
Introduction

Photography, video and hypermedia are becoming increasingly 
incorporated into the work of ethnographers: as cultural texts, as repre-
sentations of ethnographic knowledge and as sites of cultural production,
social interaction and individual experience that themselves constitute
ethnographic fieldwork locales. Visual images and technologies now form
the areas, methods and media of ethnographic research and representa-
tions as well as the topics of university courses in visual anthropology,
visual sociology or visual cultures. Simultaneously, the benefits of an
ethnographic approach are being realized in visual arts and media
studies. This includes developments such as ‘media ethnography’ (e.g.
Crawford and Hafsteinnson 1996), using visual anthropology methods in
media studies (e.g. Murdock and Pink 2005a, 2005b) and the use of ethno-
graphic research methods and anthropological theory to inform photo-
graphic (e.g. da Silva and Pink 2004) and hypermedia (e.g. Coover 2004a,
2004b) practice and representation. In this contemporary context, ethnog-
raphy and visual studies have much to contribute to one another. While
photographic, film and digital hypermedia theory can inform our under-
standing of the potential of visual media in ethnographic research and
representation, an ethnographic approach can also support the produc-
tion and interpretation of visual images. This book is primarily for ethno-
graphers who wish to incorporate the visual into their ethnographic
work, but it is also for photographers, video makers and hypermedia
artists who wish to gain a deeper understanding of how ethnographic
research may inform their artistic practice.

For the past fifteen or so years I have worked with rapidly changing
technologies and theoretical paradigms to use photography, video and
hypermedia in my own ethnographic work. My involvement began in
the late 1980s when proponents of the ‘new ethnography’ introduced
ideas of ethnography as fiction and emphasized the centrality of subjec-
tivity to the production of knowledge. Anthropology experienced a ‘cri-
sis’ through which positivist arguments and realist approaches to
knowledge, truth and objectivity were challenged. These ideas paved the
way for the visual to be increasingly acceptable in ethnography as it was
recognized that ethnographic film or photography were essentially no
more subjective or objective than written texts and thus gradually
became acceptable to (if not actively engaged with by) most mainstream
researchers. During the 1990s, new innovations in visual technology,
critical ‘postmodern’ theoretical approaches to subjectivity, experience,
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knowledge and representation, a reflexive approach to ethnographic
fieldwork methodology and an emphasis on interdisciplinarity invited
exciting new possibilities for the use of photographic technologies and
images in ethnography. Emerging from that context, since the begin-
ning of the twentieth century, there has been a flurry of new literature
about and practical work involving visual methodologies. Traversing
the social sciences and humanities these developments include work
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Figure 1
Master Caravela is a member of the fishing community in Matosinhos (Portugal)

represented in Olivia da Silva’s photographic project, In the Net (2000). Da Silva uses

anthropological methods to inform her photographic practice, writing how ‘As a

participant observer I worked closely with the subjects of my portraits as they lived

out their everyday lives to access the personal and domestic arenas of fishing

communities and to record individual histories and narratives’ (see da Silva and Pink

2004). The relationship between arts practice and visual ethnography is a two-way

process, while visual ethnographic practices can inform photographic representa-

tions, the visual practices of documentary artists also provide new and inspiring

examples for visual ethnographers.

Master Caravela © Olivia da Silva. 2000.
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Figure 2
Contemporary cultural events can be sites of visual production, representation and

remembering. Since 2005 I have been doing research in Aylsham, Norfolk (UK), a Cittàslow

town. Aylsham’s carnival involved a series of sensory embodied performances and experi-

ences that were represented visually in posters and displays before, during and after the

event. It also hosted a photographic exhibition drawn from its local community archive

that was evocative of ‘the past’. The event was photographed and videoed by local

people (including a professional photographer), by myself the researcher, and by the

local community reporter. Afterwards images were used to represent it in various forms,

including the local newspaper, and a digital slide show presentation in an international

awards event, at which the town won a prize, in Spain.

In this still image from my own video recording of the carnival, Sue, who is involved exten-
sively in the management of slow living in a professional and voluntary capacity, pho-
tographs the procession. 

This still image from my video recording shows the exhibition of historical photographs of car-
nival displayed in the Town Hall. By viewing these images local people were able to remember
past events, people and feelings. (See also Chapter 3.) © Sarah Pink 2005

© Sarah Pink 2005

© Sarah Pink 2005
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in social anthropology (Ruby 2000a; Banks 2001; Grimshaw 2001; 
El Guindi 2004; Grimshaw and Ravetz 2004; Pink et al. 2004;
MacDougall 2005; Pink 2005), sociology (Emmison and Smith 2000,
O’Neill 2002; Knowles and Sweetman 2004; Pole 2004; Halford and
Knowles 2005), and geography (Rose 20ss01) (see Pink 2005: ch. 2).
Collectively these texts set a new scene for visual methods in an intel-
lectual climate where the impact of the ‘postmodern turn’ has been
assessed and put to rest leaving as its legacy, amongst other things, the
reflexive approach to ethnographic and visual research that these works
insist on. As will show through from the examples I discuss in this new
edition of Doing Visual Ethnography, the current context is one that is
influenced by three key factors. First, an enthusiasm for exploring new
interdisciplinary themes, leading in particular to exciting connections
between ethnography and arts practice, and as such for working at
interdisciplinary boundaries (e.g. Grimshaw and Ravetz 2004; da Silva
and Pink 2004; Schneider and Wright 2005; Bowman et al. 2007). Part
of this interlinking is the increasing recognition that visual research
must also accommodate embodiment and the senses (e.g. O’Neill 2002;
Grimshaw and Ravetz 2004; Pink 2005). Secondly, in Britain at least, a
new emphasis on research about and training in methodology and ethi-
cal scrutiny emanates from the institutional requirements now made by
funding bodies and universities. This context on the one hand encour-
ages innovative methodologies. On the other it emphasizes the impor-
tance of ensuring ethical practice through external scrutiny, and as
such in ways often seemingly quite different from those suggested by
the self-scrutiny of the reflexive ethnographer. In this environment
visual ethnographers need to be not just self-reflexive about their meth-
ods, but also conversant about them in institutional languages. Finally,
as the visual projects that have emerged since the publication of the first
edition of this book demonstrate, visual ethnography is as much an
applied as an academic practice (Pink 2004a, 2005, forthcoming).

An approach to theory, method and the visual in ethnography

The relationship between theory and method is important for under-
standing any research project. Similarly, an awareness of the theoretical
underpinnings of visual research methods is crucial for understanding
how those images and the processes through which they are created are
used to produce ethnographic knowledge. The early  literature on visual
research methods has rightly been criticized for being ‘centred on how-
to manuals of method and analysis working within a largely unmedi-
tated realist frame (e.g. Collier and Collier 1986)’ (Edwards 1997a: 33).
Such manuals, like Prosser’s notions of an ‘image-based research’
methodology (1996, 1998), propose problematically prescriptive frame-
works that aim to distance, objectify and generalize, and therefore
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detract from the very qualities and potentials that the ambiguity and
expressivity (see Edwards 1997a) of visual images offers ethnography.
Doing Visual Ethnography, along with other new volumes published at
the beginning of the twenty-first century (e.g. Banks 2001; Pink et al.
2004), signified a departure from this scientific and realist paradigm
towards a new approach to making and understanding ethnographic
images.

However, Doing Visual Ethnography is not intended as a recipe book for
successful visual research, rather it suggests an approach. It is frequently
emphasized that methodologies are developed for/with particular projects,
they are interwoven with theory and ‘as most good researchers know, it is
not unusual to make up the methods as you go along’. Instead, ‘[t]he meth-
ods should serve the aims of the research, not the research serve the aims
of the method’ (McGuigan 1997: 2). Moreover, as Lizette Josephides has
stressed ‘our ethnographic strategies are also shaped by the subjects’ sit-
uations, their global as well as local perceptions, and their demands and
expectations of us’. Therefore, ‘There can be no blueprint for how to do
fieldwork. It really depends on the local people, and for this reason we
have to construct our theories of how to do fieldwork in the field’ (1997:
32; original italics). The same applies to using visual images and tech-
nologies in fieldwork; specific uses should be creatively developed within
individual projects. Therefore, rather than prescribing how to do visual
research I draw from my own and other ethnographers’ experiences of
using images in research and representation to present a range of exam-
ples and possibilities. These are intended as a basis, or even point of con-
trast, from which new practices may be developed.

Different and competing methodologies, linked to specific theoretical
approaches, co-exist in academic discourse. This forms a theme of this
book as I consider the relationship between scientific-realist and what I
call ‘reflexive’ approaches to the visual in ethnography. Although much
recent work evidences a new openness to the visual, scientific
approaches to social research still exist and students who wish to use
visual methods should be familiar with the debates that surround the
visual in social research. The theoretical agendas to which particular
methods and practices are attached should be made explicit and ques-
tioned, and it is for this reason that scientific-realist and reflexive
approaches are frequently contrasted in this book. The approach of
those visual sociologists who have aimed to incorporate a visual dimen-
sion into an already established methodology based on a ‘scientific’
approach to sociology (e.g. Grady 1996; Prosser 1996; Prosser and
Schwartz 1998), does not allow the potential of the visual in ethnogra-
phy to be realized. Their proposal that visual images should support the
project of a scientific sociology suffers from the problems of perspectives
like equality feminism: it must subscribe to the dominant discourse in
order to be incorporated. The advocates of this conservative strategy are
thus obliged to prove the value of the visual to a scientific sociology that
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is dominated by the written word, thus effectively evaluating the worth
of images to research on the terms of a sociological agenda that has
rejected the significance of visual meanings and the potential of images
to represent and generate new types of ethnographic knowledge.

In this book I take the contrasting view, that to incorporate the visual
appropriately, social science should, as MacDougall has suggested,
‘develop alternative objectives and methodologies’ (1997: 293). This
means abandoning the possibility of a purely objective social science and
rejecting the idea that the written word is essentially a superior medium
of ethnographic representation. While images should not necessarily
replace words as the dominant mode of research or representation, they
should be regarded as an equally meaningful element of ethnographic
work. Thus visual images, objects, descriptions should be incorporated
when it is appropriate, opportune or enlightening to do so. Images may
not necessarily be the main research method or topic, but through their
relation to other sensory, material and discursive elements of the
research images and visual knowledge, will become of interest. As
Stoller reminds us, ‘it is representationally as well as analytically impor-
tant to consider how perception in non-western societies devolves not
simply from vision ... but also from smell, touch, taste and hearing’
(1997: xv–xvi). This is in fact also the case for modern western cultures
(Pink 2004b). Indeed, a multisensory approach to ethnography provides
a useful context through which to reflect on the place of the visual in
research and representation (Pink 2005). In some projects the visual
may become more important than the spoken or written word, in others
it will not. In this book I argue that there is no essential hierarchy of
knowledge or media for ethnographic representation. Academic episte-
mologies and conventional academic modes of representation should not
be used to obscure and abstract the epistemologies and experienced real-
ities of local people. Rather, these may complement one another as dif-
ferent types of ethnographic knowledge that may be experienced and
represented in a range of different textual, visual and other sensory
ways. This, however, is not to say that images and words can play the
same role in academic work. As I insist in Part 3 of this book, visual rep-
resentations bear an important relationship to, but cannot replace,
words in theoretical discussion.

Disciplinary concerns and ethnographic research

Anthropology, sociology, cultural studies, photographic studies and
media studies are the key disciplines I shall refer to. With their shared
interests in material culture, practices of representation, the interpreta-
tion of cultural texts and comprehending social relations and individual
experience, each area of study has its particular theoretical and method-
ological heritage and offers its own understanding of the visual in culture
and society. While different disciplines use visual images and technologies
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in ethnography to serve their own epistemological and empirical agendas,
recently a number of significant interdisciplinary links have been implied.

In the 1990s the sometimes uncomfortable relationship between anthro-
pology and cultural studies was a focus. For example, Penny Harvey 
suggested that although those anthropologists who were hostile to cul-
tural studies approaches focused ‘on the differences between studying
texts and studying people, between representation and situated practice’,
in fact an ‘awareness of a tension between text and everyday life is not
exclusively anthropological’ (1996: 14) and ‘the discipline of anthropology
cannot ignore the contributions from cultural studies’ (1996: 15). An
interlinking of cultural studies and anthropological approaches seems
particularly pertinent to an ethnography that incorporates visual images
and technologies. This approach recognizes the interwovenness of objects,
texts, images and technologies in people’s everyday lives and identities. It
aims not simply to study people’s social practices or to read cultural
objects or performances as if they were texts, but to explore how all types
of material, intangible, spoken, performed narratives and discourses are
interwoven with and made meaningful in relation to social relationships,
practices and individual experiences.

The idea of crossing disciplinary boundaries was also proposed by
Elizabeth Edwards (1997a), who demonstrated how anthropological and
photographic theories of representation may be combined to produce a
deeper understanding of the expressive possibilities of photography for
anthropological representation (see Chapter 6). Meanwhile, some pho-
tographers have developed an ethnographic approach to their photo-
graphic practice (see Chapter 3). More generally, anthropologists and
artists have begun to explore what each might learn from the others’
research and representational practices (see da Silva and Pink 2004;
Grimshaw and Ravetz 2004; Schneider and Wright 2005). In contrast,
sociological approaches to ethnographic uses of photography and video
have been slower to incorporate ideas from outside, tending to looking
inwards to their own discipline for approval. Concepts of ‘validity’, sam-
pling and triangulation abound in sociological methods texts on ethnog-
raphy (see, for example, Hammersely and Atkinson 1995: 227–32; Walsh
1998: 231). Correspondingly, many visual sociologists attempted to
incorporate these conditions into their use of visual images, making
their visual ethnographic ‘data’ succumb to the agenda of a scientific and
experimental sociology (e.g. Grady 1996; Prosser 1996; Prosser and
Schwartz 1998). This ‘traditional’ sociological approach failed to develop
the full potential of the visual in ethnography. However, other visual soci-
ologists, such as Elizabeth Chaplin (1994) and Maggie O’Neill (2002),
have developed more interdisciplinary approaches that incorporate femi-
nist, anthropological, cultural studies and other critical approaches. Two
recent examinations of the work of documentary photographers
also suggest both parallels between their interests and those of visual
sociologists and anthropologists and lessons that academic researchers
might learn from arts practice. First, in his analysis of the work of the
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Japanese social documentary photographer Hashiguchi George, Richard
Chalfen suggests that, although the photographer himself rejects the
methodologies of the two subdisciplines, his work ‘raises important ques-
tions that are relevant and even central to visual sociology’ (2005: 155).
Secondly, Katherine Hyde discusses the work of Wendy Ewald, a pho-
tographer, teacher and storyteller, who takes a collaborative approach to
photographing children by ‘sharing control over the process of visually
representing children’s lives, their stories and their faces’. Hyde suggests
that Ewald’s work is relevant to social scientists in two ways: both as a
source of material that might be analysed as visual culture, and as a
methodology of research and representation (Hyde 2005: 172). 

The current interdisciplinary focus in visual methods is also repre-
sented in recent edited volumes that combine case studies in visual
research from different disciplines, including social and cultural
anthropology, sociology, cultural studies, social psychology and more.
Good examples of these are Theo van Leeuwen and Carey Jewitt’s
Handbook of Visual Analysis (2001) and Chris Pole’s Seeing is Believing
(2004). The publication of work on visual methodologies is also growing
in journal articles. Of particular interest is the interdisciplinary journal
Visual Studies (formerly Visual Sociology) and guest edited issues such
as Gerry Bloustein’s (2003) special issue of Social Analysis.

A further motive for taking an interdisciplinary approach to the
visual in ethnography is the idea that ethnography is an aspect of
research and representation. Ethnography is rarely the sole means or
end of a research project; different disciplinary uses of it are likely to
situate ethnography differently within their processes of research and
representation. Indeed projects are rarely purely ethnographic, but usu-
ally draw from ethnographic and other approaches to varying extents.
Ethnography may be combined with textual, historical, narrative, sta-
tistical or a whole range of other research practices that intertwine and
overlap or link conceptually as the research proceeds. Some of these con-
nections are indicated in this book. For example, in Chapters 3 and 4 I
discuss how studying local photographic and media cultures and histo-
ries can inform our understanding of contemporary ethnographic pho-
tography and video. Statistical sources or analysis of existing visual
texts can inform the design and interpretation of visual research. In
Chapters 6, 7 and 8, I emphasize the importance of understanding the
media used for ethnographic representation by considering how photo-
graphic, video and hypermedia texts communicate and are interpreted.

Vision and images in social science:
methodologies and theories

Ethnographers have long since used photography, film and more recently
video in research and representation. However, historically and in different
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disciplines they have done so with varying degrees of acceptance and
continuity. Moreover, both between and within disciplines the development
of visual research methods has been informed by different theoretical
approaches. A review of some of these developments traces both the dis-
tinctiveness of anthropological, sociological and cultural studies
approaches to photography and video and their mutual complementarity.

Developments in visual anthropology
Historically, ethnographic uses of the visual were shrouded in contro-
versy (see Pink 2005: ch. 1). From the 1960s to the early 1980s, debates
focused on whether visual images and recordings could usefully 
support the observational project of social science (see, for example,
Collier and Collier 1986; Hockings 1975, 1995; Rollwagen 1988).
During this period many social scientists resisted the use of the visual
in ethnography, claiming that as a data collection method it was too sub-
jective, unrepresentative and unsystematic. Ethnographers like
Margaret Mead, John Collier Jnr and Howard Becker set out to prove
otherwise, in both their theoretical arguments and practical applica-
tions of photography and film. Visual ethnographers were forced to con-
front the accusation that their visual images lacked objectivity and
scientific rigour. Mead’s response was that cameras left to film continu-
ously without human intervention produced ‘objective materials’ (Mead
1995 [1975]: 9–10). Others, suggesting that the specificity of the pho-
tographed moment rendered it scientifically invalid (see, for example,
Collier 1995 [1975]: 247), endeavoured to compensate for this. For
instance, Becker (following Jay Ruby) proposed that the photographs
anthropologists and sociologists might take during fieldwork ‘are really
only vacation pictures’ (Becker 1986: 244), indistinguishable from those
of the anthropologist’s – or anyone else’s – vacation. He advocated a sys-
tematic approach to photography as the social scientists’ key to success
(Becker 1986: 245–50) in an echo of Collier, who warns that ‘[t]he pho-
tographic record can remain wholly impressionistic UNLESS it under-
goes disciplined computing’ (1995 [1975]: 248; original emphasis). Thus
some disputed the validity of the visual on the grounds of its subjectiv-
ity, bias and specificity. Others responded that, under the right controls,
the visual could contribute to a positivist social science as an objective
recording method.

One of the most influential publications of this era is Collier’s (1967)
Visual Anthropology: Photography as Research Method (revised with
Malcolm Collier and reprinted in 1986), a comprehensive textbook on the
use of photography and video in ethnographic research and representa-
tion, with a lasting influence (e.g. on Prosser 1996; Prosser and Schwartz
1998). Collier and Collier advocated a systematic method of observation
whereby the researcher is supported by visual technology. They asserted
that ‘good video and film records for research are ultimately the product
of observation that is organized and consistent. The equipment, except in
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specialized circumstances, cannot replace the observer’ (1986: 149). This
approach depended on a realist interpretation of still and moving images
and was criticized on this basis (for example, by Edwards 1997a). For
Collier and Collier, the research plan was key to the ethnographer’s pro-
ject of recording an appropriate version of the reality he or she could
observe. Therefore they distinguished between the fiction of the “‘shooting
scripts” often used in the photographic and film world’ and research plans
that purport to record reality. On their terms ethnography was an obser-
vation of reality, as opposed to the constructedness of the narrative-based
communication ‘stories’ of scripted films (Collier and Collier 1986: 162).
Also in 1986, in the now landmark collection Writing Culture, James
Clifford suggested that, to the contrary, ethnographies themselves are
constructed narratives: in a word, ‘fictions’. He used the term ‘fiction’ not
to claim that ethnographies are ‘opposed to the truth’ or are ‘false’, but to
emphasize how ethnographies cannot reveal or report on complete or
whole accounts of reality; that they only ever tell part of the story 
(1986: 6). For Clifford, not only was ethnography a constructed version of
truth, but ‘Ethnographic truths are … inherently partial – committed and
incomplete’ (1986: 7; original italics). This can be applied to both research
and representation. Clifford’s ideas questioned Collier and Collier’s claim
that research shooting guides differ from ‘fictional’ shooting scripts
because the ‘systematic selectivity’ of ‘field shooting or observation guides’
is concerned ‘with defining procedure, structure, and categories for
recording that produce data on which later research analysis and sum-
mations are built’ (1986: 162). Clifford’s very point was that ‘cultural fic-
tions are built on systematic, and contestable, exclusions’ (1986: 6). The
selectivity, predetermined categories and precautions that Collier and
Collier assumed would prevent ethnography from being a ‘fiction’ rather
than a realist observation were in fact the very cornerstones upon which
Clifford’s ethnographic ‘fictions’ were constructed. Collier and Collier rec-
ognized that the ‘whole’ view of a situation cannot be recorded on video,
they urged the research photographer to confront ‘the challenge of gath-
ering a semblance of the whole circumstance in a compressed sample of
items and events observed in time and space’ (1986: 163). However, their
work was inconsistent with the ‘postmodern turn’ in ethnography since
they did not account for the possibility that any attempt to represent a
‘whole view’ itself constitutes a ‘partial truth’ or, in Clifford’s terms, a ‘fic-
tion’ based on ‘systematic exclusions’. In this context, although Collier and
Collier’s (1986) work remains an important guide to visual ethnographic
methods, it was a response to the demands of a scientific-realist twentieth-
century anthropology.

In the 1980s Clifford’s ideas helped to create a favourable environment
for the visual representation of ethnography. The emphasis on speci-
ficity and experience, and a recognition of the similarities between the
constructedness and ‘fiction’ (in Clifford’s sense of the term) of film and
written text, created a context where ethnographic film became a more
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acceptable form of ethnographic representation (Henley 1998: 51; Ruby
1982: 130). However, initially, little attention was paid to re-thinking the
theoretical implications of photography and video as research methods.
There were, of course, some exceptions. For example, Heidi Larson
(1988) used photography and images reflexively to learn about her
informant’s views of reality through collaborative photography. But the
greater focus on the mediation of meaning between anthropologists and
informants was developed in the reflexive ethnographic film style of
David and Judith MacDougall and their contemporaries (Loizos 1993).

In the 1990s a new literature approximated the historical debates and
developments of the relationship between photography, film and the 
(e.g. Chaplin 1994; Edwards 1992; Harper 1998a, 1998b; Henley 1998;
Loizos 1993; Banks and Morphy 1997; Pink 1996, I998b: TCD). Edwards’s
(1992) and Marcus Banks’s and Howard Morphy (1997) voslumes signified
an intentional departure from the scientific-realist paradigm but recog-
nized that the contemporary context was one in which ‘[m]any anthropol-
ogists still feel caught between the possibility of conceptual advances from
visual anthropology and the more conservative paradigms of a positivist
scientific tradition’ (MacDougall 1997: 192). Rather than attempting to fit
visual anthropology into a scientific paradigm, whereby visual research
methods could support and enhance an objective anthropology, David
MacDougall proposed a significantly different approach that would ‘look at
the principles that emerge when fieldworkers actually try to rethink
anthropology through use of a visual medium’ (1997: 192). This implied a
radical transformation of anthropology itself that would ‘involve putting in
temporary suspension anthropology’s dominant orientation as a discipline
of words and rethinking certain categories of anthropological knowledge
in the light of understandings that may be accessible only by non-verbal
means’ and ‘a shift from word-and-sentence-based anthropological thought
to image-and-sequence-based anthropological thought’ (1997: 292).
Therefore, rather than attempting to incorporate images into a word-based
social science, MacDougall advocated that since ‘[v]isual anthropology can
never be either a copy of written anthropology or a substitute for it ... [f]or
that very reason it must develop alternative objectives and methodologies
that will benefit anthropology as a whole’ (1997: 292–3).

When I wrote the first edition of Doing Visual Ethnography in the late
1990s, MacDougall’s analysis seemed an accurate characterization of the
academic climate. There was increasing curiosity about visual methods as
technology became more available and the visual more acceptable. Yet the
question of how the visual might become part of ethnographic practice
remained undetermined. Almost ten years later in 2006 a new context has
emerged. Visual anthropologists have written reflexive books on visual
ethnography (Banks 2001; Pink 2001 (1st edition of this book); El Guindi
2004; Pink et al. 2004) and are exploring the relationship between visual
anthropological and arts practice (da Silva and Pink 2004; Grimshaw and
Ravetz 2004; Schneider and Wright 2005). The representational practices
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of visual anthropologists have taken new directions as further critiques of
ethnographic documentary filmmaking (e.g. Ruby 2000a; Chalfen and
Rich 2004) have inspired both new forms of ethnographic documentary
video (e.g. MacDougall 2005), the production of multimedia anthropolog-
ical hypermedia representations (e.g. Ruby 2004: CD, 2005: CD,
Kirkpatrick 2003: CD and see Pink 2005), art and drawing (Ramos 2004),
and applied visual anthropology practice (Pink 2004a, forthcoming). The
challenge for visual anthropology as it re-establishes itself in the twenty
first century is no longer the question of whether it will be accepted by the
mainstream, but of how to connect with and contribute to mainstream
anthropological debates. As I elaborate in The Future of Visual
Anthropology (Pink 2005), the subdiscipline faces a number of opportu-
nities and challenges that mean its practitioners need to engage a series
of elements of the contemporary context, namely:

the increasingly wide use of visual ethnographic methods of research and 
representation in ‘visual’ subdisciplines across the social sciences and humani-
ties; the theoretical demands of, and shifts in, a mainstream anthropology in
which the visual has now become acceptable and popular as a methodology
and object of analysis; a reassessment of the aspects of human experience that
images and writing best represent, and a related analysis of the relationship
between the visual and other senses through an engagement with recent
developments in the anthropology of the senses; the possibilities offered by dig-
ital video and hypermedia that invite visual anthropologists to develop new
practices; and increasing use of visual methods of research and representation
in applied anthropology. (Pink 2005: 3)

This second edition of Doing Visual Ethnography suggests a visual
ethnographic process that is complementary to that wider project.

Developments in visual sociology
While from the late 1970s visual anthropologists, turning their atten-
tion to ethnographic film and video, began to question the notion of
visual realism, visual sociologists (e.g. Wagner 1979) continued to
develop their use of photography within the realist paradigm (Harper
1998a: 27; see also Pink 1999c). Some sociologists responded to feminist
and postmodern critiques, in some cases developing interdisciplinary
approaches to the sociology of visual culture (e.g. Crawshaw and Urry
1997) and the implications of photography for sociological understand-
ings of the individual and self-identity (Lury 1998). However, some of
those calling themselves visual sociologists engaged little with social
theory or debates over reflexivity and subjectivity in research. Many
sociologists continued to contest uses of visual images in research and
representation (see Prosser 1996), arguing that their subjectivity and
specificity rendered them invalid for a scientific sociology. The subdis-
cipline of visual sociology was, perhaps in response to this, correspond-
ingly slow to engage with the visual beyond using it as a recording

Doing Visual Ethnography12

Pink-3438-Introduction.qxd  7/10/2006  12:53 PM  Page 12



Introduction

method and support for a word-based discipline. For instance, in the
1990s Jon Prosser and Donna Schwartz considered how photography
could be incorporated into ‘a traditional qualitative framework rather
than adopt ideas emanating from postmodern critique’ (1998: 115).
Stephen Gold maintained a similarly close alliance with existing socio-
logical methods. He saw visual sociology as divided into two camps that
deal with either the interpretation or the creation of visual images. He
defined this as a ‘theory/method split’ – and ‘a major obstacle in the fur-
ther development of visual sociology’ – and proposed that theory and
method may be brought together through the established ‘grounded 
theory’ approach (Gold 1997: 4).

Around the same time some visual sociologists began to account for the
critique of ethnography. For example, Douglas Harper called for a redefi-
nition of the relationship between researcher and informant in the form
of a collaborative approach developed in the ‘new ethnography’ and the
incorporation of the postmodern approach to documentary photography
that ‘begins with the idea that the meaning of the photograph is con-
structed by the maker and the viewer, both of whom carry their social
positions and interests to the photographic act’ (1998a: 34–5, 1998b: 140).
Nevertheless, Harper did not propose a radical departure from existing
sociological approaches to the visual. He recommended that visual sociol-
ogy should ‘begin with traditional assumptions and practices of sociolog-
ical fieldwork and sociology analysis’ that treat the photograph as ‘data’,
and that it should open up to integrate the demands of the ‘new ethnog-
raphy’ (1998a: 35). In fact, in the 1990s Elizabeth Chaplin was the main
critic of traditional approaches to the visual in sociology. In her book
Sociology and Visual Representations (Chaplin 1994) she engaged with
post-feminist and post-positivist agendas to suggest a way forward for a
‘visual sociology’. Chaplin advocated a collaborative approach that would
reduce the distance between the discipline and its subject of study. Thus,
unlike Harper, she argued that rather than the visual being ‘data’ that is
subjected to a verbal ‘analysis’, the potential of the visual as sociological
knowledge and critical text should be explored (1994: 16). Like those
social anthropologists discussed above, Chaplin took a step further than
most visual sociologists by engaging with the visual not simply as a mode
of recording data or illustrating text, but as a medium through which
new knowledge and critiques may be created. In the late 1990s some
visual sociologists explored this potential in their practice (e.g. Barndt
1997; Barnes et al. 1997, whose work is discussed in Chapters 6 and 4,
respectively). Nevertheless much visual sociology remained firmly rooted
in existing sociological practice.

More recent sociological projects in visual methods have departed from
the 1990s work in diverse ways. In 2000 Emmison and Smith, overlook-
ing the extent of Chaplin’s contribution, criticized visual sociology as ‘an
isolated self-sufficient and somewhat eccentric specialism’ that was
unable to connect with social scientific theory (2000: ix). They were to
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some extent correct that the connections between visual sociology practice
and sociological theory had been limited, and their ambition to make
visual research central to the sociological endeavour is laudable. However,
for the reflexive vsisual ethnographer their own methodology is quite
problematic (see Pink 2005). Emmison and Smith’s approach is essen-
tially an observational one. Tsshey treat observable human behaviour and
material forms as ‘visual data’, finding interviewing often unnecessary.
Moreover, their scathing critiques of visual anthropology are largely
unjustified (see Pink: 2005: ch. 2). In contrast, participatory approaches
recently developed by other sociologists place collaboration between
researcher and informants at the centre of the ethnographic process. Of
particular interest is the ethno-mimesis methodology developed by
Maggie O’Neill (a sociologist developing work in cultural criminology).
Linking sociological theory with performance art, O’Neill suggests that
‘by representing ethnographic data … in artistic form we can access a
richer understanding of the complexities of lived experience which can
throw light on broader social structures and processes’ (2002: 70). The
methodological implications of work like Chaplin’s and O’Neill’s are to
stress collaboration, not solely between researcher and informants, but
also between the visual, textual and performative and the producers of
images and words. Their work, combined with two recent edited volumes
by Caroline Knowles and Paul Sweetman (2004) and Susan Halford and
Caroline Knowles (2005), signify new territory for visual sociology that
makes fresh links between the subdiscipline of visual sociology and the
concerns of mainstream sociologists (e.g. Knowles and Sweetman 2004:
5–11). These ideas form the basis of the discussions of the potentials of
photography, video and hypermedia in research and representation in
the following chapters.

The visual in cultural studies
Cultural studies approaches to photography and video have largely focused
on the study of visual representation and visual cultures. For example,
Stuart Hall’s text Representation uses ‘a wide range of examples from
different cultural media and discourses, mainly concentrating on visual lan-
guage’ (1997: 9; original italics). It considered issues related to the negotia-
tion of visual meanings, emphasizing the contested nature of meaning and
‘the practices of representation’ (1997: 9–10). However, the focus in cultural
studies is on interpreting existing images and objects and the social and cul-
tural conditions within which they are produced, rather than on how
images and their production form part of ethnographic practices (see also,
for example, Cooke and Wollen 1995; Jenks 1995; Evans and Hall 1999).
Given the interest cultural studies has paid to visual cultures, representa-
tions and symbolism, and its increasing use of ethnography, it has incor-
porated the visual surprisingly little in its own research practices.

As an interdisciplinary subject, cultural studies does not identify with
the development of a particular methodological tradition in the way that
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social anthropology, for example, is identified with participant observation:
‘it still remains difficult to say quite what cultural studies amounts to
methodologically’. Instead, ‘cultural studies is eclectic in the methods it
uses, drawing liberally from across the humanities and social 
sciences’; it thus deals with methodologies rather than a single method-
ology (McGuigan 1997: 1) and ‘[c]ultural studies methodology has often
been described by the concept of bricolage: one is pragmatic and strate-
gic in choosing and applying different methods and practices’
(Alasuutari 1995: 2). This may explain why cultural studies guides to
the use of visual images and technologies in ethnography are few and
varied. Pertti Alasuutari suggested that ‘to record nonverbal communi-
cation one needs a movie or video camera, and in a group discussion 
situation there should probably be several of them’ (1995: 43), and rec-
ommends that video or tape recordings be made of interviews that may
later be transcribed (1995: 179). Alasuutari’s comments on the use of
video in cultural studies research are not concerned with the develop-
ment of the visual as a new form of knowledge, but are firmly embedded
in a realist paradigm. In contrast though, Helen Thomas’s discussion of
her study of a youth and community dance group in south-east London
(1997: 142) indicates the potential of video in cultural studies research.
Asserting that ethnography is not about making truth claims, Thomas
defined ‘the construction of ethnographic descriptions’ as ‘an imaginative act
which should bring us into touch with the lives of strangers’ (Thomas 1997:
143). Her video work with dancers rehearsing, performing and in a group
interview drew from feminist film theory to develop a participatory approach
that sought to avert the oppressive ‘masculine gaze’ (see Chapter 4).

More recently, Martin Lister and Liz Wells formulated what they call a
‘Visual Cultural Studies’. Mirroring the eclecticism of its parent disci-
pline a visual cultural studies this ‘allows the analyst to attend to the
many moments within the cycle of production, circulation and consump-
tion of the image through which meanings accumulate, slip and shift’
(2000: 90). As such, Lister and Wells would analyse photographs ‘with-
out separating them from social processes’ (2000: 64). Rather than using
images to produce knowledge (as in Thomas’s work), they focus on the
analysis of images and the contexts in which they become meaningful.
Although this approach does not necessarily involve the researcher in
collaborating with other social actors (as participant observation or par-
ticipatory action research would), their methodology makes a welcome
contribution to an ethnographic process that is attentive to visual aspects
of culture and the embeddedness of images in society.

Common theoretical threads: the 
transformative potential of the visual
Across the ethnographic disciplines the use of visual images in research
and representation is becoming more frequently written about and more
rigorously theorized. Many researchers appear willing to scrutinize
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reflexively their own methods through explorations of how subjectivity,
individual experience and negotiation with informants figure in the pro-
duction of ethnographic knowledge. However, these developments are
occurring at an uneven pace, both between and within the disciplines.

These changing disciplinary approaches to the visual can also be sit-
uated in relation to broader theoretical shifts. Publications of the 1990s
situated the image and the camera as key elements in an intersection
between modernity and a critique of modernity (McQuire 1998) and the
relationship between photography and notions of the individual, mem-
ory and identity in Euro-American societies (e.g. Lury 1998). Both Scott
McQuire and Celia Lury saw photography not only as a product of par-
ticular social and cultural environments, but also as a force that has
itself encouraged shifts in ways of understanding and ‘seeing’. McQuire
argues that the ambiguity of the meaning of images not only questions
the modern notion of truth, but destabilizes the basic premises of moder-
nity. He proposed that the uncertainty of meaning implied by the cam-
era questions the idea that there can be an ‘ultimate goal’ of a single,
pure or ‘untouched’ meaning and this ‘entrains a profound epistemo-
logical shift in which the meaning of meaning has itself been irre-
versibly transformed’ (McQuire 1998: 47). McQuire emphasized the
‘promiscuity’ and ambiguity of the image: its simultaneous appearances
of objectivity and subjectivity that became the basis upon which anthro-
pologists rejected or accepted it and debated its usefulness to the social
sciences in the 1970s. In McQuire’s version of the history of the visual
in modernity, he attributed power to the camera as an agent of change
that overturns the realist paradigm. This implies that an appropriate
application of visual images and technologies in ethnography may be
developed as a force that will bring new meaning(s) to ethnographic
work and social science. Suggesting, as MacDougall proposed for
anthropology, a rethinking of social science ‘through a visual medium’
(1997: 293; and see also Grimshaw 2001; Grimshaw and Ravetz 2004).
Moreover, as Lury’s exploration of how ‘the photographic image may
have contributed to novel configurations of personhood, self-knowledge
and truth’ (1998: 2) suggests, the visual has implications not only for
the discourses of modernity and ethnographic practice, but also for our
understandings of the individuals who are the subjects of ethnography.
Lury proposed that ‘the photograph, more than merely representing,
has taught us a way of seeing (Ihde, 1995), and that this way of seeing
has transformed contemporary self-understandings’ (1998: 3).

Approaches to the visual in anthropology, sociology and cultural
studies have developed in rather different ways and have been informed
by different understandings of the visual. However, reassessments of the
relationship between vision, observation and truth influenced how the
visual was approached across the disciplines, emphasizing the arbitrari-
ness of visual meanings and the potential of the visual for the represen-
tation of ethnographic knowledge. The 1990s literature suggested that
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photographic and video images can act as a force that has a transformative
potential for modern thought, culture and society, self-identity and memory
and social science itself. This informs our understanding of a visual
ethnography because it reminds us that by paying attention to images
in ethnographic research and representation we are developing new
ways of understanding individuals, social relationships, material cul-
tures and ethnographic knowledge itself. The proliferation of publica-
tions in this area in the past ten years bears witness to the creativity and
engagement that is developing in the use of visual ethnographic meth-
ods, itself an ongoing aspect of this transformation. When I wrote the
first edition of Doing Visual Ethnography in the 1990s, a few studies
stood out as obvious examples of the methods discussed. Reviewing the
same field of literature in 2006, there is a wealth of work that could be
cited. In the following chapters I point to those case studies that I con-
sider are amongst the most valuable contributions to visual ethno-
graphic practice.

The book

Chapter 1 outlines the theoretical approach of the volume, situating
visual images and technologies in relation to a reflexive approach to
ethnography that focuses on subjectivity, creativity and self-
consciousness. It combines anthropological ideas about the individual in
society with cultural theories of the visual and an exploration of 
consumption and material culture, to consider how visual images and
technologies are interwoven with both the cultures ethnographers study
and the academic cultures they work in. More practical uses of photog-
raphy and video in ethnographic research and representation are the
main foci of the following chapters, extending to a consideration of the
potential of hypermedia representation in the final chapter.

In Chapter 2 the practical aspects of preparing for visual fieldwork are
discussed, alongside project design, ethical considerations and gender
issues. The following two chapters focus on different technologies and
images in the research process. First, photography, which has been
employed much more extensively by visual sociologists than in other
ethnographic disciplines, is explored in Chapter 3. Ethnographic film,
which has dominated the practice and literature of visual anthropology,
is not my main concern here. Rather, I draw from this work to discuss
video in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 focuses on the organization and interpre-
tation of visual materials, while Chapters 6, 7 and 8 discuss the produc-
tion of different types of text and how visual, written and other
materials may be combined and interlinked in different representations.
Digital media have opened up new and fascinating possibilities for the
use of visual images in research and representation. However, these new
potentials also raise a series of issues of representation, interpretation
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and the authoring of knowledge that need to be addressed at the outset
of their use rather than retrospectively.
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