
Preface

This book aims to provide a brief account of some of the ways in which
social scientists can incorporate visual images (of various kinds) into
their research, together with a discussion of why they might wish to. The
emphasis is very much on the use of visual materials as one among
several research methods that may be employed by a social researcher
during the course of an investigation, rather than a focus on the visual
for its own sake. I assume that readers already have or are acquiring the
skills to devise a research project that is valid within the context of their
discipline, but may not have thought of adding a visual dimension.
Those who are already experienced visual researchers and are seeking
to add a sociological dimension to their work should probably look
elsewhere, as they will probably find what I have to say basic or naive
with regard to the visual and opaque or elliptical with regard to the
sociological.

While basic, and intended as a simple and practical guide for students,
academic and non-academic researchers new to the fields of visual
anthropology and visual sociology, this is not a technical guide to button-
pressing on video cameras and the like. For that, readers should consult
the technical manuals readily available in any large bookshop, in con-
junction with a more specialist text written by and for social scientists.
For film and video, Ilisa Barbash and Lucien Taylor’s Cross-Cultural
Filmmaking (1997) is both encyclopaedic in its detail and authoritative in
its commentary. For still photography, Terence Wright’s Photography
handbook (1999) is a relatively short but practical text, shot through with
historical, psychological and anthropological insight (Wright was a pro-
fessional photographer before becoming an academic). Other relevant
works are mentioned at various points in what follows. For computer-
based multimedia, which I touch on in some places, there is no comparable
text to Barbash and Taylor’s or Wright’s books, but I reference the few
articles and other sources I have found useful where appropriate.

A few more qualifications before going on. First, although I have tried
to write this book for the generic social scientist I cannot hide the fact



that I am trained as a social anthropologist and that to a large extent I
write as one, certainly in terms of the material I reference. There is some
justification for this, as I hope that most academics would acknowledge
that of all the social science disciplines it is anthropology, in the form of
visual anthropology, that has made most use of visual materials in the
course of research. There is now a growing tendency to involve visual
materials in sociological and psychological research (see Prosser 1998a
for some examples), as well as to invoke sociological perspectives in
well-established visual disciplines such as art history and film studies.
I hope scholars from these and other disciplines, such as educational
studies and human geography, will still find something of use in what
follows and be able to read across the anthropological bias of the
material. Secondly, although I set out to write a book that dealt with a
range of visual materials in a relatively even-handed way, I discovered
once I had finished that there was a heavy emphasis on still photo-
graphy. I’m not quite sure why this happened (my own background is in
film, not photography), but I’m not unhappy with it. Still photography is
a medium available to almost everyone in the world as either producer
or consumer, and examples from the use of still photography can often
serve to make points arising from the use of all or most visual media
(exceptions are noted where appropriate).

The final qualification concerns my own qualifications. My initial
exposure to visual techniques was a year that I spent as a Royal Anthropo-
logical Institute/Leverhulme Film Fellow at the (British) National Film
and Television School in 1986–7; I am profoundly grateful to both
institutions for affording me this opportunity. Since then, I have used
film, video and still photography in the course of relatively mainstream
anthropological fieldwork. My field research has largely been confined to
India, as has my archival research, and hence material from India – both
of my own collecting and that of others – figures prominently in this
book. In particular, I have worked on the social organization of a
minority religious group – the Jains – in a small city in western India.
More recently I have begun to research the history of this city, in which
the Jains as a group of merchants and traders have played an important
part, from a visual perspective.1 I have also worked on the history of
ethnographic film generally, compiling an online catalogue of early film
sources (the HADDON catalogue, discussed in Chapter 6.4.2), subse-
quently drawing on this material to examine the visual representation of
India in colonial period documentary film. I list these activities not in
order to promote them or myself, but rather to give the reader a sense of
my background and hence the gravitational centres around which my
thinking on visual methods revolves.
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The other source of ideas for this book, and certainly the incentive
and stimulus for writing it, has been the students I have taught over the
last decade or so. Several have been contributors to a class on visual
anthropology that I run, others have been doctoral or other research
students working on projects with a visual emphasis. As a result of this
teaching activity I wrote a short piece on visual methodology (Banks
1995), followed by a longer article (Banks 1998). This book seeks to
expand the ideas presented in the two articles, and the diligent reader
may spot some overlap.

The book is divided into seven chapters. Chapters 1–3 introduce a
variety of general and introductory issues concerning images, including
a discussion of the physical materiality of many visual forms and the
need for this to be considered in research and analysis (Chapter 3).
Chapters 4 and 5 form the book’s core and deal most directly with visual
research methods in practice. Chapter 6 deals with the presentation of
visual research results, and Chapter 7 offers a few more abstract thoughts
by way of conclusion.

I have also set up a Web site to complement the book:

< www.rsl.ox.ac.uk/isca/vismeth >

The Web site is intended to keep the information given in the book up to
date, and includes a list of useful addresses, details of the main journals
in the field and links to various electronic resources.

N o t e

1 My overview work on the Jains is Banks 1992, but those who wish to go
further should consult both Dundas 1992 and Laidlaw 1995; see also John
Cort’s programmatic article on the value of visual approaches to religious
studies, based on his own and other published Jain material (Cort 1997). Until
recently I have kept my Indian and Jain studies fairly distinct from my visual
studies while I sought to come to grips with both; Banks 1989a is an early and
not terribly satisfactory attempt at a photographic essay using my Jain material
(based originally on a photographic exhibition at the Cambridge University
Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology), while Banks 2000 is a more
recent attempt to adopt a visualist perspective – as opposed to the explicit use
of visual materials – in my analysis of the Jain social history, inspired by the
work of Grimshaw (1997) among others.
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