically, to a wider audience. 

http://www.burningman.com
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 Without the researcher’s or filmmaker’s eye, the videography would simply be automated 
capture of experience. As discussed in the next section, this can be of interest and use, but 
the majority of meaningful videoethnographic data requires guidance from the researcher. 
Harnessing one’s eye is as intangible as the concept itself. However, as a guide, the key is to 
focus not on capturing as much as possible, but to maintain a balance between capturing the 
site and the nuances within the site. For example, if one was to study the culture of an organi-
zation going through a cost-saving merger, the videographer could set the scene by focusing 
on the entire office. By doing this, he/she is able to capture interactions between participants, 
but at a distance. This offers benefits in showing movement, dynamism and, over time, repeated 
patterned behaviour. However, the wide-angle shot does not offer any depth as to what is con-
tained within the interactions. An ethnographer who stands afar from a site can make assump-
tions of a culture from his/her own interpretation of the viewed experience, but, without 
engaging within the site, the ethnographer cannot gain the participants’ own understanding 
of the phenomena (Schouten and McAlexander  1995 ). As such, wider capture of a setting, fol-
lowed by many more focused captures of  interesting  aspects of the site is necessary. What is inter-
esting is a matter of interpretation, at the discretion of the researcher. A deep fascination for a site 
is thus fundamental to videoethnography, but there is also a need for skills to effectively capture 
what is deemed fascinating.   

 The equipment 

 The technology needed to conduct a videoethnography must suit the purpose of the research. 
If the fi nal aim is to make a mass distributed documentary with aesthetics at the fore, then 
high-quality, professional equipment is necessary. However, for most researchers, the balance 
between capturing data in an effective manner and not being too much of an imposition on the 
culture being investigated means that everyday consumer technology can suffi ce. The greater 
the intrusion, the greater the likelihood of researcher and social response biases entering into the 
study (Rohner  1969 ; White  1963 ). The key is to capture the moment. With High Defi nition 
Hard Disk Drive (HD HDD) cameras reasonably accessible to the public, this is the standard 
video camera used to capture the bulk of the data during a videographic study. However, 
sometimes it may be more appropriate to capture a novel and interesting phenomenon on a 
cell phone. Whatever your choice, having a device that will convert captured video and images 
easily to editing software, such as Adobe Premiere Pro, is also necessary for viewing data and 
editing the data into a fi lm, if desired. The following is a short list of different videoethnographic 
purposes and the equipment used to capture each phenomenon.  

 Scene setting 

 When dealing with a new research site, one can often enter with relatively little knowledge 
of the setting or the behaviours that occur within it. One simple means to gather a large amount 
of data is to take a wide-angle shot of as much of a site as possible. This is excellent for under-
standing how a site operates as a whole, rather than focusing on smaller parts or functions. By 
seeing a culture operate as a whole, one is able to analyse the nuances and patterned behaviour 
as well as guide the researcher to see which areas to focus on fi rst for deeper enquiry. Returning 
to the example of an organization undergoing a cost-saving merger, having a video or still 
images capturing as much of the organization as possible helps to understand the environment 
in which the participants operate. The pace of the offi ce; the body language of the participants; 
the patterns of movement around the offi ce; the areas where participants meet and converse; 
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the timing of behaviour; and general tone of the offi ce would all be captured with some scene-
setting shots. Again, these aspects could be captured with fi eldnotes and researcher commen-
tary, but with easy access to technology that can capture the data and not be subject to recall 
biases, which are fi ltered through the researcher’s own cultural interpretation of the site. For 
me, this analysis should be reserved for when data is ready to be analysed, not at the data-
collection stage.   

 Close analysis 

 From a wide angle, the areas of specifi c interest in a site can be ascertained. The researcher’s 
eye will naturally be attracted to the specifi c sites for closer examination, at which point a 
closer shot should be taken and greater emphasis on the processual nature of a behaviour estab-
lished. For example, if the researcher is focusing on certain types of behaviour, greater focus 
should be placed on not only the action itself, but also the process of how the action is carried 
out. Close analysis and capture aids in understanding not just the reason for the behaviour, 
but also the way in which the behaviour is carried out, which can often be hard for a participant 
to explain. For when I make breakfast, I usually just say ‘I make breakfast’, but videography of 
my morning pattern would yield far greater data about my behaviour, which can then be used 
for further analysis and interpretation. 

 One example of how videography can be used for close analysis comes from Starr and 
Fernandez’s (2007) Mindcam methodology. Here, the researchers attach a covert camera to 
a participant and allow them to go shopping, while the camera films everything they see and 
examine. After the shopping experience, the participant is then interviewed while viewing 
their own footage to elucidate their thoughts and experiences. What makes videography so 
powerful, especially with this type of example, is that the participant is often unable to express 
their actions or unaware of their conscious actions until they are able to review the footage 
themselves. This is not to say that the Mindcam method is a replacement for close analysis in 
ethnography, but it is simply another way in which videography can be used to aid our under-
standing of a phenomenon. By drawing on video footage of behaviour, the participants are able 
to engage in a type of photo elicitation interview, where the participant is asked to explain their 
beliefs about a phenomenon based on the video-recording (Heisley and Levy  1991 ). 

 In an example from my research, an Indian bride was being adorned with matrimonial 
Henna (temporary tattoos) for the wedding ceremony. This was a key event in the wedding 
ceremony and a lot of attention was paid to the process by the family. During the ceremony, 
I was able to interview the bride, the Henna artist and the family members present to explain 
the symbolism, the rationale, the stories and the behaviour associated with the ceremony to get 
a rich set of data that was driven by the process. However, after the video had been captured, 
a number of other family members, who were not in attendance, were also shown the footage 
and their interpretation recorded to gain as much data as possible about the event.   

 Videography for interviews 

 Possibly the most common use of videography is for recording interviews. Video cameras can be 
used as a replacement for the traditional dictaphone to simply record the interview. However, 
far greater richness can be gained from a video interview, even if much of the time the par-
ticipant is static or not engaged in any active behaviour. One key reason for using video for 
interviews is for analysis of body and especially facial language. A close analysis of not just  what  
is said, but  how  a phrase is said gives greater emphasis and meaning to the interview. This is not 
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to say that videoethnographers must be expert in facial expressions and body language, but, if 
the data is collected, this level of analysis can be carried out retrospectively. 

 However, one major disadvantage of using videography during personal interviews is that 
many participants feel uncomfortable being filmed. Speaking into a video camera on a tripod 
with a radio mic attached to one’s lapel, or in front of a large microphone, is a daunting experi-
ence for many interviewees. Relaxing a participant in a videography setting therefore becomes 
crucial. Two techniques that aid in this are the charisma of the researcher, as well as the abil-
ity to focus the participant away from the camera. This is expertly shown in Lastovicka  et al. ’s 
(2009) movie ‘Can buy me love’. In this ethnography on consumers’ attachment to loved pos-
sessions, the researchers spend time where participants feel most comfortable: among their 
possessions. When the researchers talk to car enthusiasts at a car show about their cars, many 
of the participants forget the camera exists and simply talk. Placing a video camera away from 
you, as the researcher, and filming on a slight angle, so that you are able to maintain eye contact 
with the participant is also helpful. By making the participant feel comfortable and keeping the 
focus away from the camera, it is more likely that a natural experience is recorded. 

 Another technique that can help keep the camera out of the participant’s eye line is the 
 shoot from the hip  hold. If it is not possible to use a dedicated camera operator during an inter-
view, placing the camera at one’s side and filming on a wide angle or up, towards the partici-
pant’s face, can aid in easing the nerves of the participant and maintain a strong connection 
between the researcher and participant. Naturally, this angle does not yield footage that would 
offer an aesthetically pleasing shot, but it is effective in capturing data and putting a participant 
at ease. It is especially useful when a number of quick interviews are being conducted at a site. 
For example, a Masters student of mine interviewed a number of people at a rock concert in 
Kazakhstan. It would have been impossible to interview people for much time, as their focus 
was on the music. At the same time, it would have been impractical to spend time easing a 
participant’s nerves. As such, she carried the camera around with her and chatted to people as 
naturally as she could and recorded the data for future analysis. The quality of the footage, both 
visually and audibly, was poor, but sufficient for data analysis and the basis for depth interviews 
later in the study.   

 Covert videography 

 One ethically ambiguous form of videography is that of  covert  or undetectable capture. Covert 
fi lming is a topic of signifi cant discussion in academia and the public media, with the increas-
ing worries of a surveillance society (Lyon  2001 ). However, covert capture can offer a wealth of 
data that is free from researcher reactive effect or social desirability biases. That is, with covert 
capture, there is a lesser chance that participants will behave in a manner that they feel they 
should behave in, because they are being studied. By studying the patterns of shoppers in a 
retail environment, researchers are able to map transit routes, analyse how shoppers engage 
with different displays and determine how shoppers’ interactions with employees may infl u-
ence their retail experience. One exemplar of covert surveillance in academic research came 
from Jayasinghe’s ( 2009 ) doctoral research on how families watched TV in their homes. By 
covertly fi lming their interactions, with the families’ permission, Jayasinghe was able to capture 
a wealth of data for analysis. At fi rst, a family may be aware that the camera exists in the room, 
but, as time passes, the camera is ignored and naturalistic behaviour ensues. Having a researcher 
in the room for weeks at a time, watching a family’s behaviour, would be a signifi cant impo-
sition that a camera is able to avoid. Covert surveillance may not pass a University’s Ethics 
Committee easily, as full disclosure and informed consent is often not present, but it does offer 
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advantages over traditional means of recording behaviour. If such behaviour did not offer any 
advantages, surveillance videography would not be used so heavily by the government, intelli-
gence agencies or law enforcement. From a consumer research perspective, one can gain a lot of 
data from covert videography. However, it does yield a lot of unusable video footage and a 
lot of data that needs to be analysed without any understanding of why the behaviour is being 
carried out.    

 Videography analysis 

 Analysing videographic data is much the same as other forms of visual analysis. Many of these 
techniques are covered in depth in other chapters of this book. However, some analysis tech-
niques are specifi cally valuable for the videoethnographer. This section will outline some of the 
key elements to focus on as an analyst of videoethnographic data.  

 The body 

 If engaging with human participants, the analysis of body movement, facial expression and 
gestures are necessary. Many of these are culturally specifi c and, therefore, cultural experts are 
needed to decipher expressions. For example, Italian participants are often known to commu-
nicate as much with hand gestures as they are with language (McNeill  1992 ); similarly, body 
movements in India are culturally specifi c in execution and meaning and often so subtle that 
they can be missed by the uninitiated researcher. One example of this comes from video I have 
collected with sufferers of eating disorders. When analysing transcripts from sufferers, one is 
able to understand the vocalized rationale and beliefs. However, when incorporated with body 
movement and facial expression, it is far clearer that some of the vocalized expression is actu-
ally ego defence mechanisms, designed to ‘say the right thing’, although they internally believe 
a different reality. That is, a sufferer may overtly say they know they are sick and need to gain 
weight, but physically look uncomfortable with such a statement and withdrawn from what they 
are saying. That is, they can be seen to be separating themselves from their words, although they 
know social response bias encourages them to ‘say the right thing’. Such data would not have 
been collected from transcripts alone or audio recording. Analysing the body, in conjunction 
with the words, and watching this behaviour over time allow the researcher to gain a greater 
connection to the participants and their specifi c means of expression. It is important to maintain 
data integrity in one’s interpretation of the data, and multiple coders and analysts are always 
recommended, especially in culturally specifi c phenomena. I have often learned much about a 
participant by reviewing an interview with an anthropologist or sociologist present, and record-
ing their examination of body and facial expression. Collaborating with others who specialize in 
areas of body and narrative analysis allows the videoethnographer to gain a deeper appreciation 
of the presented material from a perspective that they had not engaged with previously.   

 The environment 

 The participant’s interaction with their environment is also of importance in videoethnography. 
How a participant operates and moves through an environment or how their posture changes 
as the environment changes can all yield interesting phenomena for examination. For exam-
ple, interviewing participants in their homes versus their workplaces, versus a neutral territory, 
even if the topic is the same, can yield very different results. Our identity can be affected by 
our surroundings and, as such, our concentration and focus change to suit the salient identity 
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(Forehand  et al .  2002 ; Reed  2004 ; Veer  et al .  2010 ). By conducting research in different envi-
ronments and capturing the participant’s interactions with the environment, another level of 
analysis is generated. An excellent organizational example of this can be seen in the cult movie 
 Offi ce Space  (Judge  2009 ). Comparing the differences between the character’s workplaces, home 
spaces and the local cafe shows the places and spaces where they feel able to express themselves 
in different ways. Without an appreciation for the impact that the environment plays on a par-
ticipant’s behaviour, much of the rationale for the behaviour may be lost.   

 Time 

 Finally, an appreciation for how a culture develops, behaviours change and participants express 
themselves differently as time passes is an additional benefi t that videoethnography offers. By 
understanding the impact of how time passes for the participant and how the participant oper-
ates differently within a culture over time, the ethnographer gains a greater appreciation for the 
processual nature of the site. Of course, this is limited by the amount of time the researcher 
spends within the site, but, by offering a longitudinal perspective on the site, the researcher 
is able to understand more about the visualized and captured changes and how the changes 
impact the culture. My interviews with participants suffering from eating disorders were 
recorded over a period of years. Seeing their development and changes in their lives as some 
progressively improved, while others continued to struggle with the disorder offers a greater 
understanding of the individual and the phenomenon they are experiencing. In this research, 
old videos were not shown to participants, so as to not infl uence their recovery, but this is also 
a means by which time can impact the data collection and analysis. Interviewing participants 
as they refl ect upon videos of their previous behaviour and interviews allows another level of 
analysis that can help a researcher better understand the participant’s rationale and reasoning for 
their past behaviours.    

 Filmmaking 

 Again, rather than offering advice on how to create a fi lm, which in such a short piece would 
be a disservice, I will focus here on how fi lmmaking can be adapted for academic purposes. 
Data capture in videoethnographic research does require footage to be of suitable quality 
for public viewing. However, if the researcher wishes to disseminate the research to a wider 
audience, there needs to be a balance between the theoretical and the theatrical (Kozinets and 
Belk  2006 ). That is, a wonderfully creative piece that is theatrically stunning, but offers little 
theoretical advancement is of little use as an academic piece that advances theory. However, 
a strong theoretical contribution without theatrical quality that would both entertain an audi-
ence and express the fi ndings in a creative manner would likely not be received well as a fi lm. 
Without theory, the ethnography lacks advancement; without theatre, the fi lm becomes little 
more than a narrated article that could well be presented equally well via print. 

 Being able to translate videoethnographic data into a film appears, at first, a fun and rela-
tively easy task. However, it is not easy. Creatively editing what could potentially be hundreds 
of hours of footage into a meaningful short documentary can be taxing and time consuming. 
Ensuring an outlet exists for your film can often be the first step in deciding whether a film is 
a necessary venture to undertake. The Association for Consumer Research has successfully run 
a film festival as part of their conferences and has received a number of excellent films that are 
both theoretically and artistically impactful.  1   Also, some journals accept video submissions as part 
of the traditional manuscript submission, such as the  Journal of Consumer Research ;  Consumption 
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Markets & Culture ;  Qualitative Research ;  Advances in Consumer Research ; and the  Journal of Research 
for Consumers . 

 Yet there is a temptation among academics to create a film that replicates a paper format. 
That is, offering a brief introduction, an examination of the literature, followed by a method, 
and so forth. There is nothing explicitly wrong with structuring a film as an article, but one may 
question the reasoning for such an endeavour. Instead, it may be more in keeping with the ben-
efits of film production to create a supplement to the academic article. That is, the article offers 
one view of the research, while the film offers another. By creating a film, the focus should 
be on the aspects that a film can offer that a paper cannot. That is, the film could concentrate 
on the visual and auditory cues and the dynamic nature of the site. The film can also focus on 
showing visual changes over time and the contrast between different cultural sites, which would 
be made more obvious through film than in a manuscript. A film that focuses on a person being 
interviewed in an office with no real visual or auditory appeal is, arguably, less relevant as a film. 
Film offers the ability to share a rich array of sound and visual data that cannot be communicated 
effectively or efficiently via text and this, in my mind, should be the domain where film excels. 
Using film simply because the technology is available is less effective, but mindfully using vid-
eography as a means of capturing a rich environment provides far greater depth to the setting 
and offers more data to be analysed. 

 A film, as with research, needs to have a story. The role of the filmmaker is to tell this 
story. The filmmaker is the creator of the narrative and the one who decides what will be 
included in the story and what will not. The ethnographer collects and analyses the data associ-
ated with a culture; the videographer collects video data in order to support data analysis; while 
the filmmaker creates the story that is then shown to others as a means of expressing some 
contribution of knowledge and/or entertainment. All three roles are very distinct, but often are 
carried out by the same person. When creating a film, it may be that the ethnographer needs 
to step aside and allow the creativity of the filmmaker to step in. Similarly, it may be the case 
that the filmmaker requires video footage that the videographer has not been able to collect and 
subsequent site visits are needed, not for analysis purposes, but for video footage recording to 
be used in the film. Traversing these multiple bodies and selves can be an interesting and often 
challenging experience. 

 The filmmaker can be a very passive voice in the film and allow the story to tell itself, 
or the film can be narrated. Whatever the choice of the researcher, the film will develop a 
story through the editing process. Editing footage in order to express an academic story is a 
laborious process, but an exciting one. As with a manuscript, peer review aids in refinement of 
the story; collaboration improves the quality of the film, and experience improves the efficiency 
of creating films. Watching other successful films, such as those recommended in this chapter, 
can improve your chances tremendously. The key is to maintain integrity of your participants, 
data and site in your film as well as to use the film to its fullest potential. Focus on those aspects 
that cannot be communicated effectively through print.   

 Conclusion 

 Filmmaking equipment is becoming so easily accessible that one could argue that all ethnog-
raphy should incorporate some analysis of audio and visual data. However, I have argued here 
that having the right equipment is only one aspect of successful videoethnography. Without 
the researcher’s eye, inquisitiveness and ability to effectively analyse visual data and use it to tell 
a story, it is unlikely that videography will add signifi cantly to ethnographic consumer research. 
Consequently, the videoethnographer shapes the research process by guiding the camera and 
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controlling the collection and analysis of data. Even in covert video data collection, the eth-
nographer decides where the camera is placed and when they record. Videography is thus an 
interpretive process that relies on the ethnographer’s training, experience and curiosity. Finally, 
there are times when videography is far more effective in capturing and disseminating data, and 
others when videographic data is unnecessary. Knowing the difference between the two is the 
fi rst question the fi lmmaker should ask. If the site, context, theories and participants lend them-
selves to videography, there is no doubt that the ready accessibility of videographic equipment 
makes this a research opportunity not to be missed.     

 Note  

  1.      A selection of videos shown at the fi lm festival can be found at  http://vimeo.com/groups/136972 .     
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Drawing as a method of 
organizational analysis    

    David R.   Stiles       

 Introduction: origins, uses and defi nitions of drawing 

 Drawing pictures is one of the oldest and most universal forms of human expression. It pre-
dates the use of written language by thousands of years and is practised across almost all human 
cultures. It is also one of the most powerful and versatile means of communication, with the 
capacity to arouse strong emotions and provide a readily accessible conduit for ideas. Drawing 
has never been just about reproducing nature. Indeed, it is believed the fi rst bison and rein-
deer pictures were drawn on cave walls not as decoration, but as magical devices to help the 
real animals succumb to the prowess of hunters (Gombrich  1995 ). Over millennia, drawings 
have provided a huge range of social functions, including developing imagination through play 
(Lowenfeld  1987 ); projecting deep-set mental states (Semeonoff  1976 ); supporting and critiqu-
ing social, religious and political ideas and enhancing and distorting perceptions (Gombrich 
 1982 ). Drawings also help convey technical and imaginative knowledge diffi cult to communi-
cate in other ways (Meyer  1991 ). Yet, despite being an innate human activity, drawing is still 
uncommon in social and organizational research. As with other forms of image, this is partly 
because of concerns about intellectual property and reproduction costs in publishing. However, 
digitalization and the Internet have brought costs down considerably over the last decade, 
so more salient explanations may involve academic reluctance to embrace images. Fyfe and 
Law ( 1988 ) suggest images tend to be perceived as ‘subversive’ and are disregarded in sociol-
ogy’s search for a distinct identity from fi elds such as art. Although verbal discursive analysis has 
become much more widespread (see Ezzamel and Willmott  2008 ) in social sciences, dominant 
realist ontologies and positivist epistemologies continue the assumption that words and numbers 
somehow represent more ‘scientifi c’ modes of analysis (Stiles  2004a ). 

 Reluctance to use drawings is compounded by ambiguity in their definition. The concept 
of drawing as a process and product is highly contested within art, as is what constitutes a paint-
ing, sculpture or installation. Categories are blurred and socially derived; reflecting prevailing 
assumptions about art (Chaplin  1994 ). Contemporary views often see drawings as visual forms 
produced by hand using simple instruments such as pencils, pens and crayons. Chalk, char-
coal and other media can also be applied to two- or three-dimensional surfaces consisting of 
many materials, although two-dimensional drawings on paper are the most common. Paint has 
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conventionally been excluded from the act of drawing, with painting seen as a distinct art form 
attracting its own practitioners and connoisseurs, although again this distinction is controversial 
(e.g. Wölfflin  1950 ). Because a drawing is widely regarded as a still image, it is also conven-
tionally distinguished from moving images such as film and video – although single anima-
tion frames may be considered separate drawings. Drawing processes have also become more 
complex. Computer technology has dissolved boundaries, with animation, art and CAD-CAM 
(computer-aided design and computer-aided manufacturing) software packages, and printers, 
screens, websites, cameras, phones and computer tablets assisting or even replacing the act of 
drawing by hand and of displaying and sharing its product. 

 We are concerned with a type of drawing known in organizational research as a ‘freehand 
sketch’ (Meyer  1991 ), ‘pictorial representation’ (Stiles  1998 ) or a ‘participant-produced draw-
ing’ (Kearney and Hyle  2004 ). This is a self-composed, expressive, non-verbal, still, pictorial 
image or fabrication produced by hand using pen, pencil, crayon, digital or other non-painted 
means to enable people to articulate their feelings, perceptions and ideas about something. Here, 
the drawer takes the major responsibility for producing and explaining his/her own picture, 
with minimal instruction and interpretation by the researcher. Such an image is not intended 
to capture relationships between variables, as in an academic model; or provide a technical 
representation as does a diagram, chart or graphic. Rather, it helps people to express their emo-
tions, beliefs and/or understanding about an organization, object or other phenomena. While an 
‘inner picture’ is a mental record of a sense-experience, a drawing is a ‘fabrication’: a tangible, 
physical impression of that inner picture communicated by a person to an audience (Langer 
 1957 ). Technology can enable its production and dissemination, but at its simplest a drawing is 
a non-verbal pictorial image produced by hand using simple instruments. 

 Words, numbers and other discursive elements may be important in clarifying and commu-
nicating a drawing’s meaning post-construction, and may be used in minor ways during drawing 
(Stiles  2004a ); but these are generally discouraged by researchers in the initial act of drawing, 
since studies in art theory (Gombrich  1982 ), advertising (Smith  1996 ), semiology (the study of 
linguistic signs) and visual sociology (Chaplin  1994 ) confirm that pictures are powerful expres-
sive forms in their own right. Brain physiology research also suggests pictures engage a differ-
ent mode of expression from words based on spatial, synthesizing mental processes in the right 
cerebral hemisphere rather than analytical, verbal reasoning in the left (Koivisto and Revonsuo 
2000); with drawing requiring a mental shift towards the right mode (Edwards  1981 ). Of course, 
it is difficult to conclusively show that drawing reveals alternative or deep-set mental constructs, 
although one study shows organizational perceptions not obtained by more traditional verbal 
questioning (Stiles  2004a ) and others indicate it may help surface unconscious responses or feel-
ings about organizational change (Kearney and Hyle  2004 ). Ultimately, it is reasonable to regard 
drawings, like other images, as essential components of a  relay  system of how humans develop 
meaning about their worlds. This means drawings are at least complementary and equal partners 
to words, numbers, symbols and other components of language, rather than a secondary or sub-
servient medium, as an  anchorage  system of meaning implies (Barthes  1967 ). As a result, drawings 
can summarize and communicate complex ideas often more succinctly and with greater impact 
than verbal means alone (Stiles  1998 ).   

 Drawing in social and organizational research 

 Academic drawing methods have a much shorter history than those concerning other visual 
forms such as photographs. This is evident in semiology or semiotics (Barthes  1967 ,  1981 ; 
de Saussure  1966 ; Edeline  et al.   1992 ; Peirce  1955 ; Penn  2000 ; Sonesson  1993 ); art theory 
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(Saint-Martin  1990 ); visual anthropology and sociology (Bateson and Mead  1942 ; Becker 
 1981 ; Chaplin  1994 ; Emmison and Smith  2000 ; Fyfe and Law  1988 ; Goffman  1979 ; Hall 
 1973 ; Latour  1990 ); and post-structural writing (Baudrillard  1975,   1983 ; Lyotard  1984 ). These 
texts have championed visualizations as a primary focus within a relay system of meaning 
(Barthes  1967 ). However, most analyse images already ‘out there’ in social discourse, such as still 
photographs and advertisements; and occasionally paintings (e.g. Hadjinicolaou  1978 ), fi lm or 
video (e.g. Rose  2000 ). While this provides useful insights into society, it often means second-
guessing the intent of the original image producers and transferring meaning to contexts other 
than their original site. Many images studied are produced indirectly as part of social discourse 
rather than for a particular research project. The result is a ‘second-hand’ view of pictures, 
rather than a more indirect engagement with images and their creators. Such visual forms may 
be seen as authentic, because they are produced by others in complex social and technological 
processes seemingly detached from the interventions of researchers, reinforcing their mystical 
appeal as ‘legitimate technologies of summarisation’ (Fyfe and Law  1988 ). However, it also 
leads to images being treated as cultural or historical artefacts subject to the interpretive biases 
of researchers; with the researcher cast as an expert analyst, rather than allowing people the 
freedom to construct and interpret their own pictures in response to particular research ques-
tions. In fact, Emmison and Smith regard a focus on photography as ‘The major impediment 
to the development of a vibrant tradition in visual research’ (2000: 2). In reducing analysis to 
a few technical parameters, some risk overlooking the subjective power of images completely. 
For example, Larsen  et al.  ( 2004 ) try to measure the iconic impact of advertising photographs 
and commercials in terms of angle of vision, abrupt cuts between cameras, and camera move-
ment. These go some way towards providing rules on how and why images work, but only 
partly consider their individual emotive or aesthetic impact and the intent of their creators. 
Others (e.g. Chaplin  1994 ) construct their own pictures to represent the societies they study, 
rather than allowing those they study to do so. 

 Digitalization also brings particular problems about the authenticity of images. In this 
volume, Bell and McArthur ( Chapter 23 ) follow Fleming’s ( 2009 ) notion of visual  authenti-
city  in organizations to mean uncommodified goods and services and not fake, superficial or 
phoney practices. Bell and McArthur suggest short YouTube films about social and organiza-
tional change may be seen as more authentic if they involve home-made images using such 
processes as redaction (active involvement of the audience through editing existing content to 
add value) and an appropriate balance between playfulness and critical rational debate. Leonard 
( Chapter 20 , this volume) also suggests in her chapter that authenticity is a key dimension of a 
successful corporate visual identity, along with consistency, visibility, distinctiveness and trans-
parency. Discursive analysis of a filmmaker’s intentions and client choices provides first-hand 
insights into this process in both chapters. However, as these authors also note, authenticity is a 
problematic concept, particularly where new social media are adding layers of complexity and 
blurring boundaries between actors and practices. For example, some corporate YouTube post-
ings imitate video characteristics such as amateurishness in attempts to generate affinity with 
their organizations, obscuring both form and content of images. As Leonard notes, uncover-
ing the regime of truth influencing user-generated content is a challenging task. In addition, 
redaction may change an image, but is each iteration an original, ‘first-hand’ image or, simply, 
the second-, third- or fourth-hand (etc.) modification, extension or reversal of another creator’s 
intended meanings? Of course, soliciting first-hand drawings does not guarantee that ideas are 
authentic in the sense of being original – many would accept that few ideas are genuinely ‘new’ 
and redaction may itself result in highly original insights. However, social media and digital 
technologies may complicate the quest for authenticity in an era of increasing ocularcentrism. 
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Such creation and interpretation issues underline the importance of allowing people to produce 
and explain their own images directly for a researcher using as near to a ‘blank sheet’ as possible.  

 Drawings provide an accessible way of doing this. Like other visual forms, drawings have 
a recognized capacity to arouse emotions in both drawer and audience (Gombrich  1982 ). 
However, drawings have a particular advantage because of their simplicity and flexibility as 
a mode of expression and communication. These qualities enable drawings to connect pro-
foundly with their creators and broad audiences. They require minimal, inexpensive, widely 
available and understood technology such as pens, pencils and paper. Drawings also utilize skills 
developed from an early age. Infants instinctively draw as part of play from around two years, 
going through a series of developmental stages from scribbling, through symbolic, narrative and 
naturalistic constructions (Lowenfeld  1987 ). Although drawing abilities vary and draughtsman-
ship may not improve further without training in adolescence, anybody with a normal degree 
of eyesight and eye–hand coordination, given some confidence and instruction, can produce 
a basic drawing (Edwards  1981 ). Some drawers are initially more reluctant (Kearney and Hyle 
 2004 ), but evidence suggests that, with ‘warming-up’ exercises and persuasion that technically 
proficient art is not required, almost all people will make an attempt (Stiles  2004a ). Furthermore, 
drawings are a most versatile form of expression. While cave walls have long ceased to be a pop-
ular drawing surface and paper is the most-used medium, digital technology provides a means 
to capture, display and share drawings through cameras, scanners and computers. 

 Despite such advantages, if first-hand, relay-based drawings are rare in sociology generally, 
they are even more unusual in management and organizational theory. Photographs are created 
by the researcher to portray organizational life (Strati  2000 ) and video analyses exist of natural 
work interactions (Heath and Luff  1997 ), but an analysis of pictures ‘already out there’ generally 
supplements verbal text. For instance, a study of political newspaper cartoons helps reinforce a 
verbal discursive analysis of institutional struggles over immigration (Hardy and Phillips  1999 ); 
and famous paintings are used metaphorically to show how academics’ ways of seeing shape 
their methodologies (Hatch and Yanow  2008 ). Where greater emphasis is placed on images, 
these are usually existing corporate artefacts analysed by an academic expert. Corporate newslet-
ters and posters demonstrate corporate behaviour towards gender and race (Mills  1995 ); photo-
graphs on company websites (Lamertz  et al .  2005 ) and in recruitment brochures (Hancock  2005 ) 
are shown to influence external public perceptions of an industry and organization; Disney’s 
cartoon characters and souvenirs help convey the company’s liability of foreignness (Brannen 
 2004 ); and advertisements and photographs depict persuasive marketing and branding processes 
(Floch  2001 ; Hussey and Duncombe  1999 ). 

 Bespoke first-hand drawings are limited to a handful of pioneering organizational stud-
ies (Kearney and Hyle  2004 ; Meyer  1991 ). Although used to surface individuals’ feelings and 
constructs as projective methods in clinical and social psychology (Semeonoff  1976 ; Nolen-
Hoeksema  et al .  2009 ) and art therapy (Broussine  2008 ), they are seldom used to depict orga-
nizations. When they are, methods and results vary. Some researchers influence drawers and 
prestructure responses by specifying what is required in detail – such as formal diagrams of a 
hospital’s environment (Meyer  1978 ). Zuboff ( 1988 ) asked workers to draw freehand sketches 
about their job-related feelings as a result of the introduction of new information technology. 
This was part of a wider ethnographic study of power relationships, in which images played a 
useful but relatively small part. Others allow drawers freer expression, stimulating greater cre-
ativity and imaginative insights, where traditional methods (including strategy techniques like 
SWOT) are over-used and lack creative potential (Stiles  2004a ). Many of these studies sought, 
or their subjects provided, visual  metaphors : asking respondents to express their feelings and per-
ceptions about their organization as if it  were  something else, such as a matchstick person; since 
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explaining a complex social phenomenon such as an organization beyond a few simple parame-
ters such as size, location and products or services supplied often requires imaginative contortions 
beyond conventional descriptions (Morgan  2006 ). Vince and Broussine ( 1996 ) asked managers in 
healthcare and local government organizations to draw images reflecting feelings about change. 
Each drawer wrote down six to ten explanatory words/phrases, before exchanging interpreta-
tions in groups: an important research phase to examine whether individuals’ perceptions are 
shared more widely in the organization. Change perceptions were illuminating, although fuller 
discursive explanations were not presented and images were not reproduced, making it unclear 
whether the relay principle was being applied – although later work did include some pictures 
from the study and a vignette from an MBA project (Broussine  2008 ). Kearney and Hyle ( 2004 ) 
followed Vince and Broussine’s instructions to allow faculty and administrators freedom to draw 
any pictures revealing feelings about organizational change in a US technology school. This time 
pictures were presented alongside fuller verbal explanations, but the small number of partici-
pants (nine) meant a second, group stage was impractical. While the aim was not to prestructure 
responses, both sets of researchers explicitly told drawers that matchstick people were acceptable 
in a bid to calm nerves about drawing – and drawings show this may have influenced participants 
to draw such figures. Bryans and Mavin ( 2006 : 118) instead asked three groups of students and 
female faculty to ‘draw research or a researcher’, resulting in twelve insightful pictures based on 
a rich set of metaphors – although verbal extracts were not provided alongside images, and group 
interpretations were sought rather than those of individual respondents.   

 Pictorial representation 

 A drawing method known as pictorial representation (Stiles  1995 ,  1998 ,  2004a ,  2011 ) 
adopts fi ve research principles seen as important in the discussion above. Pictorial representa-
tion (1) is based on the relay principle of equality between image and text; (2) relies on a simple 
and fl exible mode of engagement between researcher and drawer; (3) emphasizes the centrality, 
freedom and agency of drawers in drawing and interpreting fi rst-hand images; (4) promotes the 
use of metaphors in producing images; and (5) systematically connects individual and group 
level images within an organization. Pictorial representation has been used to uncover people’s 
ideas about organizational identity. Although other applications are possible – Bryans and Mavin 
( 2006 ), for example, draw heavily on the method in analysing perceptions of researchers – I out-
line this identity approach, with example images and verbal extracts shown from a longitudinal 
study of university business schools during 1992–2009. 

 Identity has social psychological origins as the relatively central, distinctive and enduring 
character of a human entity such as an individual, group or organization (Albert and Whetten 
 1985 ; Dutton and Dukerich  1991 ; Gioia  et al.   2000 ) and identification as the social process 
by which individuals define themselves in relation to other entities (Tajfel and Turner  1985 ). 
Underlying the idea of organizational identity are fundamental questions about what an organi-
zation  is . The researcher’s aim is to understand how stakeholders in and around an organization 
conceptualize their organization’s identity or identities, given that it is usual for organizations to 
have multiple identities in people’s eyes (Stiles  2011 ). Unlike many of the second-hand methods 
above, pictorial representation decentres the analyst from a pivotal role in analysing images. The 
organizational member is regarded as an active rather than a passive actor in the image construc-
tion and interpretation process, composing images and providing a verbal explanation of why 
these represent the organization. The researcher provides a loose guiding framework based on 
a broad and universally understood metaphor – that of human personality – and searches for 
consistencies and inconsistencies in people’s explanations of their drawings. 
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 The approach is also consistent with the emerging social practice literature (Schatzki  2005 ), 
particularly strategy-as-practice (SAP or SP) research, which aims to discover how strategizing 
actually happens in organizations, rather than treating it as a ‘black box’ (Whittington  2006 ). 
Because of their simplicity, flexibility and expressive power, drawings help connect the ratio-
nalities of a range of strategy actors by providing an accessible way of revealing the local-specific 
(first order) use of language in an organization (Ezzamel and Willmott  2008 ). Individuals and 
groups are asked to draw pictures of the organization’s  personality or personalities : a metaphor that 
encourages people to reflect on identity by using everyday knowledge about people (Deaux 
 1991 ). Strategies can then be developed to address issues raised by stakeholders, grounded in rich 
perceptions of the organizational context. 

 Interviewees first complete ‘warm-up’ exercises to help them adopt a visual-spatial means of 
information processing by first drawing an imaginary human face, then its mirror image, before 
being asked to draw more creative figures (Edwards  1981 ). In the first-stage interviews with 
individuals, each person subsequently draws a  free-drawn personality image  of their organization, 
with care taken to ensure consistent instructions: 

 Imagine that you’re trying to communicate with someone who can’t read or write. Some 
people say that each place you work in has its own personality. I want you to imagine 
that your organization has its own personality or personalities and do a rough sketch to 
try to explain to this person who can’t read or write what that personality or personalities 
look like.   

 The conversation is otherwise unstructured to ensure ideas emerge without undue prompting. 
The characteristic of illiteracy discourages the use of words or numbers, and drawers interpret 
their own pictures immediately after drawing. These explanations are audio- or video-recorded: 
the latter useful in group settings to allow clearer attribution of text to individuals. Recordings 
are transcribed verbatim and analysed using Stiles’ (2004a) approach, involving the search for 
patterns in visual and verbal data regarding variabilities and consistencies (shared accounts) in 
content or form, based on critical psychological approaches (Harré and Gillett  1994 ; Potter and 
Wetherell  1987 ). These variabilities and consistencies are grouped into themes, with data repro-
duced naturalistically. A grounded theory approach generates data until the point of theoretical 
saturation, i.e. where no new themes emerge (Glaser and Strauss  1967 ). 

 Internal and external stakeholder focus groups subsequently help to explore and validate 
initial interview data, construct collective organizational images and capture images of the orga-
nization over time. In this study, academics, managers, administrative staff, students and the 
business community were grouped separately to compare and contrast perceptions. The inten-
sive nature of the method and the need to capture images to allow for substantive organizational 
change may mean making decisions as to appropriate intervals between follow-up interviews, 
so students were interviewed here at the beginning and end of their studies; and others at five-
year intervals. This provided an invaluable perspective on change during the long study period. 
Five personality images and explanations from individual interviews were fed back into each 
focus group to provide a link between individual and group stages. Groups were asked to reach 
a consensus as to which, if any, of the five images represented the school. Groups were then 
free to explore their own ideas about the organization’s identity and produce a  group free-drawn 
personality image . Again following Stiles (2004a), consistencies and variabilities were identified 
across transcripts. 

 An extended report on the project reproduces all drawings and substantive verbal extracts from 
individual and group interviews to provide a full account (Potter and Wetherell  1987 : 173). 
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This report offers participants the opportunity for feedback and reflection upon emerging 
themes. The final stage may be to communicate findings to a wider audience through academic 
or practitioner publications. These present particular style and format limitations, requiring 
greater summarizing and editing of data and findings than reports. However, the relay principle 
still demands substantive, naturalistic line-numbered (for easier reference) verbal extracts along-
side images to ‘let organizational voices speak for themselves’. Text from both researcher and 
respondents is included and material is only removed to shorten extracts for publication if this 
does not substantively change the context or meaning of the extract and to prevent individuals 
being identified. The analysis focuses on themes emerging from the data, with drawers’ own 
explanations an important part of the overall narrative rather than just the researcher’s reporting. 
I show examples from this study below to illustrate the method’s application.   

 A case study: UK business school 

 As expected, drawings refl ected multiple views of the organization’s identity, varying between 
individuals, groups and over time. However, consistent identity themes also appeared. These 
themes were expressed in different ways, but common visual devices were evident. Overall, 
the business school was not depicted as a happy personality. The reasons for this are provided 
by interrelated identity themes that remained remarkably salient over the entire study period. 
People perceived the school personality as preoccupied with research, miserly owing to a lack 
of resources, disenfranchised and anonymous, fragmented, and overly male. At best, rather than 
showing stakeholders identifying strongly with the business school, many appeared to articulate 
schizo-identifi cation (Elsbach  2001 ), where individuals in the organization actively and inten-
sively identifi ed and disidentifi ed with different aspects of the school over the 17-year study.  

 Research preoccupation 

 The school personality was viewed as overly research focused. Although this was positive in 
the sense of achieving a scholarly mission for this premier UK research institution, it was also 
widely believed to be to the detriment of teaching and student interests, generating particular 
confl icts over identity. Albert and Whetten ( 1985 ) noted normative and utilitarian identity con-
fl ict may be an integral dimension of a professional school, but the school’s strategy was seen to 
lead to manifest fragmentation: where protecting academic integrity confl icted with acquiring 
ever-tightening resources. A research preoccupation was amplifi ed by intense pressures from 
successive externally driven research assessments encouraging the school to remain in the top 
research echelon, despite the importance of student income.  Figure 14.1  exemplifi es this theme.  

  Figure 14.1 Extract: Katie (lecturer)  
1.    K:    Er, man in a white coat with a mortarboard. An academic more  
2.   concerned with research, er, it’s supposed to signify…But he’s  
3.   behind a door with ‘DO NOT DISTURB’…notice on the handle , 
4.   which shows he doesn’t really want to be bothered. He wants to be  
5.   getting on with his work .  
6.   R:    Right. Right. Do not disturb. So, who is, is that a message  
7.   to anyone in particular then?   
8.    K:    Er, everybody out there who isn’t in academia .  
9.   R:    Right. Right. What about to students as well?   

10.   K:    Yeah .
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11.     R:    Or not?   
12.   K:    Depends on what they wanted him for. If it was going to further  
13.    his aims then he would be quite happy to see them .  
14.   R:    Right. Right. So he’s wearing a white coat?   
15.   K:    Yeah, just to signify that he’s interested in research – that’s the, you  
16.    know, the standard scientist.      

 Miserliness/meanness with money 

 An important linked characteristic was a strong sense of miserliness and fi nancial hardship – as 
reducing government funding necessitated raising extra income through research grants contin-
gent on a good research rating; and through student fees. Figures 14.1 and 14.2 depict currency 
signs in the fi gure’s eyes and on a moneybag, with  Figure 14.2  showing miserly attributes.  

  Figure 14.2 Extract 1: Darren (lecturer)  
1.    D:    Uhm, secondly what you notice is that the person is holding on to  
2.    its money, which is something that it does rather than spend it. It  
3.    holds on to it…   
4.   R:    Holding on to its money? 

 Figure 14.1   Individual free-drawn personality image: Katie, lecturer         
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 Figure 14.2            Individual free-drawn personality image: Darren, lecturer

 Figure 14.3   Individual free-drawn personality image: Mark, full professor         
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5.     D:    If I can draw a grip better, I would have had it gripping and .  
6.   R:    Not let it go?   
7.   D:    Yeah, holding on to its money .   

 This meant meanness in terms of providing computer equipment and a feeling that academics 
were acting almost as sales representatives to attract student fees and grant income. Academics 
articulated this as a continuing pressure against engaging with students and conducting longer-
term and practitioner-oriented research.   

 Disenfranchisement 

 Until he stepped down in the last 18 months of the study, the school had had a leader for an 
unusually long time. A theme emerging consistently across interviews and focus groups was the 
dominance of the leader in both strategic and operational decision-making, which was seen to 
exacerbate the school’s fragmentation. At the start of the study, the leader was seen as a lone fi gure 
( Figure 14.3 ) trying to carry a burdensome administrative load, unwilling to delegate to others:  

  Figure 14.3 Extract: Mark (full professor)  
1.    M:    It’s a man. Probably [names leader]. He’s carrying a great load , 
2.    which is too big for him, so it’s slipping. [pause] This is the  
3.    different parts of the Business School. [pause] He should try to  
4.    give bits away, but he won’t.    

 In  Figure 14.4 , an MBA student group depicted social distance between leader and the body 
of the school through a long neck separating the head and body and folded arms to show a 
one-way fl ow of information, infl uence and communication:  

  Figure 14.4 Extract 1: MBA focus group 
1.    S1:    The long neck was quite a good idea .  
2.   S2:    Yeah .  
3.   S3:    Yeah, I think so .  
4.   S4:    Like the Student-Staff Panels. And you always hear that [pause]   
5.    going into them, right, you hear [pause] but never have you seen any   
6.    results from it. [pause] And it’s almost like he’s being closed-   
7.    minded. They do this, they have the Student-Staff Panels, just for…   
8.   S3:    Maybe his arms are folded. Unapproachable?   
9.   S4:    Yeah. Yeah .  

10.   S1:    Can you draw folded-up? [S3 draws folded arms on figure]  
11.     [general laughter]   
12.   R:     That’s good. [pause] So this is the faculty folding their arms, is it?   
13.   S4:    I say it’s more that kind of the Business School Director .  
14.   R:    Yeah .  
15.   S4:    Kind of not getting the results.       

 Large size and scale/anonymity 

  Figure 14.2  portrayed the school as overweight because of large student numbers linked to the 
fi nancial imperative through maximizing fee income.  Figure 14.3  showed the school as a load 
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too great for the leader to manage and many drawings referred to a sense of anonymity partly 
related to size, but with faculty, staff and students believing they had little voice because of the 
sense of disenfranchisement. An MBA group showed the school building as too small, with the 
roof pressing down on the character’s head:

   Figure 14.4 Extract 2: MBA focus group  
1.   S1:    I suppose we should have great big looking feet, ’cause there’s too   
2.    many sort of little legs in great big shoes: students to teachers .  
3.   S2:    I think this building is too small for a lot of people in it. I would have  
4.     made it really cramped, like bending down. And all because I just  
5.     think that [pause] the building can’t accommodate this amount of  
6.     people .  
7.   S3:    Yeah .   
8.  S4:    Make it a box just pressing down. [S5 draws low roof]   
9.   S6:    Oh, you are brilliant .  

10.   S1:    Yeah. He’d crack his if he puts his head there.       

 Fragmentation 

 The idea of a split personality involved the school projecting contradictory characteristics 
internally and externally: most often expressed as a fundamental academic versus business mis-
match. Confl icts between normative and utilitarian multiple identities were felt to result in a 

 Figure 14.4   Group free-drawn personality image: MBA students         
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fragmented organizational identity, reminiscent of Elsbach’s ( 2001 ) idea of schizo-identifi cation. 
People actively articulated the idea of a split personality, with the character’s portrayal suggesting 
a lack of belief in the business-oriented image the school portrayed through its publicity docu-
ments. Confl ict between identities was intensifi ed by the fi nancial imperative, research prioriti-
zation and perceived disenfranchisement. Fabrications generally conveyed a sense of uncertainty 
as to the long-term strategies of the school, with the leader not providing a clear vision and 
fragmentation meaning individuals and groups pursued their own goals within extreme resource 
constraints and disenfranchised decision processes.  Figure 14.2  articulates the notion of schizo-
identifi cation:

   Figure 14.2 Extract 2: Darren (lecturer)  
1.   D:     I see the business school as essentially a schizophrenic organization but on  
2.     the one half you have got the sort of very academic academics who are sort  
3.    of favour the long hair, and the Levis 501s and trainers and the other hand  
4.    you have got the business academics who favour the suits and sort of pseudo  
5.    businessmen look and I think that is something that that is one of the things  
6.   that struck me when I first came.       

 Maleness 

 Pictures also refl ected perceived gender imbalance at the school, based mainly on an over-
whelming proportion of male faculty – although the infl uence of the male leader was also 
mentioned in  Figure 14.4 . The business side of the split personalities was also widely regarded as 
male, in contrast to the more balanced academic side. Male pronouns proliferated when describ-
ing the character, which usually had masculine clothing. The MBA focus group ( Figure 14.4 ) 
refl ected that:

   Figure 14.4 Extract 3: MBA focus group  
1.   S1:    There’s no females here .  
2.   S2:    We don’t have this many females, do we?   
3.   S3:    Any teachers?   
4.   S1:    No .  
5.   S3:    Are they kidding?   
6.   S4:    Really unbelievable .  
7.   S5:    No, not really .  
8.   S1:    There’s [names female academic], but that’s about the only female .  
9.   R:    [pause] Yeah. Alright .  

10.   S5:    And what type of business school, business joke. Your  
11.     mind really blows this mainly male world, you know? Mine does  
12.     anyway.     

 Overall, different images appeared to different stakeholders, but portrayed a generic identity of 
neutrality-unhappiness underpinned by these interwoven themes. Pictorial and textual discourse 
helped reveal competing images integral to the process of defi ning multiple organizational 
identities. Although confi dentiality precludes giving specifi c details, specifi c research, teaching, 
marketing communication and human resource objectives and strategies were developed to 
address identity issues arising from this analysis. However, the researcher may be more con-
cerned with helping stakeholders understand the organization’s identities; gaining insights into 
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how specifi c organizational activities, such as research, are conducted (Bryans and Mavin  2006 ); 
articulating feelings about organizational change (Kearney and Hyle  2004 ; Vince and Broussine 
 1996 ); or developing theory about wider social change (Stiles  2011 ).    

 Conclusion and future developments 

 This chapter has shown that, provided care is taken to address fi ve research principles, drawing 
methods provide an accessible and fl exible metaphor-based way of surfacing identities and other 
organizational aspects that alternative verbal and visual methods may fi nd more diffi cult. Unlike 
conventional semiotic approaches, asking people to draw and explain their own images and 
presenting the resulting discourse through the relay principle decentres the researcher from the 
role of expert in judging what the drawer is conveying. It also helps avoid accusations of reifi -
cation – that one is treating the personality drawing itself as real. In connecting individual and 
group level images within an organization, pictorial representation provides a bridge between 
different levels of analysis. 

 The simplicity and flexibility of pictorial representation is also to some extent its future-
proofing. Film, video and other media also offer great possibilities for exploring organization and 
social processes (e.g. Heath and Luff  1997 ); but computer tablets, cloud computing, social net-
working and online journals also provide potential routes for the production and dissemination 
of drawings about organizations. These will become more important: tablet-based ‘apps’ already 
allow drawing via an intuitive touchscreen or stylus and camera-ready artwork for publications. 
Indeed, I experimented with ‘pocket PC’ devices in the early 2000s with prototypical drawing 
software, and currently use four drawing apps on my iPad. However, using more sophisticated 
image technology does not necessarily bring greater expression and may place unnecessary bar-
riers between researcher and subject. Leonard (see  Chapter 20 , this volume) has already noted 
that the amateurish simplicity of video images involving such devices as stick people may help 
clarify messages in a way that more sophisticated technical products find difficult. Drawing 
using pen and paper allows one of the most direct, simple, first-hand modes of engagement with 
people. Even where technology such as compact cameras and cell phones enhances the first-
hand construction and sharing of photographs and video, drawing will maintain an advantage as 
a viable ‘low-tech’ research approach. Taking a creative photograph or video of an organization 
requires greater knowledge and skills in image composition and manipulation than a simple line 
drawing. 

 Analysing the many website images being posted provides opportunities to research social 
discourse in new ways. Yet, positioning the researcher as an expert analyst risks ignoring or 
diminishing the voices that construct these images. Such images may also be disappointing in 
the depth of insight they provide. It is, of course, true that social media are employing image in 
ways that are both creative and unpredictable – as the Free Range Studios cases in this volume 
show (Bell and McArthur  Chapter 23 ; Leonard  Chapter 20 ). However, it is also the case that 
simplistic organizational stereotypes may inhibit deeper analysis – such as presenting CEOs as 
fat-bellied, money-fixated or giant, robotic characters. Issues of establishing authenticity make 
the analysis of social media images particularly problematic. In addition, most Internet images 
are currently used within routine activities such as sharing pictures of friends and families, email, 
seeking everyday information through search engines, and social networking (US Census  2011 ). 
No more than a third of young people – often seen as the most Internet-savvy demographic – 
have done anything more creative than set up a social networking page, pass comment on a web-
site or construct a music playlist (Holmes  2011 ). Future social networking may involve people 
producing more critical first-hand web images about their social and organizational worlds; but 
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a lack of more advanced imaging skills and motivation may mean most people are content to 
show personal snapshots. Recent concerns about employers’ surveillance of employees’ Internet 
activities (Halpern  et al.   2008 ) provide another reason why more critical organizational images 
may only be revealed by the intervention of specific research projects. 

 Advancing the research agenda in drawing means applying methods in many more contexts, 
since only a handful of organizations have been explored. Longitudinal studies, such as the 
one outlined here, are also needed to show how identities and other social phenomena change 
over time. Although grounded theory means drawings are collected up to the point where no 
new themes emerge, researchers should ensure appropriate numbers of images are constructed 
to address the particular research question. Care must be taken to ensure the analysis process 
is robust, with researchers showing systematically how themes emerge directly from extracts 
and drawings, using respondents’ own voices. Using other accessible and widely recognized 
metaphors besides personality may add important dimensions to work. While animals may, for 
example, have universal appeal (Stiles  2004b ), people may find it more difficult to see their orga-
nization as a type of car or vegetable. Ultimately, drawings have great potential to add insights 
into our understanding of organizational and social processes; and researchers would be wise to 
consider this most ancient, universal and adaptable means of human expression.     
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 Visual sociology and 
work organization 

 An historical approach    

    Tim   Strangleman        

 Introduction 

 The sociological approach to the visual understanding of work organizations is a rich, fascinat-
ing and, at times, contradictory one. Sociology has a long history of engaging with its subject 
matter visually but, as a discipline, it has often been reluctant to acknowledge this legacy and 
achievement. In this chapter, this history is explored in all its complexity and richness. Rather 
than suggesting that there is a coherent story, one of unfolding logic, it will show the different 
ways sociology and sociologists have engaged with the visual around the topic of work, workers 
and organizations. It is important to recognize that some of the material presented here goes 
beyond sociology, borrowing from disciplines as diverse as anthropology, art history and social 
policy; this is done to think more deeply about how work has been understood visually and 
how we might use this legacy in contemporary visual studies of organizations. This chapter aims 
to provide a number of insights. First, it is a selective account of visual representations of work. 
Second, it provides an overview of the visual sociology of work. Finally, it is a refl ection on the 
methodological practices of the visual sociology of work and approaches to the types and nature 
of data in the fi eld. 

 The chapter begins with a reflection on nineteenth-century visual studies of work, going 
on to look at the maturing corporate use of photography. It reflects on the high point of 
corporate photography in the post-war period before examining the ways organizations have 
been portrayed in the context of deindustrialization. Finally, the chapter examines ways in 
which we can use images in sociology of work, asking what the visual adds to our understand-
ing of work.   

 A short history of the visual sociology of work 

 With the rise of visual sociology and visual methods in the late twentieth century, it is easy to 
forget that sociology has a long and distinguished history in the fi eld. Historically, sociology 
and photography grew up and matured in parallel (see Stasz  1979 ; Chaplin  1994 ). Here we are 
concerned in particular with sociology and work organization, but, in doing so, we have to see 
this as part of a wider interest in modern society and its problems. It is also important not to fall 
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into the trap of viewing the visual as simply photography. Some of the earliest visual engage-
ment by social scientists can be seen in other media such as engraving and mapping. Take, for 
example, Henry Mayhew’s ( 1985  [1865])  London Life and the London Poor , which is an impor-
tant but arguably neglected early piece of social research that made extensive use of illustrations 
in the form of engraving alongside his prose (Yeo  1971 ,  2011 ). These engravings showed types 
of the various London workers that were discussed in the written text. Similarly, Gustave Doré, 
a French engraver, produced iconic images of work, workers and, by extension, their social 
conditions in  London: A Pilgrimage  in collaboration with essayist Blanchard Jerrold (Jerrold and 
Doré  2006  [1869]). In copious plates, Doré animates trades and aspects of working life in London 
in the mid-nineteenth century. Another non-photographic visual approach to exploring aspects 
of work in the nineteenth century was the mapping carried out by Charles Booth (1840–1916). 
His poverty maps of London were explicitly about social class and relative income, but are also a 
powerful way of visualizing occupational groups (see Bales  2011 ). 

 Photography was arguably the most important visual media during the nineteenth century, 
and work and labour were often captured by either design or by accident by early photogra-
phers. In the United States, two photographers’ portfolios became synonymous with the rep-
resentation of work. Jacob Riis (1849–1914) was a pioneering photographer of the conditions 
of the poor in New York during the later nineteenth century. Riis, a Danish immigrant, began 
taking photographs in New York after being hired by the  Tribune  and Associated Press as a 
reporter in 1877. He was quickly promoted to police reporter, gaining access to the ghettoes 
on the city’s lower east side. Ten years later, Riis developed a lecture series that highlighted 
the wretched conditions of his subjects, which he began to illustrate with lantern slides. These 
pictures alongside a series of essays were published in 1890 in his  How the Other Half Lives  (Riis 
 1998 ; see also Yochelson  2001 ). 

 A second major figure in the tradition of photography of labour is Lewis Hine (1874–1940). 
Hine obtained a Master’s degree in sociology at Columbia University. Socially committed, 
Hine spent his time taking photographs for a series of socially aware magazines and later for the 
National Child Labor Committee (NCLC). The NCLC used his photography in a very direct 
way as evidence of child exploitation (Gutman  1967 ; Goldberg  1999 ). Importantly for the 
purposes of this chapter, Hine’s sociology and general academic training was influenced in part 
by American pragmatist thought, which stressed ideas of engagement and reflection on experi-
ence (see Trachtenberg  1989 ). One of Hine’s lesser-known assignments was his involvement 
in the Pittsburgh Survey, a pioneering project combining photography with statistical data and 
interview material (Cohen  2011 ).   

 Rise of corporate photography 

 Lewis Hine’s career as a photographer acts as a useful bridge in our story. His early work infl u-
enced by sociological purpose shifts after the Great War ended in 1918 towards his later work 
for corporate clients. There is continuity here with that earlier sociological imperative and a 
clue is offered in a refl ection on his career: ‘There were two things I wanted to do. I wanted to 
show the things that had to be corrected. I wanted to show the things that had to be appreciated’ 
(Hine, quoted in Langer  1998 : 20). 

 This second aspect of his craft celebrated labour and the worker in industrial society, subvert-
ing the notion that, in an industrial age, humans became mere appendages to their machines. 
Rather, Hine lionized heroic workers and labour, most famously in his series of photographs 
recording the construction of the Empire State Building in New York (Langer  1998 ; see also 
Doherty  1981 ; Gutman  1974 ; Hine  1977 ; Orvell  1995 ; Trachtenberg  1989 ). 
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 The shift in Hine’s focus came at a time when corporations were increasingly aware of the 
power of photography and of the need to develop their own images with their customers, with 
politicians and with their own workers. The corporate use of imagery has generated a wealth 
of material on the workplace and labour, companies often employing the best photographers 
of the day. Images were created for publicity; for training purposes; as scientific management 
tools; as well as the act of record. This range and nature of corporate photography is a subject 
that is strangely neglected by sociologists, its exploration carried out mainly by historians and 
visual scholars remote from sociology (see Brown  2005  and the discussion below). This is all 
the more surprising given the fact that photography, sociology and the modern corporation 
emerged near simultaneously in the nineteenth century (Stasz  1979 ). 

 Industrialist Henry Ford, as in so many other respects, was a pioneer in the use of photog-
raphy for corporate purposes. Having purchased a camera for personal use in 1896, he later 
set up the Ford Motor Company motion picture department in 1914. His moving and still 
pictures record many aspects of the organization and its workforce, including the handling of 
raw materials, detailed photography of the assembly lines as well as specialist engineering func-
tions and the large bureaucracy that managed and organized Ford’s plant. These images were 
used for internal training purposes as well as to promote the company to its customers and a 
wider public. The scale of this endeavour can be seen in the fact that, as early as 1963, the 
company presented the US National Archives with approximately 1.5 million feet of silent film 
and the collection of more than 75,000 stills from the company’s Rouge plant taken from its 
opening in 1917 to 1941 (Bryan  2003 : 246). 

 There is a growing literature on corporate photography and the use of images. David Nye’s 
( 1985 ) book  Image Worlds , for example, examines the use of photography in the ideological 
construction of the General Electric Company in the USA. In turn, Nye looks at the way the 
company recorded its workforce, managers, products, factories, engineers, publicity and con-
sumers. Nye’s  Image Worlds  was and still is influential because it mapped the different purposes 
to which a corporate body put its images. General Electric early on recognized the different 
audiences it had, both internal and external, and the ways in which visual material could reach 
them. Nye is also important in the way he considers how one thinks about a vast corporate 
collection or archive. How do you make sense of a collection that may run into hundreds of 
thousands of plates? This is an issue we will return to later in the chapter (see also Sekula  1983 ). 

 Another influential author is Roland Marchand ( 1998 ), who, in his  Creating the Corporate 
Soul , discussed the way corporations in the USA developed the practice of public relations, 
achieving this through both written and visual texts. This was made possible by the improve-
ments in photographic technology and reproduction. Marchand argues that corporate America 
became aware of its ability to, and the necessity of, visual public relations in the Progressive era. 

 Elspeth Brown’s  The Corporate Eye  ( 2005 ) also explores commercial use of photography for 
public relations purposes – including internal and external promotion to staff and customers. 
But Brown also maps a range of other purposes to which the camera was applied. She examines 
more generally the way various businesses, managers and the emerging discipline of manage-
ment science in the USA made use of photography from the 1880s onwards. These included 
using photography to identify and screen potential workers based on their physiognomic fea-
tures in order to exclude those with the wrong ‘character’. As Brown notes, this particular 
branch of science and its use of the image petered out in the twentieth century, replaced by 
psychological and behavioural approaches. Another aspect of corporate photography which  The 
Corporate Eye  lights upon is its early adoption in another aspect of scientific management, namely 
the rationalization and standardization of work movement exemplified in the research of Frank 
and Lillian Gilbreth. The Gilbreths were influenced by F.W. Taylor and sought to show 
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the way photography could be used as part of time and motion studies. These studies frag-
mented the labour process frame by frame, and represent work and labour in an abstract and 
decontextualized format in order that it might be better understood and rationally planned. 
Brown suggests that the Gilbreths developed their thinking from seeing photography as a 
form of: 

 functional realism, according to which the image serves as an empirical substitute for the 
object, a type of evidence, to an instrumental realism, in this case, using the realist promise 
of the photograph as truth to restructure the ways in which work is performed. 

 (2005: 71)   

 In a fascinating paper on the photographic study of movement, Corbett shows the way early 
techniques pioneered by Eadweard Muybridge were applied to work by the Gilbreths. As he 
notes: 

 The Gilbreths’ work was conducted at a time when the cult of efficiency had as fully 
infiltrated American work culture as it had in late 19th century France.  … The Gilbreths 
were concerned primarily with the elimination of ‘wasted motion’ and sought to create 
their ‘own visual vocabulary of efficiency – one in which labour is finally made fully alien-
ated and therefore manageable through and through’. 

 (Corwin 2003: 146, cited in Corbett 2008: 117)   

 Another way of exploring corporate image making is by revisiting the sources themselves 
which have been reproduced for a variety of reasons. An interesting but limited discussion of 
the use of corporate photography can be found in Douglas Harper’s ( 2001 )  Changing Works , 
which, in part, uses the archive of Standard Oil, which commissioned Roy Stryker to produce 
‘a photographic documentation of the uses of petroleum in America’ (ibid.: 8). This project 
explicitly aimed at portraying the social aspect of the company’s product from 1943 to 1950. 
The autonomy granted to the photographers involved in the project resulted in images of great 
beauty as well as lasting historical sociological value. 

 One element of the representation of work is the reproduction of classic corporate pho-
tography in nostalgic reflections on the past. These publications are not intended necessarily 
for academic use but act as a wonderful fund of material for those interested in the portrayal 
of labour. Bryan’s ( 2003 ) book  Rouge  is a good example of this, as are Olsen and Cabadas’ 
( 2002 )  The American Auto Factory  and Cabadas’ ( 2004 )  River Rouge: Ford’s Industrial Colossus . All 
of these volumes are ostensibly produced for automotive enthusiasts and are packed with images 
of labour taken by talented corporate photographers whose role was to capture both the mun-
dane everyday shots of production as well as significant milestones of factory life. This audience 
for industrial heritage is echoed in various other sectors, including railways, steel and mining (see 
Swanson  2004 ; Wollman and Inman  1999 ). 

 Researchers have access to a growing body of corporate film material which has been com-
mercially released to a general public or is held in archives. In Britain, the pioneering work of 
the Documentary Film Movement (DFM), whose members were employed directly for the 
Empire Marketing Board (EMB), the General Post Office (GPO) or later nationalized industries 
has been available for some time. While not exclusively about work, they are dominated by 
industrial labour and subjects include fishing, shipbuilding, steelmaking, coalmining and railway 
work among other trades and professions (see Swann  1989 ; Aitken  1998 ; Russell and Taylor 
 2010 ).  1   
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 It is important that we do not overlook the role of the state as a corporate sponsor of art 
and photography, and of course the GPO and EMB were both quasi-autonomous arms of the 
British state. During the interwar period in the United States, there were important devel-
opments in the use of documentary photography. This was stimulated by the creation of a 
series of photo magazines, newspapers and the state sponsorship of photographers during the 
Depression years of the 1930s through the Works Progress Administration (WPA) and later 
the Farm Security Administration (FSA). The FSA photography provided pictures that would 
support the work of the Resettlement Administration. Under the directorship of Roy Stryker, 
dozens of photographers recorded conditions of farmers, the unemployed and the working poor 
across America (Hurley  1972 ). The resultant images, which have become icons of American 
life during this time, were made available to magazines and newspapers. Importantly, the wide 
range of subjects covered by photographers included ‘race’, gender, domestic work as well as 
paid employment. The FSA collection was later housed in the US Library of Congress and 
amounts to 165,000 prints, a further 265,000 negatives, as well as 1,600 colour slides (Daniel 
 et al.   1987 ; Orvell  2003 ). Aside from these pictures of working life and social conditions, the 
photographers were important as many went on to produce further images of work and labour 
in a variety of genres including corporate and propaganda settings. The US government was 
also a huge sponsor of non-photographic depictions of labour. For instance, the New Deal 
Programme established in 1934 a section that commissioned art for federal buildings. As Melissa 
Dabakis notes: 

 Within New Deal visual culture, the image of the industrial worker took center stage. Borrow-
ing from the tradition of worker imagery … public images were deployed to new ends – 
most notably, but not always, as propaganda for federal programs. In so doing, the image of 
the heroic worker bolstered the notions of American individualism and self-sufficiency at 
the same time that it promoted the expanding role of the state in social welfare. 

 (1999: 223)   

 Erika Doss ( 2002 ) has written an important overview of some of this material and, in particular, 
the way it portrays work and labour. As is so often the case, Doss is an art historian rather than 
a sociologist, emphasizing the absence of more sociologically focused attempts to theorize and 
understand visual material. Of critical importance when examining corporate photography is 
the need to keep a series of questions in mind about the intent of the commissioning body, the 
choice of subjects, the limits placed on artistic freedom and the subsequent selection, editing and 
cropping of material. All of these aspects of the production process of corporate photography are 
not neutral, but rather deliberate choices made by different people. We also need to be aware of 
the reuse and recycling of images. Good examples of reuse can be seen in the reissue of nostalgic 
collections mentioned above. In a recent paper, American Studies scholar David Gray ( 2006 ) 
highlights the way images produced as part of FSA projects were cropped and captioned for 
reuse as US propaganda posters during World War II. The point to stress as sociologists here is 
not simply to develop a critical awareness of image manipulation; it is also that, in discovering 
more about the process of fabrication, we come to a deeper understanding of the way labour is 
presented, represented and how these images are received (see Hurley  1980  for an overview).   

 Post-war images 

 Some of the most stunning corporate photography dates from the period after World 
War II. The reasons for this are complex and linked to economic, political and social factors. 
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In part, corporations felt the need to develop strong visual identities, often to improve their 
images in a post-war period dominated by welfare states and a sense that industrial relations 
were now to be less confl ictual after the collective sacrifi ces of the war years (see Fones-Wolf 
 1994 ). At times, corporations such as Standard Oil (see Harper  2001 ) had to repair their repu-
tations with the political class as well as the public. Harper describes the way Standard Oil 
commissioned a range of photographers during and after World War II to take pictures of rural 
life where their oil products were being used. This was to soften the company’s image dented 
by their secret pre-war agreement with the German fi rm I.G. Farben. As Harper notes: 

 Plattner quotes a Standard Oil official responsible for the project as asserting that the 
photographs were ‘to concentrate on “the human part” of the company’s work, particu-
larly the everyday lives of its workers and their families … [to] foster the impression in 
the public mind that Standard Oil was composed of “human beings like everybody 
else” … Standard Oil sought to project a public image as a company that ‘is a good 
citizen … that always works in the public interest.’ 

 (quoted in Harper  2001 : 8)   

 Harper’s  Changing Works  makes extensive use of these images in various ways for illustration 
and as part of the interviews he carries out for his own later project. On both sides of the 
Atlantic, companies spent considerable sums on photography to promote their products, goods 
and services and in the process employed some of the most talented photographers of the day. 
These include photographers such as the German Walter Nurnberg ( 1954 ), who worked for the 
steel, textiles and brewing industries among others; Maurice Broomfi eld ( 2009 ), whose work 
included photography for the steel, engineering, paper and textile industries and was responsible 
for the so-called ‘New Look’ in industrial photography; and the American Arthur D’Arazien 
( 2002 ), who is best known for his stunning images of the North American steel industry. These 
photographers and others produced images of organizations and the work processes for a variety 
of purposes. Like Standard Oil, these companies were attempting to go beyond simply record-
ing what went on in their factories, mills and shops. They were attempting to communicate 
a range of stories about what they did and the value it had for the wider community. These 
images also help to contribute to a narrative of the value placed on work and industry in the 
post-war period; they speak to a desire to project and build a positive image of organizations and 
work but also of an audience ready and willing to consume such images.  

 It is important that we look beyond still photography in this discussion. One of the defining 
things about the decades after World War II was the flowering of industrial filmmaking. This is 
a huge field in its own right. As we saw above, the roots of post-war industrial film in the UK 
can be seen in the pre-war DFM, headed by John Grierson (see Aitken 1990; Swann  1989 ). The 
DFM produced many films on a range of social and economic themes but often dwelt on orga-
nizational and corporate issues; this was not surprising since their funding came from public and 
private corporations. Many of those involved in the pre-war DFM themselves later graduated 
into corporate filmmaking after 1945. These films were commissioned both by the public and 
private sectors in the UK. For example, nationalized industries commissioned or funded many 
films in the 1940s through to the 1960s and 1970s. These were sometimes training films but 
often were meant as short features to be played in cinemas and church halls. Their aim was to 
explain industrial processes and organizational change, stressing, in the case of the state-owned 
industries, the value of nationalization and the efficiency it would bring (see Russell and Taylor 
 2010 ). This trend was by no means exclusive to the UK with corporate filmmaking common in 
Europe and North America during the period (see, for example, Hediger and Vonderau  2009 ). 
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 Both still and moving images were part of sophisticated and highly creative public relations 
strategies adopted in the period. But it would be wrong to see these images as crude propa-
ganda, certainly in the case of the UK (see Fones-Wolf  1994  for a discussion of the context in 
the USA). Often the artists who made these images were informed by left politics with social 
consciousness and, likewise, they were often afforded huge amounts of discretion as to the style 
and content of their art. For these reasons, many of the images from the 1950s and 1960s retain 
their power because of the production values that created them.   

 Visualizing work and organizations in decline 

 One of the fascinating features of the last three decades for those interested in issues of work 
and organization has been the process of deindustrialization. Arguably, the visual has played an 
important part in charting this process and shaping the reaction to it. Deindustrialization para-
doxically tells us a lot about work and organizations. The empty buildings and vacant lots serve 
both as reminders and prompts for thinking about the nature and value of employment. Visual 
images of deindustrialized sites, especially certain Rust Belt cities such as Detroit, for exam-
ple, proliferate in today’s media. Clearly, there are marked differences between such accounts. 
An early example of this genre was  Journey to Nowhere: The Saga of the New Underclass  by Dale 
Maharidge, who worked alongside photographer Michael Williamson to record the effect of job 
loss and industrial change in the USA. Originally published in 1985,  Journey to Nowhere  illustrates 
both the journeys laid-off workers made to fi nd new jobs as well as the settlements destroyed 
as a result of economic change. In a later edition of the book, Bruce Springsteen writes a power-
ful introduction, telling of how he was inspired late one night to produce his own representa-
tion of labour in his songs ‘Youngstown’ and ‘The New Timer’ on his album  The Ghost of Tom 
Joad  (see also Maharidge and Williamson  2011 ). 

 The pictures of abandonment are certainly beautiful and aesthetically rich. What often marks 
out later books on deindustrialization is the absence of people in the images chosen. James 
Jeffery Higgins’ ( 1999 )  Images of the Rust Belt  is a good example of this trend, with the nearly 
50 colour plates completely devoid of people, even in the context where part or the entire 
site being photographed is still active. It is also important to note that this desire to capture 
abandoned industrial space is not unique to the USA. In Britain, for example, we could point 
to Julian Germain’s  Steelworks  ( 1990 ), which takes for its subject the town of Consett in the 
northeast of England;  Ming Jue  (2008) by Stuart Whipps, which shows the abandoned former 
Rover car plant in Birmingham (as well as its rebirth in China); and finally  Billancourt  by Bon 
and Stéphani ( 2003 ), showing inside and external images of a disused Renault plant near Paris 
just prior to its demolition. 

 In the USA, there are a growing number of urban explorer-inspired  2   coffee-table books in 
part or exclusively about former industrial space, and nowhere is more explored than Detroit, 
which may no longer produce the world’s cars, but does provide the raw material for count-
less books on ruins. These include  The Ruins of Detroit  by Marchand and Meffre ( 2011 );  Lost 
Detroit: The Stories Behind the Motor City’s Majestic Ruins  by Dan Austin and Sean Doerr ( 2010 ); 
and  Detroit Disassembled  by photographer Andrew Moore ( 2010 ). Other examples of the genre 
would include  Forbidden Places: Exploring our Abandoned Heritage  by Margaine and Margaine 
( 2009 ); Dan Dubowitz ( 2010 )  Wastelands ; and  Beauty in Decay  by RomanyWG ( 2011 ). Trying 
to summarize these publications is difficult because they are so varied and are designed for 
different audiences. Some are clearly academic, others are meant as local and regional or even 
industrial history. Others fall into the category of fine art that happens to draw on industrial 
subjects. Related to this type of account are those by and for the urban explorer movement. 
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The commentary in each is similarly varied with some giving a great deal of attention to the 
former industries and people that the ruins once housed, and this can be even true of those 
books aimed at a fine art audience. Julian Germain’s book, for example, combines his images 
of Consett post-closure with a wide variety of professional and amateur photography, which 
tells a complex narrative of this former steel town. Often, these books will include forewords 
or more substantive pieces either reflecting simply on the photographs or providing a wider 
analysis of the context of closure. The value of these books and publications in the context of 
this chapter is that they add a new dimension to the way we can read organizations visually. 
One of the best theorizations of the power and role of ruins can be seen in the writing of Tim 
Edensor ( 2005 ). In  Industrial Ruins , he reflects of the meaning and role of abandoned industrial 
sites and importantly theorizes both the physicality of space as well as the absent labour that 
formerly populated the buildings he encounters. As he notes: 

 photographs are never merely visual but in fact conjure up synaesthetic and kinaesthetic 
effects, for the visual provokes other sensory responses. The textures and tactilities, smells, 
atmospheres and sounds of ruined spaces, together with the signs and objects they accom-
modate, can be empathetically conjured up by visual material in the absence of any realistic 
way of conveying these sensations, other than through words and images. 

 (Edensor  2005 : 16)   

 We need to think expansively about the range and quality of visual material on offer to us on 
the subject of work and organizations. Such material is not always obvious, and is often pro-
duced by artists and others for very different reasons than ours here (see, for example, Chatterley 
 et al.   2000 ). The point, though, is that photography and other visual media make an interven-
tion that is different to the written text; it allows access to different meanings and understand-
ings. Mention of Edensor brings us nicely to the point where we can discuss the more formally 
sociological account of work in and through visual media.   

 Visual sociology and work 

 In this part of the chapter, I want to develop this discussion further by looking at the way 
sociologists look at work and organizations, and how they actually produce accounts of work 
visually through their own practice. An early example of a sociologist using visual material to 
look at work is Francis Klingender and his pioneering  Art and the Industrial Revolution  (1972 
[1947]), which examined the impact of new technology and industry on the English landscape 
(see also Pooke  2008 ). It is possible to argue that a visual sociology of work really begins to 
emerge during the 1980s, as part of a more general interest on the part of sociologists in the 
visual (see, for example, Rose  2012 ; Chaplin  1994 ; see Strangleman  2004 ,  2008  for a review). 
Work sociologists had used visual approaches before this time, Berger and Mohr’s ( 1975 )  
A Seventh Man  dealing with migrant labour is a good example. Images of labour had also been 
used as illustration in studies of work: Jeremy Tunstall’s ( 1962 )  The Fishermen  is extensively 
illustrated with pictures of labour being carried out at sea and on land. Another example would 
be Ray Pahl’s ( 1984 )  Divisions of Labour . The point is that the visual is not a method of research 
or analysis as such, but does represent more than simple illustration. 

 In the UK, an early sociological pioneer who did adopt visual approaches in a more devel-
oped sense was Huw Beynon. Known most famously for his ethnography of a car plant  Working 
for Ford  (1973), he is less well remembered for his book with photographer Nick Hedges  Born 
to Work  (Hedges and Beynon  1982 ). After the passage of three decades,  Born to Work  is both 
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dated and remarkably fresh. The book acts as a time capsule revealing in its pages a lost world 
of work, exploring in its images the life-world of labour in light manufacturing in the English 
West Midlands. This was the same terrain on which Paul Willis’ ( 1977 ) ‘lads’ began their 
working life in  Learning to Labour , and the same industrial space that was decimated during 
the 1980s (Dolby  et al.   2004 ). Crucially, the book is a combination of words and pictures: the 
one exemplifying the other. The images used here are not simple eye-wipes, introduced to 
break up text. Nor is the text there to act as an extended caption for the photographs them-
selves. Perhaps one of the most notable things about  Born to Work  is that it seems to have had 
so little influence on industrial or work sociology; this is even more inexplicable given Beynon’s 
central place in that sub-discipline. This lack of influence is possibly due to the conserva-
tism of work sociology and the discipline more widely (see Strangleman  2005 ; Halford and 
Strangleman  2009 ). 

 An example of where academics explore what the visual adds to research is the collabora-
tion of photographer Bill Bamberger and English scholar Cathy Davidson on their 1998 book 
 Closing: The Life and Death of an American Factory , which tells the story of the end of production 
at the White Furniture Company factory in North Carolina. Mixing images with interview 
material from the workers and interweaving this with a history of the plant,  Closing  is a model 
of how narrative and imagery can be combined to increase our understanding and empathy 
with the subjects of study. The authors used the photography at the end of the book to stimulate 
final reflection from the workers sometime after closure occurred and this is perhaps the most 
poignant part of the volume. Here workers’ life narratives embedded in and by work and then 
disembedded by layoff speak to a sense of loss not simply at the level of community but also at 
the level of the nation. There is a sense here of mourning for a lost industrial era. In an epilogue 
entitled ‘Does anybody  make  anything anymore’, Davidson writes: 

 White’s wasn’t perfect, and none of the workers says it was. Yet metaphors of death run 
through the comments so many of the workers make about the closing precisely because 
people felt that something of themselves died when White Furniture closed. 

 (Bamberger and Davidson  1998 : 168)   

 Any discussion of the visual sociology of work has to consider the writing of American visual 
sociologist Douglas Harper. Through a series of books and articles, Harper has used work as 
a focus around which he explores what the visual can add to a sociological understanding of 
social forms and practice. His engagement with work as a subject began tangentially with his 
 Good Company  (1982), a study of tramping and the world of the tramp (see also the revised and 
expanded edition, Harper  2006 ). His later book  Working Knowledge  (1987) was an in-depth 
study of a mechanic in a small machine shop. Harper, using photo elicitation techniques, sought 
to understand notions of skill and working knowledge embedded in an experienced worker. 
More recently still, Harper’s ( 2001 )  Changing Works , mentioned previously, was a comparative 
study in mechanization and rural agricultural life and labour. This again used a range of visual 
techniques including photo elicitation but included the use of images from a corporate archive. 
This sense in which Harper shifts the focus of his research between different types of work and 
also in the mix of the visual techniques he employs has produced a rich body of material. This 
variety helps capture both different forms of work but also different moments of economic life, 
freezing and making intelligible elements of culture and interaction, the detailed minutiae of 
labour and in the process gains important insights into work identity and meaning. 

 There are a variety of work and organizational sociologists now using visual approaches as 
part of their teaching and research. Examples include Carol Wolkowitz ( 2006 ) in her pioneering 
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 Bodies at Work , which employs visual material and approaches in looking at a range of body 
work; and organizational sociologist Susan Halford, who draws on visual material in a number 
of her studies (Halford and Knowles  2005 ). Other organizational sociologists working in the 
field include videoethnographers such as Heath and Luff ( 2000 ; see also Hindmarsh  2009  for a 
review). In my own work, I make extensive use of visual material and methods. In my research 
on the Guinness brewery at Park Royal in West London, I combine various photographic and 
other material, which has been self-generated, taken by photographers I have collaborated with 
or derived from company archives (see Strangleman  2010 ,  2012 ).   

 How do we make sense of the visual and work? 

 So far, we have seen a variety of examples of the visual interrogation of work by a great range 
of people, both academics and non-academics. We have seen that work has been a recurring 
subject that has attracted people researching in visual media. In this section, I want to examine 
how we make sense of this material, asking questions about how we analyse it and what uses we 
can put it to for a sociological understanding of work and organizations. It will look at the visual 
as illustration, in refl ection theory, content analysis, photo elicitation, semiology and iconology, 
and visual ethnography.  

 As illustration 

 We could look at the visual record of work in terms of illustration, as representing an histori-
cal record of bygone ways of working or organizational structure. What all visual media have 
in common is that they freeze in time an image of work or a workplace. We can return to 
them to learn a variety of things. There has been an understandable tendency to downplay 
this aspect of the visual as, quite rightly, we have learned to be suspicious of images as telling 
a ‘truth’. We expect to ask questions about the choice of subject, the selection of the fi eld, 
the cropping and framing, all of which leads us to a sophisticated rejection of images as ‘simply’ 
doing anything. While we must be alert to all of these points, we should not dismiss the 
important potential of the image archive to provide us with a rich array of historical mate-
rial ranging from images of vast spaces of production through to detailed studies of craft skill 
and knowledge. Although ironically this is probably the most common form in which the 
visual makes an appearance in work sociology, at least historically, it is also the least refl ected 
on (see Burke  2001 ; Samuel  1994 ; Miller  1992 ). As we saw above, many sociological publica-
tions concerned with work do employ visual material. In the 1960s and through to the 1980s, 
this was not really refl ected on as deeply as it might have been. In many ways, work sociology, 
and the wider discipline for that matter, lacked the critical language to interrogate and make 
use of visual material in any sustained way. There was arguably a deep-rooted suspicion 
of images and what one could say with them, linked to an overwhelming desire to privilege 
text-based evidence (see Stasz  1979 ; for an account of British sociological historiography, see 
also Savage  2010 ).   

 Refl ection theory 

 This leads us on to refl ection theory itself. Victoria Alexander provides us with a useful defi ni-
tion of the approach: ‘Researchers who study visual documents, especially media texts, often 
rely implicitly on “refl ection theory”. They believe that visual documents mirror, or tell us 
something about, society’ (2008: 464). 
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 It is important to note that reflection theory alerts us to the relationship between an image 
and the society that produces and consumes it, but does not establish an objective account of 
the truth. Rather, reflection theory allows us to study how a society’s values, fact, fiction and 
fantasy may be read into a particular image or collection. The sociology of work and organi-
zations can look at a set of images and start to ask questions about what this tells about work 
in the past. What are the aesthetic tropes drawn on, why was an image produced, by whom 
was it commissioned, and what was the intended audience? Reflection theory – although that 
term is very rarely used by sociologists of work – alongside illustration are historically the 
most commonly adopted approaches to images. Theoretically, sociologists have tended to look 
to other disciplines for a visual vocabulary. Interestingly, it is the increasing presence of other 
sub-disciplines in the area of work that has introduced a greater confidence to reflect on visual 
material; the best illustration of this is in the case of the sociology of the body (see Wolkowitz 
 2006 ).   

 Content analysis 

 An approach related to refl ection theory is that of content analysis. Here the researcher takes 
a sample of material from an archive and tries to discern patterns within the content. A good 
illustration of this would be if one were interested in looking at front covers of company or trade 
union publications. The researcher could look at a selection, or indeed all of a run, of magazines. 
You could look for patterns, similarities and differences across time. You could ask questions 
about the types of things that feature on the covers: do these include people, if so, what sort 
of people – men, women, what is the presence of ethnic minorities? Of course, if you had the 
time and resources, you could extend your analysis to the inside of the magazines themselves 
(see Wall  2008 ). Both Sekula ( 1983 ) and Nye ( 1985 ) are good examples of where researchers 
tackle the question of how to make sense of large archives of material on work. In Nye’s  Image 
Worlds , for example, he explores the problem of how to think analytically and critically about 
a huge corporate archive: 

 I therefore took the entire archives as my subject. It made no sense, however, to view 
the photographs in isolation, as matters of pure form. I began to examine the company’s 
publications to see where different images had appeared and to see what sorts of stories 
accompanied them. These in turn led me into the literature of technological history. At the 
same time I moved in quite a different direction to understand photography as a technology 
and as a means of communication. Thus the research bifurcated, and I began to see the 
archives in two quite different ways. Corporate and institutional history offered one ana-
lytical framework; the literatures on photography, communication, and semiotic theory 
suggested another. 

 (1985: x–xi)   

 There are a number of points to be made here. Material can be ordered and understood in 
many different ways. In part, this ordering is a function of the disciplinary background and the 
literature the researcher uses. The quote also shows how the study of corporate photography 
is inherently interdisciplinary in terms of methods, approach and the substantive subject of the 
archive – in Nye’s case, electrical engineering and machinery. In this sense, we cannot be just an 
historian, sociologist or semiologist. The richness of an interpretation emerges from a willing-
ness to combine and transcend disciplinary silos.   
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 Photo elicitation 

 Again, a related method is that of photo elicitation whereby images (usually photographs) are 
explicitly deployed as part of the interview process itself. The images elicit ideas, refl ections 
and comments from the interviewee, and are a useful probe to garner more information than 
would usually be the case. There are a number of examples where this has been applied to stud-
ies of work and organization; the various projects in which Douglas Harper has been involved 
are perhaps the best examples. Importantly, photo elicitation techniques have the added advan-
tage that they create a more democratic relationship between interviewer and interviewee; 
as Harper says: 

 The researcher gains a phenomenological sense as the informant explains what the objects 
in the photograph mean, where they have come, or developed from, and what elements 
may be missing, or what photographs in a sequence may be missing. This method provides 
a way in which the interview can move from the concrete (a cataloguing of the objects in 
the photograph) to the socially abstract (what the objects in the photograph mean to the 
individual being interviewed). 

 (Harper  1986 : 25)   

 Bolton  et al.  ( 2001 ) provide another example of photo elicitation techniques where research-
ers gave child worker respondents cameras and then interviewed them using the images they 
had taken as a basis for the discussion about their lived reality and meanings. In their essay ‘The 
visual and the verbal’, David Byrne and Aidan Doyle use visual images of industrial landscape 
as an integral aspect of their method. They were especially interested in the salience of images 
of coalmining landscapes and the effect on the local communities they studied. Using images 
of destruction and ruin, they ran focus groups of local residents of deindustrialized spaces, 
attempting to get at ‘structures of feeling’ and the ‘actual lived experience of change’ (Byrne and 
Doyle  2004 : 167). As they argue: ‘Images of change – images of how things had been and how 
they are now – could be used to elicit people’s response to those changes’ (ibid.). 

 In all these examples, what is valuable here is precisely the subjective understandings that 
photographic and other types of images offer up. The images bring to life latent ideas about 
aspects of experience. This type of methodological approach is one, in all its variety, that is 
becoming increasingly popular with sociologists of work.   

 Semiology, semiotics and iconology 

 Perhaps the least used form of visual analysis in terms of work sociology are the various forms 
of analytic deconstruction associated with semiology, semiotics and iconology. Such an approach 
allows the researcher to think in detail about how an image is constructed and how it works, as 
in how meanings are attached to symbols. This allows us to understand and appreciate the taken-
for-granted assumptions about images and their meanings. Work and organizations are subjects 
that have produced powerful images across the years as we have seen, and this type of approach 
is a signifi cant one for understanding the relationship between society and the economic sphere 
(see Rose  2012 ). David Nye’s  Image Worlds  is a good example of where a researcher has used 
semiotic approaches in combination with other methods. The issue with these detailed decon-
structive techniques is that they may not allow the researcher to do justice to the sheer volume 
of a particular archive. Nye tells how he produced a catalogue of 7,000 images from the General 
Electric archives, stressing that this was a selection from one million photographs.   
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 Visual ethnography 

 Finally, sociologists of work have used what is known as visual ethnography to explore the topic 
of work. This takes a number of forms such as videoethnography, where researchers record 
workplaces to understand the relationship between formal and informal work cultures, detailed 
interaction and the relationship between the said and the unsaid in workplace interaction (see 
Heath and Luff  2000 ; Hindmarsh  2009 ). Some studies use still photography to explore the 
workplace; often the images are used to expand the ethnographic imagination and add to the 
richness of the evidence and analysis. Finally, a popular version of visual ethnography is to ask 
one’s respondents to take images of their own workplace. These images are then used in photo 
elicitation interviews to gain greater insight into the complexity of organizational life.    

 Conclusions 

 This chapter has done a number of things. It set out to examine how the visual study of work 
had emerged in the nineteenth century as a by-product of the desire on the part of Victorians 
to better understand their society. There was a concern with the social condition of people 
brought on by the rapid expansion of industry and creation of large cities. A variety of visual 
media helped in this recording and examination from engraving and mapping through photog-
raphy and fi lm. Later still, we saw the way in which the visual was drawn upon by corporations 
to promote their own self-image to consumers and others, and they also used images to ratio-
nalize, control and organize work and their employees. The chapter then looked at the ways 
social scientists have used the visual in order to better understand work in a variety of ways – as 
historical record, as mode of investigation, as stimulus to refl ection or as a tool of analysis. 

 The visual offers the sociologist of work a very powerful way of understanding work 
historically. By drawing on photography and other visual media, we can understand far more 
about how work is organized, carried out and managed as well as opening up knowledge about 
the meanings and identities that have attached to labour. By exploring formal archives as well as 
private collections, we gain insight into how work is valued, perceived, made up and received 
by different actors. We learn about the politics of production as well as those of consumption. 
We come to a fuller appreciation of the changing meaning of work for society across time 
and space. 

 Contemporary society is saturated with images of work and organizations. We live in an 
incredibly rich visual moment and are privileged in our unprecedented ability to access archi-
val material bequeathed to us from previous generations of image makers. The Internet has 
opened up a treasure trove of corporate photography and films are readily available to study and 
enjoy. All of these developments mean that sociologists of work have immense possibilities to 
understand work in so many new and exciting ways. The visual is a powerful way to unlock 
cultural and social meanings in and around employment. It allows new ways to explore how 
organizations develop and promote themselves, how this changes over time and also how they 
used visual methods to rationalize their own systems of organization. What is also exciting is 
that, while the social science of the visual is over a century and a half old, it still seems a very 
new area.     

 Notes  

  1      The British Film Institute has recently issued a comprehensive collection of 40 British Documentary 
Films on DVD,  Land of Promise: The British Documentary Movement 1930–1950 . See also two further 
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collections from the BFI,  Portrait of a Miner , a collection of fi lms from the  National Coal Board Collection  
(2009), and  Tales from the Shipyard  (2011).  

  2      Urban explorers are individuals or groups who visit industrial and other ruins and in the process often 
take still or moving images. For more details, see Ninjalicious ( 2005 ).     
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Arts-based interventions and 
organizational development 

 It’s what you don’t see    

    Ariane Berthoin   Antal      , Steven S.   Taylor     and   Donna   Ladkin       

 Recent years have witnessed a fl urry of experimentation with processes that bring people, 
products and practices from the world of the arts into organizations of all kinds around the 
world (Darsø  2004 ; Berthoin Antal  2009 ; Laaksonen  2011 ; Schiuma  2011 ). The primary drivers 
behind these experiments with artistic interventions are a sense that there is an urgent need for 
new and innovative ways of developing organizations and that, through their ability to engage 
emotional and aesthetic ways of knowing, the arts can stimulate individual and collective learn-
ing and change (Schumpeter  2011 ; Taylor and Ladkin  2009 ; Strati  2010 ). The objective of 
this chapter is to explore the connections between the values and practices of organizational 
development  1   (OD), and those characterizing the emerging fi eld of artistic interventions in 
organizations (sometimes also called arts-based initiatives (Schiuma  2011 ) or workarts (Barry 
and Meisiek  2010 )). In doing so, the chapter demonstrates that both approaches enable assump-
tions and values to be revealed and thus worked with in explicit ways. However, the chapter 
also shows that artistic interventions can run the risk of allowing vital values and assumptions to 
remain invisible, and thus they may not fully realize their potential power as catalysts for change 
in organizations. 

 Our argument begins with a brief explication of the history of OD and the forces that have 
shaped its practices to set the scene for examining how artistic interventions have come to play a 
role within organization change initiatives. We then present two specific instances of such inter-
ventions in order to illustrate the ways visible and invisible aspects of their design and execution 
contribute to their eventual impact. Our analysis of the examples positions the visible artefacts 
as vehicles with which the participants – and we researchers – can gain access to the invisible 
features that play themselves out at the workplace: the values, diversity of interests and power 
dynamics. The chapter ends by discussing the implications of these examples for the stakeholders 
engaged in artistic interventions to more explicitly consider issues of transparency, visibility and 
invisibility in their design and enactment.  

 The values of OD 

 Given the strong similarities in the values that drove the birth of the OD movement and the 
humanistic values associated with the arts, today’s artistic interventions in organizations might 
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be considered a direct descendant, even a love-child, of OD pioneers. Art Kleiner (1996) 
characterized the beginnings of the OD movement in the late 1940s and 1950s as ‘The Age 
of Heretics’, because the founding generation dared to challenge the dominant views of orga-
nization and relations at work. David Jamieson and Christopher Worley summarize the context 
and the resultant aspirations succinctly: 

 The practice of OD is more than 50 years old. Before World War II, organizations typically 
operated on principles of mechanistic and bureaucratic system, including authority and 
obedience, division of labor, hierarchical supervision, formalized procedures and rules, and 
impersonality (and many still do). After the war, increasing interest in social change, atti-
tudes about democracy, and self-actualization brought distinctly different values that were 
a counterforce to the extant organizational values in use. OD grew in popularity by offering 
a more holistic view of people and organizations, with an emphasis on humanistic and 
democratic values and the belief that this different perspective was better not only for 
people but also for organization performance. 

 (2008: 100)   

 The theory and practice of OD have not stood still since the inception of the fi eld, spawning 
new approaches and intense debates about which features to keep or shed in light of changes 
in the socio-economic context and under the infl uence of ideas from scholars of human and 
organizational behaviour (Cummings  2008 ; Kegan  1971 ; Quinn and Sonenshein  2008 ). In 
‘second generation’ OD (French and Bell  1999 : 46), there has been a focus on organizational 
transformation, with interest in such areas as total quality management (TQM) and quality of 
working life (QWL), organizational culture, organizational learning, systems thinking, vision-
ing and appreciative enquiry (French and Bell  1999 : 46–50). One of the characteristics that 
the newer practices share is that ‘instead of attempting to solely leverage techno-structural or 
human processes for change, they implicitly focus on meaning making, language and “discur-
sive phenomena” as the central medium and target for changing mindsets and consciousness’ 
(Marshak and Grant  2008 : S11). In other words, a key informing principle of the OD fi eld 
overall has been the commitment to render invisible forces within organizations, i.e. ‘meaning-
making’, ‘assumptions’ and ‘values’, visible through processes that enable people within orga-
nizations to give voice to them. Newton Margulies and Anthony Raia enumerate those values 
particularly clearly: 

  1. Providing opportunities for people to function as human beings rather than as resources in 
the productive process.  

  2. Providing opportunities for each organization member, as well as for the organization itself, 
to develop to his full potential.  

  3. Seeking to increase the effectiveness of the organization in terms of all of its goals.  
  4. Attempting to create an environment in which it is possible to fi nd exciting and challenging 

work.  
  5. Providing opportunities for people in organizations to infl uence the way in which they 

relate to work, the organization, and the environment.  
  6. Treating each human being as a person with a complex set of needs, all of which are important 

in his work and in his life.  
 (1972: 3)   
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 In summary, the fi eld of OD has matured and continues to spawn new ways of enabling 
learning and change in organizations. The humanistic values from the founding generation 
still inform the aspirations of many practitioners, impacting on how they undertake inter-
ventions. However, there are a number of pressures on the fi eld and its ability to adhere to 
its founding principles. For instance, there is increasing demand for a stronger bottom-line 
orientation than at its outset. And, of course, there is often a demand for newness – the latest 
and greatest – which currently may be artistic interventions.   

 Artistic interventions in organizations 

 Large and small companies, as well as public sector and non-governmental organizations, are 
drawing on all forms of art – visual, performing, literary – as central features of interventions 
lasting a few hours, a couple of days, several months, or sometimes even years (for overviews, 
see Berthoin Antal  2009 ; Biehl-Missal  2011 ; Darsø  2004 ; Schnugg  2010 ). They entail bring-
ing ‘people, practices and products from the world of the arts into the world of organisations’ 
with a more or less explicit orientation to stimulating collaborative learning processes (Berthoin 
Antal  2009 : 4). In addition to these artistic interventions in organizations, there is also extensive 
use of the arts for individual training and development (Taylor and Ladkin  2009 ) as well as 
corporate art collections (Barry and Meisiek  2010 ). However, we limit our focus here to artistic 
interventions that seek to engage the larger organization much in the way OD efforts have. 

 It is important to point out a key distinction between the drivers of the OD movement 
and those involved with bringing artistic interventions into organizational settings. The 
founders of OD were largely academics with a strong interest in practice,  2   whereas a range of 
people, including artists, managers, intermediaries and policymakers, have been instrumental 
in bringing arts-based processes into organizations. Each of these different contributors has a 
particular reasoning and starting point for engaging in this work (Berthoin Antal  2009 ,  2011 , 
forthcoming). What is interesting for our purposes here is to notice how those different, invis-
ible agendas impact on the visible interventions they bring into organizational contexts. 

 The most visible interests on the agenda are those of the managers who invite artists 
into organizations. They have various motives for doing so, particularly developing creativity, 
communication and leadership skills of employees at various levels of the organization. Some 
managers may have no particular objective, but rather an open learning approach like ‘let’s 
see what happens’ (Berthoin Antal  2012 ). 

 The artists who engage in artistic interventions do so for many reasons: some see in organiza-
tions the material and space with which to create art; others want to offer their skills to develop 
employees’ creativity and communication skills and by doing so enhance an organization’s 
capacity for innovation; some artists have socio-political motives and work in organizations in 
order to influence society more generally (Berthoin Antal  2009 ). 

 Of course, employees are intimately involved with the realization of artistic interventions 
but their interests remain largely invisible, having received little attention from research or from 
management. They are not positioned as drivers of the field, nor (to our knowledge) asked in 
advance whether they would like to participate in the process.  3   Their participation in inter-
ventions is sometimes mandatory (for example, when an intervention is designed for a specific 
unit, a whole organization, or a particular level of employees in an organization), and in other 
cases participation is (at least officially) voluntary. Depending on the art form and the method 
chosen by the artist and/or the provider, employees are sometimes involved in co-designing and 
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running an intervention that management has chosen, and they are typically, but not always, 
asked after the fact how they felt about the experience. 

 Another set of actors with visible interests are the intermediaries, whose business it is to link 
the world of the arts with the world of organizations (such as TILLT in Sweden, Conexiones 
improbables in Spain and Interact in the UK (see Berthoin Antal  2011 ,  2012 )), as well as the 
consulting companies that are enriching their services by involving artists in their change proj-
ects (such as KGD Kronberg in Germany and Ashridge Consulting in the UK). 

 An increasingly active stakeholder in the field are policymakers, who are discovering artistic 
interventions in organizations as potential sources of stimulation for innovation and competi-
tiveness at the local, national and European level. They are pressing intermediaries to provide 
evidence of the effectiveness of artistic interventions, with the aim of persuading more managers 
to use them and to legitimize the use of public funds to support them. 

 We now turn to two specific artistic interventions in organizations to show some of the 
differences in values that this diversity of stakeholders and interests produces. In particular, 
we attend to the way invisible values become more visible through the way in which inter-
ventions unfold in practice. The first is the case of a theatre company hired for half a day by a 
CEO to work with employees on how the organization could better live its values. The second 
is a year-long ‘artist-in-residence’  4   project in a manufacturing company, accompanied by an 
intermediary organization. Neither of the two cases was explicitly positioned as an OD project, 
although both could have made that claim.   

 A theatrical intervention 

 The CEO of a medium-sized French company in a knowledge-based industry wanted to 
address how the members of the organization could better live their values around diversity. 
He contacted a theatre company that specializes in artistic interventions, and, after briefi ng 
the director, provided him with the names and phone numbers of ten employees to call about 
their experiences in the organization. The way in which their responses would be used was 
not disclosed to those interviewed, in fact they were (mis)led to believe the interviews would 
be used for marketing purposes. He also arranged with the works council to use two-thirds 
of a day during an off-site event. Members of the theatre company developed scripts that encap-
sulated the preferred ways of enacting a more tolerant handling of diversity issues within the 
company, for which they drew on their knowledge of the subject in general, the outcomes of 
their interviews with employees, and additional input from the CEO. All the employees were 
required to attend the off-site event, but none knew what was planned for the day. The idea 
was to surprise the employees with an engaging way of addressing the serious matter of diversity 
in the workplace. 

 The off-site day opened with a brief introduction by the CEO, who then handed over the 
floor to the ‘experts in diversity’. The employees soon realized that the speakers were actors 
and they started recognizing details about their own organization in the scene, which they 
found surprising and amusing. The introductory session was followed by a series of exercises 
that the actors led in small mixed groups, which the CEO had designated. The employees 
talked about their experiences at work with various aspects of diversity (gender, age, profession, 
class, country, etc.), from which they created sketches under the guidance of the actors. After 
lunch, the groups performed their sketches for the plenary. Not everybody had to play a role, 
but those who did act had to take a role that was unlike their normal position in the organiza-
tion (e.g. the CEO played a secretary). At the end of the afternoon, the artists left and the CEO 
and the director of the supervisory board spoke to the employees. The CEO presented the 
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organization’s values in a new format and gave every employee a personally engraved wooden 
box with the values in a little booklet. He illustrated what he meant by living the values with 
examples of situations in which he had recently acted inappropriately and situations in which 
employees had behaved in keeping with the values. 

 It is interesting to note the number of ‘invisible’ aspects of the organization that were 
rendered ‘visible’ through this intervention. First, the desired way of dealing with diversity 
issues was given a physical, visible form that people could observe. Its power was perhaps accen-
tuated by its genesis from their own (until that moment) organizationally hidden viewpoints. 
The CEO’s disclosures provided a material touchstone by which employees could compare 
their own behaviours with his. Finally, the small wooden box engraved with the company’s 
values provided a material artefact upon which employees could reflect on an ongoing basis. 

 Interviews with the CEO, the director of the theatre company, and with numerous employ-
ees from different departments over the course of the following months revealed diverse 
thoughts and feelings about the experience as a learning event.  5   Most employees in the first 
round of interviews (several weeks after the event) were very enthusiastic: they had learned a 
lot about different ways their colleagues experienced things in the organization, the acting was 
daunting for some, but fun for others, and many mentioned how impressed they were with the 
untapped acting skills they had discovered among their colleagues. Many specifically mentioned 
how positively surprised they had been by the CEO participating alongside them and playing 
the role of secretary, which showed a human side they had not yet seen in him. Most people said 
that the speeches at the end of the day had been clear and they remembered the values. Only 
a few critical voices emerged in the first round of interviews, mostly around the perceived risk 
of acting in front of everyone in the organization, particularly in front of management, because 
acting engages the entire body, revealing the whole person. 

 Over the following months, repeated rounds of interviews with employees, sometimes 
including people from earlier rounds, revealed a gradual shift towards more critical perspectives 
on the experience. Nevertheless, positive responses dominated. A year later, employees remem-
bered the fun and innovative aspects of the event. The little wooden boxes were visible in many 
people’s offices. Employees still referred to the surprisingly human participation of the CEO 
in the role play. The CEO reflected that the shared experience of that off-site event had prob-
ably been a significant factor in the ability of the organization to collectively deal emotionally 
with a very serious accident that occurred during the year. Employees commented that his 
response to that event had been very caring. 

 Let us contrast this example of a short theatre-based artistic intervention with a longer inter-
vention, in which interactions between the ‘visible’ and the ‘invisible’ are apparent and play 
important roles in the way in which the event was experienced.   

 Artist-in-residence  6   

 The head of human resources for Scandinavia in a company that produces insulation materials 
was quite sceptical when he fi rst heard about TILLT’s year-long programme bringing an artist 
to work on an organization’s challenges with employees.  7   But the presentation by the director 
of TILLT (a former dancer) was infectiously enthusiastic, and the very fact that it was an unusual 
method triggered him to take the idea seriously. Together with the other members of the board, 
and with the agreement of the unions, he formulated the objectives for the residency: 

 •   increase knowledge and pride in being in an environmental company;  
 •   increase pride in own work;  
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 •   increase cooperation across the board in the company;  
 •   facilitate organizational and leadership development;  
 •   increase innovation.    

 The employees were initially as sceptical about the idea of working with an artist as the human 
resource manager had been when he fi rst heard about it. One of the employees who became 
a leader of the project remembered having been so irritated and bored by the idea that he had 
fallen asleep during the management’s presentation of the project. However, he was struck that, 
when the artist entered the meeting, her energy changed the space and alerted people to the 
sense that something new and different could happen. 

 The artist started off in April by visiting all departments and all shifts. The project team 
put up special noticeboards for the project and idea boxes all around the factory. The project 
group then decided which to deal with. Among the proposed projects that they got off the 
ground before the summer were a documentation of work at the factory with photographs of 
employees, recording sounds in the factory, a competition for photography, short stories and 
poems. 

 After the summer vacation, there were kickoff events in a special tent. The idea was to bring 
people together from different parts of the plant not only to learn about the objectives and the 
action plan but also to engage with each other in new ways, initiated by the artist. One of the 
key problems facing this site was how to encourage employees from two different companies 
to work together after they had been merged as part of an acquisition. Employees who had 
competed against each other for generations were now expected to work together. Resentment 
dominated as employees from the two former companies refused to interact together at work, 
let alone cooperate. 

 The kickoff exercises involved a lot of physical contact – the artist felt it was important to 
break the ice and to get people to have fun at work. Everyone in the company participated 
in these kickoff events in groups of 40. Employees reported that the impact was powerful. 
‘Imagine, some had not even shaken hands in over 30 years, but you can’t walk past anyone 
any more in the company and pretend they are not there after you have been cheek to cheek 
with them!’ 

 The human resource manager and the employees interviewed agreed that this project 
got conversations going between the two plants on the site that had not been possible before-
hand – ‘people can now address issues that had not been discussable before’ – including sharing 
shift work. 

 What was the role of the artist? An employee remembered that the artist had presented 
herself as a ‘cultural project catalyst’. Most of the ideas for activities in the project came from 
the employees, but they all stressed that ‘she was the energy’. One of them explained: ‘We’ve 
been here for many years, we know the routines. We know how the collective mind works. 
We needed someone to open the box, even throw the box away.’ The artist in this case, as in 
most other TILLT projects, does not create art in the process, she ‘brings in my artistic way of 
working and my artistic energy’. One way of thinking about what the artist contributed is that, 
through her very way of being, she demonstrated the possibility of acting differently – with 
enthusiasm and vitality. As an intermediary person from TILLT explained, ‘I see the artists as 
“the sand and oil in the machine” – it is important that they do both, and sometimes I have to 
push them to be more of the sand.’ By her way of being in the world, the artist showed people 
how to be more of the ‘sand’ and ‘oil’. 

 Looking back at the process and its outcomes, the artist’s ambition to get 55 employees 
involved had not been completely met. As with any change initiative, there were a variety 
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of reactions in assessing its impact. Some members of the project team felt that top manage-
ment had not exhibited a degree of visibility that would have indicated the project to be of 
high priority. Others, however, felt that the fact the project had started top-down had impeded 
buy-in from other employees, particularly because there were other top-down projects running 
at the same time. 

 In retrospect, the employees saw that it had been helpful for the organization, but at the 
time they had not felt that it made their work easier in the change process. Overall, they agreed 
with the human resource manager that a significant cultural shift had happened on the site 
over the course of the year. A forklift operator was particularly eloquent in expressing what the 
artistic intervention project had offered the organization: ‘Culture is what we do as humans that 
enriches our lives. We come to work to get the salary that allows us to lead our lives. We do 
our work, we take pride in it – why not enrich our lives at work too? We wanted to mix the 
worlds of work, which is cold, structured, in which we spend our days and the world of culture 
in which we spend our free time, which is human.’ 

 Employees had plans to continue developing some of the creative projects that had been 
launched during the artistic intervention, and the company was looking into initiating projects 
in more sites in future. 

 The human resource manager was reluctant to attribute organizational effects directly to the 
artistic intervention, pointing out that many other activities had been undertaken during the 
same year. But he had been struck by the fact that the auditors had reported a significant shift 
in the way employees responded to their visit on site, showing much more interest and willing-
ness to talk about their work than they had before the artistic intervention. Also, an increase of 
24 per cent in efficiency in production had been recorded in this period. Lastly, he mentioned 
that the project had generated quite a bit of media interest in the company, which had not been 
an objective but that feedback had served to encourage people that they were doing something 
interesting. 

 In summary, this artistic intervention was intended to support a complex organizational 
change process on a production site, into which the artist brought energy that stimulated new 
ways of thinking and behaving. This intervention was effective at revealing and releasing pent-
up, ‘invisible’ resentments, which had had a detrimental effect on people’s working relation-
ships, thus allowing them to work more collaboratively. The arts-based approach offers an 
additional dimension that reaches beyond traditional OD interventions: the artist’s energy itself 
made visible an alternative approach to engaging with difficult issues within the company, 
providing material evidence that a different way was indeed possible. This energetic enactment 
seemed to create a lasting impression on employees at the company, as they remembered the 
way in which she seemed to catalyse them into a different way of engaging with their work and 
one another.   

 Discussion of the cases 

 These two examples are very different and thereby are characteristic of the fi eld of artistic 
interventions in the sense that there are no ‘typical’ interventions. In the fi rst case, the short 
intervention was managed by the CEO without the help of an intermediary. The artists left the 
scene after delivering their services and the transition from the artistic intervention to the pre-
sentation by management was seamless. In the second, the artist engaged with the organization 
over a year-long learning process and was supported by an experienced intermediary (TILLT). 
The extent to which the humanistic values specifi ed above (Margulies and Raia  1972 : 3) were 
lived up to in the cases differs signifi cantly. In both organizations, the senior management made 
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great efforts to make the artistic intervention happen and they evidently cared about their 
employees and their welfare in the organization. However, in one organization, the lack of 
transparency and of organized refl ection on the experience contradicts the key values of OD, 
whereas the process in the other organization gave employees ample space to shape the inter-
vention according to their needs and interests. 

 In neither case did management arrange for formal evaluations to assess the impact of 
the artistic intervention, but, in both cases, significant positive effects were mentioned in sub-
sequent interviews with management and employees. These included unexpected side effects 
such as the enhanced ability of the CEO and other organizational members to deal with an 
accident, and the auditors’ report of finding employees much more forthcoming in talking 
about their work in the company. In the first case, the manager seemed unaware of employ-
ees’ concerns about the process and its effects. In the second case, there was open discussion 
in which employees expressed both agreement and disagreement with the perspective of man-
agement and management appeared to take those views on board. This observation may arise 
from the different contexts in which each case is set: one a production facility in a relatively 
egalitarian society; the other a knowledge-based company in a relatively hierarchical culture. 
In neither case did management, the employees or the artists seek to challenge the organiza-
tional power structure. However, in both cases, the employees felt that they had been able 
to say and do things that were not normally addressed or expected in the organizational cul-
ture. Furthermore, in the second case, the artistic intervention stimulated not only employees 
but also the plant managers from the previously competing companies to meet and talk in ways 
they had not previously done, thereby dismantling a power blockage that had affected the 
entire organization.   

 Opportunities and challenges ahead 

 The cases described here illustrate how artistic interventions in organizations can be used for 
organizational development even without the input of OD specialists in their design or realiza-
tion. The effectiveness of both cases may lie in the activation of two of the potential advantages 
of working with the arts that Elliot Eisner has identifi ed: ‘through art we come to feel, very 
often, what we cannot see directly’ (2008: 8) and ‘images rendered in artistically expressive 
form often generate a kind of empathy that makes action possible’ (ibid.: 11). In both cases, the 
employees discovered features of their colleagues (creativity, humanity) that they had not seen 
before, and the experience spurred them on to undertake interactions in the organization that 
they had not envisaged earlier. 

 Nevertheless, the cases are not unqualified OD successes and they help to specify some of 
the challenges in the field of artistic interventions relating specifically to the issues of what is 
and is not made visible. The theatre example, in particular, is problematic, namely the CEO’s 
secretive approach that the artists colluded with and the lack of reflection in and on the process. 
There is in the field a naive temptation to assume that, because the arts are ‘a way of enrich-
ing our awareness and expanding our humanity’ (Eisner  2008 : 11), artistic interventions will 
automatically operate in organizations according to the humanistic principles that underpin the 
field of OD (Margulies and Raia  1972 : 3). However, we would argue that, because OD has had 
its genesis in a relatively coherent body of humanistically based philosophy, the way in which 
these interventions become embodied, that is, the way in which they take visible form, are more 
likely to reflect these humanistic principles. The field of OD has matured over decades, with 
training programmes and publications that have developed a body of thought and expertise in 
systemic intervention processes and roles. By contrast, there is no coherence among the myriad 
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of stakeholders engaging in artistic interventions, so a similar set of values cannot be drawn up to 
guide them. Formulating an explicit shared set of values would, in fact, undermine the potential 
inherent in the arts because the advantage of bringing in artists lies in their difference from the 
world of organizations. They have the potential to provide ‘a fresh perspective so that our old 
habits of mind do not dominate our reactions with stock response … and new ways with which 
to perceive and interpret the world, ways that make vivid realities that would otherwise go 
unknown’ (Eisner  2008 : 11). 

 The challenge for the stakeholders of artistic interventions lies in surfacing and grappling 
with the tensions between values and interests in organizations in new ways, rather than naively 
overlooking them or instrumentally suppressing them. This is not easy because one of the 
desired features of engaging with the arts is a temporary suspension of critical thinking and 
judgement, in order to enable employees to break free of routine ways of seeing and doing 
things in the organization and ‘take a ride on the wings that art forms provide: the arts are 
ways to get a natural high’ (Eisner  2008 : 3–4). Suspending judgement and enacting or reflecting 
conflicting values is in general not a problem for art that is done within the art world. In fact, 
part of the power of art comes from its ability to make visible and hold seemingly contradic-
tory elements. But the theatrical intervention case illustrates that, when artists move out of their 
world and into organizations, power and conflicting values may be masked rather than revealed 
(see also Clark and Mangham  2004 ). In the absence of an organized process of reflection, the 
contradiction between working on values of diversity and ending the day with a top-down 
presentation on a fixed set of organizational values remained unaddressed. Support from an 
intermediary who could have bridged between the world of the arts and the world of organiza-
tions might have made this problem visible and addressable. 

 The demand for novel approaches to developing organizations appears to be growing. 
Although artistic interventions are not positioned as OD, there are significant overlaps between 
the two and those initiating artistic interventions could benefit from the knowledge of the 
OD field. In particular, an awareness of critical discussion about the humanist values around 
transparency and engagement inherent to OD might appropriately inform arts-based work. 
Such an awareness, for instance, might have prompted the theatre company working with 
the first organization illustrated here to rethink its willingness to obfuscate the purpose of the 
initial interviews it carried out (or perhaps problematize that aspect of the process in their per-
formance if that was part of their agenda as artists). It is impossible to know if a more transparent 
approach to how that intervention was established would have made a significant difference to 
the way in which it was experienced, but OD theory would suggest coherence in such matters 
is vital. 

 Transparency and enacting values in the process become even more important when the 
pressure on organizations to provide evidence of the cost-effectiveness of their activities is 
high. Obviously – or paradoxically – such pressure may be particularly high in areas that appear 
‘soft and fuzzy’ and difficult to assess, such as artistic interventions. OD practitioners have been 
observing this trend towards a stronger orientation to the bottom line, some welcoming it 
(e.g. Burke  2008 : 19) and others criticizing it (French and Bell  1999 ). The lack of exposure 
to the discourse about this issue among the stakeholders of artistic interventions leaves them 
ill prepared to deal with it. They may unwittingly fall into the trap identified by Mats 
Alvesson (1982) for OD, namely presenting the objectives of efficiency and humanization as 
completely compatible rather than making visible where they diverge and where choices need 
to be made. 

 Artists running interventions may find it easy to ‘embrace collaborative and generative 
assumptions about change in human systems’ (Marshak and Grant  2008 : S17), thereby masking 
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problems and issues of power. The danger is real because (unsurprisingly) so much of the prac-
titioner literature describes the artistic interventions in glowing terms that are intended to moti-
vate organizations to engage in them (e.g. VanGundy and Naiman  2003 ; Zander and Zander 
 2000 ). The difficulties encountered in the process remain invisible (although informal conversa-
tions are spiced with anecdotes about them), and the potential negative effects for individuals, 
organizations or artists are not addressed. The absence of rigorous critical studies by academics 
(with the exception of a few articles such as Clark and Mangham  2004 ; Meisiek and Barry  2007 ; 
Rae  2011 ) contributes to keeping problems in the shadows and maintaining an unbalanced view 
of arts-based processes and their inherent risks. 

 It is striking that, in the field of artistic interventions, the pressure to generate ‘hard 
evidence’ for business outcomes arises from policymakers wanting to use the data to convince 
other key stakeholders, while the managers who have experience with artistic interventions 
seldom conduct formal quantitative assessments of the impact of these processes. Instead, they 
rely on their – often bodily – observations of the situation in the organization and they point 
to the multiple factors affecting the situation that make attribution of causality questionable. 
They can ‘see’ the results, but have trouble communicating what they see to others in orga-
nizationally legitimate ways. Bodily ways of knowing are not officially recognized formats 
for reporting effects in organizations, leaving most people ill equipped to answer the crucial 
question: ‘how do we know it was worth it?’ Artists are well placed to help managers and 
employees develop and use multiple ways of knowing by drawing on their aesthetic sensibili-
ties and extended repertoire of expression. Scholars of aesthetics are also experienced in dealing 
with this challenge. ‘Aesthetics embraces its subjectivity and thus leaves little room for theories 
of organization that claim generalizable knowledge that can lead to prediction and control of 
organizational phenomena’ (Taylor and Carboni  2008 : 221).   

 It’s what you don’t see 

 Despite the issues mentioned above, we see great possibilities in artistic interventions as a form 
of organizational development. The two cases presented point towards different ways that 
artistic interventions can support learning and change in organizations. The fi rst intervention 
used theatre as an unusual tool within a day-long traditional change effort. It was an effective 
approach in that people remembered it a year later – it was ‘sticky’. It also allowed people within 
the organization to see each other in ways that they hadn’t before. However, it was used within 
a top-down process designed to implement management’s agenda for the organization. In con-
trast, the artist-in-residence intervention had artistic processes as the heart of the change process. 
They were open-ended, and responsive to agendas other than management’s. Although neither 
was explicitly an OD effort, the artist-in-residence programme captured more of the values 
of OD than the theatrical intervention did. In both cases, our focus has not been on the 
work of art, the visible artefact of the process, but rather on what one does not see – the process, 
the values, the diversity of interests, the power dynamics. 

 Artistic interventions may create visible (and audible) artefacts such as the performance in the 
theatrical intervention or the photographs, short stories, and poems with the artist-in-residence. 
But these visible artefacts are simply that – artefacts, leftovers that remind the stakeholders what 
is really important – that which they do not see. Whether it is the memories of the CEO play-
ing the role of a secretary, or the energy of the artist-in-residence, or the embodied knowing 
of the managers, artistic interventions work with the powerful intangible forces in people and 
organizations.     
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 Notes  

  1      The term organizational development fi rst appeared around 1956 and is usually attributed to Robert 
Blake and his colleagues when they recognized that they were shifting their primary focus from indi-
vidual development to improving the organization (Kleiner 1996: 53; also French and Bell 1999: 41).   

  2      Key fi gures included: Kurt Lewin, Edgar Schein, Douglas McGregor, Herbert Shepard, Robert Blake, 
Jane Mouton, Richard Beckhard, Chris Argyris, Warren Bennis and Eva Schindler-Rainman.  

  3      Depending on the governance of the organization, union or work council representatives may be 
involved in the decision, particularly if it affects blue-collar workers.   

  4      The term ‘artist-in-residence’ was initially used by the intermediary TILLT, when it introduced this 
approach to artistic interventions. The term is presented in quotation marks here, because, unlike tradi-
tional artist-in-residence programmes, the objective here does not include the production of a work of 
art by the artist.   

  5      The interviews about this project were initiated spontaneously by employees when they heard 
that Ariane Berthoin Antal was conducting research on artistic interventions in organizations. The CEO 
was willing to be interviewed as well, and he provided access to the director of the theatre company. 
However, he did not want a formal follow-up study in the company, which he feared might interfere 
with the process. Subsequent rounds of interviews with employees were therefore conducted informally 
with people who wanted to talk about the experience.   

  6      This case is based on interviews Ariane Berthoin Antal conducted at the company in Sweden in 
2009 with the human resource manager, six blue-collar employees, an artist and members of the inter-
mediary organization, as well as on presentations by the human resource manager and an employee from 
the project team at a conference in Brussels in December 2009.  

  7      For more information about TILLT’s method, see  www.tillt.se ; Berthoin Antal 2011: 21–42; Styhre and 
Eriksson 2008.     
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Towards an understanding 
of corporate web identity    

    Carole   Elliott    and    Sarah   Robinson        

 Introduction 

 The study of the role of organizational websites in the communication of corporate identity is 
still in its infancy. Yet, for many of its potential stakeholders, the fi rst encounter with an orga-
nization is through its webpages (Coupland and Brown  2004 ; Pablo and Hardy  2009 ). Websites 
provide stakeholders with information, are a means of transmitting (Segars and Kohut  2001 ), 
and sometimes responding to, high-level management messages (Coupland and Brown  2004 ), 
and project the wider ‘look and feel’ of an organization (Pablo and Hardy  2009 ). Given the 
strategic importance of websites as global communication tools, calls have been made to gain a 
deeper understanding of their role as a component part of corporate identity, especially in terms 
of communicating messages and shaping perceptions of organizations worldwide (Melewar and 
Karaosmanoglu  2006 ; Warren  2009 ). 

 This chapter starts by examining how corporate identity has been defined and applied. 
We argue that its sub-concept, corporate visual identity (CVI), is not sufficiently broad to 
encompass, appreciate and evaluate holistically the complex medium of websites and the impor-
tance of corporate web presence. Working therefore towards developing the specific concept 
of corporate web identity (CWI), we examine existing work on the nature, role and purpose 
of organizational websites and identify five major features of contemporary corporate websites, 
which, it could be argued, constitute an emergent CWI. Different methodological approaches 
to website research and their suitability and efficiency for the study of this specific and complex 
medium are considered. A short study of a corporate webpage is then presented and the issues 
we encountered in researching its web identity are discussed. Finally, we identify emergent 
future research avenues and discuss possible methodological strategies for future organizational 
website research.   

 Websites and corporate identity 

 Various defi nitions of corporate identity have been developed within the extant literature. 
Gray and Balmer (1998: 697) view corporate identity as the ‘immediate mental picture’ that 
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audiences have of an organization. Melewar and Karaosmanoglu, through an extensive study 
of managers’ views, suggested that corporate identity is ‘the presentation of an organisation to 
every stakeholder’ and ‘it is what makes an organisation unique’ (2006: 864). Bartholme and 
Melewar summarized the concept of corporate identity as ‘the set of meanings by which a com-
pany allows itself to be known and through which it allows people to describe, remember and 
relate to it’ (2011: 53). 

 There have also been attempts to break down this ‘mental picture’ into component parts. 
Melewar (1993), for example, identifies seven main dimensions of corporate identity: corporate 
communication, corporate design, corporate culture, behaviour, corporate structure, industry 
identity and corporate strategy. Image and visual presentations of the organization certainly 
play a significant role in this framework. Indeed, Melewar and Karaosmanoglu claim that the 
literature makes a ‘profound link’ between corporate image and corporate identity, stating that 
image is the ‘collective perception that the stakeholders have of corporate identity’ (2006: 848). 

 Corporate image is deeply connected to a specific element of corporate identity, namely 
CVI, which has been described as ‘the most tangible facet of corporate identity’ (Simões  
et al .  2005 : 158) in that it provides a ‘visibility and recognizability’ (Balmer and Gray  2000 ) of 
a given organization. It has been defined as consisting of five main elements: company name, 
symbol and/or logotype, typography, colour and slogan that ‘reflect the company culture and 
values and that create physical recognition for the organisation’ (Simões  et al .  2005 : 158; see 
also Melewar and Akel  2005 : 44; Bartholme and Melewar  2011 : 54). These elements have long 
been present in organizational artefacts, for example, annual reports and letterheads, and are 
now also important elements in the design of corporate websites (see also Leonard,  Chapter 
20 , this volume). Schmitt  et al.  (1995) provide a framework for developing and managing CVI, 
involving paying attention to the ‘four Ps of aesthetics management’, namely, properties, prod-
ucts, presentations and publications, as key components of corporate image management (in 
Bartholme and Melewar  2011 : 56). 

 Certainly, comprising many of the elements of CVI discussed above, websites have been 
described as ‘carriers’ of visual identity (van den Bosch  et al.   2006 : 139). However, if we start 
to apply Schmitt  et al .’s (1995) framework to corporate websites, we see potential problems as: 
(1) websites are not solely a visual medium; and (2) as part of wider social media, they cannot 
be so easily controlled by the organization. Websites are, in fact, multi-modal and, as such, their 
role in engaging with an organization’s diverse stakeholders and shaping their perceptions of the 
organization (Melewar and Karaosmanoglu  2006 : 853) goes beyond reflecting, transmitting and 
protecting visual identity. 

 Given these issues, it is perhaps time to explore whether an organization’s web presence 
needs a new framework to guide its creation and to evaluate its performance. At the very least, 
contemporary research needs to develop an awareness of: (1) how the design of an organiza-
tion’s website conveys corporate identity; (2) how it is open to the multiple interpretations of a 
diverse and global audience; and (3) how stakeholders experience and make sense of their ‘visit’ 
to a given website. 

 A key issue for consideration, as Melewar and Karaosmanoglu (2006: 850) remind us, is that 
corporate communication can be both ‘controlled and uncontrolled in nature’, the former being 
‘communication intentionally instigated by management with the aim of improving stakeholder 
relationships’, and the latter communication that ‘takes place when organisations influence 
stakeholders’ perceptions unintentionally’ (see also Price  et al.   2008 ). Developing the notion of 
CWI allows us to explore the roles and purposes of websites and the emerging facets of their 
distinct identities starting with issues highlighted in contemporary research.   
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 Towards an understanding of emergent CWI 

 Websites serve many different stakeholders and play a wide variety of roles. As such, they con-
tain different combinations of visual, textual and interactive media. Early in their evolution, 
websites tended to consist of elements that existed in the same order elsewhere, in paper for-
mats, for example, such as brochures and prospectuses (Coupland and Brown  2004 ). Criticism 
of traditional website design has been that ‘in mimicking paper forms of communication, the 
user under-utilizes the power of the new electronic medium’ (Dillon and Gushrowski  2000 , in 
Coupland and Brown  2004 ), while Chaudhri and Wang (2007: 242) in their study of the role 
of websites in CSR reporting in India noted a ‘lack of creativity’ in exploiting multimedia and 
interactivity in supporting corporate messages. However, although the traditional website genre, 
containing mainly a mixture of text and photos and other images, is still quite prevalent, corpo-
rate websites are becoming increasingly sophisticated, containing videos, podcasts, blogs and fora, 
and so are becoming more interactive and, as such, boundaries between corporate and public 
more blurred (see Coupland and Brown  2004 ; Pablo and Hardy  2009 ; Leonard,  Chapter 20 , this 
volume). In this section, we identify from the existing literature fi ve emergent elements which, 
we argue, could constitute an initial framework for conceptualizing CWI. These are: mobility, 
accessibility, interactivity, visuality and customization.  

 Mobility 

 A striking feature of contemporary corporate webpages is that of  mobility , that is the movement 
both of the site itself and of the way in which visitors can navigate freely around it. An inno-
vation away from the ‘brochure’ model of web design is the use of revolving text and picture 
boxes and ‘headlines’, which allows for much more information to be transmitted in a short 
space of time. However, this also means that what a new user will see on fi rst accessing the site 
can never be accurately predicted (Elliott and Robinson  2012 ). Further increasingly sophisti-
cated features of websites are the navigability features and opportunities provided through por-
tals, portlets  1   and hyperlinks (Kalyanaraman and Sundar  2008 ; Pablo and Hardy  2009 ). These 
imply that, in contrast to a printed text where the reader’s journey is relatively linear, visitors 
can choose to navigate webpages in different ways according to their own needs and preferences 
and thus each user’s journey is likely to be unique. 

 This feeling of movement and personal agency is reinforced by the language associated with 
websites, which is active and evokes personal exploration. A person ‘visits’ a ‘home’ page, is 
welcomed and invited to ‘enter’, ‘explore’, ‘navigate’ and ‘browse’. Such activities suggest a 
very different type of experience from the reading of a brochure or a prospectus, and require 
more ‘physical’ engagement on the part of the visitor (Kivinen  2006 ). In addition, there are the 
evocations of hosting and welcoming, so to what extent is it possible for visitors to feel at home 
on the site and find and take in the information and/or the experience they are searching for, a 
feature we broadly term  accessibility , discussed below?   

 Accessibility 

 This feature of web identity relates to how visitors are able to fi nd what they are looking for, 
how they are able to navigate through a mass of information and how they receive, react to, and 
make sense of, the information and messages available. 
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 Corporate websites are increasingly ‘multi-purpose’ and multi-activity, transmitting corpo-
rate information, on the one hand, and facilitating corporate activity by the public, on the other, 
for example, through online shopping. Many organizations, in fact, have two websites, one of 
which we term the ‘informational’ and which, in the case of the UK supermarket Waitrose, 
outlines its history and relationship to the wider John Lewis Partnership, providing information 
about its head office, management team, constitution, principles, strategy and suppliers.  2   

 The other website, which we refer to as a ‘functional’ site, provides access to online shop-
ping.  3   In the Waitrose example, the informational site has embedded links to the functional site, 
whereas links to the informational site from the functional site are quite difficult to find, as they 
are positioned right at the end of the site in grey. In this case, these are effectively two different 
portals – the John Lewis informational portal and the Waitrose shopping portal. 

 The role of portals in facilitating both visitor mobility and accessibility is significant. Portals 
are defined as ‘sites that serve as a point of access to information from diverse sources’ (Pablo 
and Hardy  2009 : 822). Portals are also used by ‘umbrella’ organizations, for example the World 
Bank, to bring together organizations under a common theme such as international develop-
ment (Pablo and Hardy  2009 ). One of the main roles of portals, it is claimed, is to ‘help to 
make sense of information avalanches by establishing gatekeeping guidelines and streamlining 
information flow’ (Kalyanaraman and Sundar  2008 : 239). 

 Although these can be highly structured and controlled, some portal functionality, for example 
customization, also implies a degree of agency and control on the part of the visitor. Kalyanaraman 
and Sundar argue that they ‘empower users to construct personal information systems that are 
receptive to individual needs by their ability to respond in an interactive manner’ (2008: 246). 

 Several different roles and functions of portals have been conceptualized as ‘five different but 
inter-related metaphorical conceptions – gateways, billboards, networks, niches, and brands – 
which, in turn, suggest five dominant features of portal sites: customization, content, control, 
community, and commerce’ (ibid.: 239). Pablo and Hardy (2009) also research use of and engage-
ment with metaphor through a study of 29 web portals, established through a World Bank-
sponsored project – the Development Gateway. They identified three metaphors – ‘expert’, 
‘market’ and ‘community’ – which were recurrent either on their own or in combination across 
this wide data set. They discovered that the use of such metaphors may sometimes be inadvertent 
but are also sometimes consciously constructed and adopted by organizations. However, on other 
occasions, the audience may play an active part in the implementation of a new metaphor. Pablo 
and Hardy (2009) identify patterns in the way these metaphors are used and coexist, allowing 
organizations to address multiple stakeholders and audiences at the same time. 

 Other types of accessibility include issues of cultural appropriateness and relevance. For 
 example, Singh  et al.  argue that ‘the web is not a culturally neutral medium, but it is full of 
cultural markers that give country-specific websites a look and feel unique to that local culture’ 
(2003: 63). In their content analysis of American companies’ domestic websites and Chinese 
websites, they found cultural adaptation that spoke to assumed cultural difference, e.g. collec-
tivism, was still at the early stages of development. However, the domestic and Chinese web-
sites were significantly different in terms of structure and appearance, namely in the use of 
bold colour and animation (ibid.: 75) (for discussion on cultural customization of websites, see 
‘Customization and communication of “special”/strategic messages’ below).   

 Interactivity 

 Another active role played by the website visitor is that of dialogue facilitated through multiple 
channels of communication such as blogs and discussion fora. The inclusion of such interactive 
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spaces within webpages means that individual stakeholders can connect publicly with an orga-
nization and other organizational stakeholders and be directly and publicly replied to. Esrock 
and Leichty (1998) also noted the usefulness of such interaction in that it allows companies 
to engage in multi-stakeholder dialogue, which is often seen, for example, as a practical chal-
lenge of CSR communication. However, such communication can be diffi cult to control and 
risky for the projection of a corporate image. For example, Coupland and Brown studied two 
email exchanges posted on Royal Dutch Shell’s website in order to investigate how organi-
zational identities are constructed through processes of ‘description, questioning, contestation 
and defence’ (2004: 1325). Employing a discourse analytic methodology they study how what 
they term ‘identity-as-argument’ is enacted. They suggest that organizational identities are to a 
certain extent shaped by such interactions: ‘Our suggestion is that organizations are best char-
acterized as having multiple identities, and that these identities are authored in conversations 
between notional “insiders”, and between notional “insiders” and “outsiders”’ (ibid.). 

 As demonstrated by Coupland and Brown (2004), such interactions can highlight some of 
the tensions and contradictions in corporate identity. However, such co-creation can also be very 
positive as pointed out by Afuah (2003), as in the example of Cisco, which ‘allowed its customers 
to form virtual communities in which they could exchange ideas and experiences on how to 
better use Cisco’s products in their own systems’ (Economist 1999, in Afuah  2003 : 40). 

 Another use of this two-way conversation is the appearance of customer reviews, ratings 
and blogs on corporate websites, which, although generally quite positive, and very useful for 
the potential consumer, also sometimes contain scathing comments about wider aspects of the 
organization. For example, a comment on a recipe (posted 27 October 2011) on the website 
of Waitrose supermarket details frustration with the shopping experience in terms of not being 
able to find the given ingredients in store and disappointment at the behaviour of staff when 
asking for help. It is interesting how such a damning indictment is allowed to stay on a corporate 
website, albeit buried in a rather niche area, for 12 months at the time of writing. 

 Another connected form of dialogue is that which takes place through an intermediary web-
site, e.g. Trip Advisor.  4   Here customers rate and describe their experiences, e.g. of restaurants 
and hotels, which organizational representatives can respond to directly or, as is often suspected, 
indirectly (for example, posing as a happy customer with a counter experience). Such examples 
pose questions as to what extent organizations feel it necessary to police, edit and respond to 
such input and how a balance is maintained, although such issues are beyond the scope of the 
present chapter.   

 Visuality 

 Webpages contain images, logos, text, videos and so on, and the aesthetics of, and interface 
between, these elements are all worthy of study. However, the visual function is signifi cant in 
its own right, so we use the term  visuality , namely what is able to be seen by the eye, to refer to 
this element of CWI. In this limited space, we briefl y explore two interrelated issues concerning 
website visuality, namely: (1) the use of the visual to replace or reinforce feelings and emotions 
engendered by other organizational artefacts, e.g. buildings; and (2) the interaction between 
visuality and the transmission of organizational values and strategy and the creation of a unique 
organizational visual identity. 

 First, there is the issue of how an organization can be represented virtually. For example, how 
can a website take the place of a physical building (e.g. company headquarters) as the public 
face and focal point of the first encounter between the organization and the public? What feel-
ings do they evoke in the visitor? This question relates in part to what has been termed a ‘visual 
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monumentality’ (Harris  1996 : 460), in that corporate buildings have been designed to convey 
many different things including trust, wealth, power (see Dale and Burrell  2008 ) and depend-
ability. So can such reactions (and others) be evoked through webpage design and functional-
ity? In this vein, Schroeder studied the design of the webpages of banks, noting how the World 
Wide Web is already ‘infused with architectural metaphors’ (2002: 93), such as portals, firewalls 
and soon. He examined how ten US banks expressed their ‘trustworthiness’ on their webpages. 
He found that over half of the banks studied drew on architectural images, including build-
ings, and bank headquarters. The choice of these images, Schroeder argues, ‘represent strategic 
choices’ (ibid.: 111), as most other organizations do not show images of their headquarters on 
their webpages. 

 However, such images are predominantly external. Internal work environments have also 
been designed to engender certain feelings and encourage specific roles within staff, customers 
and other users. Hancock and Spicer (2011), for example, study the interplay between ‘forms of 
identity’ and internal design in relation to a new university library. In addition, in some cases, 
corporate designs have been developed to have a ‘houselike’ environment (Pelkonen  2011 : 39) 
to promote both employee morale as well as identification with corporate ends. This home 
image is, in fact, often conveyed on websites, first through language, as discussed above, but 
also through use of colour and relaxing images; internal pictures of organizations are often of 
lounges, waiting areas and so on. On websites, the inside and outside is conflated as to a cer-
tain extent is the concept of internal and external stakeholders in that both groups use, and are 
affected by, the corporate website. 

 Second, we consider the interaction between visuality and the transmission of organization 
values and strategy. Two traditional ways in which organizations have done this is: (1) through 
company’s annual reports; and (2) through CSR reporting. There are now many studies of 
image use within text-based corporate reporting (see, for example, Preston  et al.  1996; Preston 
and Young  2000 ; Benschop and Meihuizen  2002 ; Davison  2007 ) and Campbell  et al.  (2009) 
point to the ever-increasing use of images and, more specifically, the use of ‘faces’ in annual 
reports. 

 However, there is still surprisingly little work that focuses specifically on websites’ role in 
transmitting such messages (some exceptions include: Chaudhri and Wang  2007 ; Coope  2004 ; 
Chapple and Moon  2005 ). In addition, Pollach’s study of CSR reporting on corporate websites 
identified different ‘persuasive appeals’ relating to Aristotle’s three argumentative appeals: appeal 
to source credibility (ethos), appeal to reason (logos), and appeal to the audience’s emotions 
(pathos) (2003: 283). Pollach argues that companies concerned with CSR seek ‘to project the 
image of a good corporate citizen’ (ibid.: 278), although she does not focus specifically on the 
use of visuality to achieve this. 

 Other text-based studies demonstrate how strategic uses of images certainly complement 
such discursive strategies. Logos and images appeal to contemporary audiences in different ways 
and are changed and adapted over time in terms of their ‘projected images’ (Price  et al .  2008 ). 
Changes in representation can be traced, for example, in the changing face of Oxfam (see 
Davison  2007 ; Chouliaraki  2012b ) and other humanitarian organizations (see Chouliaraki  2011 , 
 2012a ). For example, in October 2012, the homepage of Oxfam’s website  5   had the caption: ‘We 
can make it: a future without poverty for everyone’. This was accompanied by a picture of smil-
ing children with hands raised in a positive gesture. The page was framed by a combination of 
bright primary colours. The former famous tagline ‘be humankind’ (see Chouliaraki  2011 ) was 
no longer in evidence. This was in contrast with the more sombre image of children used in its 
2003/2004 annual report, where they were ‘dignified, neither happy nor sad, in harmony with 
objectives of support through self-help’ (Davison  2007 : 145). Such changes also point to the 
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changing role of the ‘spectator’/audience (Chouliaraki  2011 ,  2012a ,  2012b ), especially in terms 
of what it is that the multiple audiences are meant to do and feel. 

 More widely, image also plays a key role in directing/enticing people through portals, which 
makes an interesting element in web accessibility (see Pablo and Hardy  2009 ). The collage or 
visual patchwork structure of portals is an emerging feature of website design. The choice, 
appropriateness and juxtaposition of images is often intriguing and, in some cases, puzzling (see 
RBS case study below). This visuality in portal use has been described as a ‘veritable gallery 
that serves as a billboard advertising a diversity of content, both informational and commer-
cial’ (Kalyanaraman and Sundar  2008 : 243). This gallery can include photos, pictures, graphics, 
sometimes eclectic and non-conformist in terms of colour and design, and so could actually be 
seen as a challenge to the control of CVI. 

 This diversity of image can lead to what Price  et al . (2008) term the problem of ‘scattered 
images’, which occurs because ‘there are many potentially disparate or competing images, inter-
pretations, and understandings of one focal organization’ (ibid.: 174). The challenge then is how 
organizational websites can be designed, shaped and customized to speak to a specific target 
audience.   

 Customization and communication of ‘special’/strategic messages 

 With so much variety of design, visual genre, informational input and fl exibility (of interaction) 
available, it is a challenge for organizations to ensure that the communication of key messages 
is achieved. The major themes, activities and distinctiveness of an organization can be sub-
sumed by the sheer mass of messages and information available on the webpages (see Elliott and 
Robinson  2012 ). This is complicated by the question of audience and the perceived need to 
communicate with diverse groups with different informational needs: in the case of university 
business schools, for example, these would include potential students, current students, alumni, 
staff, the wider academic community, business communities and so on. 

 Portals in particular have the potential to target certain specialized consumers. Kalyanaraman 
and Sundar explain how  

 horizontal portals cover a wide array of topics and features, and also act as repositories for 
an extensive range of information. In contrast, vertical portals, or vortals, are considered to 
represent category leaders in a given topical group or cater to a specific segment of users. 

 (2008: 244)  

 Certainly web messaging affords some freedoms, for, as Chaudhri and Wang point out, ‘the 
Web also offers organizations the opportunity to design messages that do not have to follow the 
dictates of gatekeepers as with print and electronic media’ (2007: 235). Rolland and O’Keefe 
Bazzoni argue that ‘online messages can be carefully targeted in meaningful ways to specifi c 
stakeholders, be they internal or external, primary or secondary within national or global set-
tings’ (2009: 259). 

 Esrock and Leichty claim that ‘The World Wide Web provides organizations an opportunity 
to communicate with a multiplicity of audiences at a single point in time through one medium, 
but in a manner that is somewhat customized to each public’ (1999: 465). An example of this is 
IKEA (2012)  6   where every country’s homepage is different and customization occurs not only 
at the level of language but also in terms of the look, feel and presentation of main messages, 
although most of the supporting images are actually taken from the generic catalogue. However, 
with the different audiences in mind, it would be interesting to explore further the differences 
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in colour use and choice of content in developing the way the organization is portrayed for 
its specific (national) audience. Continuing the IKEA example, other small differences arise in 
the look and organization of the website per country. For example, the interactive questioning 
feature in some countries becomes ‘Ask Anna’, ‘the automated online assistant’. The image of 
Anna changes per country. For example, in the UK, Ireland and Germany, she is blonde, while, 
in Spain, Iceland and China, she is brown-haired. In other countries, for example, Bulgaria, 
Greece and Finland, the same feature exists (without the ‘ask Anna’ tag) and is accompanied 
by a blank head and shoulders image. In another group of countries – France, Italy, Poland, 
UAE – this feature is not available at all. This suggests an ‘ audience sensitivity ’ (Hyland  2007 , in 
Price  et al .  2008 : 174), although, as in this example, it is not always clear to the external observer 
how messages are being tailored so that they ‘resonate with recipients’ (Price  et al .  2008 : 174). 
However, given that web accessibility is more and more open, it is not only ‘the intended’ audi-
ence who can access the different iterations. As Price  et al . point out, it could be the case that 
‘Organizational communicators often seem to underplay the degree to which unintended audi-
ences receive the messages they are sending’ (ibid.). It would seem, therefore, that this is an area 
worthy of more research activity.    

 Towards an understanding of CWI: implications for research 
and practice 

 The discussion of the concept of CWI has highlighted fi ve distinct areas of corporate web-
site activity which could be taken as constituting emergent web identities. In evaluating and 
researching the strength of web identity and its relation to corporate identity, the following 
questions could be posed of the websites (and perhaps, by refl ection, of the organization more 
generally):  How mobile or navigable  is the website?  How accessible  is it to its multiple stakehold-
ers?  How interactive  and facilitative of two-way conversations? How  visible  does the organization 
make itself – what messages might the visual images be portraying? How  fl exible  and strategic 
is its messaging in terms of customization to the needs of multiple audiences? Certainly, as 
Coupland and Brown argue, organizational researchers need to be alert to the ‘persuasive tech-
niques’ that organizations can deploy ‘in their efforts to render hegemonic their versions of an 
organization’s identity’ (2004: 1325), and posing such questions is an interesting way of interro-
gating the role and purpose of corporate identity. In fact, as our discussion and examples above 
illustrate, it is actually quite diffi cult for organizations to maintain hegemonic positions through 
websites (see also Price  et al .  2008 ). How then can an organization’s web identity be researched? 
If we see CWI as a ‘sub-construct’ of an organization’s corporate identity (Coupland and Brown 
 2004 : 1325), how are the organization’s wider aims and intentions refl ected through their web 
presence and its design? The constant fl ux between the part and the whole is certainly a research 
challenge and arguably one which has not been adequately addressed. This is because most 
research focuses on discrete aspects of an organization’s web presence. Another issue to add to 
the research focus is the choice of method and disciplinary orientation. 

 It has been argued that the study of corporate identity more generally needs a ‘multidisci-
plinary approach’ (Melewar and Karaosmanoglu  2006 : 848), and, although corporate website 
research is young, there are already innovative transdisciplinary approaches emerging, focusing 
on different features and roles of webpages. The nascent discipline of Internet studies is very 
much interdisciplinary in orientation (McLemee  2001 ; Wellman,  2004 ). For example, the  Journal 
of New Media and Society  claims to publish work from the subject areas of ‘communication, media 
and cultural studies, sociology, geography, anthropology, political and information sciences and 
humanities’.  7   Work emerging from this new discipline ranges from the design and security of 
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websites, through studies of online communities and culture, to the sociology of the Internet and 
computer-mediated communication.  8   

 However, much of the work drawn on in this chapter uses methods traditionally associated 
with textual research, for example discourse and content analysis, focusing on discrete issues, 
such as the use of metaphor and quantitative work on cultural suitability (see  Table 17.1  for an 
overview).  

 We suggest that, although such research has identified some significant issues and raised 
important questions, website methodologies remain rather limited and there remains a ‘bro-
chure’ approach (i.e. treating it as a written text) to website research, even though the medium 
itself has developed and diversified considerably. It is time then to consider the development 
of more global research designs, which could address website’s multi-modal nature and capture 
some of the complexities of web identity.   

 Construction of a research approach: adaption of ‘visual semiotic’ method 

 In previous research, we took a holistic and ‘layered’ approach to website complexity (Elliott 
and Robinson  2012 ). Focusing on the internationalization of management education, we 
studied four business school websites, which we contrasted with student interviews from the 
same institutions. We employed a four-stage hermeneutic cycle of analysis: (1) fi rst impres-
sions; (2) stakeholder views; (3) a visual semiotic approach; and (4) our refl exive account of our 
interpretations. Although distinctive approaches to internationalization at each institution are 
identifi ed through student interviews, these are somewhat lost through the mass of information 
on the webpages. Our analysis also revealed that webpages portray mixed messages that do not 
necessarily support each school’s distinct approach in terms of students’ learning, pedagogy or 
curriculum. 

 In the next section, using a worked example, we demonstrate how using a multi-layered 
analytical method can uncover intended and unintended meanings and shed light on the work-
ings of the different elements of CWI. 

 In examining organizations’ communication of their corporate identity through their 
webpages, we are working from the assumption that webpages constitute a form of ‘text’ in 
the widest hermeneutic sense (see Prasad  2002 ), and draw on Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006) 
visual semiotic method. This approach claims that any one image (e.g. an advertisement, 
a painting) not only represents the world, but is also involved in interaction with a viewer. 
Visual semiotics has been described as ‘the study of the ways in which visual images produce 
social meaning’ (Scollon and Scollon  2003 : 217). Kress and van Leeuwen’s visual grammar 
(2006) focuses on four main semiotic systems:  representational meaning ;  modality ;  composition ; and 
 interactive participants  as a means of interpreting this meaning. 

  Representational meaning  is conveyed by the participants in a visual image and can include 
people, objects or places. Panofsky (1970) refers to representational meaning as the recogni-
tion of what is represented based on the viewer’s practical experience, ‘taking into account 
the stylistic conventions and the technical transformations involved in the representation’ (van 
Leeuwen,  2000 : 100). For example, we understand that photography is unable to represent the 
world’s three-dimensionality. Images, therefore, ‘involve two kinds of participants, represented 
participants’, and ‘interactive participants’ (Kress and van Leeuwen  2006 : 114). In taking a visual 
semiotic approach to the analysis of webpages, we draw attention to the different relationships 
between these two kinds of participants, ‘the people who communicate with each other  through  
images, the producers and viewers of images’ (ibid., original emphasis), as a means to explore 
the emergent CWI. 
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  Modality  refers to the degree to which a photograph appears ‘credible’ or real in a natu-
ralistic sense. Naturalistic modality means that the greater the congruence between what the 
viewer sees in a visual image, and what the viewer sees in reality, the higher the modality of 
that image. Visual images can represent people, places and objects as if they are real, or as if they 
are not – ‘as though they are imaginings, fantasies, caricatures, etc.’ (Kress and van Leeuwen 
 2006 : 156). In that sense, how we judge the modality of an image is inherently social as it 
depends on ‘what is considered real (or true, or sacred) in the social group for which the repre-
sentation is primarily intended’ (ibid.). 

  Composition : van Leeuwen (2005) refers to composition as the arranging of elements, whether 
these are people, objects, diagrams, either in or on a semiotic space, which can range from a 
page or a canvas to a city. 

  Interactive meaning  indicates relationships with the viewer, in that images can create parti-
cular relations between viewers and the world inside the image. For example, in photographs 
of individuals in advertising texts, those individuals look directly at the viewer in an attempt 
to ‘make contact’ with them, to ‘establish an (imaginary) relation with them’ (Jewitt and 
Oyama  2001 : 145). Images can also keep the viewer at a distance, just as in everyday interac-
tions social norms play a role in determining how close we stand in relation to one another. 
In photography, ‘this translates into the “size frame” of shots’ (ibid.: 146), so a close-up shot 
of an individual, for example, suggests intimacy (Elliott and Robinson  2012 ; see also Campbell 
 et al .  2009 ).   

 Corporate websites in action: Royal Bank of Scotland (RBS) 

 In this section, we employ a visual semiotic analysis to the current homepage of RBS (2012). 
We chose this organization’s webpage because it represents a sector that, following the fi nan-
cial crisis from 2008 onwards, is facing diffi cult times as well as public criticism and scrutiny. 
Therefore, there is a need to study its corporate identity and to evaluate how has this been 
achieved. 

 In contrast to Schroeder’s (2003) analysis of architectural language on bank websites, which 
identifies the presence of bank headquarters’ images on six of the ten banks studied, the RBS 
Group global portal’s homepage does not feature any images of its headquarters. Nevertheless, 
the top quarter of the webpage, dominated by a table of information, includes a photograph of 
the Forth Bridge, a well-known Scottish landmark.      

 If we consider the  representational meaning  of the RBS webpage’s imagery, the table of infor-
mation can be seen as an organizing device offering windows through which the viewer can 
enter in order to access different areas of RBS activity. Each ‘window’ of information contains 
an image underlined by explanatory text. The photographic images used are realist in nature, 
whereas the ‘running of the bulls’ image appears to be a pencil drawing, and the invitation to 
read RBS’s annual review is more abstract. Considered as a whole image, the table of informa-
tion is a form of covert taxonomy (Kress and van Leeuwen  2006 : 79). It shows the variety of 
areas that RBS is choosing to associate with. As a taxonomy, it is ranking different categories of 
activity, and, with the facilities available to us through Internet-based technology, the viewer 
can access what lies underneath the homepage headline. Curiously, though, when the lower 
four windows are clicked on to access further information, the linked pages are image-free, 
consisting of standard text that reads like press releases. 

 Given the turbulence of the banking and financial sectors since 2008, banks are less trusted 
than when Schroeder (2003) conducted his examination of banks’ use of architectural imagery 
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on webpages to represent trust and stability. The presence of images and text relating to different 
aspects of RBS’s activity in the taxonomy discussed above, and the corresponding absence of 
overt representations of RBS buildings on the homepage, moves us to consider the reliability of 
the images presented, the degree to which we can trust what we see, that is the  modality  of the 
home webpage. The images used in the table-based taxonomy are mobilized in different ways, 
but, in terms of their modality, are all, apart from the image of three iPads, used in symbolic 
ways. This includes the photograph accompanying the ‘50 new jobs to come as brokerage firm 
drives ahead’ text, which shows three men in suits standing between, and at the front of, two 
expensive cars. Whether the cars are intended to symbolize the ‘drive ahead’, or the brokerage 
firm’s wealth, is unclear; but they are nevertheless overt symbols of wealth. The photograph 
above the ‘photographer investing in the community with NatWest help’ text is ambiguous. 
The text does not provide any clues as to why a motorbike should feature in a piece about 
a photographer’s relationship with the community. The drawing representing the running of 
bulls is a curious choice for a bank heavily criticized for its role in precipitating the current 
economic recession. A bull market is associated with increased investor confidence in anticipa-
tion of future price increases, and ‘the running of the bulls’ is a controversial practice that occurs 
annually in some Spanish towns and villages. The Forth Bridge is used clearly here, as it is in 
other contexts, to symbolize Scottish identity and RBS as a Scottish bank. 

 The  composition  of the RBS homepage is structured along a vertical axis. The space above 
the vertical axis is dominated by the table-taxonomy, and the space below consists of more 
factual information relating to RBS. The webpage’s overall composition affects the relationship 
with the viewer, meaning that its  interactive meaning  is complex. The RBS webpage includes a 
number of images in its composition that are elements in the overall layout. As we argue above, 
this makes the visual analysis of websites, particularly the interactive meaning they invoke, more 
complicated than the analysis of a single painting, photograph or magazine advertisement that 
are literally static. In the RBS case, the table dominating the upper part of the page gives the 
effect of an organized collage, or different windows through which to discover more about 
RBS activities.   

 Figure 17.1      Royal Bank of Scotland, website homepage, 10 November 2012    
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 Visual semiotics and CWI 

 In applying a visual semiotic analysis to explore ‘the grammar’ (Kress and van Leeuwen  2006 ) 
of organizations’ website design, we are working to the assumption that webpages constitute 
a signifi cant element in the evolution of organizations’ aesthetic environments. That is, we 
suggest that a visual semiotic analysis of organizations’ webpages moves us to a deeper under-
standing of the role of CVI, and an appreciation of emerging corporate web identities, whereas 
text-based analyses of websites focus on specifi c aspects of website content only. 

 The analysis of the RBS case, and the examples we have drawn upon earlier in this chap-
ter, reveal that organizations’ CWI, as evoked through the grammar of the webpages’ design, 
emerges in relation to their real or imagined stakeholders and audience. The use of the table-
taxonomy of information in the RBS case hints at the organization’s awareness of stakeholder/
viewer diversity. The amount of information included on homepages, including hyperlinks, 
suggests the organization is also aware of viewer agency; any viewer can move swiftly from one 
bank’s website to another at the click of a mouse, so key corporate messages need to feature 
prominently and be visually striking. Unlike corporate brochures or other marketing materials, 
websites present organizations with the dilemma of choice. Through Web 2.0 technology, they 
are able to include not only static images and text, but also access to social media and film (see 
also Leonard,  Chapter 20 , and Bell and McArthur,  Chapter 23 , this volume). This can com-
promise the coherence and uniformity of corporate identity as each viewer practises their own 
‘mash up’ of engagement with the website, as they choose the amount of time spent, and routes 
into, through, between and out of the webpages. 

 By applying a visual semiotic method to analyse webpages, we have attempted to provide 
insights into webpages as a form of visual communication. Visual social semiotics regards visual 
resources as developed ‘to do specific kinds of semiotic work’ (Jewitt and Oyama  2001 : 140); so 
the image of the Forth Bridge represents Scottish identity, and the image of a blonde woman 
(in the IKEA example) is intended to evoke Swedish identity. As a method, however, visual 
semiotics was developed prior to Internet-based technologies of communication, which leads 
to difficulties when trying to analyse the multiplicity of static and moving images common to 
many webpages. Do we focus on the page as a whole and examine its composition, or do we 
focus on specific images and sections of any one webpage? In our analysis of RBS above, we have 
looked at webpages through four semiotic systems. As the method lends itself to very detailed 
considerations of static images, we are aware that doing so has led us to undertake a somewhat 
fleeting analysis, but one that we hope sheds some insights on how webpages communicate an 
organization’s corporate identity.   

 Conclusions: emergent research issues and suggested ways forward 

 Investigating the relationship between websites and corporate identity has revealed method-
ological, conceptual and practical questions. We began the chapter by examining how corporate 
identity has been defi ned and applied, and argued that the sub-concept corporate visual identity 
(CVI) is not suffi ciently broad to appreciate and evaluate the complex medium of websites; their 
multi-modal nature requires the introduction of a new concept that we term corporate web 
identity (CWI). 

 In terms of methodology, there seems no one best method to undertake a qualitative explora-
tion of how organizations communicate a corporate identity through their websites. Our analy-
sis, for example, could have focused exclusively upon the  composition  of the two websites or their 
 interactive meaning ; but this would not have revealed the complexity of analysing a multi-modal 
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communication technology.  9   Visual semiotics offers one approach, but, while organizations 
might seek to control the messages they send out through websites, they are not necessarily in 
control of the semiotics. There is further work to be done, therefore, on developing methodo-
logies that take account of the viewer’s experience of, and relationship to, organizations’ CWI, 
as well as the viewer’s role in shaping CWI. 

 To conclude, earlier in this chapter, we suggested the need for research that develops 
an awareness of: (1) how organization website design conveys corporate identities; (2) how 
websites are open to the multiple interpretations of a diverse and global audience; and (3) how 
stakeholders experience and make sense of their ‘visit’ to a specific website. In our attempt to 
attend to these areas we have proposed: (1) an analytic framework, which, drawing on visual 
semiotics, uses a four-stage process to focus upon the different ways in which images, and 
webpages’ visual design, convey meaning. In addressing (2), we have drawn attention to ways 
in which organizations’ (e.g. IKEA’s) corporate web identities are customized according to the 
nationality/culture of the audience to whom they are communicating. To work towards an 
understanding of how stakeholders experience and make sense of their website visits, we have 
identified five questions that can be used as an analytic guide to investigate the features of CWI: 

 •   How  mobile  and  navigable  is the website?  
 •   How  accessible  it is to multiple stakeholders?  
 •   How  interactive  is it and does it facilitate dialogue?  
 •   How  visible  does the organization make itself through the images it uses?  
 •   How do organizations  customize  and  communicate  their strategic messages?    

 Posing these questions of websites, we suggest, draws attention to the signifi cance of images 
in shaping corporate web identities, and websites’ role in communicating to organization 
stakeholders.   

  Notes  

  1      These are small editable information applications, or boxes, which typically are accessed from the right 
or left side bars of a page for example, calendar, events, recent items and so on.  

  2      For example, see  http://www.johnlewispartnership.co.uk/about/waitrose.html .  
  3      See  http://www.waitrose.com/ .  
  4       http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk.   
  5       http://www.oxfam.org.uk/  (accessed on 28 October 2012).  
  6       http://www.ikea.com/ .  
  7       http://nms.sagepub.com/ .  
  8      See also  International Journal of Internet Science :  http://www.ijis.net/ .  
  9      The Singapore-based Multimodal Analysis Lab ( www.multimodal-analysis-lab.org ) is unusual in bring-

ing together social scientists and computer scientists and has, as a key objective, the development of 
interactive media technology for the analysis of images, video texts and interactive digital sites.   
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Visual workplace identities 
 Objects, emotion and resistance    

   Harriet    Shortt ,     Jan    Betts    and    Samantha   Warren        

 Introduction 

 In this chapter, we present data that show how personal and organizational objects serve impor-
tant purposes for individuals at work, depending on the degree to which these objects and their 
meanings are visible to others. We develop empirical themes relating to how workspaces look, 
drawing on three case studies, demonstrating that the visual dimensions of objects at work – on 
a continuum from transparent to opaque – are of particular importance in the lived experiences 
of people at work, organizing relationships between self, other and the organization at large. As 
such, it is that capacity of objects to symbolize personal and organizational meanings that consti-
tutes the ‘visual organization’ for those who work there. Paying attention to what we do or do 
not see in organizations allows analysis of the micro-processes that make up organizational life. 

 We begin with a review of approaches to studying the visual dimensions of objects at work, 
before presenting our case studies. The first relates to personal objects as they are deliberately 
displayed. Samantha’s study of workstations discusses the largely transparent meaning of personal 
objects as they are displayed for others to see. These objects act as points of connection between 
people, demonstrating that discretion over the personalization of workspace facilitates a sense 
of individual belonging, and group cohesiveness at work. Second, we consider more obscure 
objects. Harriet’s research with hairdressers addresses more mundane and/or functional tools 
of work whose significance for their users is not obvious from their appearance. Here, objects 
provided by the organization gave rise to individuals’ feelings of embarrassment and pride, on 
account of a congruence between the organization’s projected identity and their own personal 
sense of self. Lastly, we move away from the display of objects – whether personal possessions 
or work tools – to consider the significance of objects that are kept  hidden  at work. Jan’s study 
of public and private sector workers in a range of different occupations highlights how objects 
hidden from view – or objects with hidden meanings – help resist colonization of the self by 
corporate cultures. 

 We then flesh out the themes outlined above, discussing how the visual organization of 
workplaces by employees enriches our understanding of the lived experience of work. The 
chapter concludes by considering where the visual study of objects might develop in the future 
in a world where the visual appearance of things in advanced consumer culture represents 
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‘symbolic work’ in the service of identity construction (Willis  2000 ), increasingly enacted 
through (visual) digital media technologies and in contexts where mobile-working is blurring 
boundaries between work, home and leisure.   

 Researching organizational objects visually 

 Attention to objects has been gaining prominence in studies of organization for some time 
now, arguably beginning with Latour and Woolgar’s (1979) work on scientifi c laboratories as 
characterized by non-human as well as human components. Material and technological objects 
(non-human) and people (human) are all considered part of a network – one that is therefore 
both social and material – that affects who we are and what we do in organizations. These ideas 
later developed into actor-network theory or ANT (Latour and Callon  1981 ; Law  1997 ; Law 
and Hassard  1999 ). Organizational research informed by ANT spans a variety of subject spe-
cialisms and is used in different ways; the exploration of management accounting and account-
ing technologies (Ezzamel and Robson  1995 ); the examination of leadership in organizations 
(Nohria  1998 ); and research into the architecture, artefacts and embodiment in hairdressing 
salons (Chugh and Hancock  2009 ). Indeed, Chugh and Hancock discuss the signifi cance of the 
inter-relationships between salon tools, aesthetics, the hairdressers and clients themselves, and 
how these broader considerations of the environment provide meaningful investigations into 
labour processes. This use of ANT as a framework in the study of the materiality of organiza-
tions is one that foregrounds objects not as passive parts of the working world, but as visible and 
 active  (Dale and Burrell  2008 ). 

 However, ANT does not emphasize how individuals interact with objects at work at a 
 micro-level, and their precise role in labour processes. O’Toole and Were (2008) take up this 
theme in relation to the role of objects in maintaining power structures in a manufacturing 
firm, and Molotch and McClain (2008) report on the (mis)use of employer-provided tools by 
American subway workers – explaining how the function of these objects is determined in use 
(as opposed to design) and essential to the enactment of their work, often contrary to explicit 
organizational rules. Both these studies used ethnography, but were augmented by photographs 
of the objects discussed, some of which are displayed in the published articles. Indeed, objects 
can be visual artefacts in and of themselves. Practices such as architecture and the medical 
profession rely heavily on visual objects to share meaning and professional knowledge, such 
as models, diagrams, scanner outputs and the like (Ewenstein and Whyte  2009 ; Styhre  2010 , 
 2011 ). Similarly, the workplace studies of Luff  et al . (2000) apply principles of conversation analy-
sis to video footage of workers carrying out their everyday tasks with the aim of seeing how 
work is produced through material interactions (Heath  et al .  2010 ; Hindmarsh and Heath  2000 ). 
They utilize video (as opposed to traditional observation) in order to rewind, pause, speed up 
and slow down what the camera observes, isolating salient patterns of interactions with specific 
objects. 

 Moving to research that explores special objects in the workplace, such as possessions and 
owned artefacts, shifts attention away from the labour process function of things and consid-
ers how they are imbued with emotional attachments, personal stories, histories and identities 
(Tian and Belk  2005 ). Recent research has shown these to be important elements in the display 
of identity at work and that, in the case of employees who work in non-territorial workplaces, 
where no permanent area of work is owned and the display of objects cannot be realized, 
a  loss  of identity can be felt (Elsbach  2003 ,  2004 ). These are both themes that we pick up in 
our case studies later in this chapter. Studies of workplace possessions have roots in consumer 
research (Schultz Kleine  et al.   1995 ; Belk  1988 ) and, more broadly, in material culture studies 
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(Dant  1999 ; Ingold  2010 ; Miller  2005 ,  2009a ; Turkle  2007 ), but there are also useful insights to 
be gained from investigations into souvenir practices (Morgan and Pritchard  2005 ), migrants’ 
choices of objects carried with them when leaving their homelands (Parkin  1999 ; Mehta and 
Belk  1991 ), and from the relationships between people and objects in museum studies (Dudley 
 et al .  2011 ). 

 The study of special objects moves us away from the functional role of objects in the work-
place and towards the realm of the affective-aesthetic, whereby the symbolic and/or representa-
tional features of objects are of prime importance. This connects with a further field of research 
concerned with (re)materializing organization, that of organizational aesthetics. This approach 
has given rise to a body of literature on how sensory aspects of organizations, and, more specifi-
cally here,  visual  aspects – artefacts, objects and things – are full of social meaning and symbolism 
on both an individual level as well as the wider cultural meanings associated with the organiza-
tion itself (Gagliardi  1990 ; Hatch  1990 ; Strati  1999 ; Linstead and Höpfl  2000 ; Warren  2002 ). 
For example, Strati (1999) examines how particular items are signs and symbols or, indeed, say 
something about the nature of the organization’s identity as a whole (Hatch  1990 ; Campbell, 
 Chapter 8 , this volume). Furniture, artefacts and paintings are used by organizations to visu-
ally communicate corporate identities and enhance feelings of adherence, or indeed resistance 
(Martin and Siehl  1983 ; Betts  2006 ). 

 Importantly for our purposes here, we contend that a strong ‘visual’ thread runs through 
all these variants of object-related organizational research. Ewenstein and Whyte (2009) and 
Styhre’s (2010,  2011 ) research explicitly surfaces the visibility of objects and the act of vision, 
Luff and colleagues’ (2000) workplace studies stress the importance of documenting the nuances 
of interaction through video, and, although broadly ethnographic, many studies of workplace 
objects and personal possessions use photographs to ‘capture’ something of the materiality of 
their subject matter in order to better communicate it to the reader. Likewise, studies of organi-
zational aesthetics have drawn on visual methodologies (Warren  2008 ; Strati  2000 ). By contrast, 
the ethnographic accounts of Daniel Miller (e.g.  2009b ) and Sherry Turkle (2007) use a poetic, 
richly descriptive narrative prose to help the reader visualize the scenes they portray  without  the 
aid of images, but we suggest this further supports our contention that ‘the visual’ (whether 
image or imagination) is of considerable importance when it comes to the material dimension 
of organization studies. 

 So, while we do not wish to downplay the solid, multi-sensory and experiential dimen-
sion of objects, in this chapter we are particularly interested in objects as markers of identity 
at work, as apprehended visually, either as physically displayed in workplaces, or indeed  hidden  
from view This is what unites the three cases presented below. Within them, we explore the 
tacit  personal and organizational meanings that objects hold, whether they are displayed on a 
desk, shared work tools or hidden away. In each of the studies, a photographic methodology was 
used to gather data. Participants were issued with cameras (either digital or traditional film) and 
asked to take photographs in response to a question posed by the researcher. The subsequent 
images were then used as stimuli for qualitative interviews from which the data we present here 
emerged. Further methodological detail is given under each case, but here it is appropriate to 
consider why photo-interviewing is particularly apposite for studying objects in organizational 
settings. 

 First, photography serves as a kind of ‘removed observation’ and is especially useful for 
taking an inventory of scenes that would be impractical to observe or discuss for sufficient time 
and/or in appropriate depth, in ‘real time’. Asking participants to make photographs for later 
discussion also forces them to make choices between objects that are more or less important 
to them (and therefore worthy of photographing), emphasizing their subjectivity in the process 
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(Vince and Warren  2012 ). This, in turn, raises the ‘voice’ of the participant in the research since 
they are literally showing the researcher how the world is through their eyes (Wang and Burris 
 1997 ; Warren  2005 ). Finally, photography also allows for context to be drawn into the research, 
since photographs capture background scenes as well as the foreground ‘subject’, which may lead 
to ‘unintentional’ but important data being made available for later analysis (Shortt and Warren 
 2012 ). 

 We now turn to our three case studies, beginning with Samantha’s investigation of personal 
possessions displayed in an office environment.   

 Displayed objects: personalization and community 

 The paraphernalia with which we surround ourselves at work was the subject of a qualita-
tive photographic study of why individuals in Dept. X – a ‘new media’ department of a large 
IT fi rm – felt the need to colonize shared desk-space in a hot-desking environment (Warren 
 2006 ). The study was carried out in 2001, when hot-desking was a fairly novel working 
arrangement, enabled by technological advances and organizational drives to make the most 
of increasingly expensive offi ce space. Thirty-one members of the department took part 
and were asked to take a photograph of the ‘workspace’ for later discussion with the researcher 
(see  Figure 18.1 ).  

 Part of a wider investigation into workplace aesthetics (Warren  2005 ), the study was moti-
vated by Samantha’s observation that, despite an espoused clear desk policy and the operation of 
hot-desking at Dept. X, many of the workstations were covered in personal effects, giving the 
impression that these spaces were very much owned, and ‘lived in’ by their occupants on more 
than a daily, transient basis. Some displayed only a few personal items, whereas others exhibited 
what Scheiberg calls the ‘ rampant personalization of space ’ (1990: 332). 

 During the interviews, participants were asked to ‘talk the researcher round’ the desk-spaces 
depicted in the photographs, explaining the significance of the objects that were visible. As is 
common with the use of photo-interviewing of this kind, Samantha questioned the participants 
about objects in the photographs that she found interesting, as well as listening to the partici-
pants’ narratives about what they considered important. This led to rich and wide-ranging data 

 Figure 18.1      Rampant personalization of space    
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that demonstrated how these workers were using objects to anchor a sense of self at work, in 
opposition to the hot-desking policy, which was widely disliked. 

 ‘Familiarity’, ‘comfort’, ‘putting down roots’ and not being ‘dislocated’ were widely cited as 
reasons why certain objects were on display on individuals’ desks. These concepts were invoked 
to explain how the hot-desking policy was disliked because it prevented individuals from feeling 
settled at work, and the metaphor of the home was often used to convey this need to belong in 
one’s workspace, as the following extract from the study shows: 

        Yep,  [you’ve]  gotta have some greenery. I dunno, my desk is – everyone says ‘Oh your desk always 
looks identical to wherever you go’ but I dunno I, well it’s your desk at work and I like having some 
pictures I like it to be sort of homely, I mean some people’s desk is … just a mess and there’s no 
pictures up and there’s no nothing and I don’t … when you’re spending every day at your desk, I like 
it to feel vaguely homely.   

 Thus, objects were chosen to show a sense of belonging to the desk enabling its occupant to 
feel settled (see  Figure 18.2 ). Yet, as we note above, items are deliberately chosen for  display , 
and as such they acted as conversation-starters with visitors to the desk, giving them a decidedly 
social function too. This is illustrated by a quotation from a study participant talking about a 
photograph of Ponte Vecchio, Florence, where he used to live and work:  

 You know people are image conscious on the whole – they do put something up because they want other 
people to see it, or um, even as a talking point or something – somebody’ll come past and say ‘Oh!’ 
you know – just like you did – ‘Ooh look, Florence’ and then of course I can go off on one talking 
about Florence.         

 Figure 18.2      Homely desks    
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 In the study, Samantha found that this ‘small talk’ was a source of relational identity construction 
within the department. Personalization was an expression of, and way to maintain, a sense of self 
at work – even the decision not to personalize space was recognized by participants as saying 
something about ‘who they were’. But, beyond this, there also seemed to be a ‘group identity’ 
function of the act of personalization itself – certain norms were apparent among different sec-
tions of the department. 

 This personalization fostered and maintained a sense of community within Dept. X, which 
was seen by participants as vital to their happiness at work and ultimately their productivity. 
This socializing power of objects (Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton  1981 ) – that is to say, 
the importance of displaying personal objects in forming group norms – and the extent to which 
personalization in Dept. X was a culturally related practice is illustrated by the following com-
ments from an individual currently sitting in a different area of the office from usual. He spoke 
of the ‘pressure’ he felt to personalize his desk, yet he also spoke at length about how positive 
he felt about the fact that this part of the department had a community identity through their 
prolific displays of personal objects:  

 I’ve never been one for, um, photos and cuddly toys at work, I’m there to do a job … now and again 
I might put a couple of things up but I’m very aware that I’m doing it and it doesn’t feel quite – it 
feels a bit ‘officey’, feels a bit ‘why am I doing this? Am I doing this because everyone else is? And 
also what statement am I making about myself ? I’m a crazy guy cos … y’know?’    

 Taken together, these data show that it is not just the object that matters at work, but also its 
 visibility  – facilitating the interactions that socialize organizational members into community 

 Figure 18.3      Objects as talking points    
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cultures that help them feel they belong, have permanence and stability. All of which were of 
considerable importance to the individuals in Samantha’s study. 

 We have seen from the above how hot-desking individuals resisted this requirement of their 
jobs, but nonetheless because of the nature of their work – sitting at one desk, every day – they 
were able to do so through their visual-material practices. But what happens when organi-
zational members do not have their own space to colonize? In the next section, we outline 
Harriet’s study of hairdressers who do not have access to any traditionally conceived personal 
space – potential or otherwise – in their workplace.   

 Obscure objects: workplace tools and identity 

 Harriet’s research study examined meaningful objects in the lives of hairdressers working in hair 
salons in the UK. Specifi cally she investigated how mundane and/or functional tools of their 
work are salient to the hairdresser’s identity, for example, chairs and towel baskets that are not spe-
cial, owned possessions, but rather objects that are ostensibly ordinary, commonplace and often 
 shared  by all in the salon. Here, we explore how the hairdressers have acute associations and disas-
sociations with the appearance of such objects in the salon, linking this to their feelings of pro-
fessionalism, and how this, in turn, connects to clashes (feelings of embarrassment) and matches 
(prideful feelings) between their individual identity and the organization’s projected identity. 

 In total, 42 male and female hairdressers, aged from 17 to 50, took part in the research across 
5 UK salons of varying size and ‘prestige’. The sample included junior hairdressers (those still in 
training) and experienced stylists and colourists (those specializing in cutting/styling or colour-
ing hair). Once again, as in Samantha’s study, participants were given a camera and asked to take 
up to 12 photographs of objects and ‘things’ that were most meaningful to them and that said 
something about who they are. After the photographs were developed, one-to-one, face-to-face, 
photo-interviews were conducted with each participant, where their images were discussed and 
stories about their objects emerged. 

 These images evoked embarrassment in the hairdresser who captured it: he felt that this 
‘clutter’ reflected him as ‘unprofessional’ and was fearful others (his clients) would ‘judge’ him: 

   So, we’ll group all these ones together … and what I don’t like here is the clutter, the stuff … and it 
takes something away from the salon and the space. I can’t bear it. Look at this table, these bits, this 
hosepipe hanging down outside. It’s so unprofessional and people look at that think, well … our clients 
don’t come here ’cos they want a haircut, they come here because they have decided to treat themselves. 
You want the clients to be impressed … gobsmacked! You don’t go to a Gordon Ramsay restaurant 
because you’re hungry, do you? And this, well, it’s embarrassing and it sends the wrong message about 
who we are and who I am.   

 Importantly, these objects are ‘on display’ and essentially form a public spectacle, seen by others 
(or at least are at risk of being seen). Since the hairdressers have constructed particular social 
expectations of themselves and how they would  like  to be seen by others, when such objects fail 
in conveying this impression, the emotion of embarrassment is experienced, something which 
is objectionable for them. More specifi cally, feelings of embarrassment appear to trigger reser-
vations and doubts about the hairdressers’ own sense of professionalism, with a corresponding 
serious concern about how ‘others’ (visitors and clients in the salon) might judge them. 

 In contrast, however, other everyday workplace tools engendered feelings of pride. For exam-
ple, some hairdressers captured images of staircases in their salons. Each described how they 
deliberately showed these staircases to clients and family members in order to visually illustrate 
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the grandeur and quality of their salon. In addition, ‘ordinary’ objects, such as plant tubs, towels 
and trolleys, were also discussed with a sense of delight or ‘showing off  ’. The hairdressers enjoy 
being associated with ‘high-quality’ objects, regarding them as signs and symbols of a ‘profes-
sional’ and proficient self. 

 Thus, just as we saw in the discussion of embarrassment, the social emotion of pride is once 
again connected to the hairdressers’ sense of how they are judged by others (here, by their clients 
and family members). Essentially, it is the visible image of the salon – on show to the public – of 
which the hairdressers seem most proud.   

 Hidden objects: self and resistance 

 So far, we have considered ways in which objects either on display or found overtly in the 
workplace have importance for researching organizations. Here, in a case study from Jan’s 
research (Betts  2012 ), we consider the opposite of visualizing – hiding – either as objects that 
are literally obscured from view, or as objects displayed, but with hidden meanings. 

 In this project, a variety of full-time, part-time, professional and blue-collar workers were 
asked to photograph all the objects in their immediate working spaces that had meaning for 
them. As in our previous case studies, participants were then asked why each object was chosen 
as meaningful during interviews, using the photographs as stimuli. However, using Kelly’s (1955) 
Repertory Grid technique, the participants were subsequently presented with the photographs 

(a) (b)

(c)

      Figure 18.4a, 18.4b, 18.4c      Unprofessional clutter     
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in random sets of three and asked to express ways in which any two were alike but different from 
the third. The purpose of this was to encourage participants to mine deeper meanings across the 
set of photos, explaining what distinguished one photo from another and why this was important 
to them. From these two sets of data, various themes emerged, one of which was ‘hiddenness’. 
This is far from a single concept, both in its expression and its function: the data show a number 
of ways in which hiddenness manifests itself. 

 First, hiddenness is expressed through objects that are literally kept sheltered from public gaze 
– being covered up or in a drawer, for example. Sarah, a senior manager, has a briefcase that is 

(a) (b)

(c)

      Figure 18.5a, 18.5b, 18.5c      Professional and proficient     
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quite bright, but she hides it among a pile of old papers. In it are things she has collected from 
her working life in various jobs, such as thank-you cards, pieces of work of which she was par-
ticularly proud and mementoes of social events. She told Jan that she absolutely would not want 
people to see it if anything happened to her, and after the interview she resolved to put a note 
on the front to say it should be collected by her husband in the event of unforeseen eventualities: 

        This one, I guess because it’s just bits of stuff that there’s nowhere to put. Well I don’t really want to 
throw them away, but I don’t quite know what to do with them, so they could just go back in the 
bottom of the cupboard I guess, out of the way. Interestingly, though, this is a box that I brought from 
the old offices … I’ve kept it in the garage at home, virtually everywhere I’ve worked I’ve taken it.   

 Ann, an academic, had a small pencil case, similarly ‘hidden-in-plain-sight’, which was a 
memento of her childhood abroad and a constant in her life. It had gone with her to every job, 
nestled behind or under a fi le, and will in time be passed on to her grandson. The contact with 
both past and future was signifi cant, offering her reassurance about a life outside work where 
other values ruled her. In the same vein, Jane, a senior manager in a local authority, had a beer-
mat in her drawer from a particular holiday, which, for many reasons, reminded her to ‘check 
in with her heart’ sometimes, to refl ect on the values that threatened to engulf her at work and 
to measure them against her personal values. 

 Lastly, Jim, a cleaner, had a list of football fixtures inside his locker door, which he looked 
at deliberately during the day as a way of distracting himself from work, of thinking about 
something important to him, but which he didn’t discuss with the other mostly female clean-
ers. In a previous job, he had pictures of his son on the inner lid of his toolbox, which, again, 
he never showed to others, but looked at himself when he wanted to be reminded of life out-
side work.      

 In a slightly different vein were meaningful objects that were in plain sight but which reflected 
something private and which the owner did not want to express openly. For example, Susan, a 
young personnel manager, asked for a nice pen as a present from her mother, because she felt 

 Figure 18.6      Hidden briefcase    
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 Figure 18.7      Football fixtures    

 Figure 18.8      Brian’s monkey    
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it signalled that she is someone to be taken seriously in meetings with those more experienced 
than she is and it had the reassurance of being given to her by her mother, whom she values 
greatly. If she had told anyone about this, the weight of this meaning would have surprised those 
she worked with; as she herself said, ‘it’s a lot to put on one small pen’. But having it with her 
at all meetings is very important as a way of signalling to herself that her contribution to the 
organization is significant, despite how others make her feel. 

 A similar but much more ‘confident’ object sits in the office of Brian, a senior partner in a 
law firm.      

 Quietly scathing about the management of the organization, Brian took a picture of a toy 
monkey on his desk, which was his name for the (often young) managers who ‘told him what to 
do’. During conversations he felt were overly managerial, he explained to Jan that he invented 
a ‘conspiracy’ between him and the monkey enacted by a sideways glance. Brian’s desk had a 
number of toys on it, reflective both of work and home, so the monkey did not stand out, but 
yet it had a quiet and very strong message for him of resistance against certain organizational 
diktats. 

 All these examples represent an interface between the individual and the organization, which 
is of significance. Clearest of all the messages coming from the interactions is a need to feel 
that, at some level, personal values override organizational values and a need to feel some sense 
of recognition as competent people at work. In the face of increasingly impersonal working 
environments, these are crucial psychological requirements, which may not be recognized by 
the organization because of the hidden ways in which they are expressed. The very hiddenness 
is the core of the sense of self, which is being preserved against organizational intrusion and 
ownership, or, as Ng and Höpfl (2011) put it, to ameliorate the experience of work as ‘exile’.   

 Discussion: visual workplace identities 

 The above vignettes highlight ways in which the extent to which certain objects are visible 
to others in the workplace has particular organizing effects for the individuals who work there. 
In this section, we turn our attention to how these analyses tell us something useful about 
contemporary organizational life. In common with Stolte  et al .’s (2001) call for a sociologi-
cal miniaturism, and Scheff  ’s (1990) insistence on a ‘micro-sociology’, we suggest that exam-
ining the dense visual textures of workplace life might shed light on wider organizational 
processes. In the same way that Fine and Hallett (2003: 2) connect the commonplace sub-
stance, dust, to ‘gender, political economy, work and nationalism’, we suggest that the detail 
of everyday objects gives us clues as to how the ‘big’ topics of organizational analysis – labour 
process, identity, motivation, culture, and so on – are grounded in the tiny details of  material  
micro-interactions. 

 Samantha’s study shows how the consciously constructed visual appearance of personal space 
is an important element of both psychological satisfaction and social affiliation at work – a 
finding supported by Nathan and Doyle, who found that ‘flexible workspaces may be making 
some employees unhappy by denying them their territory’ (2002: 24). The workers in Dept. 
X invested time and effort in selecting and maintaining their object-displays, which, in turn, 
said much about them as individuals, and their desire to affiliate with a workplace community 
(Suchman  2005 ). Wolfram Cox and Minahan (2005: 530) note that, far from being surface trivi-
alities, adornment and decoration connote dignity and value, as was the original Latin meaning 
of the terms. Moreover, Willis (2000) argues that the accumulation and careful arrangement of 
objects in displays is a form of ‘symbolic work’ – which we can study as a labour process in itself, 
noting who ‘produces’ and who ‘consumes’, and how and where value is produced in the process, 
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which could represent a rich vein for future research (Warren  2012 ). Indeed, this raises additional 
questions about possessions and tools ‘at work’ when we consider  where  work is conducted in 
today’s fragmented, fluid and often digital working world; what objects are important when we 
work from home? Are they different to those at the office or those when we are working ‘on the 
move’? With increasingly blurry boundaries between work, home and leisure, what objects say 
something about who we are and what meanings do they hold? 

 Harriet’s study turns attention away from personal objects chosen for display by the indi-
viduals, and towards interactions with organizationally provided objects. Harriet’s data evoke 
Cooley’s (1964 [1902]) ‘looking-glass self  ’ to suggest that the image of the salon reflects the 
image of the participants themselves. When positive – as in the instances of pride described 
above – this affiliation with the organization can offer a sense of order, stability and clarity to the 
hairdressers’ identity (Alvesson  2006 ). It has been proposed that pride itself ‘is the sign of an intact 
bond’ (Scheff  1990 : 15), whereby feelings of pride are experienced when individuals sense an 
engagement with social norms and expectations. Likewise, it seems that the embarrassing aspects 
of the salon objects reflect what Alvesson  et al.  define as ‘anti-identities … visions of the “other” 
or dis-identification, all of which constitute the self around what it is not’ (2008: 19). 

 The everyday tools the hairdressers use are visible gestures (Yanow  2006 ) between the hair-
dressers and their clients – intimately linked to the hairdressers’ sense of professional identity. 
The clients make judgements about the competence and skill of the hairdressers and quality 
of the salon by looking at these tools just as much as by regarding the hairdressers’ personal 
grooming and appearance as ‘branded selves’, a topic that has received much more attention in 
literature investigating aesthetic labour (e.g. Pettinger  2004 ). Importantly for our purposes here, 
it is the hairdressers themselves who place expectations and values on these mundane objects, 
investing them with the power to embarrass. While others may simply see a hairdryer, or towel 
basket, the hairdressers see an affront to their professionalism. The level of visual organization 
in this case is more obscure. 

 Moving further still away from the idea of display, Jan’s study shows how objects can still be 
imbued with a sense of identity for the worker, yet remain hidden, as also pointed out by Miller 
(2009a). Pratt and Rafaeli (2006) argue that we relate to objects on account of their instru-
mentality, their aesthetic pleasure and their symbolic meaning, which may be largely or totally 
opaque to others. However, although Schein (2004) refers to hidden assumptions in his work 
on culture, which includes the impact of objects, hiddenness has, on the whole, received scant 
attention in organization studies with the hidden nature of the impact of objects more implied 
than explicit (see, for example, Fenwick  2010 ; Tyler and Cohen  2010 ; Berlin and Carlstrom 
 2010 ). Ng and Höpfl’s study seems, thus far, to be alone in addressing hidden intimate spaces 
and objects in what they describe as ‘exile’: ‘the introduction of artefacts which have no place 
within that order, both challenge and subvert the prevailing notion of order and its arbitrariness’ 
(2011: 762). 

 This echoes Jan’s data, in particular, that discretion over how workspaces appear to others 
and control over what they  don’t  see holds potential for employees to keep something of them-
selves  for  themselves as they are required to give more of their whole person in the service of a 
potentially alienating labour process. As Tian and Belk (2005) propose, objects work as boundar-
ies, to create complementary selves in different arenas. For example, work and home interlink 
through objects that remind people of home when at work (and perhaps vice versa) regardless of 
whether they are on display or not. They help to keep a sense of a self with a past and a future 
that lies outside work and the controlled environment in which work happens. We could even 
frame this as resistance, albeit in a subtle and perhaps unexplicit way. Hiding things away at work 
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may not bring about a revolution, but it nonetheless makes working life more bearable for these 
employees, at least.   

 Conclusion 

 We have presented three sets of empirical data that support our argument that practices around 
the appearance of workplaces – from the transparent to the opaque – constitute a form of visual 
organization at the micro-level of employees’ everyday lives. In sum, we have shown that: 

 •   questioning how employees arrange their own workspaces for display helps understanding 
of their ties with others and the purposes this serves for them, e.g. a sense of identity, 
belonging, solidarity and so on;  

 •   paying attention to employees’ perceptions of aspects of workplace appearance outside 
their sphere of infl uence illuminates the relationship between the individual and their iden-
tifi cation with the organization; and  

 •   enquiring after hidden objects shows how employees regain a measure of consolation and 
control in increasingly colonizing corporate cultures.    

 These substantive themes are of contemporary organizational importance, as leafi ng through 
the pages of any management journal will attest. However, it is not our intention for the above 
themes to rest on a functionalist foundation. The objects do fulfi l a function in the lives of each 
of the individuals: that is why they have chosen to photograph them. However, the function 
cannot simply be read off from similar objects – for example, work tools produce pride or 
shame, soft toys attract admiring or derisory attention – but is a combination of both the work 
context and the subjective understanding of the photographer. The gaze and the understanding 
of the photographer create the function, or indeed functions, not the gaze and understanding 
of the viewer. 

 We also propose that they are likely to warrant further investigation in the light of techno-
logical developments. Internet technologies have given rise to new forms of working, where, in 
some cases, employees no longer need to be co-located in order to accomplish their tasks. Given 
our emphasis on the appearance of workspace in this chapter, it will be fascinating to chart how 
the need to display, signal and hide certain aspects of selves-at-work through the visual-material 
world might change. Do mobile workers enact the same visual practices in their homes as they 
do in their offices? Does the sign value of objects increase or recede in importance when work-
ing in non-traditional workspaces, such as the home, a train carriage, shared flexible office or 
a coffee-shop, or is it transformed into a more complex synthesis of self-work-leisure? In par-
ticular, how do new entrants to professions become socialized under such conditions? Mobile 
workers connect to each other through interactive software such as email, Skype, Google Docs, 
and social media platforms, to name just a few emerging technologies, and so perhaps we might 
witness a shift from  material  visual organization to a set of  virtual  visual practices involving prefer-
ences for certain fonts, icons, badges and identification images that these programs enable. Other 
chapters in this volume are beginning to explore these fascinating issues from an organizational 
perspective (see Leonard,  Chapter 20 ; Bell and McArthur,  Chapter 23 ; Elliott and Robinson, 
 Chapter 17 ) and, concomitantly, we wonder, how does one construct a working  self  in a virtual 
organizational world? 

 Although it was not our main aim in this chapter, we also hope to have demonstrated that 
photographic methods can fruitfully examine people’s relationships with their material environ-
ments (see Shortt and Warren  2012 ; Warren  2008 ). This is also due, in large part, to digital image 
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technologies that make it easier, cheaper and more intuitive to collect visual data on workplace 
life. However, even when elements of this may not actually be in view, visual methodologies 
hold promise. As we have shown in this chapter, visual organization encompasses both visible 
and invisible practices, indicating the need to qualitatively interrogate how and why people hide 
or reveal certain objects at work, so going beyond the surface of what we can actually see. Visual 
organization studies should be just as concerned with  non -representational visual practices, then, 
as with analysing the manifest content of images (Scarles  2009 ). ‘Seeing is believing’ reflects a 
common ideology in contemporary Western society (see Kavanagh,  Chapter 4 , this volume) but 
we caution against the seductive power of the image to mask other equally important data that 
may not be so visible. However, in the same way that shadow cannot be seen without light, we 
argue that paying attention to the visible world helps us access what is  in visible, and why.     
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Managing operations 
and teams visually    

    Nicola   Bateman     and   Sarah   Lethbridge       

 This chapter explores current practice in organizations at an operational level, and particu-
larly teams who use visual tools in their decision-making. We focus on the fi eld of operations 
management, and the management of everyday processes. The dominating paradigm within 
operations management has been lean operations and this has a large visual component known 
as ‘visual management’. This chapter will draw mainly from these fi elds and provide examples 
of visual tools. We outline how design principles in the fi eld of visual management were devel-
oped and give an example of how this has been applied in a company – Assa Abloy. We present 
four further examples of visual management and then conclude by setting out an agenda for 
how this approach to decision-making can be applied and the challenges that lie ahead.  

 Visual management in lean enterprises 

 Lean operations are primarily concerned with reduction of waste and delivery of customer 
value. The lean approach was initially developed in the automotive sector in Japan from the 
1940s but started to become well known in a wide range of industries in the 1980s and then 
spread into the service sector in the 1990s (Womack and Jones  1996 ). As such, lean and its 
associated ideas have become mainstream and incorporated in the way that many organizations 
are run (Radnor  2010 ). One of the core ideas of lean is continuous improvement, whereby 
everyone in the organization is tasked with suggesting and implementing ideas for removing 
waste and adding value to processes. This is not done in an extemporized way but through the 
use of a range of formal tools and techniques. 

 Visual management is one of the ways, in a lean organization, in which the working envi-
ronment is designed to allow the identification of waste and to support people in their quest 
for continuous improvement. Traditionally, knowledge of elements of processes is held by 
individuals alone, solely relating to aspects that affect them and their work. Organizations 
then rely on these individuals being considerate enough to share their knowledge with others 
who have an interest. Visual management socializes the work and data relating to the work, 
and this ‘knowledge’ becomes a collective responsibility. This is achieved by making the work 
visible, so organizations do not have to rely on individuals to remember all the detailed aspects 
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of work tasks. In addition, very few work processes are dealt with in their entirety by one 
person and, if work is made visible within a shared space, individuals have a more consistent 
view of what is collectively required. This approach also better manages between shifts or 
when an employee is absent. For example, a human resources officer has phoned in sick and is 
likely to be away from work for a whole week. If that officer had indicated what work they had 
planned for the forthcoming week (attending interviews, staff meetings, etc.) via the means of 
a shared visual board in the office, colleagues could then easily make arrangements to cover 
their tasks. In a factory, if one shift have experienced a quality defect because of a broken tool 
on a machine, they would note the problem and what solution was put in place on a white-
board, alerting the next shift to take extra care with this machine to make sure the quality 
problem did not reoccur. 

 If work is managed visually, everybody in the organization is responsible for ensuring that 
work progresses well, as everyone has been given responsibility for it. Work made more visible 
allows a deeper understanding of existing processes and their shortcomings, and so employees 
can appreciate the types of problems that occur and thus reduce the cause of such problems. 
So, in essence, the idea behind visual management is that the workplace should be organized to 
allow the team who work there to be able to identify when they are doing well, how the work 
is flowing, and when problems are about to arise. It can take the form of organizing the physical 
equipment in a visual way and also using visual tools such as graphs and tables to provide a snap-
shot of the current status of the work area and allow the operational team to plan work. This 
approach to organizing the workplace is not unique to a lean approach (Greif  1991 ); indeed, 
lean practitioners are very happy to incorporate ideas from many sources, provided it supports 
the core idea of identifying waste. To summarize, the purpose of visual management is to: 

 •   make work visible;  
 •   understand the current situation so as to improve;  
 •   encourage and enable a better fl ow of work through: 

 º   the ability to detect normal versus abnormal  
 º   the identifi cation of waste  
 º   highlighting of problems;     

 •   facilitate team problem-solving  ;
 •   increase communication between teams;  
 •   enable organizational learning.      

 Visual management principles 

 The principles were developed by the authors to allow non-experts at graphic design – such 
as production cell leaders – to develop their own graphical materials effectively. A number of 
sources were used to develop these principles, which had to be easily applicable by cell leaders 
who would not have access to sophisticated software, experience in design or a great deal of 
time to develop materials. Thus, they had to be pragmatically based. 

 The work of Edward Tufte ( 2001 ) and the contributions to the related website of Graphics 
Press  1   provided some key ideas into the development of the principles. The website provides a 
lively and informed debating forum where many of the challenges of developing usable graphi-
cal materials in a business environment are discussed. One of Tufte’s key ideas is data to ink 
ratio, which is concerned with ensuring any graphical marks convey data. He translates this into 
the concept of data density, which is measured in data points (data matrix) per m 2 : the higher 
the data density, the better the graphic communication ‘Data graphics should often be based 
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on large rather than small data matrices and have a high rather than low data density’ (2001: 
168). This sits well with the lean approach because of its focus on waste reduction. Another key 
idea from Tufte is to use colour sparingly – many software packages encourage us to use highly 
coloured, vibrant hues and this can obscure the key message we want to convey – Tufte suggests 
using colour to just highlight key pieces of information. 

 Cognitive psychology is a useful area for the development of guidelines. Shah and Hoeffner 
( 2002 ) explore the best ways to display data, which was of particular interest to the authors 
because it was accessible to us as non-psychologists and addressed the type of graphical material 
likely to be developed by cell leaders, such as bar graphs and line graphs. However, some of 
the material, while useful background for us and providing a wealth of references of original 
sources, was still too detailed for use by cell leaders; examples include consideration of aspect 
ratio and animation. With their more general guidelines, such as ‘line graphs are good for 
depicting x-y trends, bar graphs for discrete comparisons and pie chart for relative proportions’ 
(2002: 53), Shah and Hoeffner provided a useful starting point for the development of the visual 
management principles. 

 Many of these principles from Shah and Hoeffner are shown by Few ( 2006 ) in his book on 
dashboard design. Dashboard design is an area allied to communications board design, except it 
uses a medium of electronic presentation. Few’s book particularly focuses on visual perception 
in  chapter 4  and provides many pictorial examples. 

 The work of Miller ( 1956 ) regarding cognitive workspace is informative in terms of the 
breadth of ideas that people can manage. His observations can help to inform the layout and 
data structure of visual tools, such as ensuring not too many elements are presented at once. The 
ideas of Miller and Tufte on first inspection do appear to contradict: Miller suggests simplicity, 
ensuring that no more than six elements are presented at once, whereas Tufte suggests that high 
levels of data density provide a depth of interest, authenticity and relevance to the user. The 
authors reconcile this conflict by ensuring not too many elements are presented at once but that 
the data density of the elements can be quite high. 

 This literature of how to present visual material was summarized by the researchers and, 
as part of a ‘Lean University’ project at Cardiff University, developed as a poster shown in 
 Figure 19.1 .  

 The use of visual management to inform and manage the workplace has been utilized in a 
range of organizations and outlined below is a case study of Assa Abloy, a lock company, who 
have implemented visual management ideas on their shop floor. The specific principles devel-
oped for their organization are outlined below.   

 Visual management at Assa Abloy 

 Assa Abloy is a multinational company with sites in Europe, USA and China. It makes a wide 
range of locks from padlocks to complex electronic locking systems and allied door products 
such as emergency-exit bars. This section is based on work that took place on the Portobello 
site in Willenhall in the West Midlands, near Birmingham, UK. Assa Abloy took over owner-
ship of the site in 2001. The area of Willenhall has been associated with lock manufacture for 
three centuries, which has been long established at the Portobello site. Lock manufacture at 
Portobello is conventional, consisting of production of component parts and then assembly into 
a wide range of products, such as padlocks or door locks. 

 The Portobello site has been updating its approach to manufacturing through the incorpo-
ration of lean ideas since 2006. As such, the shop floor is organized into cells where each cell 
focuses on making a family of products, such as small padlocks or night latches. The cell has a 
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number of operators, typically 8–12, and a cell leader who manages the cell. The operations 
director wanted to improve visual management within the cells particularly the communications 
boards used by the cell leaders. He wanted to develop boards that would enable cell leaders to 
have better control of their cells, in terms of meeting customer orders more reliably, and also 
enabling cell leaders and their teams to identify areas for improvement. Communications boards 
are commonly used by many different organizations, in cells and other areas where teams oper-
ate, to provide a focus where information about the cell can be displayed and discussed daily by 
the team. It would usually consist of: graphs of performance measures, details of the team – such 
as skills, workload planning tools and improvement activities. Further examples can be found 
from Rich  et al.  ( 2006 ).  

 Research methodology 

 This section documents action research that took place over a period of four years and, as such, 
it addresses activities that took place at two levels: the action taken by Assa Abloy and the 
research conducted to investigate this process. The action taken by Assa Abloy encompassed 
the design of the boards, their implementation and ongoing use. This process is represented in 
 Figure 19.2 , which shows that initial objectives were selected. This was followed by a design 
phase that set the proposed format and contents of the communications board. This design then 
moved to an implementation phase that was rolled out across all the cells in the shop fl oor. 

Once in place for nine months, the design of the board was reviewed by analysing its use. The 
following year, the ongoing use of the boards was again reviewed.  

 The second level – associated with action research – is the research process that overlays the 
action taken by the subject organization (Assa Abloy) shown in  Figure 19.3 . The initial visual 
management principles developed by the authors were introduced at the meeting where the 
objectives of the implementation were specified. The design stage was observed and documented 
by one of the authors, by notetaking and photographs. Review 1 looked at how the boards were 

Specify
objectives Design Roll-out

Review
1

Review
2

 Figure 19.2      Implementation in Assa Abloy    
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 Figure 19.3      Research overlaying implementation    
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being used as part of everyday shop-floor life. This review consisted of: observations of the day-
to-day meeting where the cell leaders used their board to interact with their team; photographs 
of each of the boards; and interviews with six cell leaders to provide their opinion on aspects 
of the use of the board. Of particular interest in this context are the methods used in review 1, 
where photographic materials were created.  

 These photographic materials were images of the communications boards that had been 
in use for at least nine months across the shop floor, images were taken from fourteen cells. 
The photographs were taken by the researcher at the end of each observation of the board use. 
These photographs were used in two ways; first, an overall analysis of the content and, second, 
an analysis of the content over time. The analysis of the content was conducted by looking at 
the elements in the photographs and comparing them to the original design. The researcher 
looked at how the elements on the board related to each other in terms of data flow from 
high-level strategic material down to low-level causes of occurrences of problems and the asso-
ciated problem-solving. It was possible to examine data added to the boards over time from a 
single photograph rather than from a series of chronological photographs (as one might expect) 
because of the way that data was recorded on the various graphs. Most graphs required the 
cell leaders to add data each week, plotting the performance of an aspect of operations over 
time. This means that a single photograph shows plots of time-phased data, enabling the 
researcher to assess use of data over a year. In addition, the researcher could use these photo-
graphs to assess levels of data density. This was done by selecting the potentially most data-dense 
graphics, measuring their size and counting the number of data points required to produce the 
graphic. 

 Review 2 was less extensive than review 1 and consisted of an informal meeting with the cell 
leaders who updated the researcher as to ongoing changes of use of the board. Further details 
of the action research approach taken can be found in Bateman  et al.  ( 2009a ). The next section 
reports the findings from the research process.   

 Board design process 

 The process of designing the new board and its deployment in the cells is documented below. 
The Assa Abloy boards had two sides, a production analysis board (PAB) side, and a key per-
formance indicator (KPI) side. The PAB side deals with the daily plan to allow cell leaders to 
organize their day, while the KPI side gives a longer-term view to allow trend analysis and, 
hence, problem-solving. We shall track the development of the KPI side. 

 To design the KPI side, a team of cell leaders were drawn together, and a facilitator was 
appointed to help the design process. Not utilizing a graphics designer to develop the board may 
seem an unusual approach, but it has a number of advantages over employing a design expert. 
First, cell leaders need to have ownership of the design and are more likely to encourage other 
cell leaders to adopt the design and for operators to use and update the information held within 
it. Second, cell leaders are much more likely than an external designer to create a board that 
meets their needs, and, finally, in line with continuous improvement ideas, it was expected that 
the design would evolve and this was more likely to happen if control of the design was in the 
cell leaders’ hands. Once the decision not to use a designer has been made, it is necessary to sup-
port the cell leaders with help to produce a design in line with visual management principles and 
also to provide them with technical support to use any software required to develop proformas. 
This is where a facilitator is able to play an important role. The facilitator was external to Assa 
Abloy and had an ongoing relationship with the company, working with them to embed lean 
ideas at the Portobello site. He worked for SMMT Industry Forum as an engineer, and, as such, 



Nicola Bateman and Sarah Lethbridge

312

was not a design specialist but was experienced in facilitating teams and providing visual tools 
to support them. 

 In addition to the Industry Forum engineer’s skills, some visual management principles 
were developed for this project to aid the design process; these principles evolved from those 
identified in  Figure 19.1 : 

1.   Using the right graphical tool to convey data – when and where bar charts are appropriate, 
when and where line charts, etc. The difference between discrete and continuous data, etc.  

2.   Using colour sparingly – just to highlight key features.  
3.   Avoid using excess borders and boxes – looking at minimum ink to data ratio.  
4.   Using a board layout that refl ects the fl ow and structure of the information to be presented. 

The layout should act as a visual agenda for meetings providing appropriate structure.    

 The design process involved four cell leaders and a quality engineer and took three and half 
days over a period of a couple of months. The cell leaders took the process seriously and much 
earnest debate ensued about what should be included and what existing material could be 
modifi ed to suit the needs of the cell leaders. They also took note of the visual management 
principles and tried to incorporate them into their development of the designs. A more detailed 
account of the design process is documented in Bateman  et al.  ( 2009b ). It should be noted 
that the support by the facilitator took two forms: fi rst, guiding the team leaders through the 
design process and, second, to produce the graphic proformas to populate the boards and then 
organize the physical boards. This second input was considerable and required an additional 
eleven and a half days by the facilitator.   

 Explanation of KPI board design 

 The board ( Figure 19.4 ) follows a specifi c fl ow, adhering to principle 4, with cell overview 
information in the left-hand column (a), including the cell team, product range, the process 
fl ow, attendance monitor and team skills. The second column (b) addresses the detailed per-
formance of the cell and has fi ve KPIs recorded graphically week by week. These KPIs are 
‘On Time In Full’ (OTIF) deliveries, ‘quality concerns’, ‘downtime’, health and safety monitor, 
and ‘5S’ score, which is a measure of workplace organization. The third column (c) provides 
some insight into the causes of the scores for the KPI level and looks at reasons for variation. 
The fourth column (d) provides additional performance data in terms of arrears, scrap, effi -
ciency, cell status in terms of overall competency and a log of ‘yellow tags’. Yellow tags high-
light equipment that needs intervention in terms of maintenance or modifi cation. 

 The fifth and final column (e) provides an overview of performance with site performance 
both in terms of OTIF and an accompanying narrative of performance and site activities, cell 
improvement actions and a visual history of improvements.  

 Thus, the KPI board flows (left to right) from background through specific performance 
and its causes to overall performance and its history, safety and workplace organization. 

 Within this, there are horizontal themes, the first row (f  ) documents OTIF and its converse 
arrears, the remaining rows cover customer concerns, efficiency, health and safety. It should 
be noted that this design of the board (documented in April 2010) uses computer-generated 
proformas (largely for columns two and three) but the actual data is filled in by hand. This is 
common practice for these types of board and is based on the assumption that having the cell 
leader write by hand means that the data is more ‘involving’ than computer-generated material; 
it also means that a single sheet can be used to collect six months of data, providing the teams 
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with the ability to analyse trends. If the graphs were generated by computer, a new printout 
would need to be made each time data was added. It is more accessible for operators to update 
the information by hand on a regular basis. This encourages interaction with the board, in a way, 
‘socializing’ it.   

 Use of board on the shop fl oor 

 After the design of the board had been decided, it was rolled out across 23 cells on the shop 
fl oor; the process was again supported by the Industry Forum engineer and required consider-
able support. Further research was conducted that examined how the boards were being used 
and achieving their aim of participation in improvement by cell leaders. 

 Observation of board use indicated that ten out of the fourteen cell leaders used the data 
on their boards as part of their daily brief by interacting with the graphs. Ten cell leaders 
(with an overlap of nine with the previous group) used the briefing process to problem-solve. 
In addition, it became evident that two methods of using the board had emerged. The inten-
tion of having the board is to conduct a daily brief with the cell team and appropriate support 
staff such as maintenance engineers and component supply. However, one group of cell leaders, 
who had an area manager – their line manager – in common, were briefing as a single group in 
the staff canteen (away from their boards), rather than separately with their cell teams. 

 The analysis of photographs taken as part of review 1 (see  Figure 19.3 ) showed that 
the KPIs were being extensively completed by the cell leaders, with four of the primary KPIs 
being completed by all the cells and the remaining four primary KPIs being completed by more 
than half the cells. Data density calculations revealed that the densest chart was the time planner 
with 251,819 data points per m 2 , equivalent to sophisticated graphics used in academic journals. 
This demonstrates that this group of cell leaders are comfortable using quite high levels of data 
density, supporting Tufte’s theory that data dense graphics are suitable in this context.   

 Figure 19.4      Assa Abloy communications board, KPI side    
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 Development of visual management at Assa Abloy 

 Since the observations of the board use (April 2010), the methods that the cell leaders use, 
both in terms of the design of the board, and how it is updated and utilized by the team, have 
continued to evolve as identifi ed in review 2. The canteen group and non-canteen group 
approaches have been merged, and the cell leaders meet together daily in groups by area. The 
boards for each cell are still completed in the locale of each cell. The area meeting of the cell 
leaders provides opportunities to support each other in terms of sharing workers, and also means 
support functions, such as supplies, quality and engineering, can attend fewer area meetings 
rather than every cell meeting. How new data is added to the board has also changed, instead of 
being completed by hand it is printed out by computer.    

 Further examples of visual management 

 This section shows four examples of visual tools used to aid decision-making and to manage 
teams. The examples chosen are from a range of sectors to demonstrate the applicability of 
this approach and include a web team at the University of St Andrews, Her Majesty’s Courts 
Service in Sefton (Merseyside), and two examples from the UK’s National Health Service, 
one for planning patient stays at Calderdale and Huddersfi eld NHS Trust and one for manag-
ing prescriptions piloted at St Mary’s Hospital London. The authors of the chapter took no 
active part in the development of these visual tools. They were independently developed by the 
different organizations who interpreted existing visual approaches. All but St Mary’s Hospital 
did this within a lean remit. 

 We included these examples to show the range of approaches available both in development 
and execution of visual tools, and also to show how they solve common problems within the 
contemporary workplace. Thus, the examples show the range of possibilities for implementa-
tion and highlight contrasting approaches.  

 University of St Andrews – Web Team’s visual management board 

 In 2006/2007, the University of St Andrews established a ‘Lean University’ programme, its aim 
being to ‘eliminate non value adding activity so that the University can focus its energies on 
Teaching and Research’.  2   It seeks to achieve this by creating a ‘culture of continuous improve-
ment’ where ‘respect for people’ is paramount. A central team was established to act as a ‘change 
management consultancy’ for the institution, leading improvement projects, developing improve-
ment skills in staff and offering advice and support to those practising improvement work within 
their everyday work roles. After several years, the University has achieved some substantial results 
as a consequence of their improvement efforts. In a December 2009 audit, staff working on lean 
teams had enabled the release of an estimated 3,500 days of time on an annual basis. 

 The introduction of visual management has proved to be an integral part of their improve-
ment approach. The University’s Web Team use visual management to help them to see the tasks 
that they have to complete and when they need to be completed. This is an example where 
visual management is providing a team of people with a shared vision of a complex and chan-
ging situation to provide a clear sense of the priority in which those tasks need to be completed. 
Without it, individuals might not appreciate the critical tasks that need to be completed from 
an organizational perspective, but might merely focus on the tasks that they are aware of. By 
converting the task that needs to be done into a visual medium, a collective understanding of the 
work ahead of the team can be discussed in a proactive way. 
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 Different tasks are represented by different-coloured sticky notes (g) and then allocated to 
different team members to complete these tasks (h). Sticky notes are used so that the tasks can 
easily be moved around. A section of the board asks team members to examine how many tasks 
received from the CMS (their helpdesk) and emails they have completed and how long it took 
them to solve that task (i). The board forms the basis of their team meetings, a kind of agenda. 
To aid the team meeting, an aide memoire has been added to provide structure (j): 1. What did 
you do yesterday? 2. What do you need to do today? 3. Any problems? 4. Any new requests? 
5. Any outstanding CMS (helpdesk) calls? A set of questions exists to facilitate a weekly review, 
which asks the team to consider who should be responsible for different tasks, who should do 
what task and to update the project board accordingly. 

 The board is highly valued by the team. They regularly seek to improve the design of the 
board in order to make it more useful. Their latest addition is a section which is designed to 
help them to plan long term, so the board now helps them to manage their work on a daily, 
weekly and monthly basis.      

 Having been enabled to have greater visibility of the tasks ahead of them, the Web Team 
can better prioritize and plan. First, the abstract process of managing tasks and processes is 
made more tangible by having a physical manifestation on the board, and this makes it easier 
to see the scope of the week ahead. In addition, when the team is experiencing difficulties in 
solving tasks, visual management acts as a vehicle to help them to collectively problem-solve, 
particularly starting to uncover the underlying causes of recurring problems. For example, ‘ we 
are always waiting for a response from Department X ’; the team can then ask the question: ‘ why does 
this reoccur with this department? ’ The team could then approach Department X with real data and 
information collected from the board about the number of times a project is delayed because 

 Figure 19.5      Management board for University of St Andrews Web Services    
 Source: © University of St Andrews. Created by University of St Andrews Web Services and Lean Team 
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they have not provided them with the necessary input, and they could also communicate 
the consequence of these delays. This conversation could then lead to a discussion about the 
reasons why the delay occurs. Perhaps, Department X do not really understand what they were 
asked to provide or why this information was important. Collectively, the two teams, when 
armed with accurate data, can decide a way forward, to facilitate a better flow of work. 

 Such discussions build collaboration and encourage deep organizational learning. All of 
these activities help the team to complete tasks within a quicker timeframe, one of the key 
objectives of a lean approach. If tasks are done to a high level of quality, within a shorter 
timeframe, capacity is released, enabling the organization to do more and to deliver increased 
value to its customers and stakeholders. Visual management facilitates the pursuit of better qual-
ity to shorter delivery timeframes by providing teams with the data, often in graphical form, 
that they need to improve.   

 Her Majesty’s Courts Service visual management 

 The example in  Figure 19.6  is from Sefton Magistrates’ Court. The team at Sefton greatly 
valued the introduction of the board and would not wish to return to a time where visual 
management was not used. They stated that they ‘couldn’t imagine’ how they managed to get 
the work done before the introduction of the board, as it allows them to effectively allocate 
work, depending on the volume and type of work received. They also greatly appreciated being 
able to understand, in a more robust way, the types of problems that they were encountering. 
The board would enable them to collect quality information, which provided them with the 
data needed to conduct problem-solving techniques. 

 The board records, on a daily basis, the volume and variety of work that comes into the 
court. These pieces of work are categorized into different types of task and some calculations 
are made to establish how much time will be needed to complete these tasks (k). The team are 
then able to allocate employees to work on these tasks accordingly. Other sections of the board 

 Figure 19.6      Sefton Magistrates’ Court’s team information board    
 Source: © HMCS. Created by Sefton Magistrates’ Court Lean Team 
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identify the different skills of team members (relating to their capability to respond to the differ-
ent tasks) (l) and a development plan exists to address any gaps (m). The board also encourages 
team members to analyse where they have experienced problems within the completion of 
tasks (n). In fact, the entire right section of the board is dedicated to continuous improvement 
(o). So, to summarize, the board offers the team at the court the opportunity to reflect on their 
performance of previous work, to actively plan current work, and also to improve for the future.    

 Calderdale and Huddersfi eld NHS visual management 

 Calderdale and Huddersfi eld NHS have embraced visual management to help bring about oper-
ational improvement, to the extent that, with the assistance of external consultants, they plan 
to create a ‘Visual Hospital’. The improvement team realized that, in order for their hospital to 
effectively deal with as many patients as possible, they would need to focus on making sure that 
patients spend no more time in hospital than they needed to. As such, improvement plans were 
put together to make sure that they effectively used all of the beds that were available to them. 
 Figure 19.7  illustrates the visual bed management aspect of the project.  

 Figure 19.7      Visual bed management    
 Source: © Calderdale and Huddersfield NHS Trust. Created by Calderdale and Huddersfield NHS Trust Lean 
Team and Marc Baker and Ian Taylor from Lean Enterprise Academy 
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 This board shows all of the beds that are available in the hospital on different wards. Using 
the key provided, the status of all beds can be quickly ascertained. The chart helps the bed 
management team to: 

 •   fi ll empty beds (p);  
 •   work with ward staff to ensure that all those due to leave the hospital that day do so (q);  
 •   actively assist wards to solve any patient problems so that they can leave (r);  
 •   identify patient outliers (s) so that they can be monitored more closely (patient outliers are 

a category of patient that require special attention).    

 As a result of their efforts (including the bed management project), the average length of stay 
in their medicine and elderly care division moved from 6.1 days to 4.4 days – a considerable 
reduction, which benefi ts not only the productivity of the hospital, but also the patients who are 
keen to return home. Typical delays that previously occurred were due to transportation home 
not being booked and secured, or because ‘take-home medication’ had not been processed.   

 Prescription chart at Imperial College Healthcare – IDEAS 

 This example is different from the previous examples in that it did not evolve from within a lean 
environment. It developed out of the thinking from ‘nudge’ psychology (Dolan  et al.   2010 ) and 
is concerned with applying these ideas to the problems that exist to patient prescribing within 
hospitals. Nevertheless, it is included here because it encompasses similar problems to the other 
visual tools presented. It uses a different approach to the development and design of the tools, 
refl ecting the different academic perspectives from which IDEAS originated, principally the 
MINDSPACE approach (Dolan  et al .  2010 ). The detailed solutions and guidelines developed 
in IDEAS follow similar lines to the previous visual management approach, such as structuring 
elements in an appropriate order, and only highlighting key elements, indicating considerable 
crossover in subject matter in potential of cross-fertilization of approaches. 

 The IDEAS prescription chart was developed to address the issues of errors associated with 
the writing of prescriptions in hospital. Most hospitals use handwritten paper-based prescription 
charts as a method of recording medications that have been prescribed and given. This process 
is subject to the usual errors associated with handwriting, such as illegibility and incomplete 
data. These problems are compounded by the hospital environment where considerable time 
pressures on staff exist and different teams work round the clock. In addition, different hospital 
trusts use different charts (only Wales has a standard prescription chart), making it difficult for 
bank staff, agency staff and new recruits to adjust to local procedures. 

 The IDEAS approach was to apply thinking from the ‘nudge’ approach to human decision-
making – this would support clinicians to better prescribe. Using the MINDSPACE framework 
developed by the Cabinet Office for ‘robust non-coercive effects on behaviour’ (Dolan  et al.  
 2010 ), a new design for a prescription chart was developed, initially using a review of the cur-
rent NHS charts, including analysis of focus groups. These findings were then used in a design 
stage using the MINDSPACE approach, and so the design developed is currently being piloted. 

  Figure 19.8  shows an example from the regular prescriptions section of the IDEAS chart. It 
uses colour in a visual management way, having blue as a neutral tone and only using red for 
highlights (see  Figure 19.9 ).  Figure 19.8  (t) prompts the user to use appropriate units and pro-
vides a contact bleep for queries (u).   

 The approach used embraces visual management techniques, such as ensuring an appropriate 
flow, and increasing the data to ink ratio, but it also encompasses the specific issues associated 
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with prescribing, such as duration of dose and review dates and also the complexity of hospital 
patient prescribing; hence, it runs to 16 pages instead of the single sheets utilized by the other 
examples shown in this chapter.    

 Discussion and conclusions 

 This chapter documents how visual management has been used in a range of industries and sec-
tors. The development of visual management principles draws on wider thinking from graphic 
design and cognitive psychology and refi nes the approach to developing visual tools. The Assa 
Abloy example illustrates the application of these ideas. 

 The examples from the University of St Andrews, Her Majesty’s Courts Service and 
Calderdale and Huddersfield NHS Trust provide service sector examples of how teams use 
visual tools to manage their processes and demonstrate how visual tools can assist decision-
making and reduce the burden of managing teams in a complex environment. 

 The final example of the IDEAS prescription chart is in contrast to the previous examples 
and principally draws from a ‘nudge’ psychology standpoint as opposed to a lean approach. 
However, it tackles similar problems of shared knowledge and decision-making and also finds 
common solutions such as use of colour, the benefit of consistency and leads the users through 
a well-structured process. Thus, it demonstrates the board applicability of visual tools both in 
and out of a lean environment. 

 The above examples highlight the visual management approach and also the different ways it 
can be implemented. The Assa Abloy example also has highlighted some of the challenges and 
areas to explore further with this approach. For example, is it best to handwrite data, which is 
regarded as more involving, or is it better to use computer printouts from a single data source? 
A comment from the University of St Andrews team expresses this dilemma well:  

 While I am attracted to the idea of a centralized, available-anywhere online tool to manage our work-
load – there is actually something very satisfying and valuable about physically moving a ticket from 

 Figure 19.8      Example of page 7 from IDEAS prescription chart    

 Figure 19.9      Use of red to highlight key features    
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one column to the next; in a way it makes that task feel more real. It’s also a much quicker, more 
flexible system that doesn’t require a PC to be booted up, or software to be installed or reconfigured 
before you do anything. And using a methodology that encourages change … that’s got to be a good 
thing!    

 In addition, the best way of designing the visual tools is in question; for example, do the visual 
management guidelines developed for Assa Abloy help to develop better visual tools that justify 
the additional design effort? And, contrasting the Assa Abloy process of design development 
with the IDEAS prescription chart, what effect does relinquishing the design processes to an 
external designer have on the design outcome, effort required and the subsequent evolution and 
management of the design? Does having an external designer actually reduce ownership by the 
organization’s decision-makers and to what extent does it inhibit continuous improvement? The 
questions are yet to be answered in this fi eld of enquiry; however, the further application of visual 
tools in organizations seems likely to continue to spread. 

 Each of the organizations in the examples outlined above has devoted considerable effort 
to the development of their visual tools. New organizations considering this approach should 
not underestimate the time required both to design and implement visual tools. Nevertheless, 
the examples clearly demonstrate the power of visual management in helping teams to conduct 
their work efficiently and effectively and to help improvement to occur.   
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 Notes  

  1       http://www.edwardtufte.com/tufte/ .  
  2       www.st-andrews.ac.uk/lean .   
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Social media and organizations    
    Pauline   Leonard         

 Introduction 

 This chapter explores the use of social media and the Web in the making of organizational 
visual identities and practices. I draw on ongoing empirical research  1   to focus on the ways in 
which social media are stretching understandings of the visual in organizations and extending 
paradigms of identity construction and meaning-making. In particular, I focus on a case study 
of the use of YouTube to argue that social media are infl uencing an organizational rethink on 
visual practices, as well as relationships with clients. Increasingly, as contemporary organiza-
tions are reshaping into ‘ org/borgs ’ (Haraway  1991 ; Consalvo  2003 ), their use of social media 
is contributing to a blurring of, and even a challenge to, previously established boundaries 
in organizational practices, positions and identities. Yet, while on the one hand, the demo-
cratic nature of these digital tools can be read as opening up directions of communicative fl ow 
and power and, as such, fl attening relations; on the other hand, I argue that social media may, 
in fact, be additional forms of social and cultural capital by which organizations compete for 
relative advantage within organizational fi elds (Bourdieu  1984 ; Bennett  et al .  2009 ).   

 Background 

 The rapid development of digital information and communication technologies and the affor-
dances of the World Wide Web are enabling some signifi cant transformations in, and challenges 
to, organizational practices and relations, not least in terms of their ownership and control of 
their visual identities (V. Miller  2011 ). A defi ning feature of contemporary Internet activity, 
particularly in its Web 2.0 and social media forms, is its ‘for the people’ democratic and par-
ticipatory culture, whereby ordinary people are linked together in social and collective con-
versational and interactive webs (Fournier and Avery  2011 : 193). This foundation underlines 
the fact that Web 2.0 was not in any way initially created as an instrument for organizations, 
or to boost corporate power. Rather, through interactive websites such as YouTube, Facebook 
and Twitter, new relationships between producers and consumers, organizations and clients 
are emerging, which are unsettling understandings of infl uence and form (Jensen  1998 ). Indeed, 
the bottom-up nature of digital culture means that corporate presence is not always welcome, 
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but, rather, that organizations are often suspiciously regarded as ‘uninvited crashers of the 
Web 2.0 party’ (Fournier and Avery  2011 : 193). On the other hand, as Elliott and Robinson 
also note in  Chapter 17 , the participatory nature of Web 2.0 means that any user (albeit with 
skills in this direction) can interact with the technology to reinterpret and re-present images and 
content in ways that may actually be counter to organizational purposes or ambitions (Burgess 
and Green  2009 ), and powerful multinational corporations are often seen by social media 
users as particularly enjoyable targets for extra-textual parody. At the same time, however, the 
economic potential of the Web for organizations is enormous: brand building, marketing and 
consumer engagement can all be enhanced, unrestricted by time and space, through the creation 
of (global) social networks and an organizational ‘community’. It is thus becoming increasingly 
evident to organizations across the private, public and voluntary sectors that they must, some-
how, fi nd a way to join Web 2.0 activity as legitimate, or even honoured, guests and embrace 
social media as an integral part of their organizational digital strategy (Kaplan and Haenlein 
 2010 ).   

 Conceptualizing social media as organizational visual practice 

 In 1991, the feminist academic Donna Haraway proposed the metaphorical model of the 
‘cyborg’ in order to disrupt the artifi cial dualisms in human thinking (Haraway  1991 ; Consalvo 
 2003 ). The cyborg is neither all machine nor all human, and as such challenges the purity of 
both categories as well as the binary and oppositional nature of knowledge based on dualisms. 
Haraway argued that technology, and its role in our futures, should be embraced, ‘as to do 
otherwise is to cede control of that potentially destructive force to dominant, conservative 
forces already in charge’ (Consalvo  2003 : 70). Stone ( 1996 ) also argued that our increasing reli-
ance on digital communication in our lives has turned us all into cyborgs and, certainly, now 
over 15 years on from his original book, we can agree that digital culture has signifi cantly and 
irrevocably infl uenced methods of visual as well as oral and textual communication at the full 
range of scales: personally, organizationally, nationally and globally. Our increasing reliance 
on these systems thus turns us all into cyborgs, and the more that these are used and integrated 
into daily practice, the more they become essential to what we do. Organizations are certainly 
no exception here: as new technologies increasingly infl uence working lives and organizational 
practices, organizations too can be conceptualized as cyborgs or ‘ org/borgs ’. Further, the increas-
ingly pervasive use of social media by organizational members from the bottom to the top 
of organizational hierarchies is contributing to the boundary-blurring that is marking contem-
porary working life more generally; and as the dichotomies of organization/client, profession-
alism/amateurism, work identity/personal identity and work-time/leisure-time are gradually 
becoming less distinct, organizational identities – who can do what, when and how – are being 
reconfi gured. 

 Central to the above, therefore, is the acknowledgement that use of digital technologies 
and the Internet are being thoroughly embedded in organizational and personal daily practice. 
As such,  practice theory  is also useful to understanding social media as a visual form (Bourdieu 
 1977 ; Ardevol  et al .  2010 ). A key aspect of social media is that content produced by amateurs 
is displayed and distributed alongside that produced by media professionals. In other words, 
ordinary people’s media practices, such as the regular uploading and sharing of content, mix 
with institutionalized practices to define cultural production (Ardevol  et al .  2010 ). On the face 
of it, this is a move towards democratization – but to what extent, and how, are these new and 
multiple forms of media practice leading to any real changes in the distribution of power and 
inequalities within and between organizations and other users? Bourdieu’s concept of ‘ capital ’ is 
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useful here, as it encourages us to move away from ‘the idea of fixed advantages associated with 
pre-defined groups and focuses instead on “the set of actually usable resources and powers” 
(Bourdieu  1984 :122) that can be mobilized to achieve advantage and classify social distinctions’ 
(Halford and Savage  2010 : 944). This may allow us to explore how ‘ digital capital ’, the techni-
cal skills in social media, can be converted by people/organizations into gaining advantage in 
competitive contexts. 

 The ways in which technology and organizations shape each other to  co-construct  outcomes 
is developed further through Actor Network Theory (ANT) (Law and Hassard  1999 ; Latour 
 2005 ). This focuses on the interdependency between human and non-human actors, and 
the ways in which these come together and combine into networks to produce outcomes. 
Challenging any Bourdieusian notion of fixity, however, ANT sees the nature of networks as 
fluid, diverse and heterogeneous, and, as such, outcomes can never be certain or ever simply be 
read off from actors’ intentions. Using social media cannot therefore  predetermine  advantage for 
organizations or other users, nor achieve any predictable stability in positioning. However, in 
so much as their use may produce certain networks that may be enacted with some consistency, 
‘temporary stabilizing effects’ may result from these associations (Law  2008 ). ANT recommends 
using case studies to trace such effects and outcomes of particular networks, and this is the 
approach of this chapter. 

 I have discussed above how social media can be seen both as a form of practice and as a 
producer of networks. In these conceptualizations, useful connections can also be made with 
Foucault’s concept of discourse. Discourses are ‘forms of knowledge or powerful sets of assump-
tions, expectations and explanations, governing mainstream social and cultural practices. They are 
systematic ways of making sense of the world by inscribing and shaping power relations within 
texts’ (Baxter  2003 : 7). Discourses are, in turn, closely associated with the social practices they 
produce, as well as the power relations constructed through these. Crucially, Foucault concep-
tualizes power not as a repressive force, held by one particular subject, but as a ‘net-like organ-
isation’, which ‘weaves itself through social organisations, meanings, relations … and identities’ 
(Baxter  2003 : 8). Thus while, as I will show, social media have come to be governed by a powerful 
set of discourses that frame the ways in which they are used, they also form a highly productive 
and dynamic set of networks in which individuals are simultaneously undergoing and exercising 
power (Foucault  1980 ). 

 These four theoretical strands interweave to offer a useful conceptual framework by which to 
explore the complex texture of social media. I now turn to the ways in which this may be used 
in organizational visual practice and identity making.   

 Organizational visual practice and social media 

 Existing ‘visual identity’ theories and models stress that corporate visual identity (CVI) is 
achieved through a very strategic approach, albeit one that is ‘hardly noticeable to outsiders’ 
(van den Bosch and de Jong  2005 : 108). CVI itself is here seen to refl ect ‘the essence’ of an 
organization: ‘what it stands for, what its aims are, in what respect it differs from others’ (ibid.: 
109). It is only once these aspects are known that the ‘design process’ can start, the desired result 
being a ‘visual identity system that fi ts the organisation’ (ibid.). Although, within this concep-
tualization, a visual identity architecture is relatively easy to implement, ‘CVI management is 
needed to ensure consistency’. Indeed, consistency is seen to be an integral dimension of a suc-
cessful CVI, along with visibility, distinctiveness, transparency and authenticity (Fombrun and 
Van Riel  2004 ). These are achieved through the management of such visual techniques, such 
as company logos, signage of buildings and vehicles, billboards, business cards and letterheads, 
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etc., the design of which is usually tightly managed by the marketing department and perhaps 
outsourced to an (often expensive) ‘professional’ public relations agency. Further, on the face 
of it, these are understood to be non-interactive artefacts by which to deliver a consistent and 
powerful message and identity. 

 In many ways, social media invert this approach. In contrast to this predominantly uni-
directional model of CVI, social media content can be used and created by  any  Internet user, 
hosted as they are by a range of inexpensive and easy-to-use digital tools such as Facebook, 
Twitter, YouTube, Wikipedia and blogs. The opportunity for management and control is lost, 
as social media sites are inherently social and participative in nature, attracting and developing 
‘communities’ of users who engage around the content, creating and sharing comments, stories, 
plans, videos, photos and other visual images. The potential for activity that may be counter 
to the vision of identity an organization may have for itself is nicely illustrated by Elliott and 
Robinson in  Chapter 17  in this volume, when they discuss some negative comments posted 
on Waitrose’s website. It is through activities such as these that people connect to one another, 
formulating online communities or ‘hubs’ that influence social networks. While these networks 
may not be as large as is sometimes assumed (Huberman  et al .  2008 ), they can make things 
‘go viral’: that is, when vast numbers of people watch a video or read a blog (Kaplan and 
Haenlein  2011 ). In terms of their potential for organizations and their CVI, therefore, social 
media offer exciting new opportunities in terms of reach, but there are also challenges. Thus, 
on the one hand, they can open up avenues for communication: tools such as YouTube and 
Twitter can act as  conversation starters ; wikis and Google Groups can act as  collaboration tools ; 
and social networking sites such as Facebook, LinkedIn and Twitter can act as  network builders  
(Kanter and Fine  2010 ; D. Miller  2011 ; Kietzmann  et al.   2011 ). On the other hand, however, 
as any user can create content, anybody could join in the production of an organization’s CVI. 
The aim of managing consistency, therefore, may be lost. 

 To date, the real experts in social media have not been organizations but ‘free agents’ – 
‘individuals working outside of organizations to organize, mobilize, raise funds and commu-
nicate with constituents’ (Kanter and Fine  2010 : 15). Some of these work on behalf of, in 
particular, voluntary and charity organizations, helping to build and develop networks, raise 
money and promote their causes. Increasingly, however, organizational employees are them-
selves developing the toolkit of free agents and simulating their methods to promote organiza-
tional aims (  Java  et al .  2007 ). What is interesting here is that ‘hub status does not happen because 
of a person’s position on an organization chart’ (Kanter and Fine  2010 : 28). Anyone within an 
organization, regardless of position, can become a Twitter user or blogger, and be very good at 
it, creating a large following and developing a lively network. In this way, boundaries between 
the relatively powerful and the relatively powerless in an organization can become blurred; 
and someone at the bottom of the organizational hierarchy may be far better networked than 
someone at the top. As Kanter and Fine ( 2010 ) argue,  social capital  works differently online, 
and, as such, an individual may be more trusted than an organization. Although their content 
may be more  amateurish  in quality, they are likely to be regarded as more  authentic , and, as such, 
have the ability to create powerful communities of  affinity . In turn, the hierarchical distribu-
tion of organizations’ social capital may also be challenged by social media presence. In the UK, 
for instance, recent research has demonstrated that, when the top 25 fundraising charities are 
compared with the top 25 FTSE companies by market capitalization, charities are far ahead 
in terms of use of social media, with three times as many YouTube subscribers, eight times as 
many Twitter followers and ten times as many Facebook ‘likes’ on average (nfpSynergy  2011 ). As 
this research argues, social media are a great leveller when it comes to communications, as they 
offer a cheap and simple way to reach out and engage supporters. Not only is this true in the 



Pauline Leonard

326

developed world, but also increasingly in the less developed world (D. Miller  2011 ). As such, the 
boundaries between organization and power, rich and poor can become blurred, as small chari-
ties mobilize the resources of amateurism, authenticity and affinity to compete successfully with 
major corporations for online presence. 

 As I will now go on to suggest, it is these three discourses – amateurism, authenticity and 
affinity – that frame the design aesthetics of social media and work to define the parameters 
within which the visual is constructed. In other words, the  cultural capital  of contemporary 
social media may also be challenging organizations and the ways in which their CVI was pre-
viously constructed, particularly in the ways in which they traditionally used the visual to 
achieve distinction and status (Bourdieu  1984 ). The design of much social media takes a dif-
ferent form to the high-budget/professional approaches that have dominated organizational 
image-making practices. The ways in which, for example, Facebook/Twitter profile pictures 
are increasingly personalized means that a specific, arguably even narcissistic, genre is emerg-
ing, which users must either subscribe to or resist (Marshall  2006 ; Hills  2009 ; V. Miller  2011 ). 
However, this is  not  to argue that there is one completely distinctive ‘design aesthetic’ that 
differentiates social media or digital culture from other forms of media (Lister  et al .  2009 ). 
In contrast, in the ways in which the digital interplays intertextually with established media 
forms, social media draw on visual culture and extend the interactivity of their relationship 
with audiences. My discussion of this will focus in particular on YouTube, arguably the least 
text-based form of social media. Drawing on a broadly ANT approach, I will explore new 
case study empirical material to trace some of the visual practices and resources that may be 
employed by organizations, as well as some of the outcomes, both planned and unplanned, 
which may be produced.   

 YouTube 

 YouTube, owned by Google since 2006, is the most prominent video-sharing website in the 
Western, English-speaking world and is consistently in the top ten of most visited websites 
globally (Burgess and Green  2009 ). Users upload video content to the website and audiences 
engage around that content, through comments and often reacting with new content of their 
own. In relation to this, a key discourse by which the site is positioned is that of ‘ amateurism ’; 
i.e. YouTube is primarily about the sharing of the mundane and the everyday through videos of 
often indifferent quality, rather than the promotion of the highly professional or corporate inter-
ests. As a result, the site has a somewhat vernacular culture with much of the content having 
a ‘home made’ character, albeit often playing intertextually with other cultural forms through 
inference and parody (Burgess and Green  2009 ). However, the fact that YouTube is very suc-
cessfully able to reach a wide and diverse audience in a very short time period means that many 
organizations, including professional media producers, are increasingly becoming interested in 
exploiting its potential. As such: 

 the contributors are a diverse group of participants – from large media producers and rights 
owners such as television stations, sports companies and major advertisers, to small-
to-medium enterprises looking for cheap distribution or alternatives to mainstream broad-
cast systems, cultural institutions, artists, media literate fans, non-professional and amateur 
media producers. Each of these participants approaches YouTube with their own purposes 
and aims and collectively shape YouTube as a dynamic cultural system: YouTube is a site 
of participatory culture. 

 (Burgess and Green  2009 : vii)   
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 Organizational presence, with its structural position in status hierarchies as well as its ability to 
produce high-quality video content, sits somewhat uneasily within this participatory culture 
therefore. If institutions are to be successful in exploiting the visual potential of YouTube as 
a means of promoting organizational aims, they may need to perform a nuanced balancing 
act. On the one hand, if they present too polished a video to push commercial interests, 
they risk transgressing the ‘amateur’ identity of the site and alienating many of its users. On 
the other hand, if they produce content which is too ‘down with the kids’, they risk not 
only tarnishing their professional image but also being positioned negatively by another of the 
key discourses that frame the site: that of  authenticity . Connected with the amateurism dis-
course is the claim that YouTube is a vehicle for authentic and individualistic self-expression, 
and as such suspected violators are outed swiftly. However, as Jenkins ( 2009 ) notes, in a hybrid 
space such as YouTube, it is often diffi cult to ascertain what regimes of truth govern different 
genres of user-generated content in practice. For example, the emergence of what is dubbed 
‘Astroturf  ’: ‘fake grassroots media content produced by commercial media companies and 
special interest groups but passed off as coming from individual amateurs’ means that the ‘goals 
of communicators can no longer be simply read off the channels of communication’ (2009: 
122). Although, as Jenkins concludes, ‘historically, these powerful interests could exert overt 
control over broadcast media but now, they often have to mask their power in order to oper-
ate within network culture’ (ibid.: 122–123), it is clear that YouTube presents new challenges 
to organizations in the construction and negotiation of the visual. If they are to succeed, they 
may need to explore different techniques of self-representation that play with the vernacular 
and the low brow. 

 However, there is a third aspect of YouTube, which offers more opportunity for orga-
nizations: its potential for  affiliation  (Lange  2009 ). Lange defines affiliation as both ‘feelings 
of membership in a social network, and feelings of attraction to people, things or ideas’ (2009: 
71). Videos of affinity try to establish communicative connections between people, and, as 
such, can facilitate large business-oriented networks alongside small personal ones (Lange  2009 ). 
This is a powerful way in which organizations can use the visual in order to build and main-
tain a community to which it can continuously promote its image and message. However, as 
Lange goes on to argue, this takes work, as, in order to maintain connections and relationships, 
attention has to be both captured and kept. Ideally, ‘viewers to whom the video is addressed 
may respond and help maintain a field of connection between creator and viewer’ (ibid.: 73). 
In this way, if organizations are successful in moving in this direction, the relationship between 
organization and user can become flattened, and even participatory. Users also enter the creative 
space, commenting positively or negatively on content, suggesting ideas, posting clips or even 
engaging in ‘redaction’: editing existing content to produce new content (Hartley  2008 : 112; 
Burgess and Green  2009 ). This is the achievement of the organizations in the research case study 
to which I now turn.   

 Case study: Free Range Studios and The Story of Stuff 

 An organization that has very successfully drawn upon all three discourses of amateurism, 
authenticity and affi nity is Free Range Studios, a ‘value-centred organization’ based in the 
US, which produces fi lms and videos, principally via YouTube, for a range of environmental 
and ethical not-for-profi t organizations. Over the last couple of years, Emma Bell and I have 
conducted a range of interviews with key personnel at both Free Range Studios and one of 
its key clients The Story of Stuff, predominantly via Skype. In these, we have explored the 
highly networked relationships between the two organizations and the ways YouTube and 
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other forms of social media have been exploited to promote the identity and ethos of each 
organization as well as an environmental agenda. Our methodology of ‘virtual ethnography’ 
(Hine  2000 ) has also included regularly monitoring the website, the organizations’ Facebook 
pages, blogs and Twitter feeds, as well as analysing the YouTube videos and comments them-
selves. While Emma and McArthur, a partner at Free Range Studios, explore the concept 
of ‘authenticity’ more broadly in  Chapter 23  in this volume, here I will discuss the ways in 
which the three concepts interplay in their fi lms and videos. 

 Free Range Studios has had phenomenal success with its YouTube postings, many of which 
have ‘gone viral’ overnight. Co-founder and CEO Jonah Sachs explains that this is because they 
have been extremely careful with both the messages that they have agreed to promote, as well 
as the choices they have made in terms of the visual style and text to convey these. By making 
intertextual connections with mainstream cult movies, such as  The Matrix  and  Star Wars , yet 
retaining a simple and almost amateurish range of cinematic techniques, the videos produced 
by Free Range Studios have appealed to a wide and diverse film-buff audience as well as to an 
already networked (green) community, which is passionate about its cause. The participatory 
nature of the YouTube audience and existing social/environmental networks have thus been 
successfully garnered to help propagate the product, and, in the process, the status and identity 
of Free Range Studios. This now has its own loyal networked community with which the orga-
nization maintains contact through social media such as Twitter and blogs as part of its regular 
practice (Bourdieu  1977 ). Jonah Sachs explains how creating videos of affinity, which worked 
on their behalf by commenting on videos and retweeting, have been central to their success: 

 If people were going to be choosing what they broadcast to their communities instead 
of just being broadcast to, then potentially messages of passion as opposed to messages of 
just straight marketing would have kind of a natural advantage that they never had before. 
Usually cause-based messages had been shut out of the marketplace because of money basi-
cally and also because gatekeepers were sensitive to controversial messages. Now we 
thought people could try building social capital and more passionately sharing things that 
they cared about rather than just kind of professional messages that were blasted to them 
and demanded that they passed them along. So we just started experimenting and playing 
with different ways that we could realize that dream for social change clients and non-
profits and socially responsible businesses and that led us pretty quickly to … what our 
passion had been to begin with, which was creating movies and considering what the 
audience’s passions were and how that fit in with what our clients were trying to achieve 
and then creating a whole range of different storytelling devices to break the traditional 
expectations of what you can do with limited budget.   

 Key to the success of the organization has also been a desire to differentiate itself from large, 
profi t-driven corporates and, from the start, the visual possibilities of the Internet were used to 
achieve this aim.  

 When we put up our first website, the first thing it said was ‘We only serve non-profits.’ 
That was the first thing on the website and just the response from the community at the 
time and their response to our commitment was really huge. So I think that was sort of an 
accidental differentiator which we really needed as a start-up.  

 Sachs recognizes that using the Internet means other factors come into play that are 
equally important in determining success as the technical quality of the visual product. 
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This understanding stems from the fact that they have been engaging with the visual possibilities 
of the Internet for well over a decade, i.e. before Web 2.0. In these early days, the amateurish 
simplicity of their visual images, then by necessity, was made forgivable by their novelty, leading 
Sachs to realize that the cultural capital and power of the Internet may be more a result of clarity 
of message and good timing as in a highly sophisticated technical product: 

 We had some viral successes very early on, but it was very much pre-YouTube. Some 
of the early things I think worked not even because they were great pieces, but because 
they were some of the few things that actually moved and made noise on the Internet, 
so it kind of was a novelty at the time. And so there’s always something novel that’s 
going on, but back then, you know, Internet cartoons and videos were novel. We were 
even doing this before video was a viable option. We were doing it when you needed a 
cartoon that was less than 200 kilobytes to hope anyone would see it. So it’s changed a 
tremendous amount and the ability to just use viral as your main strategy is now much less 
well placed than maybe it used to be, where if you were willing to put your video into the 
mix you could be one of 50 videos that were circulating at that time. And now you really 
can’t set out to say ‘Well, we’re going to make something that 5 million people are going 
to see,’ because it’s expensive and throwing a dart with your eyes closed at the dartboard 
and just hoping it lands. So that has definitely changed, although the power of great stories 
and the power of bringing complex information into simplified versions is still very strong. 
You just can’t expect that you’re going to just immediately rise above the din just because 
you’ve created a story.   

 The dominant cultural capital of social media and the Internet may, to some extent, there-
fore, challenge the existing ‘visual identity’ theories and models, which, as I discussed above, 
dominate mainstream organizational studies and marketing practices; requiring organizations 
to rethink their visual strategies for corporate identity-making. Digital culture and social media 
are not in the main about a highly specifi ed technical or aesthetically sophisticated product, 
but about amusing images and powerful but simple messages. For this reason, those organiza-
tions who may be the most successful users of social media are often those with less explicitly 
profi t-oriented aims and small budgets that need to be exploited to the maximum. Indeed, 
voluntary and campaign organizations with clear ideologies have emerged as particularly suc-
cessful users of social media, drawing on their connective properties to create and mobilize 
communities and increase impact (Kanter and Fine  2010 ). In this vein, Free Range’s success 
is, in part, due to the fact that they have carefully built on their early positioning to maintain a 
location away from any identifi cation with the profi t-driven corporate sector. This is achieved 
visually in their videos by the clear use of signs to connote an antipathy to the excesses of capital-
ism (Barthes  1982  [1964]). As discussed by Davison in  Chapter 2  in this volume, Barthes ( 1982  
[1964]) shows how signs and stereotypes are used to transmit powerful ideas and messages, often 
in repetitive ways. This is a technique perfected by Free Range: through the use of recurring 
cartoon characters such as a top-hatted, fat-bellied CEO with dollar signs on his chest, and a 
giant iron man/robot, big business is represented as villainous and all-consuming. 

 One of the most successful arms of Free Range Studios’ work has been for the environmental 
campaign organization The Story of Stuff. Together, they have produced several videos, all of 
which have gone viral, which are unified by the powerful visual theme of amateurish simplicity. 
The videos draw on a range of images that act as signs to connote the impact of big business 
on the environment. Childlike pictures of stick figures, line drawings of objects such as build-
ings and material products, and simple cartoons punch out uncompromising messages about 
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the damage that many large corporations are inflicting on the planet. The Executive Producer 
at The Story of Stuff explains how this iconic style came about: 

 A big part of the style actually arose out of necessity. I mean we wanted something that 
was going to be really simple and easy for people to take in because the information is so 
robust; and also from a production standpoint, an animation production and kind of budget, 
etc. – from that standpoint we had to come up with a style that we could make 20 minutes 
of it without it costing like a gazillion dollars and that was how we sort of reinvented the 
stick figure in that project.   

 The fi rst video, itself called  The Story of Stuff , thus deployed a style of artwork that tapped 
into the amateurish culture that prevails on YouTube, which was then animated and, in a 
juxtaposition of the sort that Sørenson discusses in  Chapter 3  in this volume, supported by a 
‘real’ presenter. This is Annie Leonard, the co-director at The Story of Stuff, who addresses 
the camera with the manner of a primary-school teacher giving a geography lesson. The clar-
ity and conjunction of image and talk thus played intertextually with childish media forms to 
convey the message that the story here is simple: our consumption of everyday ‘stuff ’ – bottled 
water, mobile phones and jeans – is damaging the planet and ruining our lives. In fact, however, 
it was not Free Range Studios that came up with this design, but Annie Leonard herself. The 
Director of Projects at The Story of Stuff explains: 

 Annie had been working on these issues for a long time, but she had always kind of 
communicated it in a bit kind of nerdier way. You know, talking about parts per billion 
and toxics in the materials flow and she did a year-long workshop with a bunch of other 
activists and leaders and they just gave her a lot of really authentic feedback about how 
she could make her kind of rap, so to speak, more accessible and she really took it to 
heart … she was super frustrated by her inability to communicate the information in a 
way that resonated with people, so, almost as a joke, when she was giving her presentation 
she started putting up these stick figures and these little kind of line drawings to tell her 
story and it immediately became apparent that that was such a better way to tell the story 
and she started getting invited places to go and give her talk using the stick figure drawings 
and everyone kept saying to her like ‘You should make a film of this. You should make a 
film of this.’   

 This blurring of highly professional knowledge with amateurish style resonated with viewers 
to such an extent that a large online community of affi nity was quickly developed. As dis-
cussed above, a key aspect of social media is its participatory culture and the interactivity of 
its networks, such that the whole experience of ‘audiencehood’ has been dramatically rede-
fi ned (Burgess and Green  2009 ). In particular, participants of YouTube routinely engage in new 
forms of publishing as a way of identifying and communicating their own experiences in rela-
tion to the community’s. Hartley ( 2009 ) argues that, through this process of ‘redaction’, ‘the 
origin of meaning has migrated along the “value-chain” of the cultural industries, from the 
“author,” the “producer,” and the text, to the “citizen-consumer,” so that “consumption” is a 
source of value creation, and not only its destination’ (Burgess and Green  2009 : 48). In the 
ways in which social media engage audiences as well as connect them into a network based 
on an affi nity to a particular set of ideas, the relationship between organizations and clients 
is thus blurred. The latter are now more actively and directly engaged in the production of 
visual practices and, consequently, the identity of an organization. However, the heterogeneity of 
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networks means that outcomes are often quite unpredictable, as is illustrated well by the Director 
of Projects at The Story of Stuff: 

 We have a very engaged audience. We call them a community instead of an audience 
because they really do … You know, it was really interesting with this last  Story of Citizens 
United  film that we did. We had folks complete some survey questions for us and we had 
them watch a series of videos both for and against the decision and then give us some feed-
back around what messages were coming through … to try and get a sense from them in 
terms of what information would be useful as we tried to tell the story. It’s [also] a very 
diverse audience … it’s very popular with Catholic nuns in the mid-west and here 
in Oakland there’s like a youth group of colour that has adopted  Story of Stuff  into like a 
hip-hop poetry dance.   

 The unpredictable and uncontrollable nature of networks and audience participation are 
thus aspects of social media that organizations have to take on board. However, redactions 
produced within and by the community of affi nity, such as those mentioned in the above quote, 
may add to the authenticity of the content produced in ways which augment its visual appeal 
to users, as well as, by association, the appeal of the organization. The creative designer at Free 
Range Studios explains how these developments in the interactive possibilities of social media 
mean that organizations are now in a creative arena where they are only one among multiple 
producers of their online content: 

 One of the great things about the teenagers who are talking is that actually you can 
YouTube their response. I think it’s hysterical, smart … they got on and they said ‘Hi, 
we’re here to talk about  The Story of Stuff . My name’s Annie,’ and then they had people 
kind of pop out from the side that said ‘But Annie, what’s a toxin?’ and ‘What about this?’ 
and ‘What about this?’ It was really the fact that their minds were so interested and 
so engaged, but yet they had some really solid thoughtful critiquing, sometimes tough 
questions and that kind of ability that they could respond and ask those is a totally different 
dialogue than just Free Range broadcasting something out. I mean  The Meatrix  [an early 
film] was put out in some ways similar to a television model, where you have a source 
of the content and it broadcasts out to a wide stream. Obviously it can go viral in a way that 
TV can’t, but it’s still the model of one to many, versus when we started doing  The Story of 
Stuff  all of a sudden you’re having one to many and many can come back to one, and many 
can go to each other and so it’s a whole new game, which I think it’s just really exciting 
from a creative standpoint.   

 Redactions may not always be produced by the community of affi nity, however, but by 
other actors in the broader network. As mentioned above, the various videos produced by 
the Free Range Studios/Story of Stuff partnership have tackled a range of unsustainable cor-
porate practices in ways that, in some cases, have clearly rattled some viewers. For example, in 
a critique of  The Story of Stuff , the video is overlaid with symbols of communist regimes with a 
Russian army uniform superimposed on the image of Annie herself.  2   Other ‘free agents’ have 
also produced competing videos in which  The Story of Stuff  is parodied and charged with being 
communist and treacherous: 

 There’s been quite a backlash – people thinking that we’re indoctrinating children, that 
we’re socialists, which, you know, might as well be a four letter word … [some] people just 



Pauline Leonard

332

think Annie’s a liar and then make just the most outrageous claims like Annie’s making 
millions off of this and she’s attacking big business.   

 However, generating publicity-starting conversations and then developing and maintaining 
them in whatever direction and through diverse means are fundamental functions of social 
media, and the Free Range Studios/Story of Stuff case studies reveal the complex and contra-
dictory ways in which this is performed. Further, the interactivity does not stop with YouTube: 
it is picked up, repackaged and re-circulated through other social media tools and networks 
such as Facebook, Twitter and blogs. While these, in turn, have their own visual regimes, 
the three key discourses of authenticity, amateurism and affi nity are still infl uential. Thus, the 
Free Range Studios’ Facebook page conforms to the dominant design aesthetic of Facebook 
by consisting of low-quality, un-photoshopped photographs of its employees going about their 
everyday lives accompanied by a chatty, intimate and youthful style of text, as well as links to 
other organizations and fi lm clips that can be seen as occupying the same ideological terrain: 
Amnesty International, Alliance for Climate Change Education, etc. The Twitter feed also 
provides a constant stream of links to various YouTube videos. The key visual feature of these 
forms of social media is not high-brow aesthetics but constant engagement, and to this end 
the boundaries between work-based issues and identities and personal/leisure-based ones are 
increasingly being blurred by practitioners. Facebook postings and Tweets frequently intersect 
comments on personal lives and habits with work-based events and links in an effort to increase 
the quantity of communication and, hopefully, ‘followers’ and ‘likes’. It is perhaps most through 
this need for a constant drip feed of communication that social media are not only challenging 
organizations’ visual practices but also their organizational identities across the board.   

 Concluding discussion 

 In this chapter, I have shown that social media offer organizations both opportunities and 
challenges to their visual practices and identities. In that social media and the Web are now 
thoroughly embedded into many people’s daily practices, those organizations that fail to per-
form as  org/borgs  and establish social capital by engaging with these new media forms are losing 
the possibilities of creating a signifi cant and contemporary identity for themselves as well 
as securing their place in the market (Bourdieu  1984 ; Haraway  1991 ). However, as ANT 
theorists argue, those organizations that do interact with the Web must do so on the under-
standing that the outcomes are far from certain or predictable. While the Web undoubtedly 
reproduces established forms of power and inequality, its discursive regimes and technologi-
cal affordances also have the potential to produce new forms of social and political relations 
(Foucault  1980 ). Changing notions of cultural and social capital are challenging understandings 
of who can do what, when and how. Through these new and diverse interplays of people, 
organizations, digital culture and visual aesthetics, dichotomies of powerful/powerless, orga-
nization/client, professionalism/amateurism, work identity/personal identity and work-time/
leisure-time are thus being reshaped. However, while some of these reconfi gurations are lead-
ing to the fl attening of older hierarchies, the extent to which social media are upturning more 
entrenched patterns of inequality is still being worked out (Halford and Savage  2010 ). What is 
clear is that organizations using social media as part of their visual practice need to embrace risk 
in order to exploit the Web’s ability to build networks, generate debate and promote interac-
tivity. As such, social media offer organizations a new lens from which to understand and use 
both the visual and themselves. It will be interesting to see which organizations decide to join 
the party.     
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 Notes  

  1      The research on YouTube has been conducted with Emma Bell and we are grateful to the University 
of Exeter for fi nancial assistance with this project.  

  2      These images can be seen in the accompanying online resources.     
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Simulated realities 
 (Or, why boxers and Artifi cial Intelligence 

scientists do mostly the same thing)    

    Steve G.   Hoffman       

 Simulations are a strikingly regular feature of group life, organizational practice, and popu-
lar culture, yet most analyses of them completely miss how widespread they have become. 
Simulations are more than just sophisticated computer techniques for testing scientifi c theories. 
The social analysis of simulation is anemic if we only conceive of them as metaphor for symbolic 
economy and referential ambiguity. At both a more mundane and profound level, simulations 
are a central way that groups, organizations, and workplaces confront diffi cult tasks when direct 
experience is hard to come by. This chapter explores how two quite different groups develop 
and use simulation techniques and technologies to manage (although just as often exacerbate or 
create  de novo ) core organizational problems. That is, when Artifi cial Intelligence scientists and 
boxing coaches develop simulations, whether to study human-level intelligence or to prepare 
for an upcoming competitive match, they engage in a process of reality control that transforms 
particular organizational ambiguities into legible and tractable bits. This chapter shows the dis-
tinctive mechanisms of this process and argues that these simplifi ed solutions develop complex 
social lives all their own. It concludes with a discussion of how the empirical study of simulated 
realities can help draw out a deep synthesis between the physical and the virtual, visual repre-
sentation and organizational process, and lay and scientifi c expertise.  

 Introduction 

 On a humid but otherwise uneventful August afternoon in Chicago, IL, a friendly sparring 
session became a real fi ght. The stage for this transformation was Harlien’s Gym, a municipally 
funded amateur boxing program on the city’s North Side. Two teenaged boys, 13-year-old 
Keshawn and 14-year-old Lamar, had the starring roles. The two boys are regular training part-
ners and friends outside the gym. Head coach Al Levinsky, a handful of young boxers, and me, 
Al’s assistant trainer, monitor the exercise. 

 Physical props, from the visual management tools highlighted by Bateman and Lethbridge 
( Chapter 19 , this volume) to the ring ropes at Harlien’s Gym, focus group attention toward 
‘where the action is,’ to borrow Goffman’s famous phrase. We have all positioned ourselves 
around the ring ropes to maximize our sightlines and thus make the interaction available to 
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collective manipulation. At the midpoint of the second round, we can all see and hear that 
Keshawn is breathing heavily. To compensate, the young boxer starts throwing noticeably 
harder, but fewer, punches. In boxing terms, he is ‘loading up.’ Al tells him to ‘take it easy.’ 
Instead, Keshawn connects with a hard punch that snaps Lamar’s head back. A bit shook, Lamar 
fixes his twisted headgear and tries to respond in kind. Al instructs the boys to ‘keep your cool,’ 
but the intensity escalates. Both are falling out of their better form, creating openings for the 
counterpunches of their opponent and the critiques of their coaches and fellow boxers. 

 Outside the ring, boxer Reginald, a frequent rabble-rouser, looks to me and says with a grin, 
‘It’s a fight, now! They’re really fighting, Steve! You better stop it.’ The round is nearly over. 
I glance at Al, who raises his palm to signal that he can handle this. Soon, the gym timer blares 
its round-ending bell. The boys part ways but Lamar gives Keshawn a little shove on the shoul-
der. This subtle escalation, far more benign than the punches that have just preceded it, draws 
the ire of Al, who yells, ‘STOP!’ In a cadence reminiscent of the drill sergeant in the movie  
Full Metal Jacket , Al commands, ‘That’s it. Take off your gloves. Now! Shake hands. Both of 
you.’ Lamar refuses. Keshawn shrugs and walks to his locker. Al allows the situation to pass. 
Later that evening, however, the coach informs them that they will not be sparring for two 
weeks. Lamar’s scheduled match in one week will be cancelled. The coach summarizes, ‘Your 
sparring partner is your friend. You can’t do that stuff.’ 

 There is something odd about the scenario I have just described. You have an activ-
ity, competitive boxing, where the main goal is to instruct adolescents how to punch their 
opponent harder and more often than they punch back. So, when Reginald says ‘it’s a fight 
now!’, that might strike you as a rather bizarre restatement of the obvious. If an alien visitor 
observed this scene, armed with a language translation app, it would find the definition of ‘fight’ 
to be perfectly well captured in the phrase ‘a hostile encounter.’ Our space alien might then be 
confident in classifying all sparring matches as clear examples of hostile encounters and would 
be rightly confused when Reginald violated that classification by implying that the one between 
Keshawn and Lamar had only recently become such a thing. Something is happening here. 
An act of interpretive flexibility is occurring  in situ . There must be ‘invisible factors’ contrib-
uting to this interaction that the explicit performance does not immediately reveal (Berthoin 
Antol  et al .,  Chapter 16 , this volume). What is the logic of this exchange? What background 
knowledge and implicit rules govern this negotiated order? For now, I bracket this scene at 
Harlien’s so as to return to it with some better analytic tools. 

 These tools will involve the empirical life of simulation techniques and technologies in 
group and organizational settings. This is not the typical way that social analysts discuss simu-
lation. The most common research literature on them is largely practical in orientation. It 
treats simulations as sophisticated computer systems for testing theories or providing rich visual 
and aural mediums for the exploration of data (Bainbridge  et al .  1994 ; Gilbert and Troitzsch 
 2005 ; Sawyer  2005 ; Winsberg  2010 ).  1   While this is clearly an important epistemological and 
methodological development, this way of conceptualizing simulation provides a very limited 
analysis of its broader social, political, economic, and organizational repercussions. That is, if we 
focus primarily on the implications of simulation for the philosophy of science, we miss their 
quotidian character. 

 Another common way that scholars have discussed simulation is as a metaphor for a broad 
social transformation of Western societies. Here, simulation provides the basis for a postmodern-
ist metaphysics attentive to the ascendency of symbolic economy in late capitalist, global, and 
information-based societies (Baudrillard  1994  [1981]; Bogard  1996 ; Hayles  1996 ). This post-
structuralist approach has proven theoretically anemic, however, because it tends to simplify 
empirical variation, erase historical contingency, and ignore contextual specificity, despite its 
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adherents’ philosophical proposition to do just the opposite. While Baudrillard insists that we 
understand how postmodernism creates the world-as-simulation, the approach I offer suggests 
we focus instead on how simulations create worlds by asking a fundamental if jarringly straight-
forward question: Why do social actors create simulations and what do they do with them? 

 The main answer is that simulations are a key mechanism that groups and members of 
organizations use to manage the problem of ‘stingy’ or ‘thin’ experience (March  et al .  1991 ). 
That is, simulations are used when some indexed reality (e.g. a ‘real’ boxing match, the impact 
of a hurricane on a metropolitan area, the role of analogy in human cognition, ‘best practices’ 
in lean enterprise, etc.) is unavailable to routine experience. Simulation transforms the extraor-
dinary into the mundane by rendering an indexed reality tractable and legible through a series 
of simplified ‘best guesses’ on key sources of complexity. These guesses are then used to con-
struct an interactive, repeatable, and highly portable situation, activity, or model. However, 
partial interventions can create new dilemmas and unintended consequences. Simulations can 
and often do exacerbate the very problems they were created to solve, especially when they 
serve as depositories for solutions that are uncoupled from the initial dilemma (see Cohen  et al . 
 1972 ). Simulations forge new realities with risks, uncertainties, and ambiguities all their own. 

 One finds simulations in an enormous variety of empirical settings and they have become 
increasingly common in both scientific and organizational settings. In this chapter, I present 
ethnographic data on two groups that are quite different in purpose and personnel – boxing 
gyms and academic Artificial Intelligence (AI) labs. I argue that, despite their substantive dis-
tance, both groups are centrally in the business of designing simulation techniques and tech-
nologies. These techniques necessarily rely heavily upon visualization, whether of the physical 
(e.g. ring ropes) or virtual (graphical design) sort. As many of the authors in this volume point 
out, visualization props render group practices and identities explicit by foregrounding certain 
characteristics while framing out others. In boxing, coaches and boxers mostly engage with 
 physical  simulations, like sparring, hitting punching bags, or shadowboxing, although trainers 
and athletes also incorporate virtual inputs as well (e.g. watching YouTube clips of potential 
opponents). In AI, scientists primarily engage in research and development of  virtual  simula-
tions like storytellers, battle-planning assistants, and other decision-making ‘helpers’ that exhibit 
intelligent behavior or decision-making capacity. They, in turn, profoundly rely on physi-
cal inputs (e.g. conceptual drawings on whiteboards, notes scrawled on paper, the electrical 
current required to run their computers) to refine their technical artifacts. What unites these 
two groups is that they both engage in a sense-making process, worked out through the medium 
of simulation, of reality control. Lab and gym life are both organized around policing the inter-
pretive borders of the simulation and their indexed realities, subtly transforming both and, in the 
process, creating all new social worlds.   

 Data and methods 

 My observations of simulations as an empirical process began at Harlien’s Gym, a city-funded 
park district boxing program in Chicago for youth ages 9 to 17. It is located in an inner-city 
neighborhood well known for its ethnic, religious, and economic diversity, although most 
members of the gym are African-American, white, or Latino boys who come from working-
class or working-poor homes. My long background in the sport helped forge a niche within 
the gym, where I became an assistant coach for the youth program. After the conclusion of my 
ethnographic observations, I started an adult boxing program, which I ran for six years. In the 
two years I worked as an assistant coach, I openly took notes during and after regular workouts, 
two to three times per week, travelled with the team to hundreds of amateur competitions 
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around the Chicago region, and took several long-distance trips to regional and national boxing 
tournaments. I relied on a digital recorder to record training sessions while I worked ‘hand in 
glove’ with my boxers. 

 Approximately two years after finishing my observations at Harlien’s, I began a three-year 
ethnography of two academic labs working on Artificial Intelligence technology to observe the 
production of simulations within a science and engineering setting. Unlike my background 
in boxing, I had no expertise in AI or computer science beyond a baseline familiarity with 
computer technology. Nonetheless, both labs were welcoming due primarily, I believe, to my 
academic credentials, and I quickly settled into a role as a sounding board for ideas and de facto 
editor of rough drafts of lab papers. 

 Both labs are part of the same Department of Computer Science at a well-endowed private 
research university in the American Midwest. I was allowed to share an office at the IntelliLab 
with an advanced graduate student. I observed both labs approximately two to three times per 
week for this period, although for several month-long periods I came nearly every day. I partici-
pated in weekly project meetings and other brainstorming sessions and remain in semi-frequent 
contact with several members of the labs. I conducted over 50 one- to three-hour interviews 
with all the members of the labs along with shorter follow-up interviews. I also include in my 
data set several thousand pages of email, pictures, lab papers, and website materials, along with 
hours of online video content produced by the labs. 

 The two AI labs map onto two key subfields within contemporary AI. The IntelliLab is 
an information-processing lab that focuses on information classification and retrieval, drawing 
on an array of AI techniques but based primarily in the subfield of case-based reasoning. The 
lab and its leaders were professionalized within a well-known tradition in AI science known 
as ‘script theory.’ The vast majority of its research projects are externally funded by the IT 
industry, the arts and entertainment industry, and venture capitalists. The co-directors of the 
IntelliLab maintain extensive social and professional networks within these fields. 

 QualGroup is a lab working on computer systems that can reason using analogy, and is based 
in the AI subfields of ‘knowledge representation’ and ‘qualitative reasoning.’ The QualGroup 
was, by far, the most well-endowed and largest CS lab on campus. It received the vast majority of 
its funding from the US Department of Defense, the US Naval Academy, the National Science 
Foundation, and the US Department of Homeland Security, and the head of the lab maintained 
both thick and thin ties to research scientists working at these agencies, other researchers in the 
field of cognitive psychology and cognitive AI, and with military commanders (some of whom 
were university alumni).   

 Simulation as an empirical process 

 Before moving into a discussion of how simulation shapes out in these settings, I fi rst set out a 
formalized defi nition. Simulations are  sets of activities or techniques that members of a self-delimited 
group or organization mutually recognize as a simplifi cation of some more real entity, experience, or goal 
state.  These simplifi cations operate in one of the following two distinct ways:  (1) segmented pre-
enactments of the bracketed reality designed as a means-to-an-end; or (2) self-contained, self-referential 
experiences for knowledge exploration or entertainment that is designed as an end-in-itself . 

 Simulation, as defined above, is incredibly commonplace. Cooks commonly rehearse a 
new recipe before preparing it for dinner guests, with the reactions of intimates serving as an 
impromptu simulation for more consequential tastings in the future. Adjustments in flavoring, 
ingredients, timing, and visual presentation are all affordances that can be manipulated within the 
simulation to fine-tune the model (which in this example is the recipe). Simulation technologies 
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have become an increasingly important component of disaster and risk analysis, mobilized to 
prepare for hurricanes, earthquakes, deep-sea oil spills, or evacuation planning.  2   The United 
States military designed full-scale simulations of Iraqi villages complete with insurgents in the 
Mohave Desert (Filkins and Burns  2006 ), and the testing and maintenance of nuclear weapon 
stockpiles relies almost exclusively on simulation technologies (Gusterson  2001 ; Masco  2006 ). 
Advertising firms offer simulation techniques for product testing. Scientists use simulations to 
derive data on phenomena that is either cost forbidding or simply beyond the reach of tradi-
tional scientific techniques. The entire field of experimental particle physics is organized around 
large-scale physical and virtual simulation techniques (Traweek  1988 ). 

 A suggestive literature for understanding the social life of simulation can be found in orga-
nizational decision-making theory. For example, both the Carnegie School tradition and 
Mertonian-style institutional analysis demonstrated some of the mechanisms that groups and 
organizations use to learn from paltry precedent (March  et al .  1991 ). Members of organizations 
either develop a deep and rich analysis of the small number of cases they have at their disposal 
or figure out how to imagine the wider array of possible alternative histories that could have 
transpired but did not yet happen. Simulation is of the latter mechanisms. Another generic reason 
why simulations arise is when goals are ambiguous. That is, when groups and organizations 
set out to accomplish something that is so complex, risky, or multivalent that information flows 
are slow, inefficient or costly. There are varied literatures that speak to this issue, including work 
on stochastic decision-making in anarchic organizations (Cohen  2007 ; Cohen and March  1974 ; 
Cohen  et al .  1972 ), work on the normalization of risk (Heimer  1985 ; Perrow  1999 ; Vaughan 
 1996 ), or contingency theories that treat decision-making as a function of what information 
is available at any particular time (Stinchcombe  1990 ). Herbert Simon (1957) provided a nice 
summary of this problem when he said that goals are ambiguous when accumulating sufficient 
information to maximize on them would require ‘powers of prescience and capacities for com-
putation resembling those we usually attribute to God’. To be sure, simulation is not the only 
way that organizations manage ambiguity. Familiar ways include administrative record keeping, 
organizational hierarchy, the segmenting of tasks into discrete parts, quantification, and even 
the ‘heedful interrelating’ described in Weick’s case studies of occupational sense-making (Weick 
 et al .  2005 ). 

 Simulation adds two novel aspects to these previously identified mechanisms for managing 
ambiguity. First, it provides a clear focus on what we might refer to as the performative infra-
structure of reality. It draws attention to the ways that actors consciously and unconsciously 
frame some situations as less real than others, and then derive behavioral cues from those distinc-
tions (Bateson  2000  [1972]; Goffman  1974 ). This interpretive bracketing creates the situational 
possibilities for action that are otherwise unavailable, very much akin to the ‘liminal spaces’ 
famously identified by cultural anthropologists (Gennep  1960  [1909]; Turner  1977  [1969]). 
Second, simulation is an intermediary mechanism between innovation and routine, as well as 
between protocol and practice. 

 In the next section, I argue that simulations vary across three interrelated dimensions. Then 
I discuss how these axes can help us get analytic leverage on the central dilemmas animating 
boxing gyms and AI labs as well as a wide spectrum of groups and organizations in the business 
of reality control.   

 Three dimensions of simulation 

 Simulations imitate many different things – a complex task or game; a physical, chemical, 
or mental phenomenon; an exciting or evocative experience; an ecosystem, a social system, a 
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world, a universe. For example, both climate modelers and baseball coaches regularly use simula-
tion to make guesses about how best to predict the future. Thus, an empirical analysis of simula-
tion requires tools that can cover both scientifi c forecasting and competitive sports, at the very 
least. To develop such tools, I argue that simulations vary on three main dimensions.  3    

 Experiential modality 

 Perhaps the most obvious source of variation involves the visual and material interface of a simu-
lation – whether it is physical or virtual. This is what I call the  experiential modality , or the visual 
and material modality through which a user interacts with a simulated technique, technology, 
process, experience, or world. 

 At Harlien’s, physical simulations include shadowboxing in front of mirrors, or hitting a 
range of different leather punching bags, or running through many different sorts of punch 
combinations and defensive tactics with a coach on punch mitts. These various simulations form 
a hierarchy of space and substance within the gym, so that only the most accomplished boxers 
have free access to all of them. Initiates are typically relegated to the peripheral zones of the 
gym and, for quite a long time, to sparring first their own mirror image and then the inanimate 
bodies of punching bags. 

 The most ‘serious’ or complex simulation, and the one that comes closest to an actual match, 
is a sparring session. But here too there are many variations on the theme. Some sparring matches 
are highly choreographed, in which one boxer is only supposed to throw a certain combination 
and nothing else, or mimics a coach’s demonstration, or partners are told to only hit each other 
to the body. This forms a continuum all the way to sessions that are nearly indistinguishable 
from a competitive match except for the fact that the session is not scored and does not have an 
external audience to witness it. 

 In contrast to physical simulation, virtual simulation abstracts and formalizes an indexed 
reality in algorithmic and programming language and is represented through computer visu-
alization. The modality is free of the constraints that govern Newtonian physics unless those 
constraints are programmed in. Visual representations replace physical surroundings, as in the 
case of virtual and 3-D environments. An example of a primarily virtual simulation discussed 
below is a tactical battle plan simulator that assists military commanders in battle scenarios, with 
an interface that mimics the plastic overlay and grease pencil-based Course of Action, or COA, 
diagrams used by commanders. Physical and virtual are not mutually exclusive properties as 
most simulations include both. We tend to forget the vast physical networks, from the chair that 
users sit in to the electrical circuits that undergird all virtual modalities. Thus, it is best to think 
of modality as an ordinal tendency, not a binary.   

 Referential frame 

 The second dimension of simulation is its  referential frame , or the purpose of the simulation 
relative to the reality it indexes. The primary distinction here is between pre-enactment and 
self-referential simulation. Pre-enactment is a simplifi ed mock-up that helps prepare people for 
some future scenario or task, such as a sparring session, or a diffi cult military battle scenario, or 
the impact of a nuclear explosion. It is a means-to-an-end. 

 There also exist simulations that are not so much a means-to-an-end but an experiential 
end-in-itself. For a mostly physical simulation, consider Civil War re-enactments. It is clear that 
their purpose is not to prepare people for nineteenth-century musket battle. Rather, they are 
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done for a variety of more internal reasons – to provide a more embodied experience of war than 
film or games provide, to relive and reaffirm one’s imagined community, or as a personal hobby. 

 Self-referential physical simulation, such as war re-enactments, tend to be rare. Self-
referential virtual simulation, in contrast, is quite common. First-person shooter video games 
are a common example. Another is the IntelliLab’s Murmur system, which simulates a story-
teller. The AI system is not oriented to improving future storytelling. Rather, it is an attempt to 
create an engaging storytelling experience. This system was installed at a popular comedy club 
in Chicago and provided the technical infrastructure and ‘life-world’ for lab members to write 
and publish papers on the semantic properties of story generation. Many of the simulations used 
for scholarly inquiry are self-referential in orientation, in the sense that they are aimed at gather-
ing knowledge about an indexed reality (often a hypothesis, model, or theory), not preparing 
for future events.   

 Perceived realism 

 The third dimension of simulation is their  perceived realism , or the extent to which the audi-
ence and users of a simulation consider it an accurate representation of the reality it imitates. 
In Irwin’s (2005) study of military training, for example, the most realistic simulations involved 
live ammunition, and were necessarily used sparingly. In competitive boxing, full-exchange 
sparring is considered the most realistic simulation of a match, with lots of degrees of freedom 
for how realistic it gets. In virtual simulations, the realism of the digitized environment is a 
key limitation, especially in terms of the disproportionate amount of visual versus tactile stimuli 
(a key reason why surgical simulators must rely on both virtual and physical elements, given that 
surgical skill is such a profoundly tactile craft).    

 Mapping simulations 

 A three-dimensional Cartesian grid can bring these three dimensions into a single heuristic 
space, something like  Figure 21.1 .  

 The x axis is the modality. The z axis is the referential frame – pre-enactment on one end 
and self-referential on the other. The y axis is the degree of perceived realism. With this grid, 
one can plot any given simulation along each axis across the three continuous dimensions. Take 
a sparring session. It is mostly physical, so would go on the far right of the x axis. It is usually 
oriented to pre-enactment, so, for argument’s sake, we place it high on the z axis. How realistic 
it is involves the interpretation of those who are engaging or witnessing the event, so one would 
need to evaluate different perspectives before plotting it along the y axis. 

 The three intersecting axes yield eight different condition states of simulation. If we move 
left to right and top to bottom, Octant I resides at the top left position (mostly virtual, pre-
enacted, and realistic), Octant II at the top right (mostly physical, pre-enacted, and realistic), 
Octant III in the lower left, Octant IV in the lower right. If you flip the figure around, the 
four octants begin with octant V (mostly physical, pre-enacted, and low realism), and so forth. 
Each of the eight conditions states are suggestive of rough tendencies that characterize variation 
across different empirical examples of simulation. One could then plot a large number of cases 
to create a mapping of the social organization of simulation across multiple empirical sites. 

 There would be, however, a significant epistemological tension embedded in that task. 
How do we know if and when one object is more realistic than another? Two answers are 
typically offered. An outcome-based analysis would make analytic choices that are reasonable, 
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logical, and behaviorally justified. The other answer, and the one I pursue for the remainder of 
this chapter, is to utilize epistemological uncertainties as empirical opportunities for understand-
ing group and organizational level dilemmas wrought by simulation. 

 That is, it turns out that the descriptive uncertainties over empirical cases are typically mir-
rored in the normative uncertainties that members of groups have around what kind of simu-
lation the case  should  be. The background knowledge and implicit rules governing the kind 
of interpretive conflict that occurred in the opening scenario at Harlien’s Gym, I will sug-
gest, makes sense if we understand it as an uncertainty over what octant any given simulation 
belongs. A tremendous amount of group and organizational effort goes into figuring out the 
right amount of physicality vs. virtuality to build into an AI system’s interface or a boxing tech-
nique, as well as its purpose and perceived reality.   

 Dilemma 1: debating the modality of a newscast simulator 

 The single most common and recurrent dilemma I observed at the IntelliLab involved negotia-
tions and confl icts over how much and what kinds of virtual and physical elements should be 
added to a developing technology’s interface. Regular debates occurred around visual presenta-
tion issues, typically as follows: if a user provides too much direct input to the technology (via 
keyboard strokes, voice recognition interface, hand gestures), then that system might be dismissed 
by skeptics as getting fed the answers. If so, the computer agent will be seen as doing nothing 
authentically or autonomously intelligent. On the other hand, if the system is entirely self-reliant, 
it will probably not be interactive enough to intrigue an audience. As Latour (1995) has pointed 
out, when non-human technologies (e.g. hydraulic door closers) do their work reliably and well, 
their social agency is forgotten. Conversations about the inputs and modalities of an interface 
are examples of how members of the IntelliLab continually tweak computer-based utility func-
tions in a way that balances exciting virtual capabilities with some degree of human–machine 
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 Figure 21.1   Three dimensions of simulation         
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interactivity. There is no straightforward recipe for how to do this, no perfect preference set to 
maximize the constraints of the embedded algorithm. 

 An IntelliLab system called ‘YourNews’ provides a nice example of how this dilemma played 
out in practice. 

 YourNews automatically generates a newscast based on the top news stories of the day, 
using categorization and search techniques to match textual content with pictures and video, 
all compiled in real time. It is a virtual simulation of a newscast. Once the initial functionality 
and visual aspects of the system were in place, the question that continually arose at meetings 
involved how to get an audience to actually watch the show. The group concluded that an 
engaging visual representation of a newscaster was essential, but not sufficient. A human audi-
ence requires more than just captivating images to maintain its interest. An audience requires 
the performance to convey meaning, which, the scientist-designers of YourNews suggested, is 
found in the dynamic interaction between the viewer, the subject matter, and the presentational 
medium. It was important to get a large audience for the newscast because audience interaction 
would be mined and used for research publications. An input database could create a feedback 
loop to steadily improve the newscast as well as refine the linguistic classification schemes that 
provided the backbone of scientific knowledge claims coming out of the project. 

 One of the more creative ways the design group sought to hook in an audience was by 
leveraging the virtual modality of the system to playfully subvert the conventional structure of 
traditional newscasts. The host of YourNews is Alyx Vance, a popular avatar from the video 
game  Half Life . In some of the newscasts, Vance is distracted from telling the news by invading 
space zombies, a bit of light-hearted whimsy. Interestingly, in one newscast I watched in real 
time, this stock scenario followed immediately after the system displayed a grisly image of a 
genocide victim in Darfur. This was not a deliberate juxtaposition on the part of the designers 
(the system itself ‘decides’ the progression and images displayed in real time). However, it does 
demonstrate a kind of callous if unintended randomness inherent in the sorting and classification 
algorithms embedded in these kinds of technologies. 

 YourNews can narrowcast by providing a content that is specifically tailored to individual 
viewers through physical input via keyboard strokes and the tracking of ‘clicks.’ The design team 
spent a lot of time debating the best interface modality for eliciting user preferences. Embedded 
in these interface debates were important group and organizational dilemmas: how can systems 
like this attract a large enough audience to create a scientifically credible database, get the posi-
tive attention of funders (in this case, the focus was on the telecommunications industry), yet 
also be understood as doing something credibly intelligent? It was assumed that the modality of 
YourNews would be mostly virtual, but the designer’s work still involved figuring out how to 
add physical input elements to leverage the narrowcasting functionality. YourNews was, like all 
virtual simulations, a hybrid of virtual and physical elements. To return to  Figure 21.1 , one way 
to understand the group’s dilemma is that the development team struggled to figure out where 
YourNews should be placed along the x axis. 

 Figuring this out involved a tremendous amount of negotiated and emergent sense-making. 
Regular group meetings and brainstorming sessions were held where prototypes were demoed 
and discussed. Ultimately, projects like YourNews led to the creation of a new subgenre of 
research within the IntelliLab roster for projects that emphasized visualization, art, and media 
delivery over formal knowledge representation and classification. This organizational subdivi-
sion created a lasting symbolic and material boundary, and, according to some members, a 
source of intra-organizational stratification that persists to this day.   
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 Dilemma 2: representing the referential frame of a ‘nerd sidekick’ 

 I turn now to a more emotionally charged scenario involving how members of the QualGroup 
lab disputed the referential frame of a simulation system. 

 The day after a site visit from representatives of DARPA – the primary research agency of 
the Department of Defense and primary funder of the QualGroup’s most ambitious devel-
opment, the Colleague Project – lab head Keith Fender called for a post-site visit meeting 
to evaluate how their presentation went. Overall, Keith was not too happy. There were too 
many glitches in the demonstrations. While he stated that DARPA will most likely ‘keep the 
spigot open,’ meaning they would continue to fund his research team, they would need to 
develop better ‘learning metrics.’ Don, a senior graduate student, suggested that designing evalu-
ation tools is what DARPA should do, not them. Keith replied with considerable annoyance, 
even disbelief, in his voice, ‘Oh, no, no, nooo!’ He stressed that there are ‘serious dangers to 
turning over your evaluation scheme to the funding organization.’ The QualGroup does not 
want to get into a relationship with DARPA where they are getting subcontracted to build a 
narrow or ‘deployable’ technology. Keith stated definitively, ‘You either plan or are planned for!’ 
He advised his lab, ‘If we design our own metrics, and do it right, you can do real science and 
have work that is publishable, and they [DARPA representatives] are happy too.’ 

 Keith’s warning about not allowing DARPA to impose their evaluation scheme involved 
a concern for professional autonomy and centrally concerned an uncertainty over the purpose 
of their technologies. Where should the Colleague Project fall on the z axis of  Figure 21.1 ? Is 
this simulation a pre-enactment or is it self-referential? 

 The head of the QualGroup half-jokingly refers to the Colleague Project as a ‘nerd sidekick.’ 
It is designed to have deep expertise in a couple of well-defined areas, particularly in physical 
geometry and tactical battle planning. The key aspect of the system that Keith does not want to 
give up, and that is central to his goal as a research scientist, is to build a system that continuously 
learns about that domain based on its interactions with human users, compiling data based on 
analogical reasoning techniques in real time. He does not want to build a sophisticated expert 
system, in other words, but rather a system that learns from the bottom up, through observa-
tion of unpredictable but patterned user behavior. What he feared about DARPA’s evaluation 
scheme is that they would be too narrowly scoped on a single military task. He doesn’t want to 
create a simulation that pre-enacts a single scenario. His goals are much broader, and far more 
ambiguous – to derive scientific understanding on the role of analogy in human-level cognition. 

 Keith’s warning was a normative statement about the sort of simulations his lab should be 
building. He does not want his group to make simulations that are too far into Octant I of 
 Figure 21.1 . He wants them to be oriented to pre-enactment enough to keep his funders satis-
fied, but still solidly anchored in Octant III. If the Colleague Project were to simply simulate a 
future, well-specified task, they might lose sight of the goal of creating thinking agents that are 
able to respond to a complex and ever-changing world.   

 Dilemma 3: policing the boundaries of a ‘real fi ght’ 

 Some of the most salient tensions, uncertainties, and dilemmas in both boxing gyms and AI 
labs have to do with contested perceptions of realism. Central to the determination of realism is 
intersubjective perceptions of how realistic something looks. Here, especially in terms of virtual 
simulations, visualization is a central focus. 

 Realism also goes to the very heart of the most salient professional legitimacy dilemma in 
AI science. AI scientists have been frequently dismissed by philosophers and neuroscientists 
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(Dreyfus  1972 ; Searle  1980 ), social scientists (Collins and Kusch  1998 ), and even members 
of their own discipline (Weizenbaum  1976 ), as creators of machines that do computational 
tricks that do not tell us much about how human-level cognition operates. AI research con-
tinues to have a bit of the lurid quest of Dr. Frankenstein about it, perhaps reflecting the naive 
dream of building life from the lifeless. To be sure, this is a seductive notion that AI scientists 
themselves play with when they make bold predictions that non-human agents will eventually 
conquer human-level intelligence (Kurzweil  1999 ; Moravec  1988 ) – the kinds of predictions, 
many of my research subjects admitted, that are used mostly to stimulate interest and funding, 
not because they think they can actually accomplish them in their lifetime. Still others think 
that their colleagues make such predictions to the peril of the field, continually dooming the 
enterprise to the failure of unmet expectations. 

 Realism is a central problem for boxers and their coaches too. A punching bag, for example, 
is a horribly imperfect piece of training equipment since a bag looks nothing like a human 
being and cannot hit back. Boxers often forget about their defense and punch placement while 
hitting a bag. Heavy-bag manufacturers have attempted a variety of innovations on this front. 
One bag includes the outline of a human form. Another includes padded bars that protrude like 
zombie arms. Still another, made of thick foam, is molded into a human torso. Some trainers 
stand behind the bag while whipping a towel in the face and body of the athlete. Affordances are 
crafted and re-crafted to compensate for the native limitations of the simulation. This is simula-
tion in empirical action – forging new social networks that meld human and non-human agency. 

 Now we can return to the conflict at Harlien’s Gym with which I began this chapter. Recall 
that Reginald declared that a ‘fight’ had broken out between Keshawn and Lamar. After the 
round ends, the boys refuse to shake hands, and later Al punishes them by barring sparring for 
two weeks and scrubbing Lamar’s upcoming match. This sparring session created an uncertainty 
on two of the three dimensions of  Figure 21.1 . First, it was unclear to members of Harlien’s 
where to place the sparring session on the y axis. Was this just a highly realistic simulation of 
a boxing match, and therefore belonged within Octant II (a simulation that is mostly physi-
cal, highly pre-enacted, and very realistic)? Or did Keshawn’s hard punches and Lamar’s wild 
response actually make the sparring session too unrealistic, so that it belonged to Octant V 
instead (mostly physical, highly pre-enacted, but not very realistic). 

 It was also unclear what the purpose of the sparring session had become. Was it still ori-
ented to cooperative training for future competition or had it transformed into an end-in-itself? 
Perhaps the boys were engaged in a ‘fight’ now, in Reginald’s terms, precisely because they 
were no longer trying to pre-enact what might happen in the future but were rather working 
something out in the here and now. 

 This suggests an altogether different possibility. Maybe what had happened took the situation 
out of a simulation frame altogether. Perhaps it was no longer ‘less real’ than some bracketed 
reality outside the situation. In this sense, the conflict was not about which octant the simulation 
should be in, but about whether it belonged in  Figure 21.1  at all. The sparring match was now, 
as Reginald implied, a ‘hostile encounter,’ in the dictionary sense of the term, which raised the 
stakes of the exchange by making the desired outcome more open-ended and consequential. 

 This may be the most accurate explanation. However, the normative violation occurred 
in the context of an organization in which simulations are  the  central feature of the negotiated 
order. On a near-daily basis, boxers are reminded of slogans like, ‘your sparring partner is your 
friend’ or that ‘nobody wins or loses in here.’ What happened, then, was that it was no longer 
clear to the observers of the sparring session whether it remained a simulation in the minds 
of Keshawn and Lamar. In the minds of the rest of us, and, most importantly, in the mind of 
authority figure Al, there was no doubt that it  should  be a simulation. 
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 Al’s attempt to get them to shake hands was an attempt to reconstitute a negotiated 
order that necessarily involves frequent rituals of mutual respect and masculine civility. The 
forced complicity with this ritual was an attempt to remind both boys, and perhaps even 
more importantly the audience, that the punches exchanged in the gym are not really real, 
even if they are just as physically or psychically damaging as the punches exchanged in a ‘real 
fight.’ Thus, Lamar’s slight push was a far more egregious violation than were the much more 
vicious blows exchanged just seconds before. As a famous saying in amateur boxing goes, ‘It is 
better to bleed in the gym than in the streets.’ The athlete’s subsequent punishment was further 
reminder of this principle. Cross the line of realism too far and valued group resources will 
be withheld. 

 In this sense, then, what happened between Keshawn and Lamar is that their exchange of 
punches became so realistic that it violated the Price is Right Rule of physical, pre-enactment 
simulation. That is, in physical simulations oriented toward preparation for highly risky, highly 
unpredictable, and highly interdependent tasks, the logic of the simulated frame involves get-
ting as close as possible to the indexed reality without going over, just as Bob Barker instructed 
contestants on  The Price is Right  game show to guess a price that was as close as possible to the 
actual price of a consumer item, without going over.  4   The problem with Keshawn and Lamar’s 
sparring session, then, was that it violated this iterative norm. 

 Interestingly, the Price is Right Rule does not govern virtual simulations, which often try 
to get either as close as possible to the indexed reality, or, better yet, to surpass it. YourNews 
is a good example of this, in which it is both an approximation of a traditional newscast, but 
also surpasses it in several ways. Alyx Vance can shoot down space zombies in between tell-
ing the news, the modality can lend itself to the emergence of new and problematic blurring 
of physical and virtual imagery, and the broadcast itself can be narrowcast to a user’s specific 
interests – all features that enable the simulation to actually surpass the indexed reality albeit in 
calculated ways.   

 Conclusion 

 I have argued that simulations can be broken down into three dimensions – by modality, frame 
orientation, and perceived realism. Next I suggested that fi guring out where to place a simu-
lation along these dimensions is not simply an analytic problem for social inquiry but is also 
an opportunity to explain how and why certain kinds of group and organizational dilemmas 
routinely arise. I have described the simulated realities that groups engage in when they design 
simulations to manage ambiguous or uncertain goals. We see this playing out in the tensions 
between physicality and virtuality in the development of YourNews. We see it in the tension 
between the QualGroup’s scientifi c goals and a fear that those goals might be compromised if 
DARPA is allowed to set the terms of evaluation. We also see it in the tension between training 
boys how to fi ght while making sure that they don’t get in a real one. These are all ways that 
group members bracket out metaphysical questions around ‘what exactly is our goal’ and ‘what 
is reality’ and get on with everyday guesses that segment forbiddingly complex realities in more 
digestible bits. Simulation techniques and technologies, across its main dimensions, provide a 
powerful, and remarkably common, way to render the uncertain and ambiguous legible and 
tractable. 

 It is likely that simulation, especially virtual ones, will become increasingly prominent fea-
tures of organizational and scientific practice throughout the twenty-first century. As noted 
earlier, entire professions are based on simulation techniques, from climate science to atomic 
energy. Simulations are also popular techniques in employee instruction. Pilot training is almost 
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entirely a simulated enterprise and surgical training is following suit. Liberal arts classes are likely 
not far behind and already incorporate some elements of simulation and modeling in them 
(one might argue that distance learning courses are already there). Simulation techniques that 
can constrain uncertainty in order to prepare for risk, provide novel experiences, or engen-
der new forms of knowledge production will be increasingly monetized, pre-packaged, and 
marketed as the ubiquitous technologies of ‘forward looking’ organizations.  Star Trek ’s fabled 
‘holodeck’ already seems less like a fantastical dream and more a quaint forecast of the even 
more luminous organizational experiences of our not-so-distant future lives. All that said, 
we are meaning-making creatures. The bracketing of the real from the imitation that lies 
beneath the interpretive policing that I have documented in this chapter will not simply dis-
appear. The distinctions will be reconfigured again and again, in a fractal nature, as computer 
technology continues to subvert modernity’s tidy demarcations between ‘nature’ and ‘culture’ 
and ‘representation’ and the ‘real.’ We will continue to mark certain realities as more authentic 
and rich than others, forging new categories of thought as we go. 

 This leads me to a concluding point about interpretative inquiry, visualization, and simula-
tion. In ‘A Theory of Play and Fantasy,’ Gregory Bateson (2000 [1972]) shows that the cog-
nitive ability to recognize one set of activities as ‘play’ in opposition to something that is not 
play – ‘the serious’ or ‘the real’ – is something in which children and even chimpanzees 
regularly engage. He then shows us what a wondrous and far-reaching ability this is. By mark-
ing off a set of activities or an environment as related to a more real one, an unserious activity 
enables actors to engage with a playful representation, changing the nature and scope of the 
initial reality. At its most fundamental, Bateson sees this as a basis for second-order learning and 
meta-cognition – the ability to learn about learning. Put into contemporary methodological 
terms, there is an endogenous relationship between learning and meta-cognition. This points to 
the rather serious side of child’s play. 

 Simulations are quite similar to moments of liminality, but, in Victor Turner’s terminology, 
they are not instances of anti-structure. They are experimental and potentially subversive, but 
not anti-normative. They do not involve a total reversal of the agreed-upon rules. On the other 
hand, simulations are far more serious than pure game. They also involve enough experiential 
dimensionality that move beyond the assumed artifice of visual representation. In short, they 
provide a fundamental modality through which rules of interactive engagement are tentatively 
worked out. Calling attention to their empirical realities is, in this sense, a way of suggesting 
that a tremendous amount of social life has this kind of highly fragile, tentative, and provisional 
nature. Simulations are ‘loose structures’ in which the possibilities for individual and collective 
agency, and, by extension, innovation, are a bit more open-ended than they might otherwise 
be. They provide moments in which we can see social structure for what it is – never quite 
a Weberian iron cage, but more like the permeable, though remarkably elastic membrane of 
an amoeba, growing in odd directions but always re-synthesizing its forms and functions in 
response to its changing environment. 

 Humans are not much like rock-em, sock-em robots who maximize on a codified set of 
behavioral plans. I doubt we will ever devise a sufficient means–ends analysis, or visual sche-
matics, that can satisfactorily capture the emergent quality of social interaction, despite the 
best efforts of some of my friends in AI and organizational studies alike. Yet it is also true that 
we do not get to reinvent the rules every time we re-enter the game. What we do instead is 
occasionally engage in a bit of child’s play with those rules, and then incorporate traces of that 
play, for good or evil, into the formal set. To paraphrase Goffman (1974), a focus on processes 
of representation and recognition enables us to get an inkling of just how startling a thing social 
experience really is.   
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  Notes  

  1      What distinguishes a model from a simulation? In this chapter, I consider a model a hypothesis or a lay 
hunch about how an indexed reality operates or how to achieve it. This could take the form of a formal-
ized theory, such as structure mapping theory of analogical reasoning, or a discussion of how to perform 
within a behavioral idiom or style (for example, it is common in boxing circles to discuss differences 
between ‘stylish boxers’ and ‘brawlers’). Simulations are sets of activities that put a model in motion in 
a real-time process. Models, then, refer to static representations of an indexed reality and will tend to 
vary by their degree of formal codifi cation and by representational idiom (written, visual, fi gurative, 
ideational, etc.). Simulations are an attempt to execute the process through which the model’s indexed 
reality unfolds. Simulation proves particularly adept at identifying emergent processes that are unantici-
pated in the model or by the modeler.  

  2      Too often within high-risk fi elds simulations are put to rhetorical, not substantive, use (Clarke 1999), as 
was the case with the underfunded and incomplete Hurricane Pam simulation shortly before the Katrina 
disaster of 2005.  

  3      For a more elaborated discussion, see Hoffman (2006, 2007).  
  4      I thank Lars Jarkko for this fun and illuminating analogy.   
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The organization of vision 
within professions    

     Alexander   Styhre        

 Introduction: Visual cultures and the epistemology of the eye 

 In the Western tradition of thinking, the tradition of Plato and Descartes, the separation 
between the human intellectual faculties and the sensuous faculties has infl uenced everyday 
thinking about perception. Human cognition, the capacity of reason and critical thinking, has 
always been privileged over the sense impressions. In Platonist ontology, the world of appear-
ances is separated from the world of ideas and, consequently, what is observed and perceived is 
at peril of being deceptive. Therefore, one must not put too much emphasis on what is seen; 
only critical refl ection based on systematic doubt is to be trusted. In addition, until at least the 
mid-nineteenth century, Crary (1990) argues, human visual perception was rendered unprob-
lematic as it was conceived of as a mere registration of external events. The  camera obscura , a 
device known since at least the medieval period, served as a model for human visual perception. 
In the mid-eighteenth century, however, both philosophers, such as Arthur Schopenhauer, and 
scientists, such as the German scientist Herman von Helmholtz, started to theorize on human 
visual perception. They began to conceive of human vision as a form of trained capacity and 
a matter of attention rather than a passive registering of the external world. Instead of being a 
universally shared human capacity, vision was portrayed as a subjective and highly personal skill 
bound up with other cognitive and perceptual systems. For instance, the ability to concentrate 
the gaze for longer periods of time was found to be a matter of training and personal interest 
and not an inherent capacity. 

 This shift in focus from the cognitive to the visual occurred in a period of time characterized 
by swift urbanization and the development of new visual media. As Friedrich Kittler (1990) has 
emphasized, during the nineteenth century, the telegraph, the photograph, the cinema, and the 
gramophone were invented and developed. These new media shifted the focus from the printed 
book – the principal medium by the year 1800 – to other media and consequently to other 
senses. In the urbanized nineteenth century, there was an almost insatiable demand for visual 
media and entertainment such as theatre, cabarets, cinema, and other forms of spectacle. During 
that century, the visual culture that predominates today in the age of the Internet and social 
media was founded. In a nutshell, with urbanization and modernity of the nineteenth century, 
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first observable in metropolitan areas of London, Paris and New York, came a shift in focus from 
the linear text and human cognition to visual media and human perception. 

 In organization studies, there has been a recent interest in concepts such as the ‘aesthetic 
economy’ (Böhme  2003 ), ‘the attention economy’ (Davenport and Beck  2001 ), or the ‘cre-
ative industries’ (Caves  2000 ). These conceptual elaborations all emphasize the central role and 
importance of aesthetic, visual, perceptual (e.g. tactile, olfactory and gustatory skills) and sen-
sual capacities. In the contemporary economy, economic value is no longer strictly a matter of 
transforming natural resources into commodities or services but also derives from the capacity 
to attract attention from consumers and the public. The film theorist Jonathan Beller, using a 
Marxist vocabulary, speaks about the ‘cinematic mode of production’ and the ‘the production 
value of attention’ (Beller  2006 : 108, original emphasis omitted) that underlines the perceptual 
constitution of economic value in the contemporary period. In the present era, when consumers 
dwell in a world saturated with information, messages and impressions, the capacity to attract 
attention is of central importance. Attention, not information or knowledge, is what is in short 
supply, as several scholars have remarked (Lanham  2006 ; Eriksen  2001 ). 

 The term ‘visual culture’ is used in this chapter to refer to the totality of practices, tradi-
tions, beliefs and assumptions pertaining to vision and visuality in organizations (Styhre  2010 ). 
Vision and visuality include a variety of elements including what Daston and Galison (2007: 
368) term, on the one hand, the ‘practice of seeing’ – the actual work to use visual perception 
in everyday life – and, on the other, ‘theories of vision’ – the underlying ontological and epis-
temological framework constituting an integrated image of vision. ‘Visual culture’ is, therefore, 
a somewhat loose term that seeks to accommodate a series of discourses and debates regarding 
the role of visual perception in organizations. More specifically, professional expertise, in many 
cases, is constituted by the capacity of shared practices of seeing, being able to make credible and 
authoritative statements on the basis of visual materials. Such professional expertise, ultimately 
rooted in what Lave and Wenger (1991) term ‘communities of practice’, is accomplished and 
rendered credible by combining visual inspection and descriptions and explanations of what is 
visually displayed. To serve as a member of a professional or organizational community is thus 
to enact certain ways of perceiving the world. 

 This chapter also presents case study material to demonstrate how visual cultures are cons-
titutive of economic value and worth in the contemporary period. Rather than taking visual 
cultures for granted, I suggest they need to be understood as forms of collective professional 
vision or enskilled vision that rests on underlying beliefs and assumptions regarding how 
and what to observe in day-to-day work. The observing subject, say, an architect, a scientist 
or a physician, all execute a specific disciplined, professional vision in order to accomplish 
their work. That is, vision is both collective and situated: what one specialist physician (e.g. a 
radiologist) sees may be different from what another specialist (e.g. a surgeon) observes because 
they arrive at different conclusions on the basis of varying underlying bases of knowledge 
and expertise; their observations are theory-laden (Hanson  1958 ). At the same time, the radi-
o logist or the surgeon needs to share visual practices with other members of their community; 
no radiologist observes Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI) plates representing the patient’s 
body in isolation but always articulates his/her diagnosis on the basis of visual practices that 
are collective and disciplined in every sense of the term. When it comes to professional fields 
where there is less scientific evidence guiding visual practices, say, in the area of fashion jour-
nalism or art criticism, visual practices become even more precarious, being bound up with 
institutional arrangements and a specific economic regime of ‘credibility’ (Karpik  2010 ; Velthuis 
 2003 ). However, in all cases, any claim to expertise resides in the capacity of seeing and saying 
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(Foucault  1973 ), of combining visual perception and discursive resources rendering the obser-
vations meaningful. 

 The chapter is structured as follows: in the first section, the concept of aesthetics and its 
role in shaping vision and ways of seeing is examined. The second section, where the core argu-
ment of the chapter is put forth, addresses how vision is mediated through the use of various 
tools and technologies (e.g. the microscope and other medical visualization technologies), and 
stresses that vision is always simultaneously an individual competence – a learned professional 
skill – and a collective capacity. Drawing primarily on studies of scientific and medical prac-
tices, the chapter makes a distinction between  visual cultures , based on the use of certain media 
and visualization technologies, and  professional vision , as defined on the basis of an underlying 
theoretical framework used when examining a material substratum; visual cultures may thus 
accommodate many forms of professional vision.   

 Aesthetics and visual cultures 

 During the last decade, interest in the infl uence of art and aesthetics on organizing has been 
repeatedly articulated (Barry and Meisiek  2010 ; Carr and Hancock  2003 ). This literature 
suggests that the arts by no means serve only a decorative function in society, but that they, and 
aesthetics more broadly, serve as a production factor in the contemporary economy. While the 
arts have always been supplementary to commerce and fi nance, in today’s attention economy, 
creativity and aesthetics are brought to the fore. Taylor (2002) and Taylor and Hansen (2005) use 
the term ‘aesthetic knowledge’, while Strati (2007) introduces the term ‘sensible knowledge’. 
Such a source of knowledge that ‘[e]nables us to see in a new way’ (Taylor and Hansen  2005 : 
1213) may be used to inform research on both professional work commonly associated with 
aesthetics, such as architects (Ewenstein and Whyte  2007 ), but also in potentially unexpected 
domains such as the fi nance industry (Guve  2007 ) or software engineering (Piñeiro  2007 ). 
While the professional vision, for example, of scientifi c communities seeks consistency across 
time and space, industries dominated by aesthetic and sensible knowledge are less concerned 
about similarity and consistency, and more with novelty. If a hundred architecture competition 
submissions offer a hundred alternative solutions to prescribed problems, it is not a failure for 
the community of architects but is instead indicative of the heterogeneity and creativity of the 
fi eld. On the other hand, if a hundred psychiatrists articulate, say, fourteen different diagnoses of 
one single patient, it would not benefi t the credibility of the profession. Moreover, a common 
concern for both architects and the evaluators of their work is that there is  too little  variation in 
their proposals. Architects themselves tend to deplore the ‘conformism’ and ‘lack of creativity’ 
of the profession, in many cases blaming contractors for not recognizing the value of qualitative 
architecture. 

 Speaking in terms of visual cultures, in the case of architects, there may be too strong an 
emphasis on adhering to past accomplishments and enacting analytical frameworks, a ten-
dency informed by modernism and functionalism in large parts of the Western world. Drawing 
on recent research in neurology, Stafford emphasizes that, rather than being an act of simply 
perceiving the world, consciousness ‘[p]roduces its own content, i.e., the world’ (2009: 281). 
That is, what we have previously seen, the experiences we have acquired over the course of 
a lifetime, shape our sense impressions. In Bergsonian terms, perception does not begin with 
sense impression leading to the engagement of the memory function stored in the human brain, 
but, on the contrary, it is memory that precedes and triggers perception (Bergson  1988  [1910]). 
The attention needed to perceive an object or an event in the external world is derived from 



Alexander Styhre

356

memory and cognition, not from the visual apparatus. Consequently, the human brain and 
more specifically the limbic system, Stafford says, ‘reinforces certain perceptual and cognitive 
constants of reality’ (2009: 282). This means that the human brain and its accompanying visual 
apparatus  make us see what is previously seen . For creative and innovative professional groups, this 
imposes certain problems that need to be overcome. In fact, Stafford suggests ‘creativity may 
well lie in escaping, not giving in to, our autopoetic machinery and focusing carefully on the 
world’ (ibid.: 289). 

 Adults are often charmed by small children’s questions regarding why ‘the sky is blue and 
not pink’, and so forth, and both Gregory Bateson (1972) and Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari 
(1983) have written about the peculiar life-world of schizophrenia patients, perceiving the world 
so differently from other human beings. Children soon enough learn how the world is con-
stituted and refrain from asking such questions as their attention is directed elsewhere and, 
while taking a romantic view of psychological disorders must be resisted, the ability to ‘see 
things differently’ is commonly praised as a skill. When Picasso was told by a woman that she, 
in fact, did not look as she was portrayed, he snapped that she may eventually do so, seeking 
to defend the artist’s right to see beyond what is immediately present. Stafford (2009) warns 
that aesthetic knowledge is the capacity to transcend everyday life experiences and perceive 
the world in entirely new terms. Our perceptual competencies, acquired over years of train-
ing and practical experience, may, in fact, be our prison, a delimited field containing a set of 
possibilities that should be explored. In professions dominated by aesthetic knowledge and 
in the domain of innovation and in entrepreneurship, this capacity for seeing the world in 
new terms is highly acclaimed, even a source of veneration. However, the difference between 
 ex ante  and  ex post  needs to be recognized; innovative thinking and creative work may be praised 
in hindsight when they are rediscovered (the works of Mendel and van Gogh here being stan-
dard references), while their originators may have been ignored or even scorned during their 
lifetimes. Seeing differently, outside of conventions and well-charted routes is thus both a curse 
and a blessing. In avant-garde communities, there is a sense of shared obligation to recognize 
such alternative perspectives, and experts on innovation emphasize the need to provide space 
for mavericks in mainstream settings (e.g. R&D divisions in large corporations). However, being 
an innovator is of necessity to operate in hostile territories, potentially undermining the status 
and positions of certain groups (e.g. Dougherty and Hardy  1996 ). Consequently, the innovator 
may expect little understanding of his/her endeavours until the innovation has proven its market 
value and starts to generate an income. Under all conditions, innovators in industries and fields 
determined by aesthetic knowledge should pay attention to Stafford’s (2009) warning that our 
ways of seeing restrict new thinking as our limbic system prevents us from seeing the world dif-
ferently. Just as professional vision is an accomplishment in its own right, so is the capacity to 
transcend its boundaries. 

 A key point here is to avoid thinking of the concepts of aesthetic knowledge and sensible 
knowledge as reserved for artistic and cultural activities and forms of production. Rather, we 
should look to the etymology of aesthetics as first formulated by Alexander Baumgarten, as ‘the 
whole region of human perception and sensation’ (Eagleton  1990 : 13). All forms of practices 
of seeing are based on the capacity to discern and identify differences and variation in visual 
objects. The work of a radiologist inspecting photographic plates is, in this respect, not very dif-
ferent from the art dealer’s examination of a painting, inasmuch as both of them draw on specific 
professional ways of seeing that, in turn, include attentiveness to aesthetic features of the image 
observed. Practices of seeing in both cases are trained yet collective capacities that, by and large, 
constitute professional expertise. Aesthetic and sensible knowledge is part of all forms of human 
perception, in the ‘ways of seeing’ enacted by different professional communities.   
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 Ways of seeing 

 Biologically speaking, visual perception is based on a number of interrelated perceptual and 
cognitive systems (see Gregory  2004a ,  2004b  for an overview). While vision  qua  sense impres-
sion is ‘given’ as a biological process, the ability to discriminate between elements in the visual 
fi eld demands intricate cognitive systems. Experimental psychologists such as Lev Vygotsky 
have shown that small children may identify elements in a picture but basically see them in isola-
tion. As the child grows older, developing their cognitive capacities and integrating perceptual 
apparatus and vocabulary, they are able to tell stories of what is about to happen in an image 
or what may have happened previously. Studies of primates show no such development and 
the visual fi eld remains strictly limited to what is observed. Vygotsky and other developmental 
psychologists thus conceive of human intelligence not as a single capacity but as the inter-
relation and mutual constitution of a variety of perceptual and cognitive systems. Enskilled and 
qualifi ed visual practices are therefore a matter of training and expertise, often in collaboration 
with other members of the professional community.  

 Visualization technology in medicine 

 Foucault’s (1973) study of medicine emphasizes the integration of visual practices and articula-
tion. A physician, touching and looking at the patient’s body, draws on formal training and 
conceptual vocabularies as well as previous experience when articulating his/her diagnosis. 
In some cases, in common and recurring illnesses, the diagnosis is unproblematic as the physi-
cian travels well-charted territories, while, in other cases, the symptoms and stories told about 
the illness by the patient are less easily interpreted and related to the entrenched medical frame-
work. Under all conditions, Foucault writes, the physician must transform him/herself into a 
‘speaking eye’, maintaining a close connection between ‘seeing and saying’. In fact, the profes-
sional expertise and authority of the practising physician reside in the ability to visually observe, 
to draw conclusions on the basis of observations, and to point to adequate therapies. In this 
view, seeing never occurs in isolation from the operative vocabularies employed; the one is 
constitutive of the other. Foucault’s case is deceptively simple, yet illustrative. First, it portrays 
the physician as operating in isolation in his/her practice, individually making inferences from 
the inspection of the patient. Second, the diagnosis is unmediated, in that it occurs separated 
from instruments and technologies, the various ‘vision machines’ that increasingly shape and 
form human perception (Virilio  1989 ). In many cases, especially in healthcare practices, vision 
is collective and mediated. 

 At the end of the nineteenth century, new medical instruments for visualizing the human 
body were developed. The X-ray, developed by Wilhelm Röntgen, enabled the medical gaze 
to enter the interiority of the human body. In the community of physicians, this new tech-
nology was not praised from the very beginning as cases of malpractice would be more easily 
detected and X-ray plates could be used as evidence in court (Golan  2004 ). Little wonder then 
that lawyers embraced the X-ray as ‘a silent witness’, ‘speaking for itself  ’ as it lay bare the human 
body in the form of a photograph. In addition, new professional groups within the commu-
nity of physicians such as orthopaedic surgeons could advance their position as their work was 
supported by the use of X-ray images. The introduction of X-ray as a visual medium indicates 
that new technologies destabilize dominant institutional arrangements and open up new ways 
of working. The naive but appealing idea that X-ray plates ‘speak for themselves’ is an assump-
tion that accompanies virtually all visual media, well into the contemporary period. Dumit 
(2004) examines the use of Positron Emission Tomography (PET), providing colourful images 
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of the activities of the human brain. In the trial of John Hinckley, the man who attempted 
to assassinate President Ronald Reagan in 1981 to impress his idol, the actress Jodie Foster, 
Hinckley’s defence invoked PET images of his brain as evidence of a psychological disorder. 
In Dumit’s view, this is a precarious juridical practice as such images never speak for them-
selves. The PET images are what Dumit calls ‘expert images’; that is, they demand highly skilled 
expertise in interpreting, and, as soon as they are ‘interpreted’ by the expert, they no longer 
serve their role in the court as being self-evident proofs: 

 Expert images are objects produced with mechanical assistance that require help in inter-
preting even though they may appear to be legible to laypersons. The paradox of expert 
images in a trial is that if they are legible, then they should not need interpretation, but if 
they need interpretation, then they probably should not be shown to juries. 

 (Dumit  2004 : 112)   

 Hinckley’s defence, on the one hand, assumed that the images could speak for themselves, 
demonstrating their client’s inability to be held responsible for his actions, while at the same 
time the lawyers conceived of the PET images as being an authoritative account of the underly-
ing material substratum, i.e. Hinckley’s brain, and, arguably, his psychological condition. 

 Hinckley’s defence is here guilty of assuming that visual media are developed and used in 
isolation from wider social interests and concerns. As Gaston Bachelard (1984 [1934]) has 
emphasized, scientific technologies always already embody a series of assumptions of the 
community developing and using the technology; scientific technologies do not fall from the 
sky or emerge from some ‘extra-social’ domain but are always of necessity products of this 
world, and consequently they cannot be conceived of as being in a position to provide abso-
lutely objectively true images of material substrata. Seen in this view, PET images may be help-
ful in diagnosing and prescribing relevant therapies (e.g. surgery or medication), but it would 
be problematic to use such images, complicated as they are to interpret, to provide evidence 
for psychological disorders. More recently, Daemmrich (1998) has pointed out that traces of 
DNA at crime scenes are never  per se  evidence of anything; instead, they need to be accom-
panied by explanations and commentaries from experts in court. Again, similar to the case of 
the PET images, as soon as ‘expert witnesses’ are needed to explain the uses of scientific instru-
ments and their images, the juridical value as evidence is lowered as there is always of necessity 
an element of interpretation. Expressed differently, the scientific discourse relying on systematic 
doubt and the juridical discourse favouring unambiguous evidence are largely incompatible dis-
courses; they constitute what Stark (2009: 19) would call an  heterarchy , a field characterized by 
‘dissonance’ and ‘diverse principles of evaluation’. 

 Studies of visual practices in professional communities more or less support the view of per-
ception held by the first generation of experimental psychologists, that visual skills are trained 
and acquired and embedded in concentration and attention rather than being natural-born 
competencies. Studies of the uses of MRI have demonstrated the skills needed to account for 
what is observable in the images (Beaulieu  2002 ; Burri  2008 ). Alac (2008) argues that radi-
ologists working with MRI brain scans encounter a two-dimensional image on the computer 
screen, but that they are trained to think of the brain as a three-dimensional organ and therefore 
project their theoretical understanding of it onto the screen when making their assessment 
of the photographic plates. The entire visual practice is, therefore, Alac suggests, an  embodied  
experience wherein radiologists use their hands and bodies to explain to themselves and one 
another how images are to be interpreted. In Alac’s account, the radiologists are engaging in 
an iterative process, wherein the two-dimensional image of the screen, the three-dimensional 
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conceptual image they have acquired through their formal training, and their bodies are 
folded into one another. Similar to the practice of surgeons as studied by Hirschauer (1991), the 
actual body of the patient and the virtual and abstract model of the ‘typical’ human body are 
interrelated; deviances from the prescribed typical model need to be corrected. Alac’s (2008) 
study of the uses of MRI supports the view of Dumit (2004) that expert images are by no means 
devoid of inconsistencies and ambiguities. In fact, one needs substantial formal training and 
years of experience to be able to execute the professional vision of the visual culture one is 
taking part in. ‘Expert seers’ such as radiologists strongly dislike when other professional groups 
ignore the skills needed to interpret and decode the images, suggesting that such images are 
to be ‘read like an open book’. As one radiologist says: 

 Orthopedists might comprehend something about orthopedics but they do not have a 
generalized gaze. Other clinicians do not understand the meaning of the images, since there 
is a lot of hidden information which they overlook. Internists should leave it to radiologists 
to get that information out of the message. 

 (quoted in Burri  2008 : 48)     

 Individual and collective vision 

 This skill in seeing as a professional, to execute  professional vision  (Goodwin  1994 ,  1995 ) 
or  enskilled vision  (Grasseni  2004 ), has been of special interest to students of technoscience. In 
science and technology studies, Rheinberger (2010) has declared a shift in focus from a Kuhnian 
view of  science as theory  (i.e. the gradual advancement of new theories being tested and verifi ed 
empirically) to a Fleckian (after the Polish philosopher of science Ludwik Fleck) view of  science 
as experimentation , the actual work to stabilize what Rheinberger calls ‘experimental systems’ 
and accompanying epistemic objects. Within this new perspective, the  process  rather than the 
 output  is emphasized and, consequently, there is more focus on how actual research work is 
organized. The historian of science Lorraine Daston cites Fleck and what Fleck referred to 
(writing in German) as  Denkkolletiv , a ‘thought collective’, and  Denkenstile  (a thought style), 
as the communal resources being drawn on in joint research work. For Daston, one of the 
principal challenges for the neophyte is to acquire the capacity of seeing as a member of the 
professional community. 

 Again, rather than being a natural-born capacity, a form of ‘gift’ or ‘talent’, the learner 
arrives at such competencies through months or even years of training: ‘The novice sees 
only blurs and blobs under the microscope; experience and training are required in order 
to make sense of this visual chaos, in order to be able “to see things”’, as Daston (2008: 99) 
says. Kruse’s (2006) ethnographic study of the work in a bioscience laboratory in Sweden 
nicely illustrates how a newcomer to a field is expected to learn to execute a specific form 
of professional vision – Kruse (2006) speaks of the ‘ability to look’, which sounds like a decep-
tively simple practice – while getting little help from a senior researcher on how to acquire 
such skills: 

 Just how much this ability to look was a product of practice and experience did not 
become clear to me until I watched a doctoral student try to make sense of the raw data 
from an analysis she had just completed for the first time … Senior colleagues she asked 
for help gave her advice like ‘You have to look at them’ … The doctoral student became 
quite frustrated about her failure to understand how others reasoned when interpret-
ing results and about their inability to explain. ‘I don’t have the experience,’ she said, 
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adding that she would have to learn and that interpreting this kind of data probably would 
be easy once she had grasped it, but right now it was really difficult. An experienced person, 
on the other hand, could tell with a glance whether a result was good or worthless, includ-
ing additional factors into her judgment: something may have gone wrong with the sample 
being analysed, or the machine might be out of calibration or might simply behave 
‘strangely,’ which the experienced person could tell by the same glance. 

 (2006: 111–112)   

 One of the great paradoxes in both scientifi c and aesthetic work like the arts is that the skilled 
practitioner, on the one hand, must be able to see things like a member of a particular commu-
nity, while, on the other hand, must also be able to transcend this disciplined gaze in order to 
advance what is new and creative. However, prior to any digressions, the neophyte must submit 
to the disciplined gaze of the professional community: 

 [S]cientific perception – especially when elevated to the level of systematic observation, 
often in carefully designed setups – is disciplined in every sense of the word: instilled by 
education and practice, checked and cross-checked both by other observers and with other 
instruments, communicated in forms – text, image, table – designed by and for a scientific 
collective over decades and sometimes centuries. 

 (Daston  2008 : 102)   

 In Daston’s Fleckian view of scientifi c observations, Kantian terms such as ‘subjective’ and 
‘objective’ (and terms like ‘objectivity’, derived from these terms) are of less relevance when 
understanding scientifi c work. The difference between skilled and commonsensical vision is 
not a matter of the former being more (or less) ‘objective’, but is framed in terms of being 
experienced and related to legitimate and corroborated, widely shared analytical frameworks. 

 Professional vision is thus not so much a matter of looking and speaking ‘objectively’ – 
if that were the case, it would not be a problem to use statements from scientists in courts – 
but as looking and speaking in the same manner as other scientists would do under the same 
conditions. That is, scientific thought communities are characterized by  consistency  rather than 
the capacity to tell what is objectively true (Timmermans  2008 : 170). This goes also for other 
visual cultures such as the British naturalists studying moss (an expertise formally labelled  bryol-
ogy ) examined by Ellis: ‘[V]ision itself emerges through associated rituals of participation and a 
sharing of socially aesthetic sensibilities’ (2011: 772). She continues: 

 [W]ays of seeing cannot be extricated from the socio-cultural and political forces through 
which they are shaped. In such accounts, the forces of discipline and control – a hegemony 
of standards – appear to activate or trigger the relationships required to generate a shared 
visual account of the world in the face of potential perceptual differences. 

 (ibid.: 785)   

 At the same time, some visual cultures are more vulnerable to weakly developed professional 
standards of visuality than others. In some cases, such as where diagnoses in medicine differ 
across time and space, the entire discipline may be discredited. Psychiatry is a good example, 
having historically been subject to much criticism as the diagnoses of certain psychological 
illnesses have differed between for example the US and the UK (Lakoff  2006 : 29). Where 
American psychologists diagnosed schizophrenia, the British diagnosed manic depression, lead-
ing critics to suggest that there is a low degree of ‘disease-specifi city’ in psychiatry, making the 
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diagnosis a highly situated and contingent practice by and large uncorrelated with the diagno-
ses of other psychiatrists. In another famous experiment, the so-called Rosenhan experiment, 
David Rosenhan sent eight sane colleagues with no previous experience from psychiatric insti-
tutions to twelve mental hospitals to investigate how they would be handled by the psychiatrists. 
The outcome was surprising: 

 Of the 12 separate diagnoses, 11 found schizophrenia. Once admitted to the hospital, the 
‘pseudo-patients’ acted normally, evincing no other symptoms of the diagnosis. However, 
the average time spent interned by the experimenters extended to 19 days, with the longest 
lasting a full 52 days. During their time, their normal behaviour was often recorded as 
symptoms of their disease … As Rosenhan and others learned, the only way to convince 
the staff of their normality was to agree with the diagnosis, submit to treatment, and then 
act as if they were making progress toward overcoming the disorder. 

 (Strand  2011 : 294)   

 In Daston’s (2008) terms, the fi eld of psychiatry could not, at least at this point in time, draw 
on a shared professional vision including both guidelines for how to look and how to articulate 
diagnoses that are consistent over time and space. What we learn from this case is that, in some 
disciplines, there are loose couplings between, on the one hand, the observational practices and, 
on the other, the analytical framework. 

 When shifting focus from the sciences and healthcare to the performing arts and the 
domain of aesthetics, there is an even more ambiguous relationship between professional 
vision and ‘objective accounts’. For instance, there is a seemingly longstanding rift between the 
architecture favoured by professional architects and the architecture favoured by the prover-
bial man on the street. In the liberal arts and in art critique, works acclaimed by critics are not 
necessarily appreciated by the public and bestsellers are not necessarily held in esteem by crit-
ics. ‘Elite preferences’ and ‘public taste’ do not always converge. As Pierre Bourdieu (1993) 
has argued, for the untrained eye, modern and especially non-figurative art is complicated to 
decode and understand. Instead, Bourdieu suggests, people with little experience of modern art 
favour figurative art portraying landscapes and buildings, images that can be understood on the 
basis of the life-world of the spectator. The spectator’s gaze is thus of necessity always already 
constituted by previous experiences and personal biographies, and consequently common-sense 
thinking resists objects of art that cannot easily be decoded within the present horizon of under-
standing. Again, similar to the scientists studied by Daston (2008) and Kruse (2006), the gaze 
of the spectator needs to be disciplined to be able to decode the messages of both photographic 
plates generated by visual media and art objects.    

 Concluding remarks 

 In summary, being a member of a visual culture means to almost effortlessly participate in 
specifi c visual practices. A visual culture as it is used here still needs to be distinguished from 
professional vision. It is a broader term that stresses the uses of certain visualization technologies 
(e.g. MRI, PET or genomics technologies), but one visual culture may include many forms 
of professional vision. For instance, a computational chemist seeking to create patterns or 
structures on the basis of large genomics or proteomics data sets, i.e. a form of structural and 
formalist analysis (Styhre  2011 ), perceives the genomics data differently from a protein crys-
tallographer who seeks to construct morphological models of individual proteins (Myers 
 2008 ). Both professional categories draw on the same visualization technologies (genomics and 
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proteomics) but they pursue different ends. Visual technologies provide empirical data in the 
form of images, photographic plates and other representations, but professional vision is always 
already theory-laden and derived from specifi c knowledge interests. 

 Once acquired, the capacity of seeing as a scientist, radiologist, art dealer, cattle breeder 
or bryologist may be taken for granted as it is part of the actor’s professional expertise, but, 
when encountering newcomers and trainees, there is once again a need for the actor to reflect 
on his/her ‘ways of seeing’. However, there is commonly an element of what Jordan and Lynch 
(1992: 91) term ‘autoreification’ in professional vision, meaning that, ‘once “you suddenly 
seem to be able to do your work”, you already take it for granted, without being able to 
fully articulate its “inner logic”’. That is, executing professional vision is one thing; teaching 
others how to do it (as demonstrated by Kruse  2006 ) is quite another. Imperatives such as ‘just 
look!’ are, as Wittgenstein (1953) has suggested, not very useful when teaching visual practices 
because they already assume too much regarding the experience of the newcomer. Ultimately, 
‘there is no such thing as just looking’, as Elkins (1996: 31) contends. 

 Vision and visual cultures remain relatively little studied in mainstream organization theory. 
Instead, sociology, science and technology studies, history and anthropology are disciplines 
where vision has been examined. In addition to visual perception, four more senses (or seven, 
in Elkins’ (1996) view) are used to guide human beings in their day-to-day life. In addition, 
these senses have their own epistemologies and practices, adhering to certain norms, standards 
and institutional arrangements, being translated into domains of expertise that are part of the 
contemporary economy and society. This volume is dedicated to visual practices and visual 
cultures, but, in many cases, experiences rely on the combination of one or more senses. For 
instance, sight and sound are part of the cinematic and digital media that dominate the Internet, 
and the restaurant business and food industry pays much attention not only to how the food 
tastes and smells but also to how it looks. When using concepts such as aesthetic knowledge, 
it may be problematic to examine various forms of perception in isolation, as human beings 
enter the world ceaselessly perceiving it through the totality of their senses (Grosz  2008 : 82). 
In fact, sight, sound and the other senses in many ways are interrelated, as one sense impression 
may reinforce the other, courtesy of the limbic system and its ability to structure and organize 
our experiences in our life-worlds. Regardless of such methodological concerns, a number of 
studies, some reported in this chapter, point to the importance of a more systematic analysis of 
the role that professional vision and visual cultures play in contemporary organizations and the 
production of economic value.     

 References 

    Alac ,  M.   ( 2008 )  ‘Working with brain scans: digital images and gestural interaction in FMRI laboratory’ , 
  Social Studies of Science    38 ( 4 ):  483 – 508 .  

    Bachelard ,  G.   ( 1984 [1934] )   The New Scientifi c Spirit  ,  Boston :  Beacon Press .  
    Barry ,  Daved   and   Meisiek ,  Stefan   ( 2010 )  ‘Seeing more and seeing differently: sensemaking, mindfulness, and 

the workarts’ ,   Organization Studies    31 ( 11 ):  1505 – 1530   
    Bateson ,  G.   ( 1972 )   Steps to an Ecology of Mind  ,  Chicago :  University of Chicago Press .  
    Beaulieu ,  A.   ( 2002 )  ‘Images are not the (only) truth: brain mapping, visual knowledge and iconoclasm’ , 

  Science, Technology and Human Values    27 :  53 – 86 .  
    Beller ,  J.   ( 2006 )   The Cinematic Mode of Production: Attention Economy and the Society of the Spectacle  ,  Duke 

Hanover :  Dartmouth College Press .  
    Bergson ,  H.   ( 1988 [1910] )   Matter and Memory  ,  New York :  Zone Books .  
    Böhme ,  G.   ( 2003 )  ‘Contribution to the critique of the aesthetic economy’ ,   Thesis Eleven    73 :  72 – 82 .  
    Bourdieu ,  P.   ( 1993 )   The Field of Cultural Production: Essays on Art and Literature  , edited by Randall Johnson, 

 Cambridge :  Polity Press .  



Organization of vision within professions

363

    Burri ,  R.V.   ( 2008 )  ‘Doing distinctions: boundary work and symbolic capital in radiology’ ,   Social Studies of 
Science    38 :  35 – 62 .  

     Carr  ,   A.    and    Hancock  ,   P.    (eds) ( 2003 )   Art and Aesthetics at Work  ,  Basingstoke and New York :  Palgrave .  
    Caves ,  R.E.   ( 2000 )   Creative Industries  ,  Cambridge and London :  Harvard University Press .  
    Crary ,  J.   ( 1990 )   Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century  ,  Cambridge and 

London :  MIT Press .  
    Daemmrich ,  A.   ( 1998 )  ‘The evidence does not speak for itself: expert witnesses and the organization of 

DNA-typing companies’ ,   Social Studies of Science    28 :  741 – 772 .  
    Daston ,  L.   ( 2008 )  ‘On scientifi c observation’ ,   Isis    99 :  97 – 110 .  
    Daston ,  L.   and   Galison ,  P.   ( 2007 )   Objectivity  ,  New York :  Zone Books .  
    Davenport ,  T.   and   Beck ,  J.   ( 2001 )   The Attention Economy  ,  Cambridge :  Harvard Business School Press .  
    Deleuze ,  G.   and   Guattari ,  F.   ( 1983 )   Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia  ,  Minneapolis :  University 

of Minnesota Press .  
    Dougherty ,  D.   and   Hardy ,  C.   ( 1996 )  ‘Sustained product innovation in large mature organizations: 

overcoming innovation-to-organization problems’ ,   Academy of Management Journal    39 ( 5 ):  1120 – 1153 .  
    Dumit ,  J.   ( 2004 )   Picturing Personhood: Brain Scans and Biomedical Identity  ,  Princeton :  Princeton University 

Press .  
    Eagleton ,  T.   ( 1990 )   The Ideology of the Aesthetics  ,  Oxford and Cambridge :  Blackwell .  
    Elkins ,  J.   ( 1996 )   The Object Stares Back: On the Nature of Seeing  ,  New York :  Simon & Schuster .  
    Ellis ,  R.   ( 2011 )  ‘Jizz and the joy of pattern recognition: virtuosity, discipline and agency of insights in 

UK naturalists’ arts of seeing’ ,   Social Studies of Science    41 ( 6 ):  769 – 790 .  
    Eriksen ,  T.H.   ( 2001 )   Tyranny of the Moment  ,  London and Sterling :  Pluto Press .  
    Ewenstein ,  B.   and   Whyte ,  J.   ( 2007 )  ‘Beyond words: aesthetic knowledge and knowing in organizations’ , 

  Organization Studies    28 ( 5 ):  689 – 708 .  
    Foucault ,  M.   ( 1973 )   The Birth of the Clinic  ,  London and New York :  Routledge .  
    Golan ,  T.   ( 2004 )  ‘The emergence of the silent witness: the legal and medical reception of X-ray in the 

USA’ ,   Social Studies of Science    34 :  469 – 499 .  
    Goodwin ,  C.   ( 1994 )  ‘Professional vision’ ,   American Anthropologist    96 ( 3 ):  606 – 633 .  
    ——  ( 1995 )  ‘Seeing in depth’ ,   Social Studies of Science    25 :  237 – 274 .  
    Grasseni ,  C.   ( 2004 )  ‘Skilled vision: an apprenticeship in breeding aesthetics’ ,   Social Anthropology    121 :  41 – 55 .  
    Gregory ,  R.L.   (ed.) ( 2004a )  ‘Visual system: organization’ , in   The Oxford Companion to the Mind  ,  2nd ed ., 

 Oxford and New York :  Oxford University Press ,  931 – 937 .  
    ——  (ed.) ( 2004b )  ‘Perception’ , in   The Oxford Companion to the Mind  ,  2nd ed .,  Oxford and New York : 

 Oxford University Press ,  707 – 710 .  
    Grosz ,  E.   ( 2008 )   Chaos, Territory, Art: Deleuze and the Framing of the Earth  ,  New York :  Columbia University 

Press .  
    Guve ,  B.G.   ( 2007 )  ‘Aesthetics of fi nancial judgments: on risk capitalists’ confi dence’ , in    P. Guillet de   

 Monthoux  ,     C.   Gustafsson    and    S.-E.   Sjöstrand    (eds)   Aesthetic Leadership: Managing Fields of Flow in Art and 
Business  ,  Basingstoke :  Palgrave Macmillan ,  128 – 140 .  

    Hanson ,  N.R.   ( 1958 )   Patterns of Discovery: An Inquiry into the Conceptual Foundations of Science  ,  Cambridge : 
 Cambridge at the University Press .  

    Hirschauer ,  S.   ( 1991 )  ‘The manufacture of human bodies in surgery’ ,   Social Studies of Science    21 ( 2 ):  
279 – 319 .  

    Jordan ,  K.   and   Lynch ,  M.   ( 1992 )  ‘The sociology of a genetic engineering technique: ritual and rationality 
in the performance of the “plasmic prep”’ , in    A.E.   Clarke    and    J.H.   Fujimura    (eds)   The Right Tools for the 
Job: At Work in Twentieth-Century Life Sciences  ,  Princeton :  Princeton University Press ,  77 – 114 .  

    Karpik ,  L.   ( 2010 )   Valuing the Unique: The Economics of Singularities  ,  Princeton :  Princeton University Press .  
    Kittler ,  F.   ( 1990 )   Discourse Networks 1800/1900  , trans.    M.   Metteer    and    C.   Cullens   ,  Stanford :  Stanford 

University Press .  
    Kruse ,  C.   ( 2006 )  The Making of Valid Data: People and Machines in Genetic Research Practice, 

PhD Thesis ,  Linköping University .  
    Lakoff ,  A.   ( 2006 )   Pharmaceutical Reason: Knowledge and Value in Global Psychiatry  ,  Cambridge :  Cambridge 

University Press .  
    Lanham ,  R.   ( 2006 )   The Economics of Attention: Style and Substance in the Age of Information  ,  Chicago and 

London :  University of Chicago Press .  
    Lave ,  J.   and   Wenger ,  E.   ( 1991 )   Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation  ,  Cambridge :  Cambridge 

University Press .  



Alexander Styhre

364

    Myers ,  N.   ( 2008 )  ‘Molecular embodiments and the body-work of modeling in protein crystallography’ , 
  Social Studies of Science    38 :  163 – 199 .  

    Piñeiro ,  E.   ( 2007 )  ‘Aesthetics at the heart of logic: on the role of beauty in computing innovation’ ,    P. Guillet 
de   Monthoux  ,     C.   Gustafsson    and    S.-E.   Sjöstrand    (eds)   Aesthetic Leadership: Managing Fields of Flow in Art 
and Business  ,  Basingstoke :  Palgrave Macmillan ,  105 – 127 .  

    Rheinberger ,  H.-J.   ( 2010 )   The Epistemology of the Concrete: Twentieth-century Histories of Life  ,  Durham and 
London :  Duke University Press .  

    Stafford ,  B.M.   ( 2009 )  ‘Thoughts not our own: whatever happened to selective attention?’ ,   Theory, Culture 
& Society    26 ( 2–3 ):  275 – 293 .  

    Stark ,  D.   ( 2009 )   The Sense of Dissonance: Accounts of Worth in Economic Life  ,  Princeton :  Princeton University 
Press .  

    Strand ,  M.   ( 2011 )  ‘Where do classifi cations come from? The DSM-III, the transformation of American 
psychiatry, and the problem of origin in the sociology of knowledge’ ,   Theory and Society    40 :  273 – 313 .  

    Strati ,  A.   ( 2007 )  ‘Sensible knowledge and practice-based learning’ ,   Management Learning    38 ( 1 ):  61 – 77 .  
    Styhre ,  A.   ( 2010 )   Visual Culture in Organizations: Theory and Cases  ,  London and New York :  Routledge .  
    ——  ( 2011 )  ‘Institutionalizing technoscience: post-genomic technologies and the case of systems biology’ , 

  Scandinavian Journal of Management    27 ( 4 ):  375 – 388 .  
    Taylor ,  S.   ( 2002 )  ‘Overcoming aesthetic muteness: researching organizational members’ aesthetic experi-

ence’ ,   Human Relations    55 ( 7 ):  821 – 840 .  
    Taylor ,  S.   and   Hansen ,  H.   ( 2005 )  ‘Finding form: looking at the fi eld of organizational aesthetics’ ,   Journal of 

Management Studies    42 ( 6 ):  1211 – 1231 .  
    Timmermans ,  S.   ( 2008 )  ‘Professions and their work: do market shelters protect professional interests?’  

  Work and Occupations    35 ( 2 ):  164 – 188 .  
    Velthuis ,  O.   ( 2003 )  ‘Symbolic meanings of prices: constructing the value of contemporary art in Amsterdam 

and New York’ ,   Theory and Society    32 :  181 – 215 .  
    Virilio ,  P.   ( 1989 )   War and Cinema: The Logistics of Perception  , trans.    Patrick   Camiller   ,  London and  

New York :  Verso .  
    Wittgenstein ,  L.   ( 1953 )   Philosophical Investigations  ,  Oxford :  Blackwell .      



365

      23

 Visual authenticity and 
organizational sustainability    

    Emma   Bell     and   McArthur        

 Introduction 

 The rising prevalence of screen-based media has contributed to a growing ocularcentrism or 
image saturation in contemporary culture. In this, the era of the manufactured image, visual 
authenticity has become a contested terrain which is open to ongoing manipulation and inter-
pretation. For example, one need only look to the fashion industry and the way that images 
of female models are routinely digitally manipulated, or ‘photoshopped’ to refl ect an ideal of 
beauty favoured by the industry.  1   At the same time, as a consequence of the shift away from 
traditional forms of mass-media communication, such as TV advertising, and towards social 
media technologies that invite a greater degree of audience response and participation, audi-
ences are provided with a potential means of playing a more active role as recipients of image-
based meaning. 

 Videocy, defined as the ability to think critically and use images effectively (Goldfarb  2002 ), 
has thereby become increasingly important for individuals and organizations, as a means of 
mediating and challenging the contemporary image world. In this context, the ability of con-
sumers and publics to assess the authenticity of images by critically appraising the claims made 
by image producers, such as marketers and brand creators, is of increasing importance. Marketers 
and brand creators have in turn responded to opportunities afforded by new social technolo-
gies by using images in a manner that is intended to demonstrate their authenticity, as ‘beyond 
the artificially constructed world of typical corporate communication’ (Schroeder  2012 : 129). 
Such practices of ‘calculated sincerity’ (Thrift  2008 ) are intended to convey an impression of 
unstaged spontaneity, thereby encouraging the viewer to suspend judgement of any manipula-
tive intent. 

 The concept of organizational authenticity has also come to be associated with issues relat-
ing to sustainability and corporate social responsibility. Much of the debate around corporate 
greening revolves around the extent to which organizational practices are authentic, or whether 
corporations are perceived instead to be cynically and deliberately manipulating information in 
order to conceal less environmentally and ethically responsible aspects of their practice; in other 
words, engaging with sustainability in a manner which is inauthentic. If an organization is not 
perceived to be genuine in its actions, through social actors having ‘a felt sense of responsibility, 
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triggered by guilt or shame, for the consequences of their actions’ (Fineman  1996 : 480), a truly 
authentic culture of sustainability cannot exist. 

 Writers such as Peterson (2005) suggest the management of impressions of authenticity is 
of particular importance in the creative industries. For Peterson and others, authenticity is 
understood to be socially constructed and ‘used as a renewable resource for securing audi-
ences, performance or exhibition outlets and relationships with key brokers by participants in 
the milieu’ (Jones  et al .  2005 : 893). Guthey and Jackson (2005) suggest organizations explicitly 
seek to demonstrate authenticity through visibility, for example, in the form of CEO portrait 
photographs. They also identify what they call the ‘authenticity paradox’, which arises from 
the constructed nature of such visual representations and has the potential to expose a corpora-
tion’s chronic lack of authenticity. The power of representations of authenticity using visual 
means arises partly from the perceived objective realism of the image, which is sometimes 
naively understood as providing an unmediated window on the truth (Pink  2001 ). The reality 
of organizational authenticity is thus presumed to be visible, observable and recordable using 
contemporary technologies, in a manner that is not enabled by written and spoken words alone. 

 In this chapter, we explore these issues by analysing the representational and discursive 
practices used by one creative design company to define and communicate messages about 
organizational authenticity. The organization on which we focus is Free Range Studios, a 
US-based creative design company, which, for over a decade, has produced and distributed 
short films about social and organizational change that are watched by millions of people around 
the world, via the online film delivery platform YouTube. We concentrate intensively on this 
single case study because it provides the opportunity to develop knowledge about new forms 
of organizational communication that rely on new social media technologies. Using a combina-
tion of intrinsic and instrumental case analysis (Stake  2005 ), we identify the particular strategies 
of visual film production adopted by this organization and locate them relative to the techno-
logical affordances of Web 2.0. Through this, we show how organizational authenticity has been 
repeatedly linked to notions of environmental sustainability and corporate social responsibil-
ity. Using an example of a film that focused on the production and consumption of bottled 
water, we will suggest that the notion of organizational authenticity is potentially valuable, as a 
means of assessing the competing claims of organizational image producers as they seek to assert 
their dominance in this field. We further consider the challenges and tensions that members of 
this organization face in establishing and maintaining the meaning of authenticity in this context. 
Finally, we suggest that the social construction of visual authenticity in organizations relies on 
contrast with less authentic organizations, through which the matter as well as the manner of 
authenticity is highlighted. 

 The chapter is written as a dialogical reflection through which we seek to overcome the 
divisions between our respective researcher and practitioner perspectives. McArthur has been a 
partner at Free Range Studios since 2000. She managed the growth of the organization from a 
small, 2-person design studio to a highly prestigious 25-person strategic communications firm 
with offices in Berkeley, California and Washington DC. Emma is a UK-based management 
researcher and educator employed by a university. In 2009, she contacted McArthur to try to 
establish a research relationship with Free Range to understand how and why they made these 
films and the audience receptions they generate. Emma subsequently invited a creative director 
from Free Range to speak at a management research conference in 2010.  2   This was followed 
by a series of research interviews carried out on Skype with organization members and one 
of Free Range’s key clients.  3   This collaborative research project was thus based on cooperation 
between a researcher, who studies social problems and issues, and a practitioner, who acts on 
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these problems and issues, based on their shared concern and interest in organizations and how 
they might do things better (Denis and Lehoux  2009 ; Heron and Reason  2001 ). This partici-
patory approach was used to bring together experiential and scientific knowledge and avoid 
the construction of an authoritative critical researcher subject position which is detrimental to 
the development of more equal power relations between researchers and research participants 
(Wray-Bliss  2003 ). This involved building a reciprocal research relationship where understand-
ing and knowledge was based on exchange and mutuality of interests (Bell and Bryman  2007 ) 
and the goal was ‘to contribute to the emergence and maintenance of a more cooperative world’ 
(Denis and Lehoux  2009 : 365).   

 The ethics of authenticity 

 The modern value of authenticity is widely recognized to be a pervasive feature of contempo-
rary cultural life. Its rise on the cultural stage can be traced historically to the virtue of sincerity, 
which in Medieval Europe constituted a response to modernity, and the feelings of alienation and 
meaninglessness associated with social and geographical mobility (Lindholm  2008 ). Lindholm 
also suggests that interest in personal authenticity arose from the alienation of workers under 
capitalism; ‘the workplace came to be pictured as a battleground, where combatants must put 
on carapaces and conceal their true feeling selves behind standardized roles’ (2008: 6). In the 
twentieth century, this lack gave rise to the commodifi cation of authenticity, as a means whereby 
organizations and marketers could invite consumers to realize their authentic inner identity 
through the possession of particular goods and services; ‘reacting to the dehumanizing effects of 
mass (re)production and the rationalization of labor, the American general public increasingly 
strove to achieve some kind of secure identity space through the consumption and display of 
objects radiating authenticity’ (ibid.: 55), the promotion of Coke as ‘genuine’ or the ‘real thing’ 
providing just one illustration of this. This, in turn, gave rise to an emotivistic, narcissistic phi-
losophy of authenticity, wherein the only measure of authentic action was whether or not it felt 
right to the individual (MacIntyre  1981 ).  

 Yet, for Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor, authenticity is more than simply an 
inward-looking, self-directed search for meaning and purpose, although in its lesser forms 
he acknowledges it can become a wholly narcissistic project. In talking about the ideal of 
authenticity, Taylor begins by highlighting the malaises of modernity that trouble us. First 
is individualism, or the ability to choose one’s path in life, which comes at the expense of 
interconnectedness and a sense of moral purpose. Second is the primacy of instrumental 
reason, epitomized by Weber’s metaphor of the disenchanted ‘iron cage’, wherein decisions 
in modern culture are based on economic calculations and technologies, and presented as 
solutions to human problems. As a consequence, Taylor argues, individuals have become 
increasingly atomized, locked into a ‘culture of authenticity’, which is self-absorbed and self-
absorbing – a form of authenticity that can be identified readily in popular self-help litera-
ture (Guignon  2004 ). However, the answer, Taylor suggests, is not to condemn authenticity 
but instead to retrieve it, by searching for the moral ideal that lies behind it, which includes a 
commitment to holistic appreciation of our dependence on the natural world: ‘If authentic-
ity is being true to ourselves, is recovering our own “sentiment de l’existence,” then perhaps 
we can only achieve it integrally if we recognize that this sentiment connects us to a wider 
whole’ (1991: 91).  

 In order to achieve this, we need to distinguish between the  matter  and the  manner  of authen-
ticity. For Taylor, the problem is that authenticity has become a goal in itself, an ethic related 
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to personal desires and aspirations that is good in and of itself. In other words, authenticity has 
become a manner of being that focuses on the purely personal project of self-fulfilment. This 
overlooks the matter of authenticity, or the purposes it serves. Instead, he argues, ‘we ought to 
attempt to raise its practice by making more palpable to its participants what the ethic they 
subscribe to really involves’ (ibid.: 72). Hence, the struggle should not be ‘ over  authenticity but 
 about  it’ (ibid.: 73, original emphasis). This, he suggests, would enable a break with the cultural 
pessimism that leads to the condemnation of authenticity and open up the possibility of responsi-
bilization, whereby the ideal of authenticity could encourage a more self-responsible form of life. 

 Taylor uses the example of Romantic art to illustrate how the subjectivation of manner 
need not necessarily preclude consideration of an order beyond the self, including issues related 
to human predicament and our place in the universe. The retrieval of authenticity could thus 
be immensely valuable in helping us to address pressing ecological issues of our time, by getting 
beyond environmental policies founded on anthropocentric ethics that assume nature is simply 
a set of resources for human beings to use (Curry  2011 ). Hence,  

 We don’t need to see ourselves as set in a universe that we can consider simply as a source 
of raw materials for our projects. We may still need to see ourselves as part of a larger order 
that can make claims on us. Indeed this latter may be thought of as urgent. It would greatly 
help to stave off ecological disaster if we could recover a sense of the demand that our 
natural surroundings and wilderness make on us. 

 (Taylor  1991 : 89–90)  

 Such a perspective potentially enables a move away from managerialist forms of environmental-
ism and corporate social responsibility. Some suggest sustainability has become a popular cultural 
fashion, part of the logic of late capitalism, a resource used by the corporate world to generate 
economic value through ecobranding (Parr  2009 ). Underlying this managerialist approach to 
environmentalism is a faith in technologies as the solution to ecological problems, and failure 
to acknowledge that impossibility of an indefi nitely and continually growing economic system 
within a fi nite ecological system (Jackson  2009 ). As Curry (2011) argues, such a shift is reliant 
on an emotional as well as a rational commitment in determining the value of species and envi-
ronments based on a more ecocentric set of ethical beliefs. For Taylor, the potential benefi ts 
associated with the ideal of authenticity arise from overcoming the polarized debate between 
the ‘boosters’ and ‘knockers’ of authenticity and moving away from the disengaged model of 
the human subject in order to reconnect with ‘our bodily constitution, our dialogical situation, 
our emotions, and our traditional life forms’ (1991: 102). The ideal of authenticity, he con-
cludes, reduces the risk of fragmentation in modern democratic society and enhances citizens’ 
capacity to form, and act upon, a common purpose. 

 Yet, in the context of debates about the modern workplace, authenticity is presumed to be a 
highly elusive, if not an impossible ideal. For critical writers such as Fleming (2009), authenti-
city is understood as a managerialist guise for dealing with the self-alienation caused by modern 
work, a means of dealing palliatively with the disenchantment caused by rational instrumentalist 
forms of organization. This has given rise to a managerial self-help literature that claims indi-
viduals are obliged ‘to participate in a world of jobs where many of us spend a good deal of time 
not being truly happy’ and suggest that we need ‘a new model for business’ that ‘delivers our 
needs for self actualization’ (Crofts  2003 : 20–30). For Fleming, this ‘celebration of authenticity’ 
in organizations is simply ‘an articulation of domination’ (2009: 9). 

 What are we to make of this cynical viewpoint? It may be, as Fleming’s study of call centres 
suggests, that the type of authenticity that has been adopted in some organizations is of the 
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superficial, individualistic, ‘just be yourself ’ kind. However, like Taylor (1991), we do not agree 
that this is the only type of authenticity that can be pursued within organizations. Nor do we 
think that the only reason that authenticity is ‘pushed onto the corporate stage’ (Fleming  2009 : 
4) is because of the inherent inauthenticity of the employment experience in profit-seeking 
firms. Rather, we suggest that the contested terrain surrounding discourses of authenticity about 
and in organizations exposes the duplicity associated with some organizational practices, par-
ticularly those relating to ethics and sustainability, and through this it opens up discussion about 
alternative forms of organization (Parker  et al .  2007 ). 

 In this chapter, we want to get beyond debates between the self-help ‘boosters’ and the 
‘knockers’ (Taylor  1991 ) of organizational authenticity in order to explore how the ideal of 
authenticity might be pursued in a way that is more ethically productive. However, just as at 
an individual level the notion of authenticity can be used to imply an essentialist notion of 
selfhood and identity that is deeply problematic, our analysis of organizational authenticity 
seeks to avoid the suggestion that there can be any truly authentic organization in an absolute 
sense. Instead, we see organizational authenticity as a socially accomplished phenomenon.   

 Organizational authenticity and sustainability 

 Authenticity is of particular concern in relation to issues of corporate social responsibility and 
sustainability where organizations have been accused of ‘greenwashing’, branding themselves 
as environmentally and socially responsible in order to draw attention away from their more 
ethically dubious business practices (Laufer  2003 ; Ramus and Montiel  2005 ; Urbany  2005 ). 
Fleming (2009) argues that concerns about corporate social responsibility are a key element 
of contemporary organizational authenticity. He further claims that they constitute an organiza-
tional response to consumer-led pressures for authentic (i.e. uncommodifi ed) goods and services 
and authentic (i.e. not fake, superfi cial or phoney) marketing practices. Corporate greenwash-
ing, a term coined by environmental activists, refers to strategic practices of organizational repu-
tation management intended to promote a favourable public image of business ethics through 
deception (Beder  1997 ), by restricting and deliberately manipulating information that would 
reveal backstage activities that could undermine this reputation. This has the potential to ‘give 
an organization the appearance of ethicality and leadership, when no such commitment exists’ 
(Laufer  2003 : 257). Such practices may be understood as an attempt to fabricate organizational 
authenticity in order to bolster the reputation of the brand among employees and consumers 
(Fleming  2009 ). The contemporary obsession with authenticity is also related to the recent 
popularity of notions of organizational ‘soul’, which exposes ethical tensions arising from the 
disjuncture between stated moral values and corporate practices (Bell  et al .  2012 ). 

 Much of the literature emphasizes the potential disjuncture between the stated rhetoric of 
an organization’s published social and environmental accounting processes, policy or value 
statements and the practical reality as evidenced by their material greening practices (Ramus 
and Montiel  2005 ; Urbany  2005 ). This gap is suggested to be detrimental to an organiza-
tion’s credibility. The analytical focus of visual researchers has so far mainly been on top-down, 
or one-way organizational modes of communication, such as corporate annual reports, which 
are used to manage corporate reputation for internal and external audiences. Examples include 
Cho  et al .’s (2009) study of how corporate websites enable use of ‘richer’ (i.e. more complex 
and ambiguous) multimedia in social and environmental responsibility disclosures and Davison’s 
(2007) analysis of the use of photographs in corporate annual reports. Such research demon-
strates how visual communication can be used by companies and non-profit organizations to 
enhance their reputation on corporate social responsibility and sustainability issues. 
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 However, organizations are finding it increasingly difficult to control the reputational 
messages they seek to convey as a consequence of the rise of more informal and interactive 
channels of communication enabled by the Internet and new social media such as Facebook and 
YouTube. These Internet technologies enable consumers to talk to one another, as well as back 
to the corporate image producer. Business reputation management, including practices of green-
washing, must therefore be understood in the context of the emergence of participatory culture 
(Burgess and Green  2009 ; Jenkins  2006 ), which involves the use of digital technologies in the 
creation and circulation of content and challenges established commercial relationships between 
media industries and consumers. These new technologies open up possibilities for more two-
way organizational communications between corporations and environmental organizations and 
consumer groups, through which the reputational claims of both may be challenged.   

 Defi ning authenticity at Free Range Studios 

 The identity work involved in constructing organizational authenticity is evident at Free Range 
Studios, which describes its mission as working to sell revolutionary ideas and products that 
build a more just and sustainable world, in contrast to traditional creative agencies that just 
work to sell stuff (Sachs and Finkelpearl  2010 ). In explaining the company’s creative approach, 
Sachs argues that facts and information alone are insuffi cient as a basis for stimulating social 
change because humans tend not to be rational actors (Sachs and Finkelpearl  2010 ). These views 
are congruent with research which suggests that pro-environmental organizational changes rely 
on the emotional meanings that key actors attach to greening (Fineman  1996 ). The company 
thus advocates a method of identity-based storytelling that can be used to change behaviour, 
rather than to sell a product. In 2008, Fast Company named the co-founder of Free Range 
Studios as one of fi fty people who might save the planet. And, in 2010, the company was nomi-
nated for a National Design Award from the Smithsonian. 

 The ideal of authenticity is expressed in relation to the creative outputs that Free Range 
Studios produces, the clients it chooses to work for, and the way the company is organized 
internally. When asked what authenticity meant at Free Range, McArthur explained: 

 As more and more companies want to reach into this authentic sustainability world space, 
then we have to decide whether we’re willing to work for them. There’s a wide range of 
opinions at Free Range about who we work for and how authentic they have to be.   

 McArthur also spoke of the challenges in assessing client authenticity particularly as a growing 
number of Free Range’s current enquiries are from businesses, rather than non-profi t-making 
organizations. When asked how Free Range assesses the authenticity of prospective clients, 
she said: 

 It’s really hard and frankly tricky. If you’re in the non-profit sector we tend to be 
more casual. We’ll read your mission statement and say ‘Right, okay, that’s great.’ But 
if you’re a business, then we are not only looking at your mission statement, but also 
how you treat employees or what your supply chain is, and we don’t do that for a non-
profit. We don’t go into a non-profit and say ‘Can you tell me whether you give your 
employees good healthcare?’ As a society we don’t hold non-profits to the same standards. 
We’ve been much more demanding of businesses than we have been of non-profits, even 
though they are on the same slippery slope of authenticity.   
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 For McArthur, a crucial aspect of organizational authenticity involves the cultivation of 
scepticism through which authenticity is explored and debated as part of an ongoing process 
refl ection.  

 I don’t think these issues are ever resolved. I think it’s an on-going question and discussion. 
Even yesterday I was talking with our Studio Director and she was saying ‘Do we want to 
work for Coke? You know, the fact is their very nature is a product that’s not good for 
people, right? So how do we feel about pushing a product that’s not good for people?’ That 
said, people are always going to drink Coke. We’re not going to change the world and say 
‘People, this is bad for you.’ And so if Coke, a brand which is ubiquitous, is willing to 
change how they do business and change the plastics that are in their bottles, isn’t that at 
least better than the business status quo? These are conversations that come up frequently 
at Free Range and we have a wide spectrum of people who have different ideas all the way 
from ‘Absolutely not, any commercial product – I don’t want to do’ all the way to people 
saying ‘I’m willing to be team mates with anyone who’s being authentic, even if it is moti-
vated by the bottom line, even if it means they’re producing a product that I don’t particu-
larly think is good for people, I’m willing to play with them if they can effect real world 
change’. That’s a large stretch to reconcile – and we have to make frequent decisions about 
who to take on as a client.  

 As this illustrates, authenticity is constructed dialogically within Free Range Studios, through 
exchanges between organization members. When asked what constitutes organizational authen-
ticity, McArthur said: 

 Authenticity around sustainability to me means it’s not just greenwashing. So you’re 
not just slapping a sticker on something to make it appear as if it were more environmen-
tally or people friendly than it is. And, when I say sustainable, I don’t just mean in an 
environmental way. I mean sustainable for people as well. And so if you’re just glossing 
over the yucky stuff and pulling out a few highlights that are good, with the intent to 
mislead the consumer, then that’s not authentic in my mind. Authentic is sincerely trying 
to have a product or a cause that is good for people, planet and profits. For me, it doesn’t 
have to be perfect – it just has to be intentional. And for most large-scale businesses, 
there is no way to be perfect in your supply chain. OK, I get that. But you can have the 
intention to improve, the intention to care about more than just making money. Don’t 
get me wrong – I am completely fine with profits as the motivator as long as those 
other two things – people and planet – are part of the measure of success. For example, 
I like Green Mountain Coffee Roasters’ approach in their annual report, where they 
explain what they’ve tried, how they’ve succeeded and failed, and why they made certain 
decisions. I appreciate that kind of authenticity.     

 Visual authenticity on YouTube 

 A key aspect of Free Range’s work involves the production of short fi lms, popularly referred 
to as ‘viral videos’ (Wolfe  2009 ), which contain animated content and are almost exclusively 
disseminated online via websites and social media including YouTube and Facebook. Free 
Range fi lms have received signifi cant media attention from TV networks including Fox News 
and CNN and newspapers ( The New York Times ,  Washington Post  and  LA Times ). One of the 
highest-profi le and earliest of the company’s successes was a three-minute-long cartoon-style 
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animated fi lm entitled  The Meatrix  (2003).  The Meatrix  offers a critique of corporate industrial 
agriculture that addresses issues of ‘animal cruelty, pollution, food safety and the destruction of 
American family farming’ (Wolfe  2009 : 318). Donated by Free Range to the Global Resource 
Centre for the Environment, the fi lm was produced pro-bono and released onto the Internet 
in November 2003. The manner of the fi lm’s production, whereby Free Range was prepared 
to produce the fi lm without receiving a fee, was seen by members and audiences as crucial in 
demonstrating the organization’s commitment to authenticity. In its fi rst week, the fi lm attracted 
350,000 individual viewers; by January 2005, this had risen to 5 million and, by 2008, the count 
was over 20 million; it has now been translated into over 40 languages. The fi lm was followed in 
2006 by two sequels,  Meatrix 2  and  Meatrix 2.5 . This provided the foundations for many other 
Free Range fi lms that critique the relationship between business and the environment including 
 The Story of Stuff  (2007), commissioned by environmental activist, author and campaigner Annie 
Leonard, and its sequels including  The Story of Bottled Water  (2010),  The Story of Electronics  (2010) 
and  Citizens United v. FEC  (2011). The core message of  The Story of Stuff  is that globalized 
corporations are fuelling an unsustainable commodity culture based on an unethical materials 
economy that is profoundly exploitative of people and the natural world. 

 Part of the appeal of these texts derives from the childish, playful nature of the stories, 
as illustrated by the stick figures in  The Story of Stuff . The films also rely on a high degree of 
intertextuality, deliberately drawing on other films that audiences are likely to be familiar with. 
Intertextuality is inherently historical, drawing on film texts from the past and remaking them 
in ways that reflect contemporary concerns and interests (Frow  2006 ). For example, Hollywood 
science fiction films, such as  Star Wars  and  The Matrix , were used to enable the juxtaposition 
of good (Moopheus in  The Meatrix ) against evil forces (Darth Tater,  Grocery Store Wars ,  2005 ). 
These popular, iconic images help to denote the righteousness of the cause championed by 
the film. They can thus be seen as exemplars of environmental social movements’ use of ‘kitsch’ 
to generate collective sentiment and commitment; ‘though we know they are kitsch, we also 
sense that maybe they are effective, and therefore justifiable’ (Newton and Harte  1997 : 82). 

 They also rely on narrative construction of an eco-hero(ine), in this case Annie Leonard, 
who provided the original inspiration for, and is a central character in, the  The Story of Stuff  
film. Leonard has since written a book based on these ideas (Leonard  2010 ). She has also been 
the focus of many audience responses to  The Story of Stuff , some of which involve challenging 
her personal authenticity, others potentially reinforcing it. An example of the latter involved 
a situation where a group of American high-school students watched the film and then cre-
ated their own YouTube film response to it, as a means of asking Leonard questions. Leonard 
subsequently visited their school and answered their questions on her blog. As this example 
illustrates, these new technologies provide the possibility for more robust conversations about 
organizational authenticity. 

 Authenticity is a concept that has particular currency within new social media such as 
YouTube. This is, in part, because of the ease with which identities can be manipulated within 
the medium. One such example concerns the case of ‘Lonelygirl15’, who purported to be the 
teenage daughter of religious parents, who ‘vlogged’ (made an autobiographical video diary 
delivered straight-to-camera) about her fraught relationship with a teenage boy and fellow 
vlogger. The posts, which attracted a large YouTube following, were subsequently discovered 
to be the result of a filmmaking experiment that had been carefully scripted and profession-
ally acted, prompting considerable backlash from viewers. There are also examples of perceived 
corporate inauthenticity on YouTube. One of the most prominent concerns the film  Al Gore’s 
Penguin Army ,  4   a spoof of the film  An Inconvenient Truth  (2006) featuring former Democratic 
Vice President of the United States Al Gore, talking about the effects of climate change. 
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 Al Gore’s Penguin Army  displays many grammatical features typical of YouTube and draws 
on semiotic resources of vernacular culture including home-madeness, intertextuality and 
provenance (Burgess and Green  2009 ). The film also draws on the popular feature film  March of 
the Penguins  (2005) and uses parody to disrupt and ridicule (Wolfe  2009 ). The film was posted on 
YouTube in June 2006 and to date has generated 616,563 views. However, it was subsequently 
exposed as having been produced by a public relations and lobbying firm named the DCI Group 
whose clients include ExxonMobil and General Motors.  5   

 These examples highlight the contested terrain of visual authenticity within YouTube, 
including the importance of perceived realness and the willingness of audiences to challenge 
performances that are perceived to be inauthentic (Burgess and Green  2009 ). Recently, there 
have also been concerns that encroaching corporate interests threaten the authenticity of 
YouTube through the shift from ‘bottom-up’ to ‘top-down’ determination of content and 
the difficulties in finding user-generated content as opposed to that provided by commercial 
partners. Such concerns reflect subcultural norms that have emerged in relation to the YouTube 
community and the values that members hold.  6   This has led websites such as ‘YouTube Stars’ 
to compile lists of non-corporate films, while complaining that ‘lately, it seems that most 
of the videos on the Most Viewed page on YouTube are made by slick Corporations’.  7   Trying 
to establish how much of YouTube content is genuinely authentic and uncovering inauthen-
tic authenticity has thus become part of the participatory cultural repertoire within YouTube 
(Burgess and Green  2009 ).   

 Uncovering organizational inauthenticity:  The Story of Bottled Water  

 One strategy used by YouTube audiences to challenge perceived inauthenticity involves 
redaction, the practice of active audience engagement through content editing (Hartley 2008, 
in Burgess and Green  2009 ). This involves editing existing content to add value, often by 
subverting the message originally intended by the producer. It builds on an already established 
strategy of visual organizational resistance in the form of culture jamming, involving the artistic 
appropriation of advertising and branding images to disrupt meaning (Klein  2000 ). Viral fi lms 
can be understood as potentially more writerly (Barthes  1975 ) than other texts such as feature 
fi lm because they blur the boundaries between the roles of media producer and consumer 
through involving them more closely in the production of meaning (Bell  2008 ). This is of 
particular relevance to companies and marketers who seek to exploit the promotional potential 
of YouTube. An example involves the car company Chevy, which invited audiences to take clips 
of their new vehicle, the Tahoe, and make their own animated commercial.  8   The results were far 
from what the organization intended, in that they deliberately parodied the design features of the 
SUV in a way that drew attention to its negative environmental impact. 

 The Free Range film  The Story of Bottled Water  (2010) traces the production and consumption 
costs, including environmental and social impact associated with drinking bottled, as opposed 
to tap, water. It builds on the success of  The Story of Stuff , which, since its release in 2007, has 
generated 12 million recorded YouTube views and is distributed across 220 countries and ter-
ritories. Released onto YouTube three years later,  The Story of Bottled Water  also attracted large 
YouTube audiences, recording 1.3 million YouTube views. However, within weeks of the release 
of the film, the International Bottled Water Association produced a response, in the form of a 
viral film entitled  Conflicted Consumer  (2010),  9   which provided a counter-argument to the claims 
made in  The Story of Bottled Water  by highlighting the consumer health and safety benefits asso-
ciated with drinking bottled water and promoting the industry’s commitment to sustainability 
(e.g. through bottle recycling). The film is a day in the life of a bottled water consumer as she 
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struggles with her devilish doubts about drinking bottled water and eventually sides with the 
angel on her shoulder in realizing its benefits. However, the film ‘boomeranged’ (Lazarsfeld  et al . 
 1968 ); its meaning was turned around by audiences who read it in a way that reversed the mes-
sage the producer intended, as comments such as this one on YouTube illustrate: 

 Wow … what an excellent video … It tells you exactly WHY you SHOULD NOT be 
drinking bottled water. How ironic that the angels is selfish – after having seen this, 
I too am going to continue polluting because my convenience is WAY more important 
than common good!!!   

 These views were confi rmed by members of Free Range and The Story of Stuff, who spoke 
of the resistance to the fi lms as an indication of audience impact.  

 You know a project is a success in the viral model, you know, if it starts being talked about 
and if it starts to create a bit of a [buzz] … if something initiates a debate or really sparks a 
conversation, you know, lots of good, heated conversation, we like that. 

 (Free Range executive producer)   

 That was such a funny video that they made, my goodness. So with  The Story of Bottled 
Water , kind of much as you would expect, we got some push-back from the industry and 
they actually attempted to make their own video to kind of counter ours and talk about the 
‘real’ story of bottled water and how bottled water’s so good for you and blah, blah, blah, 
but it was so tragically badly done that it really just made us look a lot better … On some 
level, you know, we can wear it as a badge of honour that our work is meaningful enough 
and powerful enough that … people are paying attention to it. 

 ( Story of Stuff  director)   

 It was awful and it was hilariously bad … The production value was terrible. The message 
was so transparently bad. It was … it was grasping at straws and anyone with half a brain 
could see right through it … If we receive backlash on what we’ve done, then we’ve done 
our job. 

 (Free Range creative director)  

 Indeed, these counterclaims were perceived to be so inauthentic that, for a while, Free Range 
included a link to  Confl icted Consumer  on its own website under ‘Current News’. Under the 
auspices of the industry coalition ‘Bottled Water Matters’,  10   a number of related fi lms were 
made and posted on YouTube including  It’s Mr Watercooler!   11   Despite these efforts, the success 
of these fi lms never approached that of  The Story of Bottled Water ,  12   which, in March 2010, was 
at number seven in the viral video chart.  13   While the fi lms produced by Bottled Water Matters 
display the grammatical features associated with authenticity on YouTube, i.e. they appear home-
made, involve cultural redaction,  14   and a degree of playfulness rather than critical-rational debate 
(Burgess and Green  2009 ), it is clear that they miss the mark in terms of effectively representing 
organizational authenticity in a visual form. At the same time,  The Story of Bottled Water  gave 
other organizations an opportunity to live up to their authenticity claims. For example, in inter-
views members of Free Range Studios told a story about the owners of an independent organic 
health food store in the Berkeley, California area who, after watching the fi lm, cleared the shelves 
of all bottled water products. Instead, on the commercially valuable shelf space they placed a TV 
and ran the fi lm continuously for a week to explain to shoppers why they no longer stocked 
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bottled water. As this example illustrates, the ripple effect of organizational authenticity claims 
can be signifi cant. However, many companies fl ounder in the face of trying to express authentic 
messages about sustainability and corporate social responsibility. In some ways, this illustrates 
how little organizations have changed over the past decade and a half in their response to green-
ing pressures, and many continue to react with emotional hostility towards environmental pres-
sure groups (Fineman  1996 ). 

 As responses to  The Story of Bottled Water  also show, organizations increasingly seek to 
engage emotionally and symbolically, rather than just intellectually, with greening issues, 
by telling morality stories that try to capture hearts and minds rather than making rational coun-
terclaims in the battle for organizational authenticity. However, it may be that these attempts 
fail for a different reason. As Fineman (1996: 495) argues, managers may be pressured towards 
organizational greening as a means of avoiding the emotional discomfort that arises from pres-
sure groups that ‘worry away at executive intransigence and sensibilities’. That  The Story of 
Bottled Water  precipitated this response from the bottled water industry could be interpreted 
as a sign that it touched an emotional nerve, which might ultimately result in shaming or embar-
rassing them into action. 

 However, new technologies of visual communication like YouTube are commercial enter-
prises as well as platforms for cultural participation. There are growing signs that commercial 
interests are seeking to curb the unruly nature of participatory culture’s unintended conse-
quences, and in the longer term this may represent a threat to ‘bottom-up’ user-generated 
content (Burgess and Green  2009 ). However, the cultural and economic value of new social 
media relies partially on participants for the creation of content. Consequently, ‘any platform’s 
capacity to produce value relies on the active involvement of communities of co-creative users’ 
(ibid.: 98). This places certain limits on the ability of corporations to manage the collective 
agency of users in generating and manipulating these visual texts.   

 Concluding thoughts 

 The pursuit of authenticity in the image world has been a longstanding organizational ambi-
tion. In recent years, corporations have sought to respond to contemporary anxieties about 
environmental degradation, climate change, post-peak-oil survival and global population expan-
sion by promoting their practices as authentically sustainable and responsible, using visual forms 
of communication to convey this message. However, visual authenticity is an increasingly 
contested terrain, and organizations are not able to control these messages as effectively as they 
once did. This is, in part, a consequence of new technologies of fi lm production and con-
sumption, which have resulted in more distributed patterns of message production than those 
associated with traditional channels of mass-media marketing. It may also be a consequence 
of increased visual literacy, wherein consumers and activists are able to subject organizational 
authenticity claims to greater critical scrutiny by employing techniques of image production 
and distribution. 

 In the Hollywood movie  Wall Street  (1987), there is a scene where Gordon Gekko shows 
off his multi-million-dollar modern art collection to his guests. The scene is meant to imply 
that the artistic image has been completely commodified, an observation related to the film’s 
overall narrative about the explosion of hyperreal consumption in a postmodern world 
(Denzin  1991 ). The image world in  Wall Street  is thus entirely symbolic, an illusion or a 
simulacrum that gives the impression of reality but is simultaneously fictional. Within this, 
Gekko is the archetypal postmodern person, a restless voyeur who stares restlessly at images 
on computer screens and pictures on the wall, simultaneously mesmerized and bored by the 
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illusions that his capitalist lifestyle produces. Such representations suggest that image work in 
the globalized capitalist landscape is profoundly inauthentic because it involves the disconnection 
of the signifier from any meaning or concept that it is understood to represent. Wall Street, as 
Denzin (1991) notes, is thus not a real place, but an imagined, computerized one, where meaning 
and value is constructed through the flow of imaginary numbers that represent imaginary things. 

 Yet the collapse of traditional conceptions of authenticity does not necessarily mean that 
visual authenticity is in crisis. Assessments of authenticity continue to be made on the basis 
of whether an object, person or organization is what it purports to be, in other words, on the 
basis of identity or ‘content’ more than ‘origin’ (Lindholm  2008 ). Parody and appropriation in 
the image world does not, therefore, automatically represent a threat to authenticity; instead, 
it can constitute a potential means of challenging, verifying and thereby enhancing its robust-
ness. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the context of organizations that have been subject 
to numerous satirical critiques of visual authenticity (see Klein  2000 ); examples include American 
artist Ron English, who appropriates corporate mascots like McDonald’s Ronald McDonald and 
Disney’s Mickey Mouse  15   in order to challenge the ethics of their marketing practices, and UK 
street artist Banksy, whose powerful images critiquing the ethics of multinational corporate 
interests have been highly commmodified, yet he claims not to be a brand and asserts that he 
does not make merchandise such as greeting cards, T-shirts or mugs.  16   

 Debates about organizational authenticity, therefore, need to explore the matter, or the pur-
poses that authenticity serves, in addition to the manner of its communication. Organizational 
authenticity must also be understood as an ideal, rather than an actuality, which may be founded 
on responsibilization and communitarianism rather than narcissistic individuality. In this chap-
ter, we have shown how such a project might be developed and how notions of visual authen-
ticity might be usefully and productively understood.   

  Notes  

   1      See  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EBiA5d77HTg  (accessed 27 February 2012).  
   2      ‘What’s Wrong with this Picture? Critical Documentary Film as a Catalyst for Change’, Professional 

Development Workshop at the Academy of Management Meeting, Montreal, August 2010.  
   3      A total of six interviews were carried out by Emma and her research collaborator on the project, 

Pauline Leonard. These were transcribed verbatim and analysed in conjunction with the fi lm texts and 
websites.  

   4      Available at  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IZSqXUSwHRI  (accessed 9 August 2011).  
   5      Regalado, A. and Searcey, D. (2006) ‘Where did that video spoofi ng Gore’s fi lm come from?’,  Wall Street 

Journal , 3 August 3. Available at  http://online.wsj.com/public/article/SB115457177198425388-
0TpYE6bU6EGvfSqtP8_hHjJJ77I_20060810.html?mod=blogs  (accessed 5 April 2011).  

   6      See Mike Wesch’s Library of Congress lecture  An Anthropological Introduction to YouTube  for an excellent 
introduction to the values, norms and practices of YouTubers. Available at  http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=TPAO-lZ4_hU  (accessed 9 August 2011).  

   7      See  http://www.bkserv.net/YTS/YTMostViewed.aspx/FlagCorp.aspx?c=olo567  (accessed 9 August 
2011).  

   8       http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4oNedC3j0e4  (accessed 09 August 2011).  
   9       http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eklg6j2G2pk  (accessed 09 August 2011).  
  10
  11
  12

  13
  14

  15
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      See  http://www.bottledwatermatters.org/  (accessed 09 August 2011).  
       http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uL2VzMl0M0g  (accessed 09 August 2011).  
      As of April 2010,  Confl icted Consumer  showed on YouTube as having 3,190 views, while  The Story 
of Bottled Water  has 1,543,829.  

      See  http://viralvideochart.unrulymedia.com/  (accessed 09 August 2011).  
      For example,  I am Bottled Water  refers to the ‘I am Windows’ marketing campaign  http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=lSkkZj5xFRw  (accessed 09 August 2011).  

       http://www.popaganda.com/blog1.php  (accessed 27 February 2012).  
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eklg6j2G2pk
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4oNedC3j0e4
http://www.bkserv.net/YTS/YTMostViewed.aspx/FlagCorp.aspx?c=olo567
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TPAO-1Z4_hU
http://online.wsj.com/public/article/SB115457177198425388-0TpYE6bU6EGvfSqtP8_hHjJJ77I_20060810.html?mod=blogs
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  16       http://www.banksy.co.uk/  (accessed 27 February 2012).   
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 (Seeing) organizing in 
popular culture 

 Discipline and method    

    Martin   Parker        

 Culture, in its widest anthropological sense, cannot be reduced to the visual.  1   This much seems 
obvious, since culture also comprises of smell, hearing, taste and touch. Even if we restrict 
the defi nition of culture to the consumption and production of goods within the service sector, 
I can’t think of many examples of culture which are one-dimensional in sensory terms. When 
we visit a white cube art gallery or a music festival, go to the cinema, play a video game or 
eat a Double Whopper with cheese, we are immersed in a bath of the senses. It might be pos-
sible to say that one of those senses is a dominant one – sound in the case of the music festival, 
for example – but we would fi nd it hard to understand the music festival without also acknowl-
edging what it looked like, smelled like and so on. The mud and the toilets are just as much 
constitutive of experience as what happens on stage. 

 To make the point, take the example of a comic book, a predominantly visual medium. 
The one I am holding now is titled  The Adventures of Unemployed Man  (Origen and Golen  2010 ). 
It’s a soft-cover graphic novel, satirically echoing the golden age of superhero comic books 
in its rather grandiloquent tone, art, panel arrangement and lettering. There are even mock 
full-page adverts for magic rings, crystals and other superhero comics. It could be reproduced 
visually in this book, or on a screen. However, as any comic book fan will tell you, that is 
not all that matters here. Comics often have a particular feel to them because of the heavily 
inked and oversized paper. They  feel  different from magazines, which are usually glossier, news-
papers, which are thinner and larger, and books, which are smaller and denser. Comics also 
often smell like comics, again probably because of the thickness and variety of inks on poor-
quality paper. As you turn the page, you can hear the rustle of the paper, higher pitched than 
you get from a book, and feel the rather unwieldy way that it sits in your hand. With less robust 
covers than a book, it flops and curls, and means that you sometimes have to spread your fingers 
to support it, or fold it at the spine so that you can read one page at a time. It can also, if you are 
careless with your comics, be rolled and slid into a pocket. And this is just the object, because 
most fans would also tell you about their favourite comic book shops, or the yearly conventions 
they visit, or their friends who they argue with about the relative merits of  2000AD  stories, 
the best artist, and the merits or problems with the latest Marvel film adaptation of a classic 
superhero story. 
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 Just as cultural forms and processes spill into one another, so do the ways in which they 
are experienced, so it isn’t really possible to write a chapter about cultural representations of 
organization which only considers the visual. Of course, the reverse is also true too, so I will 
assume that all the arguments about the neglect of the visual within studies of organizations and 
more widely are simply accepted. However, and this is important to my argument below, one of 
the reasons that studies of organizing have tended to have an impoverished sense of the visual is 
precisely because they were working with highly particularized and containerized senses of what 
organizations are. No wonder that we see so few examples of visual research in this area when 
the organization chart was often enough taken to be reflective of power relations and decision-
making, or what a manager said to an interviewer was assumed to reflect practice within a 
workplace. Such one-dimensional assumptions led to one-dimensional methods and, in turn, to 
one-dimensional representations. 

 This chapter considers the relationship between disciplinary assumptions and their objects 
of enquiry in order to try to explain the relevance of  The Adventures of Unemployed Man  for 
academics interested in organizations. I begin with a history of ideas of culture, which moves 
us from colonial anthropology to the business school, noting as we go how different mean-
ings of ‘culture’ are inflected by their disciplinary origins. This is followed by an exploration 
of the popular culture of organization, of which I think this comic is an example, followed 
by some thoughts on methods, disciplines and institutions. If we want to understand why the 
visual has often been a problem for social science research, particularly where organizations are 
concerned, it is necessary to show how institutions provide what the art theorist John Berger 
(1972) famously called ‘ways of seeing’. The places we look from are not innocent, but shape 
what we can see, what we can’t see, and how we see things at all.  

 Culture: mass, popular, organizational 

 Culture, like many words, can mean many things (Williams  1976 : 87). In its most general sense, 
it refers to an anthropological understanding of the way of life of a people, and implicitly sug-
gests some sort of distinctiveness between what different sorts of people do in different places 
and at different times. In that wide sense, it includes forms of song, dance, myth and so on, but 
also topics which many commentators might put in other boxes – such as kinship relations, 
technology, economy and so on. That is to say that the anthropological sense of culture would, 
in principle, leave nothing out. It represents an attempt to capture a whole way of life without 
making any particular distinctions between different parts of that life. This is simply because, as 
with the example of the senses above, the different forms of anthropological culture intermingle. 
A visual representation of different gods might also tell us something about different lineages, 
and hence who can marry and inherit. Or a comic book might contain a critique of free market 
assumptions and the liberal individualism that they imply, but also be sold for $14.99 by a capi-
talist publishing fi rm. Wherever we begin, every other aspect of that life is implicated, because 
the social world does not come with dotted lines that allow us to separate economics, from 
politics, from culture and so on. 

 However, it seems to have been easier to maintain this holistic sense of culture when the 
object of enquiry was ‘others’. Anthropology grew out of the colonial encounter which identi-
fied ‘them’ as different from ‘us’, and perhaps it was easier to see  their  lives as undivided when 
‘we’ viewed them from a distance. Once the social sciences began to emerge in the imperial 
nations in the second half of the nineteenth century, processes of division and distinction begin 
to produce diverse fields of enquiry which made a series of increasingly definitive claims about 
the separation of different elements of human life. The disciplines of economics, psychology, 
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politics, sociology and so on were each predicated on the idea that they were investigating 
distinctive sites or institutions. At the same time, the humanities were increasingly demarcating 
those aspects of cultural life with which they are concerned – history, literature, music, visual 
art and so on. While such distinctions were certainly helpful for academic claims to expertise 
and producing a way of seeing, they also decisively fragmented the possibilities for knowing, 
producing a wide range of images of humankind. 

 In the case of the humanities, they also sedimented the idea of an implicit class distinction, 
which became a way of understanding who has culture and who does not. We can see this 
in the second common meaning of culture as a label for  particular  and  preferred  cultural forms 
and practices – opera and not popular song, literature and not dime novels or penny dreadfuls. 
In general terms, this implies an epistemological distinction between ‘art’ and the everyday, 
and, hence, a distinctive set of research sites where such work could be done – museums, gal-
leries, certain theatres and universities themselves. To speak of someone as ‘cultured’ means that 
they are knowledgeable about what Matthew Arnold called ‘the best that has been thought and 
said’ (Storey  1994 : 6). More generally, it also becomes a way of gesturing towards the manners 
of the upper and middle classes,  2   referring to particular forms of supposedly timeless comport-
ment and attitude. The raucous and ephemeral vulgarities of the people after the Industrial 
Revolution were hence not culture at all in this second sense, and certainly not worthy of seri-
ous study. To put it bluntly, since trivia had nothing timeless to say about the human condition, 
it could easily be consigned to the dustbin of history as ‘mass’ culture. 

 Combining disciplinary division with a cultural politics based on exclusion meant that 
academic ideas about culture have tended to be fragmented and multiple. Within studies of 
organizations, for example, the use of the term culture begins to be applied in quite specific ways 
from the 1980s onwards. Though earlier writers from organizational sociology, occupational 
psychology and industrial anthropology had referred to organizational ‘climate’, ‘atmosphere’ 
and ‘personality’, the development of the idea of ‘organizational’ culture within the growing 
business school was driven by the claim that culture could be a source of excellence (Parker 
 2000 ). In practice, what was being studied was an epistemologically demarcated version of cul-
ture, because the interest was largely in the fit between strategy and attitudes, and the accounts 
were usually those of management and professionals. Yet even the work that continued an 
older tradition of shop-floor ethnography tended to be shaped by its origins in different ways. 
The organization tended to be imagined as a container, a time and place where a particular sort 
of culture happened. Despite Linda Smircich’s (1983) often-repeated insistence that organiza-
tions don’t  have  cultures, they  are  cultures, the tendency was to assume that culture began at 
nine and ended at five, and could be found within the boundaries of the workplace. The mul-
tiple intersections between the symbolic universe of a particular organization and that of a wider 
culture were hence rarely explored, perhaps because they were assumed not to be relevant for a 
business school audience. If it was work and organizations that were being studied, the research 
needed to take place  in  work organizations, and not across, between or outside them. 

 Such a disciplinary focus should not surprise us, but the late 1960s saw a series of move-
ments in sociology, history and literature that were beginning to undo both the epistemological 
and institutional divisions that had produced such a complex terrain for a reasonably simple 
concept.  3   The result was what is now usually called cultural studies, and (to simplify consid-
erably) this was a new interdisciplinary space where an anthropological definition of culture 
was being applied to the way of life of the people of modern societies. Social historians began 
to investigate the common people, rather than kings and generals, cultural sociologists began 
to relax the distinction between culture and structure, which had produced their discipline, and 
literary critics began to pay attention to chap-books, popular ballads and comics (Storey  1993 ; 
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Lewis  2008 ). The result was an opening for a different way of seeing culture, one which refused 
epistemological and disciplinary difference in favour of an engagement with everyday materials, 
with the celebration of the popular rather than the denigration of the mass. One might have 
imagined that this would include work, but, in practice, organizations were rarely considered 
to be of interest in themselves in early cultural studies, more the backdrop to research on 
shopping, schooling and policing, or the unexamined sites which somehow produced clothes, 
TV programmes, pop music and so on. In a sense, the focus was what happened outside work, 
in the ‘leisure’ time of the weekend and the spaces of the shopping mall, in the places of con-
sumption rather than the places of production (Parker  2006 ). 

 And so now we can return to where we began, with the question of how to deal with  
The Adventures of Unemployed Man . The problem has been that this sort of cultural form tends 
to fall between the gaps. It is a comic, so not of immediate interest to those working in the visual 
arts or literature because it can’t be clearly located within certain epistemological or institutional 
assumptions. It is clearly ‘about’ work and organizations, but not produced within or for the 
business school, or for those working in any particular organization. Indeed, its tone is very 
hostile to the ideological claims made by the proponents of free markets, a knowledge economy, 
self-management and so on. In some sense, it could be argued that it is a leisure product, yet 
its content does not celebrate a particular form of consumption or an escapist life outside work, 
so it seems not to harmonize with the temper of cultural studies. It seems that this piece of 
popular culture doesn’t fit well into the sorts of boxes that the university provides, which makes 
it interesting in all sorts of ways.   

 The popular culture of organization 

 I will assume that the lack of fi t is a problem with the university rather than with this comic. 
In other words, that the problem is with the way that we classify the world, and not with the 
world itself. In order to understand this object, to be able to ‘see’ it as something other than 
trivia or a category mistake, we need to have a way of placing it, and of applying some sort 
of method (perhaps visual) to it. In an anthropological sense, it is clearly culture. It also seems 
fairly obvious that it is a form of popular culture, because it is not epistemologically privileged 
or associated with particularly elevated institutions. So I’m going to suggest that this represents 
part of the ‘popular culture of organizing’ – a genre of cultural representation that comments 
on work, management and business, but in ways that are often satirical and broadly hostile to 
authority. 

 The suggestion here is that the counter-culture can be set against a ‘culture  for  organizing’, 
which contains many images of work and management that are broadly positive. Think of the 
sorts of ideas you find in orthodox textbooks, in the marketing claims made by business schools, 
business magazines and newspapers, and the shelves full of glossy one-minute manager books. 
Rather like the utopian dreams of escape offered by musicals, fashion, holidays or betting shops 
in popular culture, this is mirrored in an elitist set of representations that combine first-class 
lounges, expensive watches and exclusive credit cards with the idea of being a special person. 
Certain people are part of the star system within this arena – management consultants with 
international tours delivered to packed conference rooms in expensive hotels, ‘outlaw’ entre-
preneurs who can afford private jets, business school professors who can charge extraordinary 
fees for their wisdom. Embedding these images are other more mundane ones – well-dressed 
people looking at laptops, workplaces with water coolers and dress-down Fridays, and apart-
ments offering lifestyle living in the heart of the city. This is all part of a cultural genre in which 
organizations, management and work are regarded as central to the reproduction of what is 
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good, and the smile of an executive gazing out of an aeroplane window as a (female) member 
of the aircrew passes by smiling tells us what our dreams should be. 

 However, as is obvious, this culture for organizing is hugely contested.  The Adventures 
of Unemployed Man  is just one example here. It tells the story of a smug middle-aged white 
superhero – ‘Ultimatum’ – who passes through the city at night with messages of self-help for 
the poor and deviant. However, after being fired from a company he thought he owned and 
realizing that he can’t get another job, he gradually comes to realize that the problem is the 
inequalities of capitalism, and not the indolence of the poor. Fighting the forces of the ‘Invisible 
Hand’ and ‘The Free Marketeers’, he becomes ‘Unemployed Man’ and defeats evil through 
collective organization. Just about everything in this comic contests the corporation, neoliber-
alism, consumer credit and the individualism which underpins pro-managerialism utopianism. 
Yet I do not believe that this is an unusual or anomalous example. Indeed, I would argue that 
the counter-culture of organizing is actually just as important and widespread as that which it 
opposes, and perhaps even more so. The interesting question is just why these cultural artefacts 
and practices tend not to be visible, but more on that in a moment. 

 Just to take some examples – in films as diverse as  Brazil  (1985),  What Women Want  (2000), 
 Monsters Inc.  (2001) and  Fun with Dick and Jane  (2005), we have plots that are organized around 
the idea that the work organization is the problem.  4   In popular film, most organizations 
are managed by bureaucrats, careerists or criminals, and freedom can only be found by telling 
the boss what you really think and then walking out, or pushing him/her out of the window 
of the skyscraper. In much storytelling, this is now no more than the deployment of a very 
common stereotype. If you want a bad guy, then make him a company executive (Bell  2008 : 
65  passim ). So, when  The Muppets  film was being made in 2012, the plot revolved around an 
evil oil baron called Tex Richman. Even in science fiction movies, which we might imag-
ine to be most divorced from such grubby questions of power and wealth, many now classic 
films have shadowy evil corporations as the ultimate source of the problem that needs to be 
overcome – The Tyrell Corporation in  Bladerunner , Omnicorp in  Robocop , Skynet in  Terminator  
and The Weyland-Yutani Corporation in the  Alien  films. Our heroes are pirates and outlaws who 
fight against organizations (Parker  2012 ), and films about work are explorations of the meaning-
lessness of routine, boredom and humiliation –  Clerks  (1994),  Office Space  (1999),  Waydowntown  
(2000),  I Really Hate My Job  (2007),  Horrible Bosses  (2011) and many others. 

 I think we can add to this list of films a whole series of less publicized ways in which the 
same generalized scepticism is routinely deployed in endless acts of production and consump-
tion. For example, there is something fascinating about a ‘Fuck Work’ badge. I have one, 
and think of it as an impossible object (or, at least, a hypocritical one) since it, in some sense, 
attempts to deny the very labour that went into its production. Someone imagined it, and 
then other people designed it and chose a colour and typeface that someone else had designed, 
marketed it, optimized the production schedule, pressed the button that made the machines 
run, packed it, designed a website, distributed it, sold it and collected the profit, or even the 
interest from their investment. While the ‘Fuck Work’ example is rather extreme, a lot of 
money is clearly made through selling other examples of the counter-culture of organiza-
tion. C. Northcote Parkinson’s  Parkinson’s Law  (1958) was an early example of a book-length 
view of organizations as inane bureaucracies populated by pompous and stupid men in suits. 
More recent examples are  Bureaucrats: How to Annoy Them  (Fishall 1981);  The Official Rules 
of Work  (Dickson 1996); the  Bluffer’s Guide to Management  (Courtis 2000);  The Little Book of 
Management Bollocks  (Beaton 2001);  The Little Book of Office Bollocks  (Gelfer 2002); and  Bullshit 
Bingo  (Edmonds 2005). Found in a similar place in the book or gift shop might be  Mr Mean’s 
Guide to Management  (Hargreaves 2000);  The Tiny Book of Boss Jokes  (Philips 2002); or  250 
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Dumb Dares for the Workplace , which is ‘guaranteed to keep the office entertained’.  The Office 
Kama Sutra  (Balmain 2001) contains instructions for the ‘dance of a thousand sticky notes’ and 
suggests many ways in which offices can become sites of libidinous excess. Rather deliciously, 
it also has a reversible book jacket that will allow you to pretend that you are actually reading 
a book called  Getting What you Want at Work: Ten Steps from Fantasy to Reality . Or you might 
choose ‘Voodoo Lou’s Office Voodoo Kit’ containing a corporate doll (with male and female 
sides), pins and ‘Executive Spellbook’. The book explains what is wrong with bosses (playing 
golf, eating big lunches, driving a Lexus), their assistants, the computer nerd and so on. It then 
proposes various voodoo remedies that will deal with them, and provide the owner with ‘your 
ticket to the corporate high life’. The same is probably not true of the ‘Office Profanity Kit’, 
containing a mini talking punchbag which swears at you when you hit it, and three stamps 
with the mottos – ‘This is F**CKING URGENT’; ‘Complete and Utter BULLSHIT’; and 
‘I haven’t got time to read this CRAP’. 

 Television is another place to find examples of similar sentiments, such as the 2004–2005 
US reality TV show  I Hate My Job . A similar show was aired the year before in the UK –  Office 
Monkey . Each episode was a TV version of giving the boss the finger.  

 Offices are dull dreary places where nothing ever happens. That’s why we bribed two 
members of offices around the country to disrupt their work places in the funniest ways 
possible. The winner gets a holiday, and the right to call themselves: Office Monkey. 

 ( http://www.princess.uk.com/programmes/individual/recent/office.htm# )  5    

 The squirming embarrassment that accompanied victory was painful to watch, but tapped into 
some deeply rooted assumptions about what work is, and what work does to people. Offi ce 
humour is generally spiteful, a form of vengeance that punishes hypocrisy and pomposity. This 
has been exploited by many British situation comedies in their portrayal of fi gures of authority.  6   
 On The Buses  (1969–1973),  Are You Being Served?  (1972–1983), and the Reginald Perrin shows 
(1976–1979) all contained various supervisory or management characters whose vacuous vanity 
is regularly exposed (Hancock  2008 ). Often, these dramas were also post-war satires of social class 
in an era of accelerated social mobility, particularly of the ‘jobsworth’ who is acting up in terms 
of status and authority. So, Captain Mainwaring, the bank manager in  Dad’s Army  (1968–1977) 
or the leisure centre manager Gordon Brittas in  The Brittas Empire  (1991–1997) are both claim-
ing airs and graces that they clearly do not possess. Nowhere was this better satirized recently 
than in the mock-reality TV show  The Offi ce , which ran for two series on the BBC between 
2001 and 2003, and then was remade for US TV in 2005 with eight series made at the time of 
writing. The US show, featuring the Dunder Miffl in company, has led to a video game, board 
game, nodding models of the characters, T-shirts, fake Dunder Miffl in websites and parodies of 
motivational posters. 

 The other iconic anti-work satire of the last few decades has been the Dilbert cartoons by 
Scott Adams. Co-opted by an entire generation of management academics and trainers, Adams’ 
syndicated strip explores the stupidities of office life through the eyes of a naive junior (Ackroyd 
and Thompson  1999 : 116–118). Many episodes of  The Simpsons  picked up on similar themes 
concerning Homer’s work at Mr Burns’ power plant and the characteristics of the various pro-
fessionals who work in Springfield (Rhodes  2001 ; Ellis  2008 ). These ideas were prefigured in 
Matt Groening’s 1980s cartoons such as the  Work is Hell  collection (2004). Senior managers 
read articles titled ‘How to Make the Veins in your Forehead Throb Alarmingly’ in a magazine 
called ‘Lonely Tyrant’. An even more surreal portrayal of work is David Rees’  My New Filing 
Technique is Unstoppable  (2004), which contains assorted employees abusing each other about 
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their filing systems, computers that insult you in the most profane fashion, and a character 
called Dr Niles Fanderbiles from the Quality Perfection Department who delivers self-righteous 
homilies in a Chinese accent. These satirical portrayals of work can also be found in plenty of 
underground comics and zines, such as the sad quietness of Stephen Knowles’  Five Days Out 
of Seven  (2004). Celebrations of sabotage and slacking, and descriptions of alienation and boss 
hatred are a powerful theme, as Stephen Duncombe catalogues (1997: 79  passim ). Less ribald, but 
just as powerfully, Matanle  et al.  (2008) have also shown how Japanese salaryman manga comics 
can represent popular challenges to management authority. 

 Given its easy access at most workplaces and relative anonymity, it is hardly surprising that 
the Internet has become a site for the popular culture of organizing, as well as many ways to 
practically avoid working. The circulation of various anti-management spam mails is now a 
routine part of office life. Surfing during work time is a problem for organizations in itself, 
and various snooping technologies have been developed to prevent it, just as other counter-
technologies have been developed to allow rapid movement between illicit web trivia and ‘real’ 
work on the computer. After all, if you were playing ‘Whack Your Boss’, you would almost 
certainly not want your superiors to know. This is a downloadable game that lets you kill your 
boss by using common office equipment.  

 So one can enjoy the numerous ways of whacking your boss. You can smash his head to 
the wall repeatedly, you can squish his egg head in the drawers of your office table. There 
are actually twenty different types of whacking your boss. 

 ( http://whackyourboss.info/ )  7    

 Bored with watching the blood splatter, you might go and have a look at websites and blogs 
like i-resign.com, worktotallysucks.com, and mybossisanidiot.com. The last allows you to send 
a letter from the site to your boss, anonymously of course, and helpfully provides templates 
and examples of other people’s letters. There are some particularly nice examples on the site 
workrant.com, which encourages obscene venting of various kinds. This, for example, from 
‘Killy Killkill’, in IT and based in the UK.  

 Dear Manager 
 A quick question – HOW THE FUCK CAN YOU BE SO FUCKING INCOMPETENT 
WITHOUT ACTUALLY DYING OF IT??? And one comments, which needs to be 
branded across your stupid fucking face – backwards, so even a fucking mong like you can 
read it in the mirror – NO YOU DON’T UNDERSTAND MY FRUSTRATION 
BECAUSE EVERY SINGLE FUCKING FRUSTRATION I HAVE IS ENTIRELY 
DUE TO YOU. … 
 I feel better for that, thank you.  

 All these examples work so well precisely because the popular culture of organization is embed-
ded into so many assumptions about what work is and what it is not. We don’t need to employ 
a huge amount of interpretive labour to make sense of them, or to explore their assumptions. 
For example, an advert for cheap fl ights suggested that you could ‘Tell the boss to stick it … 
where the sun don’t shine’ because holidays are articulated as a way of escaping from work. 
A  promotion for Christmas parties is called ‘P45’ (the UK tax form you get when leaving, or 
being sacked from, work), ‘because you never liked your boss anyway’. Or even the advertising 
for Kit Kat chocolate bars (‘Have a break. Have a Kit Kat’), because even having a break from 
work is part of the routine of work itself. Almost any leisure-related product can make a useful 
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reference to the repressive structure of the working week, such as the restaurant chain ‘TGI 
Friday’ (Thank God It’s …), the TV show  TFI Friday , or the hundred and one pop songs that 
have Friday on their mind, and are waiting for the weekend when we can dance, party, escape or 
be together with the one we love (Rhodes  2007 ). 

 This could never be anything like an exhaustive list, but it has indicated something about 
the variety and scale of the popular culture of organizing. This in itself underscores the ways 
in which certain disciplinary, institutional and epistemological distinctions are quite capable 
of making certain matters almost invisible, even when they are as common and noisy as the 
things I have collected here. Or, if they are seen at all, they can be dismissed as ‘not belong-
ing here’ – not art, not business, not politics, not leisure. This metaphor of seeing is useful in 
another way too, because it presses us to think about questions of method.   

 Methods, and the visual 

 As is becoming clear, as well as falling between various different disciplinary divisions, the popu-
lar culture of organizing is methodologically problematic too. This is another way of under-
standing why it doesn’t fi t well within classifi cations, because very often what we understand 
to be appropriate as a method is determined by the defi nition of the object in the fi rst place. 
So those who study texts, in the narrow sense of written words, have developed a body of lit-
erary theory which explores the ways in which those texts can be approached and explicated 
(Eagleton  2008 , for example). Those who study visual art, or dance, or sculpture, or architecture 
have similarly developed ways of understanding what it means to work with the visual elements 
of their objects of enquiry. The social sciences, on the other hand, have tended to work with 
ideas of what ‘accounts’ – interviews, questionnaires, ethnographies and so on – can reveal 
about the relationship between beliefs and behaviours. As this volume illustrates, though these 
accounts may involve the production of visual data – graphs, kinship diagrams, photographs, 
NVivo diagrams of relationships, nodes and attributes – these are not usually taken to be visual 
 per se , but rather the indicators of something else. That is to say, the visual tends to be thought 
of as useful insofar as it can tell us about some ‘deeper’ layer of explanation, or be used to trian-
gulate a particular account. 

 In general, then, different disciplines come with deeply embedded assumptions about what 
‘data’ looks like, what its epistemological status is, and what sorts of methods are legitimate 
to apply to it. Of course, these might themselves be the subject of much contest within the 
discipline – such as the dull and longstanding comparison between quantitative and qualitative 
work – but even then there is usually still some agreement about the ‘object’, even if there is dis-
agreement about its nature. The popular culture of organization is clearly not amenable to such 
partitioning. Assuming that it is accepted that I was presenting a more or less coherent body of 
examples in the previous section – and it might not be – then it is obvious that this phenomenon 
presents itself in a wide variety of ways. Certainly, it is visual, in the examples of comic books, 
Internet pages and TV cartoons, but sometimes it is not visual at all, in the examples of popular 
song and radio programmes. Sometimes it is material and tactile, in a book, a badge or office 
toy, and sometimes it is virtual, as spam, a TV show or a video game. Most often, it is a form 
of culture that simply refuses being reduced to one category – just as films are concerned with 
sight and sound, so do they produce merchandising that is pirated as materials in cheap markets 
in cities across the world, and parodies which rapidly go virtual and viral. 

 Just as importantly, the popular culture of organizing is found in different sites – on the 
noticeboards of offices and sellotaped to walls in factories, or in bookshops, car boot sales, 
cinemas and homes. There isn’t a definitive place you could go to in order to find this cultural 
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form, and neither can you say much reliably about who produces it. It might be on the back of 
a truck, a handmade sign that says ‘Mr Friday Night’. It might be a cultural product manufac-
tured by the culture industries – Fox Broadcasting Company (a subsidiary of Rupert Murdoch’s 
News International Corporation) makes  The Simpsons  and the US version of  The Office  is 
made by Universal TV, part of the NBC TV network. Ironically, these television shows 
which endlessly parody the big company are financed and produced by big companies. On the 
other hand, the spam emails and endlessly photocopied satirical notices have no clear source, 
but we can probably safely say they don’t come from the boss. Some products, such as the 
‘Friday on my Mind’-type pop song, might originate with alienated office boys in garage bands, 
but then are reproduced and distributed by multinational corporations. As I noted before, 
an anthropological understanding of culture messes up the boundaries between economics, 
sociology, politics and so on. It also confuses the methodological distinctions that are embedded 
in different disciplines. 

 Insofar as these matters have been treated as worthy of note within cultural studies itself, 
I think the tendency has been to take on a broadly literary theory method and say that they 
can all be treated as ‘texts’. This visual but rather typographic metaphor can certainly be useful 
because it stresses the work of ‘reading’, which inevitably goes into any account of cultural 
practices and products (Hall and Jefferson  1976 ; Hall  1980 ). Parts of cultural studies (particularly 
those influenced by literary and social theory) develop this into broadly semiotic approaches 
to meaning, in which words, images, sounds and so on can be treated as elements of a sign system. 
Since all forms of culture putatively have meaning, the task is to produce convincing ‘readings’ 
that combine evidence with sophistication and verve (Barthes  1972 ). Other parts of cultural 
studies (often the more sociologically inclined work) tend to look at behaviours in a broadly 
ethnographic fashion, documenting and interpreting what happens in local contexts (Willis 
 1977 ), or concentrating on ‘reader response’ audience studies of particular cultural texts (Morley 
 1980 ; Ang  1985 ). 

 It seems to me that any attempt to study the popular culture of organization must involve 
the same sort of pluralism in both method and analysis. If we take the English cultural stud-
ies classic  Resistance Through Rituals  (Hall and Jefferson  1976 ) as an example, we can see a set 
of approaches to the study of youth cultures that are very eclectic indeed. After some theo-
retically dense positioning essays, there is a section (titled ‘ethnography’) that presents histor-
ically informed readings of the dress and attitudes of Teds, Mods and Rastas, a literary and 
ethnographic account of the Skins, and ethnographies of what it means to hang around on the 
street doing nothing, and of Hippy drug-taking. There is also a typology of communes, and 
theoretically informed reading of black music, and of the ‘mugging’ panic. These essays are 
followed by others on style, class and generation, girls, marginality, politics and methods. Many 
of these essays are illustrated by full-page black and white photos of various youth cultures in 
full dress, as well as various diagrams with arrows and rectangles, and even boxes with mock 
writing from fieldnotes. 

 It is a messy book. It uses a wide variety of techniques for documenting and warranting 
its claims, evidence which ranges from song lyrics to participant observation, as well as very 
different writing styles by the 25 authors involved. Interestingly, much about the text is 
concerned with the visual (the ‘look’ of clothes and so on) and is presented in a visual way. 
The text is largely set in a courier typeface which echoes the manually typed working paper 
series from the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies and which forms most of the 
content of the book. It looks urgent, rather rough and unpolished, with connotations of 
authentic unmediated experience. The photographs themselves are largely illustrative, and not 
analysed in any detail, but the very fact that there are grainy black and white images of kids 



Martin Parker

388

hanging around looking cool provides the book with a dimension that the usual academic text 
lacks. In an anthropological sense, this book is culture too of course – material culture, visual 
culture – a culture which reflexively comments on its own epistemological preferences. 

 So there are certainly openings in cultural studies for a consideration of popular culture as 
visual but not much interest in work organizations as sites or topics for popular culture. There 
are also plenty of examples of the popular culture of organization, but little interest in them as a 
legitimate topic for people who work in business schools. The question that remains concerns 
a way of seeing, and consequently the sort of methods and analysis that might be appropriate to 
explore matters that have fallen into the shadows of institutions and disciplines.   

 Against method 

 The most obvious objection to what I have suggested here is to say that the collection of 
materials and practices that I have chosen to call the ‘popular culture of organizing’ is not a 
coherent one. In other words, like Borges’ famous list from Foucault’s  Order of Things  (1989: 
xvi), it is not a set of things that makes any sense to collect together. It might be said that it 
would be better to segment the fi eld I have produced and send the different classes of things 
back to the boxes where they belong. Texts go to literature, songs to music, pictures to visual 
art and so on. In this way, the problems go away and the disciplines are restored as  tabula , 
which allow ‘thought to operate on the entities of our world, to put them in order, to divide 
them into classes, to group them according to names that designate their similarities and differ-
ences’ (ibid.: xix). Foucault’s consistent concern in his book is how things come to be ordered, 
and what principles are used to produce different sorts of knowledge to speak about human 
beings and other materials. This is both a question of deciding when things belong together and 
when they belong apart, and also what sorts of methods can and should be used on the different 
categories thereby produced. 

 For a structural anthropologist like Mary Douglas, these are matters that also reflect the 
existence and structure of various sorts of institutions. Universities, galleries, newspapers, pub-
lishers and so on are all examples of  How Institutions Think  (1987). The hierarchies, departments 
and processes that are embedded in organizing and organizations encourage us to think in 
ways that follow those established channels, and also to observe which sort of things belong 
in different sorts of places. Douglas, of course, has also written about mess as ‘matter out of 
place’ (1966), her point being that there is no ‘mess’ unless we have already decided on a pre-
ferred order. The world as it presents itself to us is not disordered, it just  is , but we begin to 
perceive it as disordered as soon as we insist on fitting it into the boxes that we provide. John 
Law plays on similar themes in  After Method  (2004), which begins with an attempt to describe 
a complex visual illustration. If the world is multiple, fluid, elusive and hybrid, he says, then 
we need messy imaginative methods to cope with the messy pictures we face. In the social 
sciences, method and analysis must, to some extent, be mimetic of the conditions that it seeks 
to reveal, and not always assuming that order lies beneath the surface. It simply isn’t possible to 
say what these methods or forms of analysis should look like, because that would already be to 
close down the possibility of producing something interesting by looking somewhere unusual. 
In that sense, any method should be treated with suspicion. 

 It seems to me that the question of the ‘popular culture of organization’, within a book 
that seeks to explore the idea that ‘the visual’ is a neglected and useful method for studying 
organization, presents this classification problem in a complex and nested way. The very idea 
of popular culture is a troubling one to begin with, since it originates as a residual category 
from that which is not ‘high’ culture. If ‘mass’ culture was denigrated, then popular culture is 
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celebrated precisely because it questions the epistemology and politics that make opera worth 
more than  The X Factor , and sometimes questions the very institutions that produce elite culture. 
However, it would be easy enough to say that ‘popular’ here means numerical popularity, and 
that is going to be a problem.  Five Days Out of Seven  was self-published, and probably printed in 
a very limited run. Compared to, for example, the attendance at a major city art gallery, Knowles’ 
comic is very selective in its appeal. Deciding what is popular culture is itself then a problem, 
particularly with regard to a contrast with the ‘culture for organizing’, which, it could be argued, 
is a form of popular culture too in numerical terms, since it is not always elite in its appeal (ten 
Bos  2000 ). Neither can we make a clear distinction in terms of some sort of ideological com-
mitment, simply because there are plenty of examples of ‘high’ culture that articulate a critique 
of industrial societies and modern organizations – Blake, Ruskin, Dickens, Morris, Kafka and so 
on (Parker  2005 ). 

 Yet, even if a stable object called ‘popular culture’ could be produced, it is by no means 
obvious why any particular method would be more appropriate than others for studying it. 
Popular culture is certainly partly a visual medium, and studying it will be impoverished if it 
neglects this aspect, but it is by no means exclusively visual and indeed is in some ways less visual 
than certain other cultural categories – such as white cube art, sculpture or ballet. The key point 
is that an anthropological definition of culture doesn’t exclude anything in principle, which is 
both generous in its ambition and impossible to achieve in practice. The result is unlikely to be 
tidy and, hence, as Law suggests and  Resistance Through Rituals  demonstrates, a range of messy 
methods are most likely to be able to cope with a messy world. This degree of imprecision 
might be unsatisfying to those who prefer order and organization, but is less likely to ignore ele-
ments that don’t fit into categories that have already been established by particular epistemolo-
gies, institutions and methods. In  The Adventures of Unemployed Man , there is a mock advert for 
‘Blind-o-Vision’ goggles, which ‘will allow you to block out negative sights and get on with 
what’s most important’. Disciplines make those decisions for us too, because different ways of 
seeing produce different objects. They fit them into the shape of the institutions we work in, and 
encourage the use of certain methods over others. 

 The organizational shaping of thought, and hence of what is made visible and invisible, 
is inevitable. We cannot easily do away with institutions, and, even if we don’t like the ones 
we have, it is likely that we will replace them with others that shape how we think and see. So 
there is no solution to the relationship between location and vision, but simply the reminder 
that we are always in a location, looking from somewhere and hence never able to see 
everything. But, that being admitted, it doesn’t stop us from asking just how ‘Fuck Work’ 
badges might be interesting for people who work in business schools, or why visual methods 
will always be needed, and at the same time never enough, to understand  The Adventures of 
Unemployed Man .   

  Notes  

  1      Thanks to Emma Bell for her helpful comments on this chapter.  
  2      Not just class, though this does seem to have been the most important organizing concept, but also 

gender, race and ethnicity.  
  3      I’m not sure that culture is a particularly complex concept. Rather, its wide application results in 

its being a word with many different antonyms, prefi xes and suffi xes, which results in its being a family 
of infl ected terms rather than a single word.  

  4      This section is adapted from  Chapter 8  in Parker 2012.  
  5      This site was accessed some time in 2004, but seems to have disappeared, which is an interesting 

comment on artefacts and method itself.  
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  6      Apologies for the ethnocentricity of the following examples. Popular culture of the TV variety is rarely 
genuinely global.  

  7      These websites were accessed in November 2011.   
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