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The Power of Vision 
The Role of Pictures  

in Shaping Human Life and Destiny  
 
 
“Where there is no vision, the people cast off restraint / perish / loose 
/ go out of control / run wild; but he that keepeth the law, happy is 
he.”1 – says Proverbs 29:18. There is a visible parallelism in this sen-
tence, in which the word “vision” is the parallel to “law” (Torah2 = 
instruction, guidance, teaching, law). Presumably, a cause of it is that 
in the Hebrew Scripture the Almighty frequently speaks to his people 
through pictures, images, visions etc. and by these he gives them in-
structions and changes their heart, mind and life.  
 In this short presentation, I would like to speak about the role 
and effects of pictures in general. I would like to examine how im-
ages and visions change man and history.  
 Images could be divided into two main groups: external or in-
ternal pictures.  

1) External pictures are visible to the eyes physically, e.g. 
paintings, photos, films, and partially role models. 

                                              
1 Holy Scripture (King James Authorized Version). 
2 Gesenius’ Hebrew and Chaldee Lexicon to the Old Testament Scriptures, Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1993. 
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aging is essential in keeping mental health, living our unique selves 
and finding our unique life purpose. Now I will present the second 
example on the subject.  
 There was a research led by the Barna Research Group on the 
growth of Christian churches in America. The leading sociologist 
George Barna discovered that there was a great difference between 
the effective and growing congregations and the stagnant and declin-
ing congregations. The reason for the difference lays in the existence 
of a vision which was given by God. However, what is vision? Ac-
cording to Barna:  
 

Vision is a picture held in your mind’s eye of the way things 
could or should be in the days ahead. Vision connotes a visual 
reality, a portrait of conditions that do not exist currently. This 
picture is internalized and personal. It is not somebody else’s 
view of the future but one that uniquely belongs to you.8 

 
Copying the lives and visions of successful leaders is not expedient 
as it will not be effective, since every person has different talents, 
abilities, and circumstances, etc. This same principle works in the life 
of excellent historical figures, artists, and athletes etc., who managed 
to capture their original personal vision which made them unique and 
successful. 
 In this short presentation I wanted to draw attention to the im-
portance of internal images and the danger of the exclusivity of ex-
ternal images. We need to learn to “see with our heart”, to develop 
our mental imagination in order to deal with emotional tensions ef-
fectively, to process the events of the outside world, to relieve stress 
and to solve our problems. We also need dreams and visions to be-
come who we really are and to change our life and the history.  

 
8 George Barna, The Power of Vision: Discover and Apply God’s Plan for Your 
Life and Ministry, Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, p. 28. On this topic see also: 
Burt Nanus, Visionary Leadership: Creating a Compelling Sense of Direction for 
Your Organization, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1992, and: Andy Stanley, Vision-
eering: Your Guide for Discovering and Maintaining Personal Vision, Multno-
mah, 2005. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





  

both political and existential, has been transformed here into the 
memory of a sound. 
 
Sound Images 
 
Parallel to the sounds of the environment, Ligeti describes sound im-
ages shaped in his mind. This inner world consists of entire music 
pieces performed in real time, but also of metaphorical images. Re-
calling images from childhood also affects his special way of de-
scribing music. Usually it is grounded in the inaccessible, difficult to 
capture sphere of memory or imagination, yet at the same time it is 
always music being heard, taking place in time. We are dealing here 
with musical reminiscences on the one hand, which at times acquire 
fantastical, exaggerated shapes and, on the other, with music im-
agined by a little boy. Writing about the sounds coming from a near-
by inn where Gypsies used to play, Ligeti says: “and this sound 
pressed, in tatters and terrifyingly, into my child’s room, as if some-
where, a long way away, enormous beetles with heavy wings were 
regularly beating against the wall.” (Ligeti, Gesammelte Schriften, 
vol. 2, 2007, p. 12.) He tells us about his childhood fantasies: “as a 
small child, I had always imagined music: when I got up in the morn-
ing, washed, brushed my teeth, or when I went to bed at night. To 
each of these daily duties belonged a different kind of musical 
ceremony, and these imaginary music pieces didn’t change” (Ligeti, 
Between Science, Music and Politics, 2001, p. 1).  
  
Creative Transformations 
 
The imaginative way of describing sounds, as well as the awareness 
of their social meanings, may constitute a polemical commentary on 
Ligeti’s often expressed belief in the autonomy of music. There are 
also many indications that Ligeti noticed the subtle connections be-
tween music and the sounds of the environment, and appreciated their 
creative transformation. In relation to Webern’s music, he admires 
the “ability to listen out for the subtlest sounds” and “shaping the 
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sound relationships which had previously remained hidden” (Ligeti, 
GS, vol. 1, 2007, p. 345). Moreover, the composer’s sketches contain 
references to specific recordings or types of sound, described in a 
synthetic way. 
 We might speculate on how the already-mentioned sensitivity 
to sound resonated with the musical representation of time, together 
with its irreversible processes of decomposition, in Ligeti’s works. 
An image of chaos, entropy and organic putrefaction emerges from 
the description of a childhood dream of a tangled web and is associ-
ated with such works as Apparitions, Atmosphères, Ramifications or 
Melodien. Another important image from childhood recalled by Lige-
ti is that of clocks which are ticking regularly and is associated with 
Poème Symphonique for a hundred metronomes, Clocks and Clouds 
or Continuum. 
 Both metaphors convey the passing of time, showing its ir-
reversibility and decomposition. Because of this they influence the 
perception of musical time but also, indirectly, biological time. With 
time, both images were to become the source of the most important 
metaphors and contrasts defining Ligeti’s music. 
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How We May Think in Pictures  

 
 
Getting beyond the unquestionable victory of the pictorial turn, is-
sues of visual epistemology become more pressing than ever. While 
pictorial information and communication are becoming dominant by 
all measures of amounts and singnificance, we still know little about 
the impact this will have on our cognitive capacities. Related ques-
tions include: What kind of information are viable through the pic-
torial medium? How can basic structures of human thought – such as 
place, time, action, cause and effect – get expressed in it? Are there 
any new categories emerging from the unique characteristics of new 
media? 
 In this presentation I seek answers to these questions within 
the theoretical framework set up by John Dewey in his seminal book 
How We Think (first issued in 1910, substantially revised in 1933). 
Dewey differentiates from each other four, more and more restricted 
understandings of “thought”. The broadest sense of the phrase refers 
to (1) everything that “is there in our heads” or “goes through our 
minds”. Thinking of something in that sense is to be conscious of it, 
which is entirely compatible with the cognitive processes of visual 
perception. The next step is one made in the direction of abstraction 
where it is meant to point to (2) only such things that we “do not di-
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rectly see, hear, smell, or taste”. The third type will just include (3) 
“beliefs that rest upon some kind of evidence or testimony”, which 
may become even more refined expecting that (4) “the ground or ba-
sis for a belief is deliberately sought and its adequacy to support the 
belief examined”. This latter is called reflective thought by Dewey 
and it is also the only one with an educative value, thus the key to 
human progress, and becuase of that the primary subject and, at the 
same time, goal of philosophical inquiry. 
 Now, how can we put into this framework pictorial thinking? 
What are the special possibilities for the four different levels in re-
gard of thinking in pictures? Is there indeed a space for reflectivity in 
the domain of the visual? 
 The basic condition for reflection is the possibility of taking a 
look at a certain object repeatedly in order to build up a concept of it. 
Which means that the image has to be fixed so that the procedures of 
analysis can take their place. In the case of visual information that 
has been done in many different ways through the centuries. Making 
visual recordings of our reality arguably opened up a new dimension 
for reflective thinking. It is supposed that the scope and depth of hu-
man knowledge will be significantly influenced (or even determined) 
by the modalities of visual information recorded via specific technol-
ogies with certain technical properties. 
 The theoretical insights outlined above will be examined 
against some practical case studies of (a) security camera footages, 
(b) timelapse videos, and (c) media art works. Industrial video record-
ers present an objective, unaffected gaze of technology on the world. 
Human beings are represented by grey silhouettes wandering in an 
homogeneous, faceless evidence of objective reality. What is seen is 
taken granted as clear evidence for safety purposes or criminal inves-
tigations. The special tricks of showing images recorded at the same 
place but over a rather wide range of time and presented in a fast-
play mode serve differently. Although using images of reality these 
are stepping over consciously into the realm of unreality in order to 
give an additional piece of knowledge, namely an experience of the 
abstract notion of time. 
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 Finally, in the image performances of Noah Kalina the form 
just mentioned arrived at an individually original and highly reflec-
tive artistic usage. There the self-image, its repeated recordings, and 
the publication of all that as a virtual time-lapse video may give some 
unique ideas. That kind of compression of information goes well be-
yond the thoughts made possible by our non-visual culture. The after-
maths of Kalina’s work in popular culture give the example of 
thoughts disspreading across various cultural domains, while the doc-
umentary video projects conducted by Ridley Scott and Kevin Mac-
donald make use of these ideas consciously with the aim of entering 
transcultural dimensions. In my belief, all these can show a road 
which leads from fundamental unreflected imagery to pieces of genu-
inely reflective high-level visual thought. 
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Visual Rhetoric of the COVID-19 Pandemic 

– Some Tentative Assumptions 
 
 
Prologue 
 
“Virus discourse … invaded the cultural unconscious of our day with 
the emergence of AIDS in the 1980s” – this is how Ruth Mayer 1 
starts her essay on the rhetoric of threat and terrorism. More than a 
decade later we may assume that it is not only the common “cultural 
unconscious” but our general existence that the virus discourse of the 
novel coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2, further referred to as COVID-19) 
invaded. We are in the brave new world of a new global pandemic. 
 Discourses are formative communicative acts providing mean-
ing to what is around and within us. According to Teubert: 

 
Never before have so many people felt such an urge to make 
sense of the world they live in and of the lives they are leading. 
They find this sense not so much in themselves as in the dis-
course, which is the entirety of everything that has been said 

                                              
1 Ruth Mayer, “Virus Discourse: The Rhetoric of Threat and Terrorism in the 
Biothriller”, Cultural Critique spring, 2007, No. 66, pp. 1–20, p. 1. 
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and written by the members of the discourse community to 
which they owe their identity.2 

 
Sharing his idea on the influence of discourse on our lives we shall, 
at the same time, refute his claim that discourses exclusively entail 
what has been said and written. There is much more to discourses, a 
whole realm of communication is missing from what Teubert posits. 
This realm is the visual. Indeed, images and pictures hold consistent 
meanings, have their syntactics and function pragmatically in social 
situations. Discourses are thus the entirety of everything that has been 
said, written and pictured. At the same time, discourses are by nature 
rhetorical. “Discourses of institutions and popular culture are rhetor-
ical in the sense that they situate us in our worlds: they shape our 
ideas about ‘the way things are’, who we are, where we belong…”3 
For these reasons, virus discourses can be created and understood 
visually as well. On the other hand, virus discourses are inherently 
rhetorical and persuasive, that is intentionally tailored to arouse 
awareness, apprehension and activity against viruses. These are the 
propositions the present paper bases its assumptions on. 
 
Visual Rhetoric 
 
Visual rhetoric has been a subfield of the ancient faculty for more 
than two decades now. Most generally defined as the study of the 
relationship of visual images to persuasion, it supplied rhetoricians 
with analytical methods to better see how images behave, how pic-
tures act suasively. Besides, visuality has been rediscovered as the 
immanent part the rhetorical. Consequently, three approaches to con-

                                              
2 Wolfgang Teubert, Meaning, Discourse and Society, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2010. p. 1. 
3 Martin Nystrand – John Duffy, “Rhetoric, Writing and the Everyday: Some 
Preliminary Remarks”, in M. Nystrand – J. Duffy (eds.), Towards the Rhetoric of 
Everyday Life: New Directions in Research on Writing, Text and Discourse, 
Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2003, pp. vii-xiii, the quoted pas-
sage on p. ix. 
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ceive of visual rhetoric have been developed.4 The first, Visual Rhe-
toric as product, focuses on the operations by which pictures, images 
influence the receiver. Visual characteristics are analyzed in order to 
identify, categorize and apply the tools pictures move us by. Diverg-
ing from this functional approach, visual rhetoric as process con-
siders visuality to be the grounding for reality, a dimension of every-
day life that does not represent but create experience; relate the per-
son to the concrete situation by images. Finally, visual rhetoric as 
procedure is about the logic of seeing, about visual thinking as a pro-
cedure of rhetorical practices. 
 The present essay addresses the question of how news media 
images of the COVID-19 virus discourse have behaved rhetorically. 
In doing so, it applies the views of all three approaches, assuming 
that 1) these images can be investigated in terms of their persuasive 
impact (product), that they 2) situate us into the reality of the pan-
demic (process), and that 3) they exploit the logic of seeing that is 
creative, selective and contextual. Every assumption formulated here 
shall remain tentative as the sample for analysis was randomly cho-
sen from news media coverage and the corpus is thus not thorough. 
Nevertheless, I aim to cast some light on the efficiency of the visual 
rhetoric of COVID-19 and the typical visual rhetorical figures of 
epidemics both in the past and present.  
 
The Challenge to Picture an Epidemic  
 
For centuries visual art has most generally represented contagious dis-
eases by three distinguishable rhetorical-argumentative means: by the 
causes, by the consequences and by contrast, all three aiming to warn 
and remind the viewers of the horrors of the illness. The former two 
belong to the trope of the metonymy, the latter is in itself a rhetorical 

                                              
4 Brian L. Ott – Greg Dickinson, “Visual Rhetoric and/as Critical Pedagogy”, in A. 
A. Lunsford (ed.), The Sage Handbook of Rhetorical Studies, Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage, 2009, pp. 391–405, see also Petra Aczél, “Mediarhetoric: Complex 
Visual Literacy”, in A. Benedek and K. Nyíri (eds), The Iconic Turn in Education, 
Frankfurt/M.: Peter Lang, 2012, pp. 67–84. 
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device. In paintings of deathly epidemics like the plague or the Span-
ish flu the consequences were shown by depicting suffering or death, 
the causes were symbolically-religiously pictured as affecting the 
sinners explaining the disease as punishment, while contrast was used 
to portray cure and empathy administered or expressed to the tainted 
ones by saints, doctors, or helpers. However, there were fusions of 
these for instance in the figure of the plague doctor who also served 
as a symbol of death. These artistic representations have been norma-
tively symbolic and allegoric (even impersonating the disease, see 
Arnold Böcklin’s Plague from 1898), exploiting the culturally ac-
cepted visual lexicon – colours, composition, quantity, quality) of the 
three rhetorical means. Spread was manifest in the amount of the 
people affected, seriousness in the style of fatalities. As a matter of 
fact, these paintings still manage to convey the message of threat and 
horror to the viewer of today with the dramatic explicitness of the 
agonizing body/ies, and the elevating transcendence of help. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Paulus Furst von Nuremberg, 

Doctor Schnabel of Rom, 1656. 
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Peter Paul Rubens,                                               Edward Munch, Self-Portrait 
The Miracle of Saint Francis Xavier, 1617.         with Spanish Flu, 1919.  
 
 We are over the iconic turn and within the continuous revolu-
tion of image-technologies. Everything can be simulated as real, but 
reality cannot be shown in its pure actuality. Morally and legally the 
rights to our personal/sensitive data (medical records among them) 
should not be harmed and overruled by the rhetorical aim to raise 
awareness or apprehension. Therefore, in the media coverage of CO-
VID-19 it is legally prohibited to show the explicit suffering of an 
individual. As art is not used any more for the representations of dis-
eases with photography taking over when depicting consequences 
and medical help, symbolism lost its function to standardize expres-
sion. As it turns out, the causes or consequences of COVID-19 have 
become almost impossible to be (legally) shown in pictures. Identi-
ties of helpers-saviors-doctors should not be recognizable, struggling 
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bodies and faces cannot be shown explicitly. The disease is thus de-
picted by alienating contexts and contrasts, that is with highly tech-
nicised hospital environments and the contrasting lying-standing po-
sition of the patient and the medical staff.  
 We should, indeed, feel fortunate that our personal suffering, 
our individual bodily and mental states are forbidden to be exposed 
by the media. Nevertheless, this is what I call the necessary political 
correctness of images. While doubtlessly this is what we all should 
stand for, in case of a pandemic, images of the virus discourse seem 
to have lost some of their drive to warn. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

COVID-19 patients in intensive care in Bergamo, Italy 
 – Sky News, 11 September, 2020. 

 
How to See a Virus? 
 
Viruses are submicroscopic parasites, their sizes range from 5 to 300 
nanometers (apart from the much bigger giant viruses that have the 
diameter of 0.4 micrometers). They are certainly invisible to the 
human eye. In addition to this, their shapes are not particularly iden-
tifying. The laic viewer of the model-image of a coronavirus may 
think that with its helical capsid and arrogant spikes it has a specific 
look. In fact, it does not have. Viruses can take four forms, the helical, 
the polyhedral, the envelope and the binal (complex). Coronaviruses, 
similarly to HIV or influenza A, belong to the envelope-shape group. 
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Which means that the depiction of a coronavirus is not distin-
guishable from that of HIV for instance. 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

HIV virus 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The novel coronavirus 
 

 Consequently, viruses as causes of the pandemic are not cap-
able of being pictured in a specific way. Even though they may be 
represented with scientific precision and fascinating, colourful details, 
their metonymic depiction as a cause may lack rhetorical force. They 
are not explanatory, not specific and may not be seen as dangerous. 
In pictures of the coronavirus amplified to a size big enough for a 
person to fight rhetoricality is considerably enhanced, while the un-
derlying concept of fight and war is triggered in a metaphoric way. 
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Medtechnews, 6 July, 2020, 
 https://www.med-technews.com/news/medtech-firm-receives-2m-for-tech/. 

 
On the Efficiency of the Visual Rhetoric  
of the COVID-19 Virus Discourse 
 
Present news media images of the coronavirus still seem to work 
with the argumentative devices of cause, consequence and contrast; 
figuratively speaking with metonymy and metaphor. Nevertheless, as 
photography and digitally formulated pictures replaced artistically 
created paintings, the rhetorical functions of these devices have con-
siderably changed. The cause – the virus itself – is shown to prove 
that it is present. It has almost no persuasive force. The consequence 
(intensive medical treatment, patients’ own visual-video narratives) 
is pictured to raise awareness and arouse anxiety. The contrast – for 
example, a certain number of officials standing and announcing safe-
ty measures – may not elevate suffering to a higher moral ground. 
Spread and fatality is expressed by – mostly interactive – graphs, 
charts and diagrams.5 These virus-images of today do not warn, do 

                                              
5 See examples of depicting the spread and seriousness of COVID-19 at 
these links: https://graphics.reuters.com/CHINA-HEALTH-MAP/0100B59S39 
E/index.html; https://www.politico.com/interactives/2020/number-of-coronavirus 
-cases-by-country/; https://www.theguardian.com/world/datablog/ng-interactive 
/2020/apr/22/see-how-coronavirus-can-spread-through-a-population-and-how-co 
untries-flatten-the-curve; https://ourworldindata.org/covid-hospitalizations. 
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not frighten and presumably do not morally teach the way their art-
istic forerunners did. 
 We may recklessly conclude that this is the best for our souls 
and minds – news images will not hurt us anymore, at least. On the 
other hand, we shall concede that visual rhetoric as product, process 
and procedure of the present pandemic partly failed to serve its aim 
to persuade us to remain safe, protect others and ourselves, apply 
safety measures with rigor. While thousands of texts are disseminat-
ed daily on what this pandemic means, we may claim that the number 
and quality of the visual rhetoric of this discourse has lagged behind. 
This is what the present essay wished to humbly highlight, inviting 
the scholarly thought to closer investigate the rhetorical behaviour of 
COVID-19 images.   
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Manipulated Video, Media Savvy  

and the 2020 U.S. Presidential Election  
 
 
This paper investigates the influence of manipulated video – a form 
of political disinformation – in the context of the 2020 U.S. presiden-
tial election. While the 2016 election cycle was characterized by an 
unprecedented rise of digital disinformation, much of it new to Amer-
ican audiences and conveyed through porous social media platforms 
without much user awareness of its origins, the years following the 
election have witnessed the pilot testing of new forms of political 
video distortion. Techniques used to manipulate video include slow-
ing down content to make an opponent seem intoxicated, sleepy, or 
dim-witted (a tactic used against Nancy Pelosi and Joe Biden); speed-
ing up content to make a target appear more aggressive than they are 
in real life (used against CNN reporter Jim Acosta); or, the insertion 
of synthesized words into an interview designed to make the op-
ponent look more aligned with a political stance than they really are 
(Joe Biden’s interview with activist Ady Barkan). Once manipulated, 
these clips follow a fairly predictable path towards mainstream no-
tice: first, they are released on a hyper-partisan or “alt.media” web-
site, where they would otherwise languish except for being picked up 
and circulated on Twitter by a prominent politician (e.g., a member 
of Congress or even the White House press office). Then, they are 
noticed by mainstream media and covered as political news.  

 41 



 Along with “deepfake” videos, made possible by advances in 
machine learning algorithms and video editing software that allows 
existing footage of a target candidate or politician to be synthesized 
and altered with someone else’s likeness, mannerisms, and speech, 
manipulated videos are creating opportunities for propagandists to 
further imperil the already compromised political communication en-
vironment by casting doubt on the wider system of public informa-
tion on which democracy rests. Without confidence in the informa-
tional foundation of politics and policy making, all arguments and 
assertions are equally valid – and equally suspect.  
 The vulnerabilities that manipulated video exploit operate at 
both the organizational and personal level. Organizationally, the 24-
hour news cycle and hyper-commercialization of U.S. media places a 
premium on scooping the competition and breaking new develop-
ments first, often at the expense of accuracy. In this rush to publish, 
false information can circulate before it is identified as fraudulent. 
The problem is even more pressing on digital platforms. In the wake 
of the 2016 election, several studies documented how fake news of-
ten spreads faster than real news on social media. More recently, dis-
torted videos of journalists and politicians have been circulated for 
political purposes. Although Twitter and Facebook have banned deep-
fake videos ahead of the 2020 presidential election, including content 
that has been edited “in ways that aren’t apparent to an average per-
son and would likely mislead someone” if viewed, this does not pre-
vent circulation of content that is considered parody or satire – or 
video that has been edited to remove words or change the order in 
which statements appear.  
 On a personal level, manipulated video poses a serious con-
cern because the typical voter does not have the interest, technical 
skill or motivation to research whether a given video presented as 
real is bunk or actually holds informational currency. As psycho-
logical research on “believing the unbelievable” has shown, the ten-
dency when confronted with new information is to accept it as true 
first and then only reject it subsequently if assessed as false. In most 
situations, the deck is stacked in favour of accepting false informa-
tion rather than rejecting it – a proposition even more likely to hap-

 42 



 43 

                                             

pen when a deepfake video appears indistinguishable from the real 
thing. Recent research by Vaccari and Chadwick1 has documented 
how just under 50% of participants in a study of a deepfake video 
posted for educational purposes by Buzzfeed of former President 
Obama were deceived by it, despite the video’s improbability (e.g., 
Obama calling Donald Trump a derogatory name). They conclude 
that people are more likely to feel uncertain than to be misled by 
deepfakes but this resulting uncertainty, in turn, can reduce trust in 
news, particularly on social media. Deepfakes and manipulated video 
may thus contribute toward generalized indeterminacy and political 
cynicism, further intensifying recent challenges to online civic cul-
ture in democratic societies.  
 In the face of these challenges and developments, this paper 
summarizes the findings of an original experiment where four politi-
cal videos were shown to viewers using an online survey. Two of the 
videos were original interviews with Joe Biden and Nancy Pelosi, and 
two were different versions of an attack video released by the office 
of Steve Scalise, U.S. House minority whip. Results show that parti-
sans (Republicans) evaluate the doctored version of the attack video 
more favourably than the non-doctored version while Democrats and 
Independents evaluate it more negatively. However, this was not uni-
formly true: Democrats and Independents who were low in news 
knowledge rated the doctored video almost as high as Republicans, 
suggesting they were affected by the manipulated portion of the vid-
eo. Media savvy thus has the potential to moderate the persuasive ef-
fects of manipulated video (and other suspect content) and should be 
factored into efforts to combat information distortion.   

 
1  “Deepfakes and Disinformation: Exploring the Impact of Synthetic Political 
Video on Deception, Uncertainty, and Trust in News”, Social Media + Society, vol. 
6, issue 1 (January-March 2020), pp. 1–13 (https://doi.org/10.1177/20563051209 
03408). 
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Politicians in the Picture  

Self-personalization in the 2020 Democratic Primaries 
 
 
The personalization of political communication is a process which re-
fers to politicians’ increasing willingness to share information about 
themselves as private persons. In this research, I focused on three dif-
ferent layers of political personalization: emotional, private, and pro-
fessional communication. Emotional communication refers to the ex-
pression of politicians’ personal feelings. Private communication is 
related to information about the politicians’ private lives, while pro-
fessional personalization is connected to politicians’ official activities 
as individuals.  
 The rise of social media accelerated the process of personal-
ization by providing a new platform for politicians to share their per-
sonal thoughts accompanied by images and videos of their private 
lives. The aim of my research was to further explore the use of social 
media as a context of personalization. The variable I took into con-
sideration was the sex of individual politicians. Research showed that 
it is favourable for men to portray their private lives in their political 
communication; however, it has the opposite effect on women’s re-
presentation. Therefore, I hypothesized that male politicians posted 
more pictures which show the private category of personalization and 
females shared more professionally personalized images. Moreover, I 
assumed that to counter stereotypes of being “warm” and “nurturing”, 
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women candidates posted less photographs of the emotional layer as 
compared to men. 
 The corpus consisted of the images posted on four 2020 Dem-
ocratic presidential primary candidates’ official Instagram account. 
Posts shared by two males who remained in the race for the longest 
period (Joe Biden and Bernie Sanders) and two female candidates 
who were in the race for the longest time (Tulsi Gabbard and Eliza-
beth Warren) were studied. The analysis involved photographs shared 
between 3 February (the first primary votes) and 3 March (Super 
Tuesday) which meant that I examined 314 posts altogether. 
 I marked an image as personalized if the candidate was depict-
ed. The three levels of personalization could appear simultaneously 
in one picture, i.e., a photograph in which the candidate at a rally 
laughed was both professional (it is a professional setting) and emo-
tional (they explicitly showed their emotions). The ratio of emotional, 
private, and professional pictures was calculated in comparison with 
all the images posted between 3 February and 3 March.  
 Private personalization was determined on the basis of the 
context and the characters in the pictures. If the setting of the images 
was not related to politics or political campaigns (e.g., offices or ral-
lies), the post was categorized as private. Thus, the private level in-
cluded photographs taken in the gym or on holidays. Moreover, pho-
tographs in which the candidates’ family was present were also 
categorized as private. The analysis showed that Gabbard posted the 
most private posts (23%) in comparison with her overall Instagram 
images. Warren posted the second highest ratio of private photo-
graphs (15%), then Biden (14%), and Sanders (6%). In turn, Warren 
shared most professional images (67%), followed by Biden (40%), 
Gabbard (38%), Sanders (36%).  
 The pictures which were considered as emotional displayed 
the explicit expression of emotions by the politician, for example 
smiling, laughing, or crying. The results indicated that Warren shared 
the highest ratio of emotional photographs, which means that 32% of 
all the pictures she posted during the observed period were emotional. 
The second candidate was Biden (23%), followed by Gabbard (15%) 
and Sanders (6%).  
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 The results showed that during the observed period, candi-
dates’ sex did not unequivocally determine whether they exploited 
the emotional, private, or the professional levels of self-personal-
ization.1  

 
1 This research is funded by the project titled “Political communication in the age 
of expressivity. What are the discursive mechanisms of expressive, emotional and 
uncivil political rhetoric in Hungary?” under the grant agreement no. 131990. 
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James E. Katz – Kate Mays 
 – Yiming “Skylar” Lei 

Boston University 
 

Facial Recognition Technology: 
Analyzing the U.S. Public’s Outlook 

 
 
From human rights defenders and system builders to ordinary citi-
zens, there’s been considerable unease about the privacy implications 
of artificial intelligence (AI) supported facial recognition technology 
(FRT). Fearing misuse, activists in many Western countries have suc-
ceeded in getting the potentially highly beneficial technology of fa-
cial recognition restricted or even banned and recently IBM backed 
away from developing it further. Their fears are well-grounded: One 
need only consider China to see how facial recognition can exert so-
cial control over vast populations, often with stark implications for 
personal autonomy. 
 To better understand FRT in national setting, we surveyed in 
2019 a representative sample (N = ~ 1500) of the U.S. population. As 
part of a larger omnibus survey, we asked respondents their opinions 
on five-item scale concerning comfort with various FRT applications. 
They were: 
 

1. Deploying round-the-clock facial recognition technologies on roads 
to look for known terrorists; this proposal made 57% of the respond-
ents uncomfortable while 21% were comfortable with the idea. 

 49 



  

2. Using facial recognition to anonymously record the age and/or gen-
der of shoppers, which made 49% of the respondents uncomfortable 
while 27% were comfortable with the idea. 
3. Anonymously recording facial recognition information about shop-
pers’ income and/or sexual orientation; this proposal made 39% of the 
respondents uncomfortable while 39% were comfortable with the idea. 
4. Using FRT for tracking and/or recording and monitoring move-
ments of people in subsidized housing areas, which made 36% uncom-
fortable while 37% were comfortable with the idea. 
5. Using FRT by police to scan crowds to look for criminals, which, 
similar to the fourth question, made 36% uncomfortable while 37% 
were comfortable with the idea. 

 Using multivariate analysis, we explored the relative statistical 
contributions of various constructs to predicting FRT comfort. We 
found two variables that combined to account for 5% of the variance 
in the attitude scale; these were gender and race/ethnicity. No other 
demographic variable (including, surprisingly, age) had further statis-
tically significant contributions to explaining variance in the depend-
ent variable, i.e., comfort with various facial recognition public de-
ployment scenarios. In terms gender, when compared to males fe-
males were less comfortable about uses of FRT. In terms of race/ 
/ethnicity and FRT comfort, those identifying as non-white race/eth-
nicity were less comfortable than those identifying as white race/eth-
nicity. 
 Looking broadly, given the use of technology levels, historical 
and contemporary experiences, and social positional contexts, our 
findings about comfort levels with FRT make sense. Though technol-
ogy and public safety advocates might argue that the historically dis-
advantaged groupings would differentially benefit from FRT, that is 
not the way the typical respondent seems to see the matter.  Contrari-
ly, civil rights advocates are likely to see these disadvantaged group-
ings to be further diminished or harmed by FRT, a view that accords 
with the survey results. 
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 A surprising finding, as noted above, was the absence of 
cohort or age effect after accounting for gender and race/ethnicity. 
One possible explanation for this might be that the traditional lack of 
familiarity with contemporary technology, something that increases 
by age/cohort, is counterbalanced by the likely increasing personal 
safety concerns that accompany aging. That is, however much older 
people may tend to be less comfortable with new technologies com-
pared to younger people, their belief that these technologies may help 
safeguard them as their own physical capacities diminish, could ac-
count for this otherwise counter-intuitive result. This possibility re-
mains speculative. 
 Surveying the terrain of facial recognition policy, threats to 
civil liberties and equitable treatment remain tangible and profoundly 
important. Benefits of facial recognition, while also tangible, tend 
more towards administrative convenience, such as at airports, border 
control stations, and consumer service delivery points. These benefits 
must not be understated: They have been used to fight crime and ter-
rorism, occasionally with great effect, and can facilitate efficient ser-
vice to the public. Still, despite this, their performance often seems to 
lag the promised payoffs in crime prevention. 
 The critical issue facing FRT deployment is how to secure the 
benefits of FRT while protecting human freedom and civil liberties. 
Both sides of the equation have important arguments, but in democ-
racies it may be public opinion that is determinative. Judging by the 
results of our 2019 survey, and despite some sectors of marked en-
thusiasm, the American public prefers a restrained approach. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





  

           Instead, we have to focus on how the non-rational and rational 
aspects of our political thinking can go hand in hand and work in 
tandem to defuse the rise of negative political trends. Thankfully, 
there is the empirical basis for doing just that. In recent years, there 
have been numerous studies on how deep disagreements are resolved 
through deliberation, and the one that most strikingly leads us to the 
importance of images in that quest was developed by Steiner and his 
colleagues (J. Steiner et al., Deliberation Across Deep Divisions, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017). The setup of the re-
search is straightforward. Opposing groups share a conversation on a 
topic that should be of common interest. In a particularly telling in-
stance, former members of Colombian guerilla and former members 
of Colombian paramilitary forces were discussing the economic fu-
ture of Colombia. Since the two groups were embroiled in a bloody, 
decades-long conflict, there was initially a strong inclination to dis-
cuss in an aimless, fruitless manner. To measure the quality of delib-
eration, Steiner and his associates developed two measurements. The 
first is DQI, discourse quality index (J. Steiner et al., Deliberative 
Politics in Action: Analyzing Parliamentary Discourse, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005; J. Steiner, Foundations of Delib-
erative Democracy, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012) 
and the second is DTM, the concept of deliberative transformative 
moments (Steiner, Deliberation Across Deep Divisions). What the re-
search shows is that even in the described setup, there have been pos-
itive transformative moments in the discussion, though the DQI was 
fairly low. And although low DQI is to be expected in a scenario 
where participants don’t have much deliberative experience, that 
there were positive moments of a fruitful discussion beneficial to both 
parties should be a clear signal for optimism. 
           Here is where the examination of images becomes pertinent. 
Namely, in 15 of 79 cases, telling a personal story helped the discus-
sion and made others view the opposing viewpoint more favourably. 
On the other hand, in 14 of 79 cases, providing a rational justification 
had the same effect. What made personal stories so compelling for 
the other side is the evocative power of images conjured up during 
the discussion. When a struggling mother tells a poignant tale of her 
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Trischa Goodnow 
Oregon State University 

 
The Museum of Incomplete: 

The Paradox of Visual Synecdoche 
 
 
Gun violence is a major social issue in the United States, with 100 
people on average killed every day. Causes and solutions to the prob-
lem run the gamut from too many guns in the streets to too few men-
tal health remedies. On February 14, 2018, a former student entered 
Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida and pro-
ceeded to kill fourteen students and three faculty members. Joaquin 
Oliver was one of the students killed. Prior to the attack, Joaquin’s 
father Manuel was a graphic designer. After the attack, Manuel Oli-
ver became a one-man crusade to use art to end gun violence. The 
senior Oliver created sculptures, murals, posters, and videos to raise 
awareness about gun violence and the need to solve it. 
 However, a particular project that Manuel Oliver initiated is of 
special interest in understanding the way that images move an audi-
ence. He created the Museum of Incomplete. According to the web-
site, “When a life is taken due to gun violence, the loss experienced 
by friends, families, and communities is unimaginable. It is our duty 
to change gun violence statistics from numbers into the harsh reality 
that lives are being lost.” To accomplish this goal, the museum col-
lects artifacts from victims of gun violence to represent what they left 
unfinished. For example, the first artifact visible on the homepage is 
Joaquin Oliver’s basketball shoe (Figure 1). Joaquin was a skilled bas-
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ketball player and his team was headed for the playoffs when he was 
killed. So, the shoe represents his incomplete season. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1: Joaquin Oliver’s basketball shoe from The Museum of Incomplete. 
Used by permission of Manuel Oliver. 

 
 These artifacts function as representations of what was lost. 
Herein lies the paradox of representation. The artifacts function as a 
synecdoche for the victim of gun violence. A synecdoche is a literary 
device where a part stands for the whole. A classic example of syn-
ecdoche is “lend me a hand”. Clearly, a person asking this wants the 
participation of the whole body. The audience is enlisted to make the 
leap from part to whole. In the Museum of Incomplete, the physical 
artifact represents, not only the person, but what that person cannot 
complete. The artifact is a physical trace of the person. 
 The argument behind the Museum of Incomplete is that ex-
amining these physical traces confounds the viewer with the conflict 
between absence and presence. The physical artifact is there. In any 
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other context, Joaquin’s shoe would just be a shoe. However, in the 
context of the Museum of Incomplete, the shoe now represents Joa-
quin’s life cut short; it now represents what is not there. 
 The utility of what is left behind in a museum is approached in 
the writing of Heidegger who used a painting by Van Gogh to ex-
plore the “being” of art.1 Heidegger laments the lack of information 
in the image. One can draw conclusions about the type of shoe, its 
state of use, but little else is conveyed. Nyíri extends Heidegger’s 
suggestion by positing that the shoes in Van Gogh’s painting repre-
sent “death because of what they do not show: the person to whom 
they belong, or formerly belonged”.2 Indeed, Nyíri emphasizes the 
tension between absence and presence. 
 I argue here that The Museum of Incomplete asks the viewer 
to fill in what is absent because acknowledging the absence is essen-
tial for change. The logo for the museum conditions the viewer to 
make the leap from presence to absence back to presence (Figure 2). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2: Logo for The Museum of Incomplete. 
Used by permission of Manuel Oliver. 

                                              
1  Martin Heidegger, “The Origin of the Work of Art”, in Heidegger, Poetry, 
Language, Thought, transl. and intr. by Albert Hofstadter, New York: Harper & 
Row, 1971, pp. 32 f. 
2  Kristóf Nyíri, “Images in Natural Theology”, in Russell Re Manning (ed.), The 
Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013, 
p. 591. 
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By using the suggestion of letters, the museum asks the audience to 
make sense of what is left behind and to fill in what is left out. 
 In much the same way, the relics found in the museum ask the 
viewer to make sense of what they see: a basketball shoe, an unfin-
ished sketch, a family photo, a day planner, a journal. By recognizing 
what is there, the viewer must also recognize what is not there – the 
victim of gun violence. Thus, by completing the first parts of the 
equation (presence plus absence), the audience must acknowledge the 
whole of the story. Consequently, the synecdoche offered by the mu-
seum leaves the viewer feeling the absence more than the presence. 
The part becomes the whole of what remains. In so doing, the muse-
um seeks to persuade viewers that more absence is unacceptable.  
 The Museum of Incomplete confounds the viewer by showing 
the trace of a victim of gun violence, propelling the viewer to feel the 
profound loss of what has been left undone. The synecdoche, in a 
sense, remains incomplete because the artifacts will remain forever 
unfinished. This is the paradox of gun violence in the United States; 
the Second Amendment of the U.S. Constitution insures the presence 
of guns but also the absence of lives.  
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Lívia Barts 
 

Interpretative Text-visualization Practice  
to Aid Reading Comprehension  

 
 
I present here a teaching-learning practice that uses interpretation-
based, manual (not computer-generated) text-visualization to aid the 
understanding and interpretation of abstract academic readings in the 
field of humanities. The practice relies on my work as a visual facil-
itator, graphic recorder and designer, and was developed as part of 
my PhD research at the Faculty of Humanities of ELTE, Budapest, 
where I research visual communication, and visualization methods in 
knowledge communication, education and training. The method was 
developed in joint work with dr. Beja Margitházi (Dept. of Film Stud-
ies, ELTE), during 3 semesters of small-group reading seminars for 
BA and MA students of Film, Media, Communication, Aesthetics 
and General Humanities. Our practice is based on the hypothesis that 
the visual-interpretative transformation of the argumentative/logical 
pattern of a linear text supports the students’ more thorough under-
standing of its key conceptual framework, and helps to evade non-
reflected “short copies”.  
 What do we mean by that? In our experience, when students 
read an academic text (e.g. film, media or art theory in our case), they 
underline or highlight key words and phrases, then copy them to 
short study notes that they use to prepare for a test or an exam. These 
concise extracts seem easier to study than the originals (1–2-page 
notes vs. 10–15 printed pages), however, they are often mere copies 
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of the phrases in the given order without much active reflection on 
their meaning or conceptual relations, thus not necessarily helping 
critical understanding, interpretation, analysis or contextualization of 
information. But developing critical reading and thinking skills is a 
crucial pedagogical objective in humanities education. Our visual in-
terpretative method aims to strengthen these skills by introducing a 
transformational task from textual-linear to visual-diagrammatic com-
position. 
 The texts we worked with (by authors such as Laura Mulvey, 
Walter Benjamin, Lev Manovich, Michel Foucault, and others, selec-
ted from departmental curricula) often use highly abstract language 
and abstract concepts which need to be defined in relations, circum-
scribed by other concepts. The understanding and interpretation of 
such texts heavily relies on a relational work: on clarifying how con-
cepts relate to each other within and outside the text. In humanities 
disciplines this work is mostly done through verbal-linear tasks (dis-
cussions, close reading sessions, essays). To add an alternative per-
spective to the traditional interpretative methods, we used a visual-
diagrammatic approach: we asked students to map the conceptual re-
lations in two-dimensional diagrams instead of linear notes. This vis-
ual transformation meant taking a step backwards from the text, 
switching to an overview perspective, to a big-picture scale. However, 
to create such conceptual diagrams, one needs to thoroughly under-
stand the text with a critical mind: the previously mentioned non-
reflected short copies can be evaded. 
 In these experimental seminars we dealt with each text along a 
four-step process. Firstly, students read the text at home accompanied 
by a reading log. Secondly, we had a traditional in-class close read-
ing session with the group to mark key concepts and structural units 
within the text. Thirdly, students individually created their own vis-
ual interpretations, visualizations of the text as a home assignment. 
They were asked to seek a visual arrangement (conceptual grid, dia-
gram, visual metaphor etc.) in which they could express their own 
understanding of the key conceptual connections and the core argu-
ments. In the fourth step, the students were to create a large-scale 
visualization in class, in group-collaboration. In this session they 
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briefly presented their individual visuals, then, as a group, they dis-
cussed them, decided on the general structural layout, chose patterns, 
highlights, and the solutions that can most effectively illuminate cer-
tain segments of the text. We prepared for them a large sheet of paper 
on the wall, cards with the key concepts, coloured paper and markers. 
In this class we were facilitators and mediators: asking questions, but 
letting the students negotiate the creation process.  
 Based on these three semesters the most important results 
were: 1) In their visualizations students aptly used basic means of 
visual communication, such as framing, colouring, arrows, connec-
tors, letter styles, scaling and proportional differentiation to express 
connection, separation, hierarchy, categorization and logical connec-
tions. Each individual work was different, documenting each stu-
dent’s individual understanding process. However, there were struc-
tural similarities allowing common understanding and discussion. 2) 
During the creation of the group visual students argued for their 
choices of visual arrangement, thus actively discussing the text itself. 
The task of visual transformation was the explicit focus, but implic-
itly they did the relational work of text interpretation with an active, 
creative and critical attitude. 
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ages and Quantities, Evidence and Narrative carried out one of the most 
interesting scientific investigations. He focused on the presentational char-
acter of the decision-making situation. Besides this Tufte criticised the 
contractor’s engineers claiming that had not been able to articulate the risk 
of the cold weather launching of the space shuttle, to reveal the correlation 
between O-ring damage and temperature, and to prepare convincing pres-
entational charts.  
 Tufte’s work has some indisputable merits in relation to the impor-
tance of visual display. He proposed an overall O-ring damage score for 
each launch and based on it he made a graph. This graph clearly shows the 
correlation between O-ring distress and cool weather, and it also reveals 
the serious risks of a launch at the predicted temperature, 29ºF. It seems 
that Tufte’s analysis clearly shows the significance of the visualization of 
the data and evidences that played vital role in the fatal decision. At last he 
claims that “there are right ways and wrong ways to show data; there are 
displays that reveal the truth and displays that do not”.  
 Despite the merits of Tufte’s approach there are weak points in his 
investigation. Although Tufte’s analysis is historically correct in relation to 
the visual aspect of the charts, but not in relation to the evidences that were 
available for the engineers at that time. Tufte supposed that the engineers 
had had all the relevant data which he used in the visual representation of 
the correlation based on his proposed calculation of the damage score. So, 
he supposed that engineers had had all the temperature data of the 24 
previous launches and all the data that were needed to calculate the O-ring 
damage score of the seven problematic launches (O-ring erosion, heating, 
and blow-by). But only the data of six problematic launches had been 
available for the engineers to calculate the damage scores and only the two 
launch temperature data of these flights were known for them. Such a 
seriously incomplete database cannot be a base of a convincing visual pres-
entation, since more correlational curves being substantially different from 
each other fit on the two pair of data. So Tufte’s claim can be paraphrased 
in the following way: “there are right ways and wrong ways to treat (his-
torical) data; there are visual presentations that show the structure of reality 
and ones that show fiction”. 
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Hédi Virág Csordás 
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Moving Images  

in the Mercedes vs Jaguar Commercial Battle  
 
 
In Strategic Maneuvering in Argumentative Discourse van Eemeren 
mentions that advertisements can be analyzed in pragma-dialectical 
(PD) terms as contributions to discussions, but he does not specify 
his claim. I will do so by discussing the Mercedes vs. Jaguar com-
mercial battle, which took place in 2013. 
 This exchange poses questions like whether it can be analyzed 
as a critical discussion, and if yes, how. Is it possible to resolve a 
difference of opinion in advertising? In Van Eemeren’s view, com-
mercial actors cannot be expected to resolve the critical discussion; it 
must be done by the customer. He believes that the only difference of 
opinion is between the product distributor and the customer. 
 

A dialectical analysis of the advertisement is certainly relevant 
because listeners and readers will demand faithful information 
and good reasons for buying the advertised product.1 

 
This definition shows us that through persuasion techniques, adver-
tisements also provide customers with reliable information and solid 

                                              
1   F. H. van Eemeren, Strategic Maneuvering in Argumentative Discourse, Am-
sterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2010, p. 235. 
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arguments. In this short paper I will show just two reconstructions, 
but in my presentation, I will give a full reconstruction. 
 
Two Premises Syllogism 

1. (visual) PR: Due to the length of the cervical spine section of hens 
they are able to keep their field of view in stable condition. 
2. (implicit) PR: The hen’s cervical spine and Mercedes-Benz’s MBC 
technology are based on a similar principle. 

Conclusion: The Mercedes-Benz’s MBC technology is able to keep 
the car’s body stable. 

Jaguar’s main message is created by redefining the pictures, in terms 
of argumentation the framing method is used as presentational tool. 
 
Argument from Analogy 

Jaguar as animal 

1. PR: Jaguar’s beneficial features 
is the fast reflexes. 
 
3. PR: Jaguar is on the top of the 
hierarchy, because it eats the hens 

Jaguar as car 

2. PR: Jaguar’s beneficial features is 
the fast Cat-like reflexes. 
 
Conclusion: Jaguar is on the top of 
the hierarchy, because it eats the 
personalized hens of Mercedes. 
 

 Are the rules governing these debates the same as the well-
known rules of pragma-dialectics? My answer is that the majority of 
PD rules are applicable with slight modifications. Out of the ten rules 
of critical discussion four are applicable without modifications, with 
a modification we can apply three rules, but the closure- and usage 
rules are unadaptable. I will present in the Mercedes vs. Jaguar situa-
tion how dialectical and rhetorical goals are clashing with each other. 
I confirm that disputing parties strongly prefer choosing rhetorical ef-
ficiency to obeying dialectical rules, which derails the critical discus-
sion, but that is a problem of the exchange and not a problem for the 
analysis.  

 70 



 

 71 

                                             

 Other analytical devices applied by PD must be modified in 
certain respects. In particular, the idea of the four stages of discussion 
are not readily applicable. For instance, the confronting stage is real-
izable before a real debate, but the closing stage is typically missing. 
In the opening stage, the parties do not agree on the subject of the 
discussion, and they do not set a point of departure. The argumenta-
tion stage is more specific in the Mercedes vs. Jaguar commercial, 
because companies are using multi-modal visual arguments, for this 
reason it is difficult to identify responses.  
 I argued that these advertisements are not single contents, be-
cause they can react to each other using multi-model visual argu-
ments. In my view advertisements can be analyzed as a debate with a 
PD framework.2 
 

 
2 Further suggested readings:  D. S. Birdsell & L. Groarke, “Toward a Theory of 
Visual Argument”, Argumentation and Advocacy, vol. 33, no. 1 (1996), pp. 1–10; 
J. Anthony Blair, “The Possibility and Actuality of Visual Arguments”, 
Argumentation and Advocacy, vol. 33, no. 1 (1996), pp. 23–39; F. H. van Eeme-
ren – Rob Grootendorst – Francisca Snoeck Henkemans, Argumentation: Analysis, 
Evaluation, Presentation, Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2002; 
Douglas Walton – Christopher Reed – Fabrizio Macagno, Argumentation 
Schemes, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008; Leo Groarke, “Going 
Multimodal: What is a Mode of Arguing and Why Does it Matter?”, Argu-
mentation, vol. 29, issue 2 (2015), pp. 135–155; J. Anthony Blair, “Probative 
Norms for Multimodal Visual Arguments”, Argumentation, vol. 29, issue 2 (2015), 
pp. 217–233. 
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Naoki Kambe 
Rikkyo University, Japan 

 
Toward a Theory of Visual Argument:  
Contexts and Multiple Temporalities  

 
 
In the field of argumentation studies, many scholars have attempted 
to theorize visual argument for some decades. For example, David 
Birdsell and Leo Groarke argued that it is essential to consider the 
questions of contexts in developing a theory of visual argument be-
cause contexts involve “a wide range of cultural assumptions, situa-
tional cues, time-sensitive information, and/or knowledge of a spe-
cific interlocutor”. In particular, they argued that three kinds of con-
text (i.e., immediate visual context, immediate verbal context, visual 
culture) are the key in visual argument. Although I agree that their 
argument is still relevant, it is important to update it in a digital age 
as new media influence texts and contexts. In this paper, I attempt to 
theorize visual argument or to provide “a set of tools we can use to 
understand ordinary practices and beliefs [regarding visual images], 
with the specific intent of intervening in or changing the everyday 
world around us” following Grant Bollmer’s definition of theory. In 
particular, I extend Birdsell and Groarke’s immediate visual context 
which provides various contextual cues such as a progression of im-
ages and several messages reflecting multiple sources. To do so, I 
attend to a set of photographs or images which are juxtaposed or “be-
ing placed side-by-side” in a single frame. I argue that these multi-
plicities are significant in evaluating and interpreting visual argument, 
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especially when two or more different moments are juxtaposed in a 
single frame because they help denaturalize time amongst the view-
ers which, as a result, become part of an overarching argument.   
 In my recent work, I analyzed the juxtaposed images of Ido-
meni where Europe’s largest informal refugee camp was located in 
2015. The juxtaposed images from children playing around colorful 
tents to refugees queuing, on the one hand, and the landscape of the 
same spots without the refugees and tents, on the other hand are 
separated not by geography but by temporality as both of them were 
taken at the exact spot in Idomeni but at different times (i.e., before 
and after the closure of the camp). In witnessing these juxtaposed 
images, the viewer experiences, what Jaimie Baron calls, temporal 
disparity or “the perception … of a ‘then’ and a ‘now’ generated 
within a single text” which includes a constant play between the 
presence of the camp and its absence or leftover space. Despite this 
absence of the Idomeni camp and refugees in the lower frame such as 
the cornfield, the tents with mud and the refugees in a queue become 
visible soon after the viewer glances at the upper frame. Through this 
experience, the viewer may be reminded of the poor living conditions 
of the refugees’ lives in the tents and their desperation in seeking 
support. Through this play, the viewer may also be reminded of the 
remainder: refugees who were taken to different facilities in Thes-
saloniki after the closure of the Idomeni camp or who are still living 
in other informal camps or settlements in other cities. In this way, the 
juxtaposition of images creates an incongruity in a single frame, 
blurring the line between realities in the past and present moments 
and denaturalizing the conventional frame of reference for the re-
fugee scenario. In turn, the juxtaposition could be seen as part of an 
overarching argument.  
 In another recent work of mine, I analyzed internet memes 
regarding the Japanese hostage crisis in Syria. Many internet memes 
updated on a site called “KnowYourMeme” used remixing of the 
original ISIS image. Remixing is one of the strategies used in internet 
memes which involves, what Michele Knobel and Colin Lankshear 
call, anomalous juxtaposition or “incongruous couplings of images”.  
According to Limor Shifman, this strategy makes “the people featured 

 74 





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

 
 
 
 
 
SEE THE VIDEO 

 
 

Xu Wen 
Southwest University, Chongqing, China 

 
Visual Metaphors in News Cartoons  

on COVID-19 in China  
 
 
This paper is mainly about the visual metaphors in news cartoons on 
COVID-19, a pandemic that affects the whole world. Everyone unites 
to fight the virus. Anti-pandemic heroes fight on the front line, while 
many people stay at home and follow the related news every day. 
Many pictures are used in the news to communicate and transmit 
messages. This research aims to identify the visual metaphors in the 
news cartoons on COVID-19, and explain the meaning construction 
of these metaphors to reveal how the pandemic is conceptualized by 
Chinese people, based on their cultural attitudes towards it. All the 
visual metaphors demonstrate that the Chinese people are determined 
in the fight against the pandemic. 
 Firstly, these visual metaphors are set within three scenarios, 
including War scenario, Chinese mythology scenario and Go sce-
nario.  
 Within War scenario, the target domains include Doctor, Pa-
tient, Medicine, Coronavirus, Mask, Unity, Pandemic Prevention and 
Control. The involved metaphors are displayed in the cartoons: Doc-
tor is Soldier; Medicine is Weapon/Arrow; Coronavirus is Enemy; 
Scientific prevention is Shield; Unity is Wall/Net. 
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 In addition to classifying the visual metaphors in news car-
toons, conceptual blending networks are used to analyze the meaning 
construction of the metaphors. By exploring the visual metaphors in 
news cartoons, we can also go deep into the pictures, which display 
the characteristics of the novel coronavirus, the measures of pandem-
ic prevention and control, and our determination in winning the war 
against the virus.  
 No matter what the scenario is, the virus/pandemic is concep-
tualized as an enemy, ferocious creature, and devil, which are the 
opposite sides of the human being. On the one hand, the cartoons 
reflect that the pandemic is terrible and serious. On the other hand 
, the metaphors are the embodiment of the determination to fight the 
virus. 
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Ágnes Virág 
Doctoral School of Social Communication 

Corvinus University of Budapest  
 

Uncle State’s Hat: Metonymic Hybrids  
in Hungarian Editorial Cartoons  

 
 
The presentation aims to revise Charles Forceville’s statement that 
not all hybrids are metaphoric.1 It also wants to reveal the possible 
metonymic structure of certain visual and multimodal hybrids. The 
main argument is the following: based on the conceptual proximity 
of its elements, a visual hybrid can be metonymic, merging two vis-
ible metonymic sources by referring to an invisible metonymic target 
in a given context. 
 A small dataset of nine editorial cartoons (1989–2019) were 
collected from Hungarian national dailies. The cartoons show the 
parliamentary dome that is prone to hybridization. The sample was 
purposely selected for its explicit focus on metonymic hybridization. 
 Before addressing the metonymic hybrids, we need to discuss 
what a visual metonymy is. In their newly published paper, Zahra 
Kashanizadeh and Charles Forceville set up a list of strict criteria2 

                                              
1  C. Forceville, “When Is Something a Pictorial Metaphor?” (Lecture 2 in A 
Course in Pictorial and Multimodal Metaphor, 2005.) See especially p. 3, 
http://www.chass.utoronto.ca/epc/srb/cyber/cforcevilleout.pdf. 
2 Z. Kashanizadeh and C. Forceville, “Visual and Multimodal Interaction of Meta-
phor and Metonymy: A Study of Iranian and Dutch Print Advertisements”, in R. 
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saying that a conceptual metonymy consists of a source concept what 
allows the viewer to infer the target concept. Both concepts belong to 
the same conceptual domain in a given context. Furthermore, the 
choice of the source highlights certain aspects of the target by per-
spectivization and often has an evaluative dimension. In a visual met-
onymy its source must be depicted in visual mode, concurrently its 
target is usually missing. In a multimodal case, the source and the 
target are expressed in different or in mixed modes. According to Ka-
shanizadeh and Forceville’s analysis, cf. Figure 1, an Iranian ad pre-
sents the conceptual metonymy in which the CRESCENT MOON STANDS 
FOR THE RAMADAN (source-in target metonymy) and both the source 
(CRESCENT MOON) and the target (RAMADAN) belong to the Muslim 
culture. Additionally, we argue that this metonymy is supplemented 
by a multiple metonymic chain where the TOOTHPASTE STANDS FOR 
THE SMILE that stands FOR HAPPINESS which is FOR THE HEIGHTENED 
DEVOTION DURING RAMADAN. With this subsequent addition, we can 
recognize how the crescent moon and the toothpaste can create a vis-
ual hybrid through intertwined metonymical processes, and this phe-
nomenon is referred as metonymic hybrid later on.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
      Figure 1: Metonymic hybrid                               Figure 2: Metonymic hybrid  
 
Similarly, Paula Pérez Sobrino cites a printed ad, shown in Figure 2, 
where a roll of Cling film is placed onto a piece of raw meat and their 

                                                                                                                 
Benczes and V. Szelid (eds.), Cognitive Linguistic Studies: Visual Metaphor, Am-
sterdam / Philadelphia: John Benjamins, vol. 7, no. 1 (2020), pp. 78–110, cf. p. 81. 
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stacking recalls a traffic sign with the meaning of “do not enter”.3 
The message can be comprehended through conceptual metonymic 
processes: THE RAW MEAT STANDS FOR ODORS while the CLING FILM 
STANDS FOR PACKAGING. Their fusion formed in the traffic sign in-
fers that the Cling film prevents odors in the refrigerator. As a con-
sequence of the previous examples, we can define a metonymic hy-
brid as a fusion that fits the formula of the multiple source-in target 
metonymy in which two or more sources point toward the target con-
cept of the metonymy. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: Metonymic hybrid 
Title: “The parliamentary session begins”  

(28.06.1989, Népszava, drawn by László Dluhopolszky) 
 

 Finally, consider Figure 3, an example of metonymic hybrids 
from the selected dataset. Its topic is expressed by the title of the 
editorial cartoon: “The parliamentary session begins” that recalls the 
metonymic target, the PARLIAMENTARY SESSION. The image is made 
up of two entities, THE PARLIAMENTARY DOME and AN ALARM CLOCK. 
                                              
3 P. Pérez Sobrino, Multimodal Metaphor and Metonymy in Advertising, Amster-
dam / Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 2017, pp. 109–110. 
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The two objects operate as metonymic sources which are merged in 
the form of a coordinate structure of hybridization featured by “and”. 
As for the perspectivization, it can be inferred that the DOME STANDS 
FOR THE PLACE OF THE EVENT and THE ALARM CLOCK STANDS FOR 
THE START OF THE EVENT; thus, the sources provide two different 
aspects, the place and time, of the political affair. The fusion of THE 
DOME AND THE ALARM CLOCK STAND FOR THE START OF THE PAR-
LIAMENTARY SESSION.         
 The conference presentation will discuss nine metonymic hy-
brids by highlighting the relationship of the fused entities, their per-
spectivization, and also the complexity of the metonymic hybrids 
which sometimes intend to cooperate with other conceptual processes 
such as metaphoric scenarios, or metaphoric hybrids.  
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The Relevance Principle  

as the Basis for All Communication 
Notes on Visual and Multimodal Communication:  

Applying the Relevance Principle (Oxford UP, 2020) 
 
 

Many disciplines have contributed invalu-
able insights into visual and multimodal 
communication, including Semiotics, Sys-
temic Functional Linguistics, Conceptual 
Metaphor Theory, Blending Theory, and 
Rhetoric and Argumentation. None of these, 
however, provides an inclusive theory. 
 In my view the contours of an in-
clusive theory of visual and multimodal 
communication – indeed of all communica-
tion – are present in Sperber and Wilson’ 
pioneering work on relevance theory/RT.1 
Sperber and Wilson take Grice’s “cooper-

                                              
1 Dan Sperber and Deirdre Wilson, Relevance: Communication and Cognition 
(1986), Oxford: Blackwell, 1995; Deirdre Wilson and Dan Sperber (eds.), Mean-
ing and Relevance, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012; see also Billy 
Clark, Relevance Theory, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013.  
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ative principles”2 – the “maxims” of quality, quantity, relevance, and 
manner – as a starting point, but state that actually only the relevance 
principle is needed, the other three being subservient to it. The key 
assumption in RT is that each act of communication comes with the 
presumption (not: guarantee!) of optimal relevance to its envisaged 
audience. Relevance is a trade-off between effect (benefit) and effort 
(cost). The more a message holds information for the addressee that 
help him (the addressee in RT is conventionally male) in the pursuit 
of good things and the avoidance of bad things, the more relevant the 
message is. But the relevance of a message decreases proportionally 
with the mental effort the addressee has to invest to derive it. “It’s 
raining” is usually more relevant than “When I look out of the win-
dow I see many people with umbrella’s trying to keep dry from the 
numerous drops that fall from the sky.” 
 A competent communicator (in RT: conventionally female) is 
aware that relevance is always relevance to an individual, and there-
fore attempts to finetune her message to optimally mesh with what 
(she assumes) the addressee knows, believes, and wants. 
 RT distinguishes between explicit, strongly implicated, and 
weakly implicated information. Apart from that a message may con-
tain information that an addressee picked up, but that the sender did 
not intend to convey. Whereas I consider such “symptomatic” mean-
ing not to be part of communication, discussing it is important, as it 
helps explain misunderstandings. 
 In the book I translate and, where necessary, adapt RT to the 
realm of visual and multimodal communication. The case studies all 
pertain to static images (and other visuals) that either occur on their 
own or are accompanied by brief written texts. Even though such 
communication is almost always mass communication, the notion of 
“relevance to an individual” remains crucial. The reason that, in most 
situations, mass-communicative messages are relatively well under-
stood in the way they were intended is first of all that human beings 
share fundamental needs and desires – ultimately rooted in biological 
                                              
2 Paul Grice, “Logic and Conversation”, in Peter Cole and Jerry L. Morgan (eds.), 
Syntax and Semantics 3: Speech Acts, New York: Academic Press, 1975, pp. 41–58.   

 86 



 

 87 

instincts – and that this is mutually clear to communicators and 
addressees. Communication is always, in the last resort, governed by 
these instincts. Secondly, acts of visual and multimodal communica-
tion belong to a specific genre. Recognizing the genre enables addres-
sees to recruit the pertinent contextual and/or cultural background in-
formation required to interpret a message – and this is precisely what 
the communicator aims for. 
 The first half of the book addresses theoretical issues, while 
the second half consists of case studies. These case studies belong to 
the following genres: pictograms, advertisements, cartoons, and com-
ics. Chapter 10 shows how RT can accommodate misleading & de-
ceitful visual communication. The final chapter summarizes the find-
ings and makes suggestions for how RT can be further expanded to 
account for other genres, modes, and media. 
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Philipp Stoellger 
Heidelberg University 

 
The Power of Images  

– Beyond the Logic of Action 
Arguments for the Intrinsic Power of Images 

 
 
A) Power of Images: Action or Mediality? 
 
Which theory and concepts do we need to understand the power of 
images? 
 The state of research and the majority opinion in the philos-
ophy of images is a logic of action: “we” act with images and images 
are just instruments and objects of actions. The implication is that any 
“power” of images is just and only the power of “users” (makers, per-
ceivers, distributors etc.): i.e. the power of persons or human subjects. 
– This would then be the meaning of the question “how images be-
have”1.  
 In the tradition of speech-acts, significant positions who hold 
this view are Klaus Sachs-Hombach and Oliver Robert Scholz. 
 In the tradition of old phenomenology (i.e. Husserl), Lambert 
Wiesing’s is a prominent position in the field of philosophy. 

                                              
1 The turn of phrase “digital images behave very differently from photographs” 
can be found already in W. J. Mitchell, The Reconfigured Eye: Visual Truth in the 
Post-Photographic Era, Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1992, p. 173. 
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 In the tradition of cognitive semantics and conceptual meta-
phors or images the case seems to be similar – if I am not mistaken. 
 This model of persons or subjects, acting always and some-
times acting with images, is at first glance self-evident and fits the 
usual patterns of cognition and understanding. “We”, human agents, 
are acting and behave badly or well, with or without images. 
 
But – “How do images behave?” is a question going against and far 
beyond this pattern of thought. The decisive research question is not 
only, “Do we have power over our imagery?” (of course we don’t…), 
but “What power do our words have over our images, what power 
have images over words?“ (Phrase taken from the VLC9 call for pa-
pers.) 
 But which model makes us speak and ask in that way? 
 Which background theory lets us understand images as “be-
having somehow”? 
 
One answer has already been given by a long-term research project 
on the intersections of word and image and their powers: 

Philipp Stoellger / Martina Kumlehn (eds.), Wortmacht – Macht-
wort: Deutungsmachtkonflikte in und um Religion, Würzburg: 
Königshausen & Neumann, 2017, 450 p. (Series: Interpretation 
Interdisziplinär, vol. 16.) 

Philipp Stoellger / Martina Kumlehn (eds.), Bildmacht – Macht-
bild: Deutungsmacht des Bildes – Wie Bilder glauben machen, 
Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann, 2018, 488 p. (Series: 
Interpretation Interdisziplinär, vol. 17.)  

The background is a graduate-school research on power, namely the 
“soft power” in and of communication, visual and verbal communi-
cation: 

Philipp Stoellger (ed.), Deutungsmacht: Religion und belief 
systems in Deutungsmachtkonflikten, Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
2014, 624 p.  
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Here the relevant thesis is: to understand the power of images as 
Deutungsmacht: as the power of showing, and thereby letting us and 
making us see, perceive, feel and act in the line of the image. It’s a 
modal (making possible) and medial power as potential. 
 How do timages do so? 
 By their medial power: they show something as something 
and let us see, make us see in their way. If they are powerful, we 
share their showing, i.e. they frame our perception. That is what pow-
erful media do: they frame our perceptions (recall Fritz Heider, Nik-
las Luhmann and others). 
 
B) Three Modes of Power 
 
“What power have images?” was the question. 
 Let me exemplify three modes of power in four examples: 
 
1. Election campaigns 
 
An election campaign is made with and by images (to produce “an 
image” of the candidate). It is a mode of “image politics”: a use of 
images by politics to make us see the one and only candidate as the 
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best of all possible. Behind the campaign stands political (democratic 
potestas) and financial power (non-democratic potestas).  
 These images behave well when they function as submissive 
staff or servants of “the king”. 
 They are objects which are used to achieve an aim. And the 
better they function, the better they are. 
 The pattern is quite simple: with a strong power “from above” 
(political, economical) the images are used (produced, distributed) as 
means to an end. Such images are “weak media”, mere instruments to 
produce and distribute a way to see (the candidate as the best) and to 
make the addressees behave (elect) in the wished way. 
 To achieve this is of course not as simple as the pattern, but 
means hard work with a lot professional experience, money, and will 
to power.  
 
2. Art Market 
 
Someone is making images, however they may look like. And he 
wants to sell them to earn a living – and probably with the wish of 
becoming a famous artist. Therefore, he gets involved in the art mar-
ket. His images become a product in a special economic field: given 
to a gallery, exhibited for sale, together with rituals of “value-mak-
ing”: prominent places, prominent speakers and writers, prominent 
neighbours in the exhibitions etc.  
 The power of the image is then produced by a system called 
“art-market”. The empowerment derives from decisions of the in-
volved “prominent” actors. But – the success at last is made by the 
customers: to buy or not to buy is the final question. If the images are 
bought, they get recognition. And the higher the price, the higher is 
the recognition.  
 These images behave well when they function as valuable stuff 
for sellers and customers. They are objects which are used to achieve 
the aim of economy. And the better they function, the better they are. 
 The pattern is again quite simple: the power of the image de-
rives at last from below, from the recognition, the customers. Their 
decision produces the value and power of the image. In some degree 
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it is a democratic model of empowerment: what is bought, is empow-
ered. The decision is made by the customers. Remember Hannah 
Arendts model of power by recognition, or Max Weber’s concept of 
charisma made by the ascription of the admirers. Not the image by 
itself is powerful, but the surrounding decisions make it so. And 
power is recognition resulting in economic value. 
 But, of course, the “aesthetic quality” of the image is at stake 
as well. To judge about this “MacGuffin” (Hitchcock), this “je ne sais 
quoi”, is another question with another pattern: that the image “in it-
self” has an intrinsic quality which makes it powerful – for centuries. 
Wherefrom this quality comes is a point of dispute. We like to be-
lieve that it is the great artist (like Gerhard Richter), or more scep-
tically that it is just the market and the art-market, or that it is “only” 
the contingent recognition of customers and admirers. 
 To see the intrinsic power of the image as a consequence of 
human agents and systemic operations means: to see the image and 
its power as a consequence of personal and systemic power. 
 That’s possible of course. But – whether it is the image in it-
self or the agents and systems (or with ANT: actors and networks), in 
the consequence the image is powerful – loaded with power, which 
“it has forever” or at least for some years or a minute of fame. 
 
3. Caricatures 
 
To avoid the conflicts about “intrinsic aesthetic value” (in which I 
myself do like to believe…), I refer to caricatures resp. political car-
toons. Imagine a cartoon of Helmut Kohl, his head as a great meaty 
pear – which became widespread in Germany and even a common 
name for him: simply “pear”. 
 What has happened here?  
 One could say that the inventor and creator of this image was 
ingenious and made a powerful image with his aesthetic power. 
 One could say that the media of distribution, namely Der Spie-
gel, is a powerful mass-medium, which empowered the image. 
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 One could say that the public sphere, the addressees, empow-
ered the image by their use and reuse of it, by their recognition. 
 And one could say that the “subject” of the image, Kohl, 
made the image powerful by his prominence and political power. 
 All of that is true of course.  
 But – all four answers would again reduce the power to agents 
and systems, actors and networks: extrinsic powers as empowerment 
of the image. The image remains an object and instrument of com-
munication, and its power is just a consequence of these conditions 
“from above” or “from below”. 
 Such images behave well when they function as submissive 
instruments of political critique.  Then again, they are objects which 
are used to achieve an aim. And the better they function, the better 
they are. 
 Or – could it be that these images behave well when they don’t 
behave well, are insubmissive, insubordinate and rebellious? They are  
“submissing” the king (i.e. subjugating), but are not submissive to him. 
 Could it be that the caricature has got its recognition by its 
conciseness, its brilliant and perfect “showing Kohl as a pear” and 
showing “the pear as Kohl”? With Ernst Cassirer one may call that 
“symbolische Prägnanz”: a synthesis in and by perception, a “preg-
nant” form of perception. Once the image is seen, immediately and 

 96 



  

without my “acting”, Kohl is seen as pear – and forever will be seen 
by this iconic metaphor (for everyone whoever has seen the cartoon). 
And even the usual and innocent pears on the tree or in the super-
market are influenced by this mode of perception. Once we’ve seen 
Kohl as a pear, we cannot avoid to see a pear as Kohl – a little at 
least. The power of the images seems to “bewitch” our perception. 
The image operates like a perception-altering drug. 
 
4. Caricature by Accident 
 
The self-dynamics of an image and its power to change the way of 
perception can be exemplified by images which operate against the 
original intention, i.e. unintentional caricatures. 
 Remember – or imagine – the Reformation jubilee 2017, cele-
brating Luther and the global protestantisms. The jubilee was pro-
moted by images and a lot of “Luther-merchandizing” with promo-
tional articles. 
 Luther – with his critique of the images and his generous tol-
erance – became “an image”: a saint, an effigy (effigies), a puppet, at 
last a squeaky duck: 
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One may see here, in the duck, a revenge of the image against its 
despisers. 
 Luther as image – became imprisoned in what he despised. 
 And one can see an unintentional effect as well. The image 
has the power of taking revenge, imprison and caricature its subject – 
by accident. 
 And one may enforce this power by a little manipulation: Lu-
ther’s image becomes a bit infernal: Luther in the hell of his image… 
 
C) Revision and Prospects 
 
There are at least two ways of understanding the self-dynamics of 
images, i.e. their intrinsic power: 
 One may say their power comes from agents, systems, struc-
tures and “networks”, but once the image is “loaded” with power by 
the extrinsic factors, it has this power. That’s an “irenic” model, fit-
ting the usual patterns of thought (mentioned above). But – once the 
image is loaded, it has an eternal “afterlife” (Nachleben, to recall A. 
Warburg). It is then a “high potential” framing the perception of the 
later generations. 
 The stronger model is to presuppose that media-like images 
are real factors in the field of communication and interaction. It is not 
just “loaded” by other powers but is powerful itself. For example: it 
is not only used to point at and to show something, but it is showing, 
showing itself, hiding a lot, and has a performance “by its own”: it 
lets us, and makes us, see in a way. 
 Exactly this stronger view is held and defended by prominent 
theories, like Aby Warburg, Horst Bredekamp, John Michael Krois, 
Gottfried Boehm, Hans Belting or William John Thomas Mitchell. 
But the “three B’s” and the others are blamed – by the traditionalists 
– to believe in magic and witchcraft: When they speak of an “image-
act” (Bredekamp), or of the “moving image” (Boehm), when they ask 
“What do images want?” (Mitchell) – they would be saying mere non-
sense. Speaking about images as agents with a “will” and “behav-
iour” is blamed to be a primitive anthropomorphism. 
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 The conflict in image-theory is of course a conflict in politics 
of science, of persons, of institutions and traditions. But it is in its 
core a power-conflict: is power a human property of agents – or are 
there other forms, figures and factors with power and efficiency? Is 
the human actor the “sovereign” in the visual field, governing images 
and using them? Or is the image an “autonomous” actor and factor as 
well? 
 One may object that this is not a power-conflict, but a conflict 
in the concept of power. But then the traditionalists forget a decisive 
concept: not just personal power (of agents as potestas; or of agents 
by recognition: auctoritas and charisma) but of factors, things and 
media: potentia as power and making possible (and impossible).  
 If images can unfold such a medial power – to let us and make 
us see as they show – is the consequence then justified to say: all 
images are powerful in such a way?  
 Evidently not. That’s why one has to draw a distinction: of 
weak and strong images (not as an aesthetic and normative, but as a 
descriptive difference). 
 But whether an image is strong or weak in that meaning, is 
defined not by the image alone. The factors of image-power are hy-
brid and multidimensional: Agents and sociality, history and situa-
tion, other media and structures. All the named factors come back – 
but not to deny and replace the self-dynamics of images, but as an 
embedding of the power of an image. 
 The image’s power over perception, cognition, emotion and 
communication cannot be understood sufficiently by the logic of hu-
man action or the logic of anonymous structures. It is another logic of 
power: the logic of mediality with the self-dynamics of media. 
 On the one hand this sounds trivial: of course, media “have” 
their own dynamics. Every computer-user knows that. But to concep-
tualize this experience implies:  

1. A concept of mediality not completely reducible to agents 
and structures, and  
2. a concept of power, not just of powerful acting subjects 
from above or from below.  
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 Dynamics is the keyword: in Greek it’s “dynamis”, in Latin 
it’s “potentia”. And that’s not merely possibility, but a modal power 
– as we know from the discussions on omnipotentia or impotentia 
(Giorgo Agamben).  
 Images’ power is their potential impact. 
 They can have an impact on our behaviour, i.e. our way of life 
and mode of perception. And that’s not just “our” power of recogni-
tion, but in this game the image with its own dynamic is a factor: its 
power. 
 The VLC9 conference-question “How images behave?” then 
reveals a deeper meaning: They can behave in a way that they make 
us behave.  
 
Postscriptum 
 
“Ein Bild hielt uns gefangen” (an image held us captive), Wittgen-
stein once wrote.2 
 Wittgenstein – like the above mentioned prominent image-
theorists (Boehm etc.) – seems to believe in witchcraft and magic: in 
the power of an image (here a verbal image) to imprison us. 
 The conference-question “How images behave?” then gets a 
dark side of meaning:  
 If images behave, we need an image-ethics (and politics). 
 And if they misbehave sometimes, their power can become 
painful: a question of violence. How images can violate – would be a 
further prospect. But don’t forget the bright side: May images be as 
powerful as to liberate us? 
 Some biblical images like the Exodus and the parables of the 
kingdom seem to be so powerful – not by their producers, not just by 
their readers and their recognition, but the stories and parables can 
move and affect, can promise and present what they are speaking of. 
Some images are as powerful as to liberate. 

 
2 “Ein Bild hielt uns gefangen. Und heraus konnten wir nicht, denn es lag in un-
srer Sprache, und sie schien es uns nur unerbittlich zu wiederholen.” (Philoso-
phische Untersuchungen, § 115, cf. Eine Philosophische Betrachtung, § 60.) 
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Image Act Skepticism:  

Philosophical Challenges to Art Historians  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As my contribution to the Budapest Visual Learning Conference, I 
want to address the question of how an image acts, or is performative. 
This has been very important for the past fifteen years or so, as theo-
rists from anthropology to visual studies have tried to articulate the 

 101 



 

way in which an image can motivate behaviour. The question is close-
ly related to others of the images power, agency and animism. 
 Now, I am a friend of the power of images. My training and 
beliefs uphold the phenomenal force of images. As a follower of 
Rudolf Arnheim, I believe images are nodes of power that send out 
their vectors of energy into the surrounding world. Yet I am an image 
act skeptic. And I am so because I don’t think theorists have taken 
the best of speech act seriously to heart. Let me explain what I mean 
by this.  
 First, what do we mean by an image or picture act? The term 
is used in a dozen ways but I will use one from Horst Bredekamp’s 
book – Image Acts – because it is representative of his theory.1 In his 
book, he talks a lot about works of art with “first person” inscrip-
tions. The Anonymous Christ on the Cross in the Bode Museum in 
Berlin, from the early 12th century, includes an inscription on the 
back. It reads: “WOLFRA / MUS P[RESBYT]ER IVS[S]IT ME/ 
FACERE [Wolfram the priest ordered that I be made].”2 For Bre-
dekamp, the fact that the crucifix speaks for itself is significant be-
cause the reference does not go back to the artist (normally, analog-
ized to the utterer in a speech act). Rather, the work is the “utterer” 
and the work therefore “functioned in the manner of an image act”.3 
It has already been pointed out that the way this argument is present-
ed is rather loose and seems to treat image acts metaphorically.4  

                                              
1  Horst Bredekamp, Image Acts: A Systematic Approach to Visual Agency, 
translated by Elizabeth Clegg (Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2018). 
Similar in approach is Klaus Sachs-Hombach, “Acting with Pictures”, Punctum 2 
(2016), pp. 7–17. One early example is Liza Bakewell, “Image Acts”, American 
Anthropologist 100 (1998), pp. 12–22. See further C. J. Reynolds, “Image Act 
Theory”, Seventh International Conference of Computer Ethics (July 12–14, 
2007). Online source: http://www.k2.t.u-tokyo.ac.jp/members/carson/papers/rey 
nolds_cepe2007.pdf. 
2 Bredekamp, Image Acts, p. 49.  
3 Ibid., p. 45.  
4 Matthew Rampley, “Theories of Agency in Art” [review of Horst Bredekamp, 
Image Acts: A Systematic Approach to Visual Agency, translated by Elizabeth 
Clegg (Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2018)], Journal of Art Historio-
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 Some other authors follow the structure of speech acts, as 
sketched out by John Searle.5 But because this tradition has certain 
weaknesses, it is safe to say that the theory of image acts is under-
developed. Specifically, the force of an image has to be specified 
better, and in doing so, it is harder to affirm that images carry force. 
In general, I find that visual theory has not dealt with general theo-
retical problems of authority in social life and further harmed its 
theoretical development by overemphasizing the work of art as pow-
erful particular, or agent, at the expense of social structure.  
 
Speech Acts 
 
A speech act is one that accomplishes some social action, and changes 
the world. Briefly, in Searle’s account, there are “constitutive” rules 
that bring things into being.6 Saying “I do” at a wedding ceremony is 
one example. We may immediately wonder what is performed by the 
first-person inscription in the Crucifixion? Asking, warning, promis-
ing, forgiving or more institutionally charged acts such as baptism, 
marriage, legal indictment are the usual fare of speech acts. Further, 
they have what Austin called “felicity” conditions. The fulfillment of 
a promise is its felicity condition. At this point at least, there is noth-
ing that the image actually accomplishes in its creation or display. 
There is nothing quasi-legal or institutional.  
 If we are to follow Searle, we must also attend to his critics, 
who note a lack of an account of social structure. Speech acts are a 
relatively individualistic affair for Searle. Speech acts are binding 
based on individual mental dispositions. Is an individual mental dis-
position enough to explain why we might go to jail if we shout 
                                                                                                                 
graphy 20 (2019), https://arthistoriography.files.wordpress.com/2019/04/rampley-
rev.pdf.  
5 John Searle, Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1970); cf. J. L. Austin, How to Do Things with 
Words (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1962).  
6 For a discussion, see Barry Smith, “John Searle: From Speech Acts to Social 
Reality”, in B. Smith (ed.), John Searle (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2003), pp. 1–33, see esp. p. 7.  
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“Fire!” in a movie theater? I will not go too deep into the ontology, 
but institutional Y terms for Searle are also always individual, X, 
terms. Y terms cannot stand alone.  
 While the institutions of free assembly in a society explain 
why it is wrong to shout “Fire”, it is not so clear what institutions 
cause us to attend to the Crucifixion. What is the social group or 
circle, what are the norms, that make us care about what Wolframus 
said? British sociological theorist Dave Elder-Vass notes that it isn’t 
about speech at all, but normatively monitored groups that give force 
to utterances. He says, “A manager could not dismiss an employee 
[with a speech act of firing] unless both were parts of an organisation 
of a certain kind, thus the causal power is a power of the organisa-
tion, exercised on its behalf by the manager, and not a power of the 
manager as an individual.”7  
 
Document Acts 
 
We can see that when we behave as if an object is animate, we are 
really reflecting the authority of the groups with or against which we 
operate in our own “norm circle.”8 But there is also a body of writing 
on document acts as well, which moves us closer to images.9 Speech 
acts bring entities into existence but cannot necessarily maintain their 
existence. The speech act is an event or occurrent whereas documents 
are objects or continuants. Apart from bringing an institution into ex-
istence (if Searle’s account is enough), documents likewise can sus-
tain the institution. A speech act can initiate a promise but a docu-
ment might sustain it.  
                                              
7 Dave Elder-Vass, Causal Power of Social Structures, p. 74.  
8 “Norm circle” is used in Verstegen, Federico Barocci and the Oratorians: Cor-
porate Patronage and Style in the Counter-Reformation (Kirksville: Truman State 
University Press, 2015), to discuss the contrasting aims of the Jesuits and Orator-
ians.  
9 Barry Smith, “Document Acts”, in A. Konzelmann-Ziv and H. B. Schmid (eds.), 
Institutions, Emotions, and Group Agents: Contributions to Social Ontology 
(Dordrecht: Springer, 2014); cf. Barry Smith, “How to Do Things with Docu-
ments”, Rivista di Estetica 50 (2012), pp. 179–198.  
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 Documents also perform acts. For example, a contract creates 
an obligation; a state of incorporation creates a corporation, a deed 
creates a privilege, a title deed creates a property right, a patent cre-
ates an exclusive right, and so on.10 On one hand these might seem to 
be governmental or bureaucratic but remember there may be a gov-
ernment one has lost trust in – inflation in Weimar Germany for ex-
ample. What is essential, as with speech acts, is the power to bind the 
speech or documentary act to its maintenance. Again, as these exam-
ples show, the result is squarely institutional.  
 Part of what motivates (the hope for) image acts by art his-
torians is the desire to claim powers for what we study, works of art. 
We can see that with speech and document acts there is also some-
thing agential or magical about the speech part – the “promise” or the 
document: the contract. Suppose that we are afraid of a survey of our 
land, because a profitable business was located there and the bounds 
of our land might be changed. Once created, the survey document 
produced by a surveyor – a “mere” piece of paper – could attain mag-
ical properties. We might try to steal it; it might create nightmares for 
us; or depress us. But as with both speech and document acts, its 
power is really the institutional power that it has, related to owner-
ship. It might seem to attain a level of “animacy” but we are really 
reacting to the force of the institution.  
 We have seen that to “change the world” via an act we need a 
normative social theory. Even with Searle’s individualistic and lin-
guistic theory, there is a shared institution within which the act gains 
traction. The stronger theory that I referenced, that of Dave Elder-
Vass, argues robustly for a socially causal account of social life in 
norm circles. The “visual agency” of the work of art goes exactly 
away from any meaningful social theory of the art field. Instead, we 
need to think of norms, whether governmental or merely social, that 
could be adequate to enforce or bind speech and documentary behav-
iours. Once we understand the power structure, we understand why 
an act might be relevant in the first place.  
 
                                              
10 Smith, “Documents Acts”, p. 22.  
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 Interestingly, the same art historians who push the power of 
the object are – at least metaphysically – no different from Margaret 
Thatcher’s dictum that “there is no such thing as society”.11 Unless 
we believe that our cognitive acts sustain all that exists in the world 
(individualism) we need to theorize objects like promises and mate-
rial relations that might underwrite our relationship to power.  
 
Conclusion 
 
Let us return to Bredekamp’s Crucifixion. The first thing we can see 
is that – apart from the hopeful switch of ontology from work of art 
to speaking agent – it and other examples do not accomplish an act. 
If we compare its address to us to either the speech (promise) or doc-
ument (contract) acts, this is plain. There is nothing that the image 
does that changes the world. The first-person inscription might “hail” 
us but that is as far as it goes.  
 So far, the most convincing example of an image act are pittu-
re infamanti from the Italian communes of the thirteenth and four-
teenth century.12 Writers on such shaming images are sensitive to the 
ways in which they are a requisite to political and legal power, and 
functioned in a strict, institutionalized way. Yet in document act the-
ory, for example, there is a space for evidence that coincides with 
document acts, like photos that might accompany a bill of sale. But 
these are not image acts. It has been pointed out that pitture infamanti 
do not require an (iconic) likeness and were somewhat subservient to 
the capitalized names of offenders. Before one can invoke an image 

                                              
11 Here, it must be pointed out that this liberal individualism has important con-
tinuities to contemporary “flat” ontology, for example, Bruno Latour’s rejection 
of “society” in favour of relations.  
12 Gherardo Ortalli, La pittura infamante nei secoli XIII–XVI (Rome: Jouvence, 
1979); and Samuel Y. Edgerton, Pictures and Punishment: Art and Criminal 
Prosecution during the Florentine Renaissance (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 1985) and now Carolin Behrmann (ed.), Images of Shame: Infamy, De-
famation and the Ethics of Oeconomia (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2016) and in par-
ticular the chapters by Gherardo Otalli, Matteo Ferrari and Giuliano Milani. 
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as causally powerful, one must exhaust speech and document acts 
first.  
 Even generic acts of image power (something like their “social 
psychology” instead of their sociology) have a normative back-
ground. The saint that the Catholic implores is underwritten by the 
edifice of Catholic faith and certified by the liturgical structure of the 
church. The Catholic sculpture that a month before was not especial-
ly repugnant suddenly becomes so with the political clampdown of 
the Spanish in the Netherlands, champions of the Catholic faith.  
 In reviewing speech and document acts, I showed how ap-
proaches based on Searle and others are weak and individualistic. 
They do not theorize non-extensive ontologies like “promisings”, or 
social relations like norm circles. As they presently stand, they are 
inadequate to explain how an image could induce behaviour. That 
which they leave to the “agency” of the object is magical, either 
undertheorized or metaphorical. The norm circle explanation given 
here is a theory of agency. But the main trouble remains the institu-
tional power of the image act – it must move beyond the anecdotal or 
unique and will convince us by its ritual recurrence.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





  

ophy, for instance, becomes marginal. A good number of analytic 
philosophers turn out to belong in the postmodernist camp – not only 
Goodman and Rorty, but also, for instance, Putnam and Burge. The 
association of postmodernism with the French cultural influence 
becomes hard to sustain. On the one hand, works of Derrida or De-
leuze are anyhow incomprehensible even to experts, and incom-
prehensible views can hardly influence anyone. On the other, the de-
fining perspectives of postmodernism (as summarised above) can be 
documented in English speaking intellectual life well before French 
postmodernist philosophers wrote their works. It is, at the same time, 
quite possible to find these same perspectives in German-speaking 
philosophies of history of the Weimar era. The transition of these 
ideas into the USA and the UK via the great exodus of German-
speaking scholars in the 1930s is easy to trace. 
 The pool of unstated assumptions, the other side of Petrarch’s 
recommendation, is wider and harder to follow. It was the academics 
that belong to the generation of 1968 that largely carried out the rise 
of postmodernism in the 1980s and the 1990s. Their social experi-
ence certainly constitutes an important element. Alan Bloom has de-
scribed the widespread tendency to identify reason with authority 
during their formative years. It is hard not to think that this accounts 
at least for part of the opposition to rationality that is often mani-
fested by promoters of postmodernism. Theological coincidences 
need to be noticed as well. The role of Culture, Language or Society 
that in postmodernist metaphysics construct reality and determine the 
mental states of individuals suspiciously resembles the role of God in 
the writings of Luther and the Calvinist tradition. Except for France, 
postmodernism has been mainly a cultural phenomenon of protestant 
countries. Religious views, it may be pointed out, are not only about 
God but about human relationship to God. People are likely to retain 
the anthropology of their religion even when they cease to be reli-
gious. Culture, Language, Discourses, Epistemes or Society that post-
modernist metaphysics relies on are then mere substitutes for God 
that reflect a crypto-Protestant worldview. 
 The contribution of the 1950s theories of perception (“New 
Look” psychology) to the rise of the postmodernist worldview be-
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longs, one could say, to both categories. The view that all perception 
is inseparable from the conceptualisation of the contents of percep-
tion – that all seeing is seeing as – played an immensely important 
role in the intellectual life during the 1960s. The view is firmly en-
dorsed, for instance, in Gadamer’s Truth and Method, Gombrich’s 
Art and Illusion, Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 
Norberg-Schulz’s Intentions in Architecture, Danto’s Analytical Phi-
losophy of History and Goodman’s Languages of Art. At the same 
time, it has unavoidable anti-realist and anti-foundationalist conse-
quences that were typically endorsed but left unstated. By making the 
contents of perception dependent on their classification and the clas-
sificatory capacities of the subject (previous experiences, expecta-
tions and so on) the view necessarily makes the contents of visual ex-
perience independent of the actual perceived objects and their proper-
ties. Modern psychology of perception rejects the view and assumes 
that the functioning of the parts of the brain that form our visual ex-
perience is impenetrable for conceptual thinking. There exist efforts 
to establish whether in some circumstances such influences may oc-
cur, but the idea that this is always the case is long forgotten. All this 
is very important because if perception is detachable from the con-
ceptual contents associated with it (and this is the standard view of 
modern psychology), then anti-foundationalism becomes impossible 
to sustain, while anti-realism can only be advocated as a variation of 
traditional skepticism. 
 For a historian interested in the cultural history of postmod-
ernism it is necessary to take into account the assumptions about per-
ception that were taken for granted by its protagonists. Without them, 
anti-realist and anti-foundationalist claims could not be sustained. 
More generally, it is hard to deny that the answer to the question of 
how postmodernism could have happened, and what kind of social 
forces fostered its rise, has potentially extremely wide implications 
for the understanding of the civilization we live in.   
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Understanding Images Without Theory  

 
 
In the last 50 years, numerous books and articles have been published 
on image theory but what is noticeably lacking is any emerging con-
sensus or wider impact on fields outside philosophy. No theorist 
since Ernst Gombrich has had anything like his influence across phi-
losophy, psychology and the visual arts. Books like Understanding 
Pictures,1 Picture, Image and Experience,2 The Objective Eye,3 and 
What Is a Picture?4 have been almost entirely ignored in art educa-
tion and have had little or no impact on fields such as cultural studies, 
ethology, language evolution and psychology. 
  Scientific research is widely regarded as being indispensable 
for the development of a theory of the image and many theorists ap-
peal to vision science and neuroscience in order to understand and 
explain images. But if it turns out that the issues of concern are 
conceptual in nature, then scientific research is unlikely to generate 

                                              
1 Dominic McIver Lopes, Understanding Pictures, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996. 
2 Robert Hopkins, Picture, Image, and Experience: A Philosophical Inquiry, Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998. 
3 John Hyman, The Objective Eye: Color, Form, and Reality in the Theory of Art, 
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2006. 
4 Michael Newall, What Is a Picture? Depiction, Realism, Abstraction, London: 
Palgrave, 2010. 
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significant insight. Perhaps an entirely different approach is needed, 
one that brings us back to the “rough ground”5 of the ways that we 
use non-verbal representations and most especially the things that we 
say about them. 
 Conceptual analysis has the potential to reveal several impor-
tant distinctions commonly overlooked, neglected or oversimplified 
in the literature. Even such unassuming prepositions as “of” and 
“about” have a significant role to play in clarifying and revealing the 
extraordinary sophistication of our ordinary understanding of picto-
rial representation and indeed all forms of non-verbal representation. 
 Often we can use “of” or “about” interchangeably as when we 
say “I’ve been thinking of you” or “I’ve been thinking about you”. 
But when applied to images these prepositions are no longer equi-
valent. An image about you need not be of you. When we say that an 
image is about something, it is rightly assumed that we are referring 
to its meaning, whereas an image of something need not be about 
anything: for example, the images of rocks and aquatic plants used as 
backdrops in many fish tanks. 
 Nelson Goodman argued6 that all representations are symbolic. 
Thus, the Jolly Roger flag symbolizes a skull and crossed bones ac-
cording to one set of symbolic conventions and piracy according to 
another. However, the Jolly Roger design is not an image of piracy, it 
is an image of a skull and crossed bones. So simple grammar belies 
Goodman’s claim. What the design is about – its meaning – relies on 
its association with piracy, not because it is a picture of piracy. What 
the image is standardly taken to be about is indeed a symbolic rela-
tion but this is secondary to its pictured subject: what it is of. 
 Like Goodman, Vilém Flusser claimed7 that photographs are 
symbols. He rightly acknowledged that “They provide space for in-
terpretation” but he overlooked a crucial distinction between inter-

                                              
5  Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, transl. by G. E. M. Ans-
combe, Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1953.   
6 Nelson Goodman, Languages of Art, 2nd ed., Indianapolis: Hackett, 1976. 
7  Vilém Flusser, Towards a Philosophy of Photography, transl. by Anthony 
Mathews, London: Reaktion, 2000. 
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pretations of what images are of and interpretations of what they are 
about. So, whilst it is true that photographs provide space for inter-
pretation of what they are about, it is much less true that they provide 
space for interpretation for what they are of. 
 
Two Forms of Resemblance 
 
Things can resemble one another either by way of genuine similarity 
or by way of one or more effects. A 3D effect is not a 3D property 
and a shading effect is not a shadow. Umberto Eco once remarked: 
“Now a simple phenomenological inspection of any representation, 
either a drawing or a photo, shows us that an image possesses none 
of the properties of the object represented.”8 How is it possible then, 
that we can very occasionally mistake some images for the things 
they represent? Eco offers no explanation. More recently it has been 
argued that many pictures do in fact share the property of peripheral 
shape (viewed from a fixed point) with the objects they depict. None-
theless, Eco isn’t entirely wrong. What he fails to do though, is to 
distinguish between resemblances that rely on shared properties and 
resemblances that rely on illusionistic effects. This leads him to deny 
resemblances altogether in favor of a proprietary theory of pictorial 
symbolization that has had little success within the field of image 
theory. 
 Even if a theory is correct in every detail, the job of dissem-
ination and persuasion remains entirely before us. However, if it 
turns out that only clarity is needed to dissolve conceptual puzzles, 
then there is no need to strive for the acceptance and assimilation of a 
new theory into ordinary discourse. 

 
8 Umberto Eco, “Critique of the Image” (1970), in Thinking Photography, ed. by 
Victor Burgin, London: Palgrave, 1982, pp. 32–38.     
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Design Objects as Images  

 
 
Design is an omni-present aesthetic visual phenomenon, culturally 
loaded and influential. Many design objects possess deep appear-
ances, which present figurative and expressive compositions, such as 
the jewelry designer Bettina Speckner’s gloomy brooches (Figure 1); 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1: Bettina Spencker, Slate Brooch, 2013. 
 
are saturated with ideology, such as Kleen Kanteen long-last environ-
mentally-neutral stainless steel water bottles, which by using them 
“you’re taking a stand against disposable design”; direct social be-
haviours and hierarchies, like rectangle vs. round tables; refer to their 
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contemporary zeitgeist, like modernist factories; prompt insights like 
Michael Beitz’s Not Now, Dining Table (Figure 2), and knotted sofa, 
that reflect cold social interactions through get-together furniture 
(Figure 3), or even mimetic, like the interior designer Matteo Bian-
chi’s Muffin Pouffe (Figure 4). Still, design objects are overlooked by 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2: Michael Beitz, Dinning Table, 2016. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: Michael Beitz, The Complexity of Relationships, 2012. 
 
the vast aesthetic literature on images, which is re-flourishing nowa-
days in the course of the visual turn and the return to the visual sphere 
as an arena of analysis of human nature and culture. 
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Figure 4: Matteo Bianchi, Muffin Pouffe, 2011. 

 Maybe the following will reveal the source of this theoretical 
inattention. Design objects furnish our everyday surroundings, there-
fore are naturally considered to belong to reality itself rather than to 
its representations. Additionally, most of the sub-disciplines of de-
sign, such as industrial design, fashion, graphic or interior design and 
sometimes architecture, are essentially mass-produced. An encounter 
with a mass-produced object does not naturally invite an attribution 
of a preconceived meaning which the design piece aims to symbolize. 
Therefore we tend to classify it as a mere object rather than as repre-
sentation – a term used by Arthur Danto to distinguish between real-
ity and art. Considering these characteristics, Jane Forsey  presents in 
her recent Aesthetics of Design a materialist stance by claiming that 
design is “mute”, which I take to mean non-representational, hence 
non-imagistic.  
 Moreover, even formalists, such as the author of this piece, 
acknowledge the fact that in conjunction with its aesthetically signif-
icant forms, the design piece is essentially functional. Its function-
ality renders it close to us – closer than images. Its beholder is more 
of a user than a viewer: lives in buildings, operates coffee machines, 
sits on benches in squares, wears clothes, eyeglasses or rings, drinks 
from cups, writes with pens and carries them in backpacks. These are 
close responsive and mutual relations between us and design objects, 
which indicate the difference between looking at mere things and 
looking at images. Use and responsive actions make our sight ef-
ficient and reduced up to missing the whole composition of the per-
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cept, as Roger Fry proposes in his canonical Vision and Design. For 
Fry the formalist, the essence of design, just like art, is its aesthetic 
arrangement, formed by means of “the emotional elements of design” 
that invite a disinterested contemplation. Though one of the few 
modernist aestheticians to include design in aesthetics, Fry deemed 
its usefulness unessential property, and believed that a machine-made 
object could never be truly beautiful. But most of the theories of 
design characterize it as essentially functional and mass produced. So, 
we have main traits here that prove the design objects’ affordance 
challenging for image theories.  
 However, imagery is not foreign to design, and functionality is 
actually integral to design’s imagery. The above-mentioned exam-
ples of full-of-content objects are not peripheral at all – even ac-
cording to restrictive definitions of “proper images”, as labeled by 
Mitchell in his comprehensive project on images, Iconology. Mitchell 
refers to Furbank’s definition in Reflections on the Word ‘Image’, 
who asserts that we should forgo the idea of verbal image and con-
fine ourselves to “the natural sense of the word ‘image’, as meaning a 
likeness, a picture, or a simulacrum”. I would refine it to the follow-
ing: an image is a visual representation which is based on likeness to 
the represented and refers to it.  
 Mitchell himself, like the linguistic aestheticians Goodman and 
Danto, tries to dissolve the distinction between proper and improper 
images, and accordingly between visual and verbal images, asserting  
that images are a kind of language: “instead of providing a trans-
parent window on the world, images are now regarded as the sort of 
sign that presents a deceptive appearance of naturalness and trans-
parence concealing an opaque, distorting, arbitrary mechanism of 
representation”. In opposition to this distrustful attitude to the visual 
and attempt to “upgrade” images to language, my stance is visualist, 
and I claim that all imagery is based on visuality. But I do agree that 
the structures of images and their relation to their represented refer-
ents are versified, non-transparent images included. Gombrich and 
Goodman proved that similarity is sometimes produced rather than 
revealed, and there are various kinds of similarities. Moreover, ref-
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erents are sometimes produced by visual pieces rather than pre-con-
ceived.  
 Mitchell calls images “intermediate agencies” that stand be-
tween us and the perceived objects. He follows Gombrich’s assertion 
that “images apparently occupy a curious position somewhere be-
tween the statements of language, which are intended to convey a 
meaning, and the things of nature, to which we only can give a mean-
ing”. Design objects which are neither language nor nature, but de-
pictive in character, stand exactly there. The human being lives in 
layers of ontology, accompanied by thick mediating layers of images. 
A creative layer of artifacts such as design objects, could not be total-
ly devoid of imagery.  
 Do design objects meet the above conditions of images? Yes, 
many of them are visual-iconic symbols of their referents, hence im-
ages. When the imagistic property is internal to the design object, it 
is structurally linked to its functional structure. Kleen Kanteen’s steel 
and lively colours are integral to their depiction of sustainability; Bi-
anchi’s Muffin Pouffe sittability is part its metaphoric image of muf-
fin; a rectangular table’s function is integral to the shape and sign of 
hierarchy of positions, while a round table allows equal sitting posi-
tions, visually showing a composition of equality. Modernist facto-
ries’ impressive solidity expresses, actually depicts, the contempo-
rary admiration of heavy technology. Looking back at modernist ar-
chitecture Stanford Anderson claims in Fiction of Function that this 
solidity is imagistic:  
 

certain features of buildings may reveal internal functions suf-
ficiently directly to be seen as more than metaphors for those 
functions: the length and repetitiveness of a factory elevation 
refers to similar characteristics of the processes it houses. Struc-
tural details may reveal their own function, but may also serve 
metaphorically: the great pin-joints of the arches of Peter Beh-
rens’s Turbine Factory in Berlin, beautifully machined and 
displayed on pedestals just above street level, insist on their 
own objectness while suggesting themselves as the engines of 

 121 



 

 

 

122 

their own structural system and cognate to those engines of 
another mechanical system fabricated within. 

 
The subjugation of functionality to mimetic imagery is well em-
bodied by Beitz. Knotting the sofa or conference table, Beitz distorts 
the object’s familiar functions, thereby turning what is usually a 
place of social contact to a space of segregation. His design objects 
are therefore mimetic and productive ironic, funny and witty images 
of the complexity of human relations.  
 Thus, design objects depict and produce referents and mean-
ings, and are therefore representational visual artifacts. Possessing 
semantic, referential, or expressive properties, they lend themselves 
to iconography: “it is virtually impossible to deprive building ele-
ments of metaphoric qualities associated with various functions”, 
Anderson beautifully proposes, “portals and doors loaded with the 
significance of arrival or departure; windows as the eyes of the build-
ing or as the frame through which a controlled view of the world is 
afforded”. 







  

nessing typographic transformations as they seek to reflect the trans-
cultural dialogue. To sustain an effective communication in this con-
text, traditional and predominantly Western resources and concepts 
are not sufficient. For example, we can observe the case of a col-
laborative project for the visual identity of the Dhaka Art Summit 
2020. The cultural nuancing within visual language is present through 
integration of local visual images at the core of the graphic design 
process (Universal Thirst; Fraser Muggeridge studio). In such visual 
space, coexistence of scripts reflects cultural cohabitation. Another 
example that provides a satisfying visual solution of cultural cohabi-
tation in a visual space is Igor Gurovich’s poster for Tbilisi Open 
Film Forum (source: Bi-scriptual). Integration of scripts is depicted 
not through mere duplication of the text in different visual format but 
through an engaging interplay of Cyrillic, Georgian, and Latin scripts. 
 As we find ourselves in an era of transformations and change, 
we are confronted with new ways of representation.5 The questions 
arise: How do we approach methods of teaching graphic design in 
this new era? How do we determine analytical and practical tools for 
understanding a range of phenomena underlying the complexity and 
vibrancy of multi-script typography? Following the thread of Aczél’s 
reconceptualisation of the (new) media, the path forward is the one of 
“continuous reconstructions of core ideas” where students are “in-
habiting the constantly changing culture” as “authentic thinkers”. To 
sustain wonders of this vibrant typographic space, “our core vocabu-
lary” within graphic design theory and practice needs to move further 
from singularism and foster richness of visual thinking by embracing 
complexity, rawness, and reality of this world”6.  

 

                                             

“
 

 
5 Petra Aczél, “Reconceptualizing (New) Media Literacy”, Institute of Behav-
ioural Science and Communication Theory, Corvinus University of Budapest.  
6 Ishan Khosla in Somnath Bhatt, “Collaboration, Cultural Nuance + Localism – 
A Conversation on Reshaping the Design Monolith”, 2020, https://eyeonde 
sign.aiga.org/collaboration-cultural-nuance-localism-a-conversation-on-reshaping 
-the-design-monolith/. 
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Image, Perception, Behaviour  

 
 
How do images behave? Or rather, how do we relate to images, how 
do we use them, and how do they affect us? Images are an indis-
pensable element of life, both in the physical and mental sense, and 
there is a reciprocal relation between images and human cognitive 
capacity. In this paper I will rely on the Bergsonian conception of the 
image, Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological account of human con-
sciousness, and more recent suggestions from neuroarchaeology. All 
three above-mentioned theories attempt to provide a framework with-
in which the mind-body relation ca be reconsidered. 
 In my argumentation I will suggest that images behave in ac-
cordance with our capacity of cooperating with them. Technically, 
the capability of recognising images as images, being able to recog-
nise similarities and certain regularities of similarities, are in correla-
tion with image-making skills. The history of image-making, starting 
with Palaeolithic images and evolving through perspective painting, 
various painting styles, and the production of influencing (commer-
cial) images, is inseparably related to the evolution of different cog-
nitive and bodily skills and the cultural milieu. 
 According to recent usage of the term “image”, we can think 
of depiction, reflection, representation of something, or the general 
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impression raised by a person, company, or city. We use images to 
help recollection and problem-solving, support expression, as rhetor-
ical devices, and we exploit their affective power to influence de-
cision making – to name a few roles they can play in our everyday 
life. Even this short list demonstrates the fluctuation of the meaning 
of the word between the concrete, material and the mental, incor-
poreal. 
 That is, in ordinary language we apply “image” for both phys-
ical and mental phenomena. Henri Bergson, the renowned French 
philosopher, exploited this ambiguity when he tried to bridge the 
traditional gap between mind and body. According to his suggestion 
“[t]he mistake of ordinary dualism is that it starts from the spatial 
point of view: it puts, on the one hand, matter with its modifications, 
in space; on the other hand, it places unextended sensations in con-
sciousness. Hence the impossibility of understanding how the spirit 
acts upon the body or the body upon the spirit.”1 The puzzle of how 
the mind can have influence on matter and vice versa can be solved if 
mental phenomena are not squeezed into spatial terms, but rather 
kept in the temporal dimension. When we think in spatial terms we 
unknowingly use static, divisible and separable concepts, therefore 
consciousness or spirit, as it really is, is unattainable. 
 With the help of image, Bergson attempted to create a frame-
work within which a certain continuity can be built between the 
physical and mental. As he wrote, “by ‘image’ we mean … an exist-
ence placed half-way between the ‘thing’ and the ‘representation’.”2 
In Bergson’s view, matter is “the aggregate of images, and percep-
tion of matter these same images referred to the eventual action of 
one particular image, my body”. That is to say, as a margin note sum-
marized, “[i]mages belong to two systems: to science and to con-
sciousness.” 3 They belong to science, as the material world is the 
subject of the sciences, and to consciousness because perception can 
be conscious or unconscious. 

                                              
1 Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory, 1911, p. 294. 
2 Bergson, op. cit., p. XII.  
3 Ibid., pp. 8 and 12. 
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 Image, as perception, can illuminate the origin of conscious-
ness as it differs from the unconscious in degree, but cannot help 
regarding mind’s capacity to preserve images, i.e., memory. Never-
theless, image is considered by Bergson as a means by which we can 
restore intuition. Bergson differentiates between intellect and intui-
tion. The former is attributed to science, while the latter to meta-
physics. Science and metaphysics “will differ in object and method, 
but will commune in experience”. Intuition, as Bergson understood it, 
is a “direct vision of the mind by the mind”.4 
 As we can see, image, according to Bergson is related to the 
material, spatial world. On the other hand, image “may give us the 
direct vision” while the abstract term “leaves us in metaphor”, i.e., 
when we are to restore intuition, image may provide considerable aid 
because it is not burdened by rigid spatialized terms provided by the 
intellect. 
 Like Bergson, Merleau-Ponty also attempted to eliminate the 
mind-body gap. In doing so he suggested the reconsideration of some 
key concepts in philosophy, such as perception and consciousness, 
and created a framework within which the human cognitive system 
finds its place in close interplay with its ambient world. Accordingly, 
he suggests, thanks to our body via perception, we are in direct and 
active interplay with the world. Our experience is embodied because 
“far from my body’s being for me no more than a fragment of space, 
there would be no space at all for me if I had no body”; and even the 
meanings of words derive “from our experience as embodied sub-
jects”.5 
 Merleau-Ponty considers art, particularly painting, a privi-
leged activity that makes structures invisible to the naked eye visible. 
Artists, thanks to their special expressive capacity, render us capable 
of enjoying works of art. “The world of perception consists not just 
of all natural objects but also of …the ‘world of culture’. Far from 
having narrowed our horizons by immersing ourselves in the world 
of perception, far from being limited to water and stone, we have re-
                                              
4 Bergson, The Creative Mind, 1946, pp. 50 and 47. 
5 M. Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception [1945], 2005, pp. 89 and 182. 
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discovered a way of looking at works of art, language and culture, 
which respects their autonomy and their original richness.”6 
 Merleau-Ponty’s above-quoted idea is extensible to the past 
and neuroarchaeology; in particular, material engagement theory ac-
complishes this extension to the Palaeolithic. This more recent re-
search is based on archaeological studies and enactivist theories of 
mind. It suggests that if we abandon focusing on the presupposed 
representational machinery, image-making and seeing as regards 
cognitive evolution, meant both phylo- and ontogenetically, the in-
terplay of mind, body and the ambient material world unfolds. 
 “[N]euroarchaeology is strictly an interactionist approach, 
aiming primarily to understand the bidirectional links between brains, 
minds and culture. Brain activity is a crucial component of the hu-
man mind but so is also material culture.”7 Material engagement has 
a crucial role in the evolution of cognitive skills. “The mind works 
through the body.” Accordingly, “[w]eight has first to be perceived 
as a physical reality – in hands and arms, not just in the brain within 
the skull – before it can be conceptualized and measured”. 8  The 
artefacts of material engagement serve as a material scaffold for cog-
nitive processes as a manifestation of new cognitive skills, and thus 
pave the way, in the long run, toward metacognition. Similarly, Pa-
laeolithic images provided a new epistemic access to the world. 
 The endeavour to overcome the paradoxes of traditional meta-
physics resulted in revised concepts of cognition, perception, and 
hence the relation between human agents and their environment. In 
the current paper, by highlighting some key foci – such as Bergson, 
Merleau-Ponty and recent enactive approach theory applied in neuro-
archaeology – I attempted to show that along the path of elaborating 
a new setup we can see that it is not by chance that the meaning of 

                                              
6 M. Merleau-Ponty, The World of Perception [1948], 2004, p. 101. 
7 L. Malafouris, “Metaplasticity and the Human Becoming: Principles of Neuro-
archaeology”, Journal of Anthropological Sciences, vol. 88 (2010), p. 64. 
8 L. Malafouris, How Things Shape the Mind: A Theory of Material Engagement, 
2013, p. 33. 
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“image” oscillates between the physical and the mental. It is because 
images are, from the very beginning, capable of facilitating cognitive 
skills both from the perceiver’s and the creator’s side, and at the same 
time they are lasting manifestation of this process. 
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Rudolf Lüthe 
Aachen (Germany) 

 
Using Images: 

Do They Describe or Avoid Reality?  
 
 
The question in the title has a specific importance in the context of 
our culture today, because this culture seems to be increasingly deter-
mined by images, virtual worlds and fictions. With these new condi-
tions, a completely new danger appears to be emerging: the danger of 
a structural loss of reality – for example in the context of computer 
game addiction.  
 From my philosophical point of view, which is a strictly Kant-
ian one, the seductiveness of human beings by fictions and fictitious 
worlds can be explained quite easily: according to Kant, we always 
live in the world of our imaginations (Kantian: things as appearances, 
phenomena: perceived things) – and these have a complicated rela-
tionship to the so-called (actual) reality (Kantian: world of things in 
itself, noumena – merely imagined things). We do not live in the 
world of things in themselves and of objective facts, but rather in the 
world of our ideas about things and about facts. The situation is made 
even more complicated by the fact that images of things and facts are 
among the things and facts; and their relationship to the “actual” 
things and facts is also complicated. When the so-called reality seems 
to consist more and more of images (of this reality or at least of some 
reality), the situation becomes confusing. Jürgen Habermas, in a dif-
ferent context, aptly speaks of the “new complexity”.  
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 In the following I will therefore defend the thesis that, in a 
well-defined sense, we have always lived more in “unreal realities” 
than in the so-called “actual reality”; the present situation is not 
completely new in this respect. Only the importance of “unreal real-
ities” has inceased. In order to make this strange doctrine plausible – 
before all talk of illusory worlds, illusory realities, virtual worlds – it 
must first be clarified what we mean when we speak of the actual 
reality. Furthermore, it must be clear what is meant by the formula-
tion that a reality is not real, that it deceives us, lies, pretends some-
thing. In this context, I will also claim that deception is not such a 
bad thing.  
 I can now draw the most important conclusion from these very 
general and  abstract arguments: In an allusion to a famous Kantian 
thought, namely that man is “a citizen of two worlds”, this conclu-
sion can be formulated as follows: Man is a citizen of many worlds, 
because he inevitably lives in many realities at the same time. One of 
his essential intellectual achievements is to keep these many realities 
apart.  
 This task is more difficult to accomplish under the conditions 
of post-modern image and media overload than in the times of Kant’s 
own life. But it is not impossible. The philosopher does not have the 
same tasks as a media educator; but at least he can formulate some 
principles in this context, which should guide a healthy and fruitful 
approach to the unreal realities in the postmodern flood of images 
and media: We need to remain in permanent contact with the directly 
sensually given reality when we at the same time let ourselves into 
the various forms of unreal realities. Metaphorically speaking: It is 
good to walk around in these other worlds, but we must always avoid 
to try and escape into non-sensual realities.  
 But how can we know the difference between walking and es-
caping in this context? My suggestions are pragmatic: Walks in real-
ities that are not directly sensual invigorate the mind and should there-
fore be sought as an enrichment of our experiences. Walks differ 
from escapes by the following characteristics: 

a) They are for pleasure and enrichment, not for overcoming 
frustration and forgetting.  
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b) They serve the purpose of contemplative self-discovery, not 
merely the distracting loss of self.  
c) They remain aware of their character as taking a holiday 
from everyday reality and do not succumb to the danger of con-
fusing these other worlds with that of everyday life.  
d) They do not therefore take the place of everyday realities: 
they should always consume much less time that our presence 
in everyday reality.  

 
 Madame Bovari and Don Quixote did not walk in their unreal 
realities; they fled into them. This is also reflected in the proportion 
of reading in their respective overall lives. However, this does not 
make the fictional worlds per se, but only the wrong way of dealing 
with them aesthetically and morally questionable.  
 My conclusion from these considerations is therefore: unreal 
realities are sources of possible cultural enrichment. We should walk 
in them, but we must never flee into them. 
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Andrea Kárpáti 
Corvinus University of Budapest 

 
Misbehaving Images – Expressing Identity 

through Cultural Symbol Systems  
 
 
In Visual Culture Learning Communities, young people engage in art 
activities 10–20 hours weekly in their free time, without any practical 
purpose or reward. In a cultural anthropological study undertaken in 
2010–2011, we revealed how these communities function in six coun-
tries and why their peer-to-peer art and design training is so popular. 
The groups varied largely in size (3–30 members) and age (16–28 
years, two generations collaborating). The youth groups we studied 
were active in Amsterdam, Budapest, Chicago, Helsinki, Hong Kong, 
Istanbul and Montreal – large cities with a wide range of cultural op-
tions. However, group members spent 5–6 hours weekly for 4 years 
in average, practicing and enhancing their visual skills.   
 Participant observations and documentation of group process 
and creative products enabled researchers to map the “informal” vis-
ual language of youth, describe educational practices that seemed to 
be both motivating and effective, and characterize their collaboration 
in knowledge building creative networks to make recommendations 
fo formal art and design education to integrate successful informal 
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learning methods. This research on Visual Culture Learning Commu-
nities was published in art education journals.1 
 In order to explore changes of creative practices and values of 
youth cultures , nine years later, in 2019, we invited Communication 
and Media Theory M.A. students of Corvinus University of Budapest 
to act as peer observers and see if youth cultures identified as im-
portant were still observable and relevant about a decade later.  Stu-
dents worked in groups of 3–4, and employed similar methods (par-
ticipant observation, interview, survey, iconographic and document 
analysis, and case studies) as the international research mentioned 
above. This field study was part of a university course called “Cre-
ative Visuality” that invites students to reflect on contemporary cul-
ture through media communication. In the 2-year international pro-
ject and the four-month student study, the (re)interpretation of con-
ventional imagery and values within, as well as the creation of new, 
often “misbehaving” (shocking, repelling) images was an important 
activity revealed in the communities.  
 The central question for both studies was the same: why do 
adolescents and young adults engage in visual identity formation so 
intensively? Why are visual processes of creating an image to sym-
bolise their identities so important for them? Interviews show that the 
reason for the preference of visual language is the same in 2010 and 
in 2020: the multiple interpretations of visualizations seem to be 
more adequate for expressing the state of the soul in transition from 
youth to adulthood, and the rupture from youthful ideals and the need 
to preserve them. Symbols like a skull, a sword or a rosebud are 
loaded with hundreds of years of traditional meaning. Religious faith, 
cruelty of war or burning desire have been pre-formed, experienced 
                                              
1 K. Freedman, E. Hejnen, M. Kallio-Tavin, A. Kárpáti, L. Papp, “Visual Culture 
Learning Communities: How and What Students Come to Know in Informal Art 
Groups”, Studies in Art Education, vol. 54, no. 2 (2013), pp. 103–115; A. Kárpáti, 
K. Freedman, E. Heijnen, M. Kallio-Tavin, J. C. Castro, “Collaboration in Visual 
Culture Learning Communities: Towards a Synergy of Individual and Collective 
Creative Practice”, International Journal of Art & Design Education, vol. 36, no. 
2 (2016), pp. 164–175, https://doi.org/10.1111/jade.12099. 
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at school conscientiously and in the media unconsciously, then re-
used in youth communities with their inherent historic layers that 
shine through even the most advanced digital representation. 
 It was interesting to note how changing lifestyles affect the 
popularity of a cultural form. From among those identified in 2010 
as both highly popular and visual, the communities of cosplayers, 
gamers, graffiti artists, skaters and scouts survived till the present day 
and are still part of the youth scene in 2020. Some cultures like 
punks, skinheads and Goths seem to have lost their appeal. Nowa-
days, they belong to the curious relics of anxieties about the future at 
the turn of the 20th and 21st centuries. The changing sociocultural 
context reshaped these depressive and gloomy cultures, and their 
“misbehaving” images became commonplace or loaded with new, 
more frivolous, death-mocking meaning for contemporary youth. 
 The first and second decades of the 21st century show dif-
ferent group practices. While the 2010 youth cultures identified 
themselves through differentiation from others, members of 2020 
groups are more traditional. They refine tried and tested art and de-
sign techniques and working methods of the pioneers of their chosen 
youth culture. Two examples:  manga artists and cosplayers (costume 
players, impersonating characters of a literary work in self-made 
costume). When these groups started in the 1970s, they concentrated 
on the content of their visual domain. Thousands of young people 
flocked to courses of Japanese art and culture, others eagerly studied 
the Lord of the Rings by J. R. R. Tolkien (first published in 1954) to 
produce the most authentic garment and props for a lengthy cosplay. 
Sophisticated group rituals served an in-depth immersion in their 
culture. For European amateur manga artists, authenticity meant a 
strive to identify with historic characters of japan, for cosplayers, 
identification with Medieval English knights.  
 In 2020, however, interaction between group members that 
used to focus on getting to know the spiritual background of the 
culture they wanted to practice is replaced by exchanging techniques 
to develop objects and image sequences of high quality. In the com-
munities working in 2020, group activities are more action oriented. 
Beautifully executed manga stories and attractive cosplay garments 

 141  





 

 
 
 
 
 
 
SEE THE VIDEO 

 
 

Eszter Deli, Klaudia Jakab, Fruzsina Mikó 
Corvinus University of Budapest  

 
The Bold Vision  

An Analysis of the Visual Language and Imagery  
of Hungarian Romas  

 
 
Roma/Gypsy art has been recognized and appreciated for a very long 
time, for it nurtures the nature and depth of the culture it comes and 
draws its energy from. Pointed out by Liégeois,1 much of the origin-
ality of the Roma art lies in the quality of creative interpretation as a 
form of creation. With its bold colours, singular dressing, dance moves, 
paintings and music, Gypsy art is truly a hybrid one.  
 Despite all endeavours for complete integration, the unfavour-
able social and economic situation of the Roma population in Hunga-
ry is a frequent topic in public discourse. The significance of the 
issue is not in question: it is estimated that the Roma population of 
the country is approx. 6–7%, constituting the poorest, most isolated 
and vulnerable group in society.2 Art-related activities have a mo-
mentous role in increasing the disadvantaged Roma population’s 
school performance and compensate for their socialization disadvan-

                                              
1 Jean-Pierre Liégeois, Roma, Gypsies, Travellers, Strasbourg: Council of Europe, 
1994. 
2 Anikó Bernát, “Leszakadóban: a romák társadalmi helyzete a mai Magyarorszá-
gon” [In the Lag: The Social Situation of the Roma in Today’s Hungary], Társa-
dalmi Riport [Social Report], Budapest TARKI Social Research Institute, 2014. 
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tages. Our alma mater, Corvinus University of Budapest, participates 
in the Horizon 2020 Program of the AMASS Project, which has de-
fined the European Union’s research and development policy for 
2014–2020. The aim of this project – nearing completion very soon – 
has been to study the development of young Roma women living in 
extreme poverty through the evaluation of long-term successful edu-
cational programs. 
 After alluding to a possible conceptualization of Roma art, the 
present paper introduces the situation of visual education of Hun-
garian Romas – see the video! – through presenting the best practices 
used in the currently running domestic development programs, based 
on the background of two in-depth expert interviews conducted with 
prominent individuals who have successfully implemented develop-
ment programs for disadvantaged Roma. Zoltán Balog, former Min-
ister of Human Resources, and Nóra L. Ritók, professional leader of 
the Real Pearl Foundation nongovernmental organization, were asked 
about their experience. Besides the examination of the external agents 
of the visual development of Roma integration, a qualitative content 
analysis of 30 paintings created by 30 different Roma artists was 
executed in order to shed light on how the Gypsy artists – as internal 
agents – themselves communicate their culture and see how their vis-
uality reflects the attitudes of Gypsy communities.  
 It is obviously beyond the scope of this research to give a 
general conceptualization of Hungarian Roma art; rather, this re-
search is meant to be an exercise in visual rhetoric drawing on the 
codes offered by Daniel Chandler in his work Semiotics: The 
Basics,3 and thus it seeks to provide the semiotic-rhetorical analysis 
of the works of Hungarian gypsy artists in order to interpret their 
social, aesthetic, ideological and rhetorical intentions to customize 
the implemented development programs to their culture and the 
visual framework which will serve their integration to the fullest. Im-
ages were selected using the methodology of random sampling with 
the keywords “Roma painting”, “Roma fine art”, “Gypsy painting”, 
depending on the availability on the internet. Our goal was to get to 
                                              
3 London & New York: Routledge, 2002. 
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know the characteristics and displayed themes of Roma painting 
more deeply by analyzing their pictures. Having executed the analy-
sis, the authors have gained insight to the visual language and image-
ry of Hungarian Romas, finding that Roma artists prefer to use strong, 
vivid colours and have a truly human-centered visual representation. 
The persons represented in their art were mainly involved in every-
day life and folk activities, gazing in the distance expressing sadness, 
fear or anger. Our research also pointed out a true fascination about 
female fertility within Roma art, and love and attraction were a 
crucial part of their depiction; however, the main topoi conveyed by 
the images were discrimination, sadness, suffering and exclusion. 
 

“I leave you alone with my paintings. If you are scared, come out to me. 
But you don’t have to be afraid – they’re good people in it.”4 

István Szentandrássy, award-winning Hungarian Roma painter 

 
4 Compare  https://ujpestmedia.hu/vasznat-simogato-festo/. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

 
 
 
 
 

SEE THE VIDEO 
 

 
 

Admilson Veloso da Silva – Alexandra Béni 
Corvinus University of Budapest 

 
Visual Representation of #Africa on Instagram  

A Tentative Netnography  
through the Analysis of Hashtag-linked Content  

 
 
The image of Africa has long been on the agenda of researchers and it 
seems like the long-standing critique on the continent’s unbalanced media 
coverage has shifted in recent years. One of the perspectives is that a new 
narrative is on the rise concerning reports on Africa, which – on one hand 
– is much more varied and positive in tone, and – on the other hand – must 
be handled with caution as the meaning and implications of new represen-
tations require further research. 
 For this study, in order to make sense of geographically and cul-
turally distant affairs and events, we rely on mental models that are based 
on prior experience, existing knowledge and incoming information – the 
means of which is provided by different media platforms. Visual inputs 
contribute to this process by highlighting particular aspects of discussed 
topics, thus adding to the construal of images – in this specific case, the 
image of Africa. 
 Even though narratives with images have been helping cultural 
understanding for centuries, the media of our time offer new, cross-cultural 
ways of producing and disseminating images. One example can be seen in 
Instagram, a visual social media platform that accounts for more than one 
billion users in 2020. By sharing images of their routines, people have the 
possibility to contribute to new narratives about spaces, feelings, cultures, 
etc. 
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 Following the work of Kozinets, the present research was devel-
oped as a tentative netnography on Instagram in the first semester of 2020, 
based on the search of Top Posts classified with the #Africa in the six 
official languages of the continent: Arabic, English, French, Portuguese, 
Spanish, and Swahili. As a result of three rounds of sampling, 132 posts 
were collected, coded and analyzed using techniques of netnography and 
visual content analysis. We also took into consideration embedded ele-
ments from the posts, such as geotags and hashtags, to fully understand the 
image production context. 
 For the development of the content analysis, we worked with 
variables, such as “Topic”, “Focus”, “Locality”, “What is Africa?” and 
“Frame”, for all of which the eligible categories were clearly defined in a 
codebook. When defining the categories, we aimed for mutually exclusive 
and collectively exhaustive values, thus following the guidelines of Neuen-
dorf. Therefore, departing from the question “How is #Africa represented 
on Instagram?”, the study seeks to analyze the possibilities brought by 
visual social media with user participation into the continent’s imagery 
narratives.  
 Within the scope of this research, it is possible to notice that user-
generated content has an impact on how Africa is depicted visually. Al-
though traditional perspectives of the continent such as a culturally and 
naturally diverse region, and a place of exotic wonders and wilderness 
worthy to be explored by the outside world remain; it is also represented as 
a symbolic virtual territory spread beyond its own borders; and a disputed 
representational imagery increasingly driven by local agents.  
 Thus, our findings suggest that visual social media contributes to 
the development of new narratives about our understanding of Africa. It 
appears that the image conveyed through Instagram covers a wider range 
of topics (cf. research on the media representation of Africa on traditional 
platforms) and offers a chance for local actors to take lead in the dynamic 
and involved idea of image-creation. However, due to the tentative nature 
of our research, further inquiry is needed to have a broader understanding 
of such complex processes. To summarize, this study offers a novel ap-
proach both in methodology and analysis, therefore it hopes to contribute 
to the academic discourse about the representation of Africa, especially re-
garding new media studies. 



  

 
 
 
 
 

 
SEE THE VIDEO 

 
 

Vicky Karaiskou 
Open University of Cyprus 

 
“Same, same but different”:  

BABELproject  
and the Multifold Meanings of a Single Image  

 
 
The origins of the phrase “Same, same but different” are vague and 
its meaning holds a variety of explanations. However, the Thai self-
referential catchphrase states a fundamental reality applicable at many 
levels in daily life. When we look, we subconsciously consent to ac-
cept what is confirmed to us as such because we only perceive what 
we think is. That context of “familiar” engages our existing mental 
“stepping-stones”.  
 With an aim to display the diverse interpretations and connota-
tions people attribute to words and images, as well as the deriving 
subjective affect, BABEL started as a student’s project in 2018. It put 
neuroscience into practice and reframed Panofsky’s theory. BABEL-
project expanded the already collected material and created a global 
digital community and material pool on Facebook in April 2020 
(@BABELprojectOUC). 
 Students of the Master’s programme “Cultural Policy and De-
velopment” of the Open University of Cyprus were given eight ab-
stract concepts and were asked to take their smart-phones or cameras 
and attribute a spontaneous image to each one of them. The visuals 
submitted were impressively diverse.   
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 According to neuroscientists and psychologists, people have 
different reactions and interpretations to identical verbal and visual 
stimuli. Reason is that the human brain automatically makes sense of 
incoming information depending on both the cultural and the individ-
ual context of pre-existing memories, experiences, and the resulting 
making-sense process. Although members of the same cultural groups 
interpret in rather similar manner concepts and images, especially 
those repeated in the public sphere, there is still much space for vari-
ation and diversity. Affect holds a major role in this process as it is 
the salient factor that determines the intensity and quality of the 
memory imprints.   
 The students’ second task was to visit the page; choose four 
pictures from unknown contributors among the eight aforementioned 
concepts / albums; imagine the story behind them (what would the 
person’s profile, feelings, thoughts or experiences be); and put these 
subjective interpretations in a short text. This second task revealed 
that students chose and explained images according to their own 
emotional narratives, and mind-frames. There were clear associations 
with their own, initial visual interpretations of the eight concepts. 
 BABELproject reaffirms two important facts: how individual 
meaning varies; and how our interpretations of reality regulate our 
choices. Common denominator here is that different interpretations 
generate different emotions, dispositions, mind-sets, and reactions. 
Our choices constitute by far a subconscious process regulated by 
and regulating anew – in an endless circle – projections that channel 
us to certain prospects.  
 Our “reading” of images reassures our familiar “territories”. 
We project our memories and interpretations of the past to what sur-
rounds us in our daily life. Due to this affect load, as well as the 
resulting stereotypes we recognize in them, images shape our at-
titudes in the present, and, at the same time, they train us on how to 
act in the future. Images constitute our broad vocabulary, far more 
legible and comprehensible than words.  
 BABELproject unveils our perceptions, beliefs and the result-
ing expectations. It challenges the illusion of sameness and notions of 
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a common shared reality. Although we all exist at the intersection of 
our individual and collective memories and identities, still what we 
say matters; what we do matters; and how we think, certainly, mat-
ters.1 
 
 

 
1 Some earlier, selected literature on the topic: Robert B. Zajonc, “Feeling and 
Thinking: Preferences Need No Inferences”, American Psychologist, vol. 35, no. 
2 (1980), pp. 151–175; Antonio R. Damasio, Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason, 
and the Human Brain, Putnam Publishing, 1994; Marvin M. Chun and Yuhong 
Jiang, “Contextual Cueing: Implicit Learning and Memory of Visual Context 
Guides Spatial Attention”, Cognitive Psychology, vol. 36, issue 1 (1998), pp. 28–
71; Wulf Kansteiner, “Finding Meaning in Memory: A Methodological Critique 
of Collective Memory Studies”, History and Theory, vol. 41, no. 2 (2002), pp. 
179–197; Daniel G. Dillon, Maureen Ritchey, Brian D. Johnson, Kevin S. LaBar, 
“Dissociable Effects of Conscious Emotion Regulation Strategies on Explicit and 
Implicit Memory”, Emotion, vol. 7, issue 2   (2007), pp. 354–365; Arni Kristjans-
son and Gianluca Campana, “Where Perception Meets Memory: A Review of 
Repetition Priming in Visual Search Tasks”, Attention, Perception & Psychophys-
ics, vol. 72, no. 1 (2010), pp. 5–18. 
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Ádám Kuttner 
 

Virtual Images in Exhibition Communication  
 
 
Museums have focused on their communication to educate and in-
form the public for a very long time. As Kárpáti and Vásárhelyi 
showed1 this activity’s main purpose was to transfer knowledge and 
information with the most typical tool: the text-based subject descrip-
tions and various captions of the exhibitions. The digital revolution 
changed the habits of museum visitors, which also affected the mu-
seums. This led to the gradual appearance of computers and inter-
active devices at exhibitions. 
 Undoubtedly, museums and exhibitions’ biggest advantage is 
that they can provide visitors the opportunity to meet original objects. 
At the same time, museums need to constantly monitor, address, and 
respond to changes in visitors’ communication habits in order to func-
tion as a relevant community space. 
 Several contemporary multimedia technologies have evolved 
and spread rapidly in many areas of life over the past few years, and 
some applications were also able to address masses. At the beginning 
of the research, we assumed that images generated by virtual, mixed, 
or augmented reality and artificial intelligence offer innovative ap-
proaches to improve the quality and aesthetic of exhibitions. 

                                              
1  A. Kárpáti and T. Vásárhelyi, Exhibition Communication, Budapest: Eötvös 
Loránd University, 2013.    
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 In the 2019 and 2020 examination, 31 applications were pre-
sented from 16 institutions in 11 countries and documented and 
evaluated on the basis of interactivity, technical standard, authen-
ticity, and communicative values.  
 The main purpose of the technology is not the transfer of in-
formation, but rather to enhance reality. The theoretical background 
of the study is the communication model that was developed by J. W. 
Carey in his work Communication As Culture: Essays on Media and 
Society, in 1989.2 The Carey model describes communication as a 
series of processes and symbols that produce, maintain, improve, and 
transform reality. Carey considered communication as a form of sec-
ular ritual that supports sharing, participation, community, and union.  
 The main question the research posed was whether contem-
porary multimedia technology serves the purpose of which was in-
tended: as a suitable exhibition communication tool for the creation 
of the “museum ritual”. Secondly, the research evaluated whether the 
technology is able to enhance the visitor experience in a way that 
does not detract from it, but rather increases the authentic and sci-
entific nature of the exhibition. Thirdly, it was important to discern 
whether the technology was innovative by itself, or would only have 
positive effects through a planned, conscious, and prudent applica-
tion. 
 The most important result of the study is that the examined 
technology redefines the relationship between exhibitions and mu-
seum visitors. It is suitable for improving the visitor experience, in 
some cases, even for replacing the exhibited objects (too small, rare, 
dangerous, etc.), or for presenting and modeling special items that are 
difficult or impossible for the exhibition. 
 But the technology doesn’t carry innovation by itself as many 
partially or completely failed documented developments shows. Ex-
perience has shown that development became a successful exhibition 
communication tool if the design 1) took into consideration the 
change of content consumption habits of museum visitors, 2) estab-
lished corresponding communication goals, and 3) took into account 
                                              
2 Boston: Unwin Hyman.   
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Historical Imagination Land: 

Postindustrial Heritage Site  
as a Journey through the Time that Has Never Existed 

 
 

For several decades now we have observed a tendency to ex-
hibit sites of tangible heritage in a way which enables the viewer to 
experience loss of time. This tendency eliminates the distance (a com-
mon experience in a traditional museum) between the viewer and the 
so-called emblems of the past. In academic analyses, this phenom-
enon is defined as “living history” or “visitable history”.   

Living history, considered as an arena where history happens, 
became a dominant idea for exhibitions as early as the 1980s.1 By 
becoming immersed in this apparently existing world, the tourist 
gained the opportunity not only to see the “original” landscape of the 
past, but also to connect with “the real” people impersonated by ac-
tors. In order to create a sense of authenticity, “the real” people 
would speak in the first person, pretending they did not know any-
thing about contemporaneity. Unfortunately, this way of presenting 
the past created not only the impression of time travelling, but also 

                                              
1 David Lowenthal, The Heritage Crusade and the Spoils of History, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998; David Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign 
Country – Revisited, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015. 

 157 



 

contributed to the idea that the past could be experienced in this 
“unforgettable”, banalized and infantilized way. 

“Visitable history” is regarded as a deep exploration of local 
resources that enables the traces of the past (such as urban space, ar-
chitecture or smaller artefacts) to cumulate into a journey through the 
time.2 However, local specificity exhibited in such places does not 
make them immune to the influence of global tourism. 
 Both visitable history and living history create a way of expe-
riencing the past from the present moment, which means they de 
facto serve as tools for shaping the content of cultural memory.3 It is 
important to bear in mind that history and memory are two separate 
and autonomous discourses about the past with different social func-
tions ascribed to them.4 Even if we consider revitalizing historical 
places as a way of reassembling their original idea, they are still the 
arena for contemporary activities contributing to the process of expe-
riencing loss of time. In other words, places “frozen in time” are not 
discursively static spaces but they actively shape the collective mem-
ory about themselves through the interactions and tourist experiences 
they offer. 

This trend of experiencing the past is especially useful for 
presentation of postindustrial heritage that refers to the everyday life 
of common people, issues that would not be found in the official 
monumental history narratives. Their places of work were to become 
of special interest for the designers of this particular form of “time 
                                              
2 Bella Dicks, Culture on Display: The Production of Contemporary Visitability, 
Maidenhead, Berkshire: Open University Press, 2004; Bella Dicks, Heritage and 
Social Class, in The Palgrave Handbook of Contemporary Heritage Research, ed. 
by Emma Waterton and Steve Watson, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015. 
3 Aleida Assmann, Memory, Individual and Collective, in The Oxford Handbook 
of Contextual Political Analysis, ed. by Robert E. Goodin and Charles Tilly, Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 2008; Aleida Assmann, “Re-framing Memory: 
Between Individual and Collective Forms of Constructing the Past”, in Per-
forming the Past: Memory, History, and Identity in Modern Europe, ed. Karin 
Tilmans, Frank van Vree and Jay Winter, Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 
2010. 
4 Paul Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting, Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 2004. 
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travel”. That is why several decades ago so many factories, mining 
sites, shipyards or railway sites came to be opened for touristic pur-
poses. Their visual aspect, the most important factor of this expe-
rience, contributes to the overall idea of the past as such, pretending 
that the tourist is served “real history”. This experience is created on 
the basis of the “authentic” character of the place. The whole idea of 
authenticity (an extremely Europocentric construct 5 ) refers to the 
originality of substance and materia

Nowadays this idea is complemented by the usage of virtual 
images that are supposed to intensify this experience. Still, it raises 
the question of why the past always must be experienced through its 
visual aspect and refer to the popular imaginary. This question be-
comes even more important if we truly consider the “authentic” char-
acter of postindustrial heritage sites – places with a specific smell, 
usually harmful for the ecosystem, employing dangerous construc-
tion and machinery. Not only is their “authentic” character reduced to 
a visual dimension but it also ignores all the aspects considered  con-
troversial or unpleasant. By that I mean that “the real history” is just 
a part of the process of the aestheticization of the past that always 
serves the more privileged parts of society. 

 
5 Denis Byrne, Counterheritage: Critical Perspectives on Heritage Conservation in Asia, 
New York: Routledge, 2014; Laurajane Smith, Uses of Heritage, New York: Routledge, 
2006. 
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“I’m bi**h, I’m a lover, I’m child, I’m a mother, 

I’m a sinner, I’m a saint...”  
– Visual Representation of Ancient Goddesses 

and Modern Muses in Advertising  
in the Context of (Anti)Feminism  

 
 
Most of us are well aware of the goddesses from ancient Greek and 
Roman mythology, but there is little attention on their presence and 
symbolic significance today. According to mythology most of the 
ancient goddesses resided in the realms of the heavens above, but all 
of them portrayed the femininity and female archetypes of mortal 
women – introducing the whole life cycle of a woman. 
 Goddesses had special powers and could control specific 
aspects of life, moreover deities represented feminine values and 
gender roles as well. Today, these female archetypes appear in mod-
ern forms in various areas of social life, from which this presentation 
focuses on advertising. The aim of this paper is then to collect and 
identify the key visual images and elements of advertisments intro-
ducing eight of woman archetypes found in ancient mythology: 
Hebe/Flora; Hestia/Vesta; Hera/Juno; Leto/Latona; Aphrodite/Venus; 
Demeter/Ceres; Artemis/Diana; Athena/Minerva. 
 Each of the archetypes have been carefully selected according 
to the description of goddesses and associated values in order to un-
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cover how these hidden figures form and shape our thinking of 
feminine values today. The table below summarizes the main fea-
tures of the goddesses, their modern archetypes and the connected 
product types, key visuals and associated values. 
 According to this collection of ideas ancient goddesses repre-
sented a multi-faceted femininity surrounded by mythology and mag-
ic. At the same time each individual goddess also personified differ-
ent aspects of life: feminine roles, characteristics and stages of life – 
e.g. Demeter/Ceres was the divine embodiment of agriculture and 
harvest, Hera/Juno epitomized the sacred values of marriage, Aphro-
dite/Venus represented the eternal woman. These goddesses not only 
justified their status as members of the Olympian family, but their 
divine presence can also be found in todays advertising images shap-
ing the mindsets of 21st century people. 
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 This presentation aimes to give voice to these ladies by select-
ing the images and archetypes of advertisements: as a result, it turned 
out that inspite of the many and various images of goddesses shown 
in modern advertising, the persona of the intelligent, wise and power-
ful leader (Athena-archetype) is almost absolutely missing. This con-
clusion can be seen as a paradox since Athena was one of the most 
worshiped and beloved goddesses of ancient times whom women and 
men turned to when asking for advice or support.  
 While there is a proliferation of “Aphrodite-type” of images in 
ads (favouring the message that associates woman with love/sex fea-
tures), and moreover, thanks to the femvertising trend Demeter-relat-
ed portrayals of the strong woman have become extremely popular in 
the last decade, there is no evidence to suggest that advertisments in-
tentionally portray intelligent and creative women as the archetype of 
femininity and the feminine leader. 
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Prototypes of Women 

in American Advertisements 
A Machine Aided Image Analysis 

 
 
How were women visually represented in American advertisements 
in the last century? Are they sexy, sporty, housewives and/or stay-at-
home moms? My current research intends to identify the prototypes 
of women in American ads.1 The study is driven by the following re-
search questions: 

• What are the prototypes of women in American advertise-  
 ments? 
• What features do they have? 
• How are the prototypes connected? 
• How do they change over time? 

To be able to answer to these questions, data was collected from the 
Advertising Archives database, which contains over 100,000 well 
captioned and catalogued pictures. Images that are available online 
stem from American press adverts, American Magazine Covers and 
Artwork including story Illustrations, Mail Order Catalogues, Vin-
tage Magazines, Posters, Postcards, Menus and Theatre Programmes. 

                                              
1 Special thanks go to my husband, Zoltán Varjú without whom I couldn’t have 
carried out this research.  

 167 



  

 The corpus was compiled on the basis of the following pro-
tocol: 

1. First a search was run with the keyword “womens”. This key-
word seemed to fit the research aim the best, since in the data-
base there is no such category label as “woman” or “women”. 
But there are category labels containing the term “womens” (for 
example women’s fashion or women’s humour”). 
2. As a second step the hits were narrowed down to American 
ads.  
3. With this filtering, 2425 records were found ranging from the 
1860s to the 2010s. Since manually downloading thousands of 
images one by one would have taken for ages, data was auto-
matically scraped. Not only the images but their metadata (year 
and source of publication, name of the image) were also saved. 
4. As a final step, I took a closer look at the images and found 
that there are decades in the early period (for instance the 
1870s) that contain no or just very few images. Hence the time 
frame of the corpus was modified. The final corpus contains 
2410 images and covers the period between the 1890s and the 
2010s. 
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the ideal number in this case was 8, so the model was set to form 8 
clusters. After getting 8 bunches of pictures, we studied them care-
fully and tried to identify features that they share or common features 
that connect them. This way, we came up with the following cate-
gories: 

1. Face 
2. Part of the body 
3. Naked body 
4. Artistic portrait 
5. Artistic figure 
6. With other persons and things 
7. Clothes 
8. Women as illustration 

 Before we see them one by one we must note that our method 
is based on the tense co-operation of human and machine intelligence. 
In this case, the machine investigated the 2400 images one by one, 
and sorted them into 8 categories. But it’s a human task to provide 
this categorization with meaning, since only humans bare the sense 
of meaning-making. Now let’s see the result of this joint venture! 
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1) Face 
 
The first category contains images that solely represent the face of 
women. This phenomenon can be interpreted as a metonymy, since 
the face, a salient body part of humans, stands for the whole person. 
As the images suggest the face is in the center of the picture, and 
hence get to the center of attention. The plain background of the 
images makes the face even more emphatic. This cluster is mostly 
made up of illustrations. 
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2) Part of the Body 
 
The images of the next category let the viewer see more from the 
woman than her face. Images belonging to this category show mostly 
the upper part of the body. These women are captured while they are 
engaged in some kind of activity, like sitting, lying, hugging, kissing 
or phoning. The person or persons they are with and the object they 
manipulate get also to the focus of attention. Mostly illustrations be-
long to this category. 
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3) Naked Body 
 
The next prototype is the naked body. Our algorithm found those im-
ages similar that depict naked or partly naked women posing for the 
camera. Drawing one’s attention on the woman’s naked body, high-
lights such aspect of the body as the skin, the figure etc. One could 
easily argue that these illustrations and photos objectify the woman 
and are sexist. 
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4) Artistic Portrait 
 
The body can be the subject of art. This category contains set photos, 
which were taken in a photo studio. Models are typically staring into 
the camera in artistic postures in an artistic background. One would 
consider these women sexy and attractive, but others would regard 
these photos as sexist. What we can be sure about is that these wo-
men advertise products (mostly cosmetics) of certain brands. They 
are often contacted to be the face of a brand. 
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