P

Visual
“ Methodology in
Migration Studies

New Possibilities, Theoretical
Implications, and Ethical Questions

IMISCOE

OPEN ACGESS &) springer




IMISCOE Research Series



Now accepted for Scopus! Content available on the Scopus site in spring 2021.
This series is the official book series of IMISCOE, the largest network of
excellence on migration and diversity in the world. It comprises publications which
present empirical and theoretical research on different aspects of international
migration. The authors are all specialists, and the publications a rich source of
information for researchers and others involved in international migration studies.
The series is published under the editorial supervision of the IMISCOE Editorial
Committee which includes leading scholars from all over Europe. The series, which
contains more than eighty titles already, is internationally peer reviewed which
ensures that the book published in this series continue to present excellent academic
standards and scholarly quality. Most of the books are available open access.

More information about this series at http://www.springer.com/series/13502


http://www.springer.com/series/13502

Karolina Nikielska-Sekula ¢ Amandine Desille
Editors

Visual Methodology
in Migration Studies

New Possibilities, Theoretical Implications,
and Ethical Questions

@ Springer



Editors

Karolina Nikielska-Sekula Amandine Desille
University of South-Eastern Norway Institute of Geography and Spatial Planning
Drammen, Norway Universidade de Lisboa

Lisbon, Portugal

ISSN 2364-4087 ISSN 2364-4095  (electronic)
IMISCOE Research Series
ISBN 978-3-030-67607-0 ISBN 978-3-030-67608-7 (eBook)

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-67608-7

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s) 2021. This book is an open access publication.

Open Access This book is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing,
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit
to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and indicate if
changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this book are included in the book’s Creative Commons
license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the book’s
Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the
permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder.

The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this publication
does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt from the relevant
protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.

The publisher, the authors, and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information in this book
are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the publisher nor the authors or the
editors give a warranty, expressed or implied, with respect to the material contained herein or for any
errors or omissions that may have been made. The publisher remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional
claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

This Springer imprint is published by the registered company Springer Nature Switzerland AG
The registered company address is: Gewerbestrasse 11, 6330 Cham, Switzerland


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-67608-7
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Preface

People having experienced migration — including those who were forced to leave
their home as well as the traces of their passage and presence — are increasingly
subjected to the production of “visual products”. Photographers, filmmakers, jour-
nalists, scholars or activists travel around the globe (at least before the COVID-19
crisis, which is ongoing at the moment of writing this preface) to document the situ-
ation. For example, they show us what they captured at sensitive border crossing
points and in refugee slum camps. Among these visual products, the picture of the
small Aylan Kurdi lying dead on a Turkish beach in 2015 often pops in our mind.
Besides, there are now many documentary films available on migration issues shot
across the globe by reporters or documentarists. The border between the USA and
Mexico has inspired many of them. In fact, migration has been an important theme
in cinema for decades. Today there are also fictional series dealing with migration
issues on global streaming platforms, such as Netflix. Finally, theatre has also joined
the chorus. Many plays exploring themes connected to migration have been pro-
duced in the past few years. Some of them have even been financially supported by
the European Commission.

In general terms, images on/of migration abound in media and visual arts.
However, scientific visual approaches in the field of ethnic and migration studies
need to be developed further. This is what I was calling for in a piece published in
the journal Ethnic and Racial Studies in 2015. Most of the time, when scholars in
our field use images in their work, it is for mere illustrative purposes and less as a
methodological pillar in our research design. The present volume edited by Karolina
Nikielska-Sekula and Amandine Desille is a most valuable contribution to the
development of visual approaches in our field of research. It brilliantly fills a gap in
the literature and provides us with a tool to think about new methodological devel-
opments in qualitative research in ethnic and migration studies.

The group of international — both early-career and senior — scholars gathered by
the editors cover several issues and different perspectives in a very relevant manner
for visual ethnic and migration studies. Some of them address complex epistemo-
logical challenges. Others deal more with more concrete research issues. In general,
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this book diverges from mainstream research approaches to migration, which are
too often policy driven. It is really an encouragement to think in a complex way on
a very intricate set of social issues — the one forming the total social phenomenon
that we call migration.

Brussels, Belgium Marco Martiniello
5 May 2020
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Amandine Desille and Karolina Nikielska-Sekula

Reality has always been interpreted through the reports given by images
Susan Sontag

As this quote from Susan Sontag (1979, p.153) indicates, images have always accom-
panied humans as means of interpreting and representing reality. Nevertheless, during
approximately the last decade of the twentieth century, new literature addressing
images stemmed from various disciplines including history of art and visual studies
(Moxey, 2008), approaching images away from their linguistic interpretation to recog-
nise their capacity to convey information that is not always possible to capture with
words (Mitchell, 2002). Coined by Goettfried Boehm as the iconic turn, and by
William Mitchell as the pictorial turn (Boehm & Mitchell, 2009), it was then simply
referred to as the visual turn. Mitchell relates more specifically to art and claims that
the pictorial turn is an ability of items to escape the contexts imposed on them by
generations of interpreters. Even though images are permanently entangled with lan-
guage, they ought to be considered independently from it (Mitchell, 2002). Keith
Moxey (2008, p. 131) problematised the idea of a “presence” that refers to the ability
of images to have their own, independent lives. Images are capable of triggering emo-
tional reactions and carry an emotional charge which is difficult to ignore. They are,
therefore, not only transmitters of meanings, but can produce meanings too, indepen-
dently and sometimes even against the language (Moxey, 2008). Elizabeth Edwards
and Janice Hart (2004; Edwards, 2012) went even further in discussing the ability of
images to communicate. They focused on the materiality of photographs, arguing that
they convey messages not only because of their visual content, but also as material
objects “through an embodied engagement with an affective object world, which is
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both constitutive of and constituted through social relations” (Edwards, 2012, p. 221).
In light of this divagation, the visual turn is understood by us as the acknowledgment
of communication through images independently, or in a great freedom from lan-
guage. Images benefit from an equal status to words in the production of meanings,
both in relation to their visual content, and as material commodities existing in space
and time, meaningful for social relationships. As a first disclaimer we shall add that
we are conscious that this turn is grounded in western culture and is not necessarily
applicable in other socio-cultural contexts.

Are we then producing a book on visual methodologies right after the visual
turn? A significant effort in theorising and conceptualising the visual has been made
within various disciplines. To mention only a few, Howard Becker (1974) in visual
sociology, Lucien Taylor (1994), Marcus Banks and Howard Morphy (1999) and
Jay Ruby (2000) in visual anthropology, Chris Jenk (1995) in cultural studies,
Gillian Rose (2001) in geography and Sarah Pink (2001) in visual ethnography, all
produced fundamental works focusing on the visual in social sciences. This book,
however, without diminishing the disciplinary work within the subject, proposes to
approach visual methodologies in the specific context of a field of study, adopting
an interdisciplinary approach that brings together geography, sociology, anthropol-
ogy and communication studies. As Adrian Favell (2007, p. 1988) has suggested:
“On the face of it, there could hardly be a topic in the contemporary social sciences
more naturally ripe for interdisciplinary thinking than migration studies.” In this
piece we will attempt to explain why the adoption of visual methodologies in the
field of migration studies is of particular interest.

Following the seminal work of John Berger and Jean Mohr (1975), who associ-
ated migration issues with images and poetry, there has been a growing interest in
visual methodologies in the field of international migrations. This occurs parallel to
increasingly numerous visual representations of migrations in the media, which have
proved powerful in reshaping European political scenes (Cambre, 2019; Martiniello,
2017). Yet beyond the consensus on the harm they can do to migrants and refugees,
little has been done by migration scholars to reflect on this visual abundance. Hence,
there is an emergency for a meta-reflection on the ethical ways of employing visuals
in the context of migration, the theoretical implications of visualising issues concern-
ing people on the move, and the new possibilities visual methodologies can bring
when researching potentially vulnerable subjects such as migrants and refugees.

Another remark we wish to make in this introduction relates to what we mean by
“the visual”. This volume deals with visual data (re)produced by scholars. These
visual data are, if we follow Banks and Morphy’s definition (1999), what is visual,
visible, observable, and what we can experience (rather than what is “intellectual”).
Within this, we focus even more particularly on what Banks and Morphy (1999)
have called “visual systems”: the processes that result in humans producing visible
objects, reflexively constructing their visual environment and communicating by
visual means. Overwhelmingly, this collection reassembles “research-initiated pro-
duction of visual data and meanings” (Pauwels, 2010, p. 551) consisting in three
main media: films, photographs and mental maps. The contributors meant to com-
municate meanings related to migrations partially or primarily by visual means
(MacDougall & Taylor, 1998). Following this premise, we would like to further
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advance the argument that communication through visuals encompasses a multisen-
sorial approach similar to the one developed by Pink (2007, 2012a, 2012b).

Sight, usually associated with the production of visuals, is not separated from
other senses (Edwards, 2012, p. 299, but also Bal, 2003; Pink, 2007, 2012a, 2012bj;
Cytowic, 2010; Ferrarini, 2017). The act of seeing, therefore, is not “pure” but it
relates to other “sense-based activities” (Bal, 2003, p. 9). While collecting visuals in
the field, the researcher activates her' hearing, touch, smell, and even taste.
According to her positionality and previous experiences, these sensorial experi-
ences further project on the data collection and interpretation. The trend to extend
the sight to other senses has already entered museums and art galleries, traditionally
associated only with seeing (as illustrated by the prohibition to touch the exhibits,
to eat inside the exhibition, the injunction to keep silence and the lack of designed
scents to accompany the exhibition). Interactive exhibitions are slowly developing
in response to this. The visual turn has therefore clearly extended beyond the visual
in research practice that acknowledges smells, tastes, voices (music) and textures as
equally capable of meaning production and communication. The projects show-
cased in this volume support the assumption that the visual turn is therefore accom-
panied and influenced by a “sensory turn” (Edwards & Bhaumik, 2008; Pink, 2012b).

The following is organised in four parts. In the first part, we will distinguish
between artistic production and images produced within the framework of academic
research. We argue that the objectives of the process of image-production have
implications, ethically obliging scholars to reflect on their position, on the context
of image-production, and on the impact of their production amongst a wider range
of representations. Secondly, we will expand on our argument that visual method-
ologies are not reduced to sight but engage other senses. We will develop this argu-
ment within the specific field of migration studies. In the third part, we will articulate
the four claims that correspond to the four sections of this collective work, namely
visuals enable to ground research in places, and focused on the embodied experi-
ences of persons who have experienced migration; secondly, visuals tell stories and
hold the potential of multiplying and complexifying accounts of migration; visual
methodologies increase the possibilities for cooperation, and therefore the need to
recognise the competency of participants in knowledge production; and researchers
are responsible for visual representations of migrations.

1.1 On the Value of Images in Academic Research

Discussion on the ontological status of still and moving images dates back to the inven-
tion of photography and film. Despite the initial struggles of these “new inventions”
(Bazin, 1960), today both film and photography are recognised as art. Nevertheless,
some branches of photography and film, such as documentary, photojournalism, as well

'Throughout this introduction, we will use the feminine when referring to a human, rather than the
neutrally accepted masculine.



4 A. Desille and K. Nikielska-Sekula

as visual methodologies, have a primary purpose of going beyond aesthetic expression
(Becker, 1995, 1998; Ruby, 2000). What is more, not everything these genres produce
can be and is accepted as art. What is the difference between images as art and images
as a research tool? We address this question in this section.

1.1.1 Realism of Still and Moving Images: From Art
to Research

In his seminal work The Ontology of the Photographic Image, film theorist André
Bazin (1960) analysed the realism of photography in a manner that made his argu-
ment applicable to both still and moving images. He built his claim around the
comparison between photography and painting and advocated that while painting
assumes the ontological identity of the model and the painting, the photography
breaks away from this assumption by making it possible to identify the model as a
real human and save her from a spiritual death through the act of remembering.
According to Bazin, we ought to believe in the real existence of the subject depicted
in photographs. A similar discussion was held about film. Since film was seen as a
series of photographic images, the philosophical discussions within film theory
picked up the issues relevant primarily for photography and as a result focused on
causality of moving images and reproduction (rather than creation) of reality
through them (Gaut, 2002, p. 310). Claims on the realism of film (Bazin, 1960) were
challenged by the development of digital technologies that put the real existence of
depicted subjects in a given time and space in question (Gaut, 2010, p. 49). More
than two decades after Bazin, Roland Barthes (1980, p. 9) stated that photography
is “the return of the dead”: regardless of the existence (or absence) of the depicted
in real life, since the reality displayed by the photograph was caught in a particular
moment in time and space, it is now merely non-existent (see also Baudrillard, 1999).

Today the claims on the realism of photography and film are often interpreted
twofold. Howard Becker (1979, 1998) suggests that a photograph represents both
truth and falsehood. A photograph starts from the exposure of the camera and in this
sense it must be true. Yet each picture could have been taken differently, and there-
fore the photograph is a fabrication. The question to ask, therefore, is not “if the
photographs tell the truth”, but “which truth and about what?”. What is more,
Becker (1979) states that the truth does not have to be full, and we can never be sure
of the proven truth. David MacDougall (2012) refers to similar issues in the context
of film production by using the concept of reflexivity. By this he means “contextual-
izing the content of a film by revealing aspects of its production” (MacDougall,
2012, p. 15) which involves both the context of shooting with the focus on the inter-
actions between the researchers and participants, as well as the context of the
depicted situation in the meaning of a “studium” (Barthes, 1980) that makes events
“understandable in interpersonal and cultural terms” (MacDougall, 2012, p. 15).
Regarding digital film, Lev Manovich (1995, p. 308) stated: “Cinema becomes a
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particular branch of painting — painting in time” underlining the constructed charac-
ter of the reality displayed through films. Similar conclusions were reached by
Marcus Banks (1988) in his critical account on the approach to ethnographic films
in today’s anthropology. Banks advocated for the non-transparency of ethnographic
film and criticised the naivete with which various audiences interpret these produc-
tions, taking them as direct reflections of the objective reality. He pointed out that
ethnographic films — through the use of common montage techniques — are conven-
tional “constructed texts” (Banks, 1988, p. 2). MacDougall (2012, p. 6) suggested a
distinction between anthropological films and “raw anthropological film footage”,
with the former relying heavily on cinematic convention and influenced by various
shooting and editing techniques and therefore constituting a created rather than
“objective” reflection of reality. Indeed, videography (Knoblauch et al., 2014) —
gathering raw footage as much as raw pictures collected in photo surveys — differs
in the levels of construction from the creative forms of ethnographic movies and
photographic exhibitions and collages based on data collected in research. But they,
as any visual and traditional method of data collection and presentation, are not
fully free from the influences of the researcher-creator either.

The discussion on the realism of film and photography prompted another one —
the recognition of photography and film as art. Theorists have attempted to define
the unique character of photography within the artistic field by analysing the onto-
logical nuances of the images and trying to establish the relationship between the
casual and representational character of photographic images. In his seminal work
Camera Lucida, Barthes (1980) differentiated between two characteristics of photo-
graphs: studium and punctum. Studium refers to the overall context of the image,
which makes it valuable as a historical or political evidence. It incorporates interest,
inquisitiveness, devotion to a certain thing, and tendency. Punctum in turn “rises
from the scene, shoots out of it like an arrow, and pierces me” (Barthes, 1980,
p. 26). Barthes here relates to the details of the image that attract attention and touch
us. Studium is something we have to reach ourselves — either by reading the caption
or by conducting the work of situating the image in its actual context. It is part of
the culture within which the image is interpreted. Punctum is “that accident that
pricks me” (Barthes, 1980, p. 26), moving, touching the heart. If not, the image is
simply deprived of punctum. Studium is therefore the context, the reality, while
punctum reveals the artistic characteristics of photography. Some scholars see the
punctum as the core of the image, providing it with magic and power, and not
requiring contextualisation (Baudrillard, 1999). This stance, while legitimate within
the field of art, is difficult to accept in the research context. Here lies, in our view,
the core difference between the use of images in these two interconnected, yet non-
overlapping fields: art and science. Studium — the context — that scholars such as
Baudrillard would willingly omit in their artistic approaches to the images lies at the
core of visual methodologies (Becker, 1998).

Similar discussions as the ones accompanying the birth of photography were
associated with the development of film. Classical film theory was from the very
beginning concerned with whether the film could have been classified as an art. “Its
roots in scientific experiments and its mechanical means of recording seemed to rule
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out any role for individual expression or for created form, which argued against its
artistic status” (Gaut, 2010, p. 3). Rudolf Arnheim was among the first film theorists
who recognised and advocated for film as an artistic form (Gaut, 2010, p. 4). The
quest for recognition of film as art had an important implication: the need to identify
the author behind any artistic creation (Gaut, 2010, p. 4). Western understanding of
artistic creation required that out of the different functions in film production, one —
the director — should be identified as the creator of the final outcome. The discussion
around film as an artistic form is still ongoing today. The main argument against the
recognition of film as art is that the film is casual and that it reproduces reality — and
for this reason its capacities as art are limited. Jay Ruby (2000) has argued that eth-
nographic film forms a different category from documentary for instance, because
of its very scientific intention. Nevertheless, many current film theorists and phi-
losophers have recognised film as an artistic form (Gaut, 2002, p. 310). The ques-
tion that is relevant here in light of the goals of this volume is under which
circumstances the film can become part of visual methodologies and if there is room
for art. Verstappen (this volume) discusses equalising of the roles of film creators in
ethnographic film at the cost of single author autonomy, pointing out that this prac-
tice, standing clearly against the documentary school, works well for the production
of theory through the ethnographic film. Piemontese as well as Trencsényi and
Naumescu (this volume) propose ways to co-create moving images with the partici-
pants. They show the extent to which the final product differs from the primary
expectations of a researcher entering the field. Going beyond hierarchisation and
involving research participants into co-creation of films take back the authorship
from the director and places it somewhere in between the researchers, participants,
and the medium with its transformative potential. This may seem a step back from
the path to recognise the film as an artistic expression described by Gaut (2010), but
we foresee it as a necessary step towards recognising the film as part of visual meth-
odologies. The creation of film in visual methodologies is supposed to support the
research enquiry, with filmmaking being a means to obtain knowledge, rather than
a goal in itself.

From the discussion above stems a picture of visual methods as oriented towards
obtaining data through images, rather than creating an expression of collected data
in the form of a final product (such as a movie or a photo exhibition). What is then
the role of aesthetics in the context of research practice? Do still and moving images
produced in the research process require to appeal to the audience? Should a visual
researcher possess the skills of a professional photographer or a movie maker? The
short answer to these questions is no. The images and footage obtained as sources
of data do not have to be aesthetically appealing. What is important is their corre-
spondence with the research objectives — namely, they should depict issues mean-
ingful for the goals of investigation, providing the researcher with a possibly wide
context in which she can situate obtained findings. Nevertheless, if it comes to the
display of still and moving images as a way to convey the findings of the research,
appealing aesthetics, as well as the presence of the punctum, may bring benefits in
relation to the extent of the research impact. Depending on the purposes of the proj-
ects, therefore, researchers hire professionals to accompany them in visual data
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collection, and this is a well-established practice (see Ball, 2014). The final out-
comes of the research projects, such as movies, photo exhibitions, visual essays etc.
come together with the adoption of a visual methodology to the research on the
earlier stages of the (co)production, as contributors to this volume successfully pre-
sented (Desille; Verstappen, MacQuarie, Chaps. 4, 6 and 16, in this volume).
Because of the precautions on each and every stage of their making, these final
outcomes do not represent a mere summary or illustration of the findings, but rather
reflect the research process in a more broad perspective, conveying empirical and
theoretical messages obtained through rigorous academic investigation. Their aes-
thetic values do not obscure the research message they are attempting to convey, and
this is the latter that determines the former. These final stand-alone products may
and do possess aesthetics values, incorporating both realistic and artistic character-
istics and going beyond the polarised debates positioning art and science as opposed
to one another. Sebag and Durand (Chap. 9, in this volume) advocate for a well-
thought framing of ethnographic images, while fostering “uncertainty, surprise and,
if possible, suspense” so as to “increase the attractiveness of the photo for the read-
ers and lead them to look at it and to deepen its meaning.” As MacDougall (2012,
p- 5) eloquently pointed out in relation to the anthropological film: “Art and science
therefore need not be opposed if the art is in the service of more accurate descrip-
tion. Each filmmaker must decide at what point the means of expression employed
begin to obscure rather than clarify the subject—in short, at what point aesthetic
choices begin to undermine the creation of new knowledge”.

1.1.2 Context, Manipulation, and Positionality — Towards
the “Objectivity” of Visual Research

Omitting the context of images depicting sensitive issues — such as the ones pro-
duced on migration — and thereby leaving the audience to its own interpretation may
prove harmful for research participants (Becker, 1995, 1998; MacDougall, 2012). In
the case of international migrations, it may even trigger anti-immigration attitudes
(Desille, Buhr, & Nikielska-Sekula, 2019). Aligned with MacDougall’s (2012,
p- 15) idea of reflexivity, we argue that the context is crucial if we are to convey any
trustworthy research findings through images. Ways to contextualise may differ
depending on the use of images (data collection or data dissemination), and across
various media (sometimes requiring verbal or written addition to the images).

We appeal for the support of desk research and more traditional methods, in
order to cross visual methods with other methods. As a matter of fact, the validation
of research data is inherent to fieldwork (see Olivier de Sardan (1995) on the politics
of fieldwork). In this volume, visual projects presented are usually embedded in a
broader research project. Additionally, this is a reason why we have argued for a
visual “methodology” rather than “method”. As Pauwels (2010) suggests, several
theoretical frameworks can support visual analysis, including semiotics, several
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sociological paradigms, psychoanalysis, cultural studies, postcolonial theory or
feminist theory. We call for carefully structured research, from data collection plan-
ning to theoretical support and dissemination — and by structured, we by no means
mean successful, and embrace failures and experiments. Evidently, as we reminded
earlier, art and science do not have to exclude one another (MacDougall, 2012).
Without positioning the context in opposition to the aesthetic values of research
outcomes, we trust that stories told with visuals should have the same degree of
scientificity as publications. For instance, Verstappen (Chap. 6, in this volume)
advocates for writing parallel to editing. But their film Living like a Common Man
works as a standalone project because of the long-term research on which its mak-
ing was conditioned.

This exercise of contextualisation is, in our opinion, crucial because each scien-
tific production entails (or at least wishes for) a reception by an audience. These
audiences bring their own cultural resources (Rose, 2007) and experience particular
scopic regimes (Metz, 1977), both defining their visual experiences (Ball & Gilligan,
2010). Context then can be prone to manipulation. It can be formulated in order to
support interest of the subjects employing images to convey a particular message.
The context is therefore not transparent either and cannot provide for the transpar-
ency of visuals. This was evident in the narrations of the so-called 2015 migration
crisis. Traditional and social media both circulated pictures and short documentary-
like movies showcasing (usually male) migrants in boats heading towards European
shores. These images supported the argument that they were predators invading
Europe, instead of victims of broken social, political, and economic systems in their
countries of origin. On a different tone, humanitarian narratives have provided pic-
tures of migrant and refugee children and women in misery, stripped of agency,
often as a way to attract potential donations. Even documentaries, supposedly
against mainstream media, have constructed a “generic migrant figure” (Trencsényi
& Naumescu, Chap. 7, in this volume). In all mentioned cases, the urge to believe
in the real existence of the subjects depicted by the images, along with the commen-
taries suggesting the way to interpret them, made for the great power of images.
Therefore, visual messages, especially in the era of visual communication, in which
information compacted in photographs, short movies, and infographics are received
quickly, should be carefully structured to avoid misinterpretations leading to the
harm of the concerned. It is equally important in both everyday life and in research
practice. Within a visual landscape which is dominated by images of immigration
that are either miserabilist, or criminalising, scholars might be careful of what new
elements they bring to the existing knowledge of the audience.

When we collect and produce visuals, comes the question of what to display. We
propose to set the highest standards by choosing what to display (Nikielska-Sekula,
Chap. 2, in this volume), according to the best interests of the participants to the
research, researched community, and the whole (social, professional, ethnic, etc.)
group the participants are identified with. Within this context, visual methodologies
raise questions not only about the mode of representation, but about representation
itself. Against their initial aim, images can sometimes reinforce vulnerability, for
instance by portraying poverty (MacQuarie, Chap. 16, in this volume). How one
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makes sure not to participate in that? Trencsényi and Naumescu (Chap. 7, in this
volume) propose taking images that, from the beginning, would not participate in
the reproduction of “the generic migrant”. But the collection of chapters in this
volume shows the heterogeneity of ethical choices, an issue Frers (Chap. 5, in this
volume) proposes to frame as “ethics in motion”.

Following from the previously introduced statements of Becker (1979, 1995,
1998) on the truth and the falsehood as simultaneously immanent to photography,
Banks’s (1988) non-transparency of ethnographic films, MacDougall’s (2012) reflex-
ivity and Manovich’s (1995) constructed character of films, we draw the conclusion
that still and moving images are dependent on the positionality of the researcher.
Jenks (1995) reminds us that for a long time, “the idea of observation within the
tradition of social theory implied a studied passivity and disengagement”. The “gaze
of the voyeur” or the metaphor of the “fly on the wall” were commonplace. However,
with the cultural, humanistic and critical turns in the 1980s, there is a broader con-
sensus that “we transform what we see” (ibid), and a call for scholars to reflect on
their position. As Jenks (1995, p. 11) argues, “it is possible to forge a conscious rec-
ognition of the constructive relation between our visual practices and our visual cul-
ture”. This, he says, does not necessarily mean that we need to go down to the
singular: “Semiotics cannot proceed on the basis that signs mean different things to
different people; on the contrary it depends on a cultural network that establishes the
uniformity of responses to/readings of the sign”. Yet, it seems that indeed, “ethics are
negotiated relationally in all of the different stages of a research process and this is
certainly also true for visual approaches” (Frers, Chap. 5, in this volume).

It is fair to assume that, for Jenks and others, this cultural network is understood
by as Western, white, male scholars studying migration. Even though many migra-
tion scholars have themselves experienced migrations (see Prieto-Blanco, Chap. 18,
in this volume), issues of power imbalance, mobility privileges, preconceptions that
we project on fieldwork and findings are crosscutting. As we have argued earlier, the
adoption of a visual methodology, even if it holds the same pitfalls as traditional
methodologies, can push us to reestablish some balance in the relationships (without
being too naive!). To counter the “male gaze”, the “colonial gaze” (Edwards, 1992,
1997) and other forms of social control, we present visual methodologies as a tool
to restore agency and power for participants, notably for immigrants, for women
(Pereira, Maiztegui-Ofiate, & Mata-Codesal, 2016; Weber, 2019), and for youth
(Allen, 2008; Buckingham & De Block, 2007). Visual methods are often portrayed
as ways to democratize research. Participants to the research regain power on issues
that concern them, and the way they are portrayed. Nevertheless, this is not an auto-
matic result of the mobilisation of visual methods. When collecting data, the mere
presence and positionality of the researcher are sources of unbalance of power.
Research on youth (such as Piemontese in this volume), whereas it highlights the
importance of looking at children as social actors in their own right, must acknowl-
edge that data collection occurs in adult-regulated spaces of encounters (Allen, 2008).

Some researchers point out that the degree of participation in research is contex-
tual (see Nikielska-Sekula, Chap. 2, in this volume), and recruiting volunteers
(especially in over-researched contexts) may prove challenging. If this is a case, the
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researchers often benefit from the help of “privileged” participants”. These “access
providers”, however, influence the data collection with their own unique positional-
ity too. This presents risks to research, including clique effects or manipulation
(Jérome, 2008; Olivier de Sardan, 1995). In this context, the collection of chapters
in this volume particularly emphasises the positionality of the researcher, as she
involves persons who have experienced migration, and are often seen as vulnerable.
The ethics committees put in place in many research institutions are far from being
invincible safeguards. Ethics committee reviews can become constraints for
researchers involved with populations considered at risk (Allen, 2008). They raise
the question of who is protected: The funding institution? Or the participants? As
Fox (2013, p. 987) claims when it comes to youth: “Ethical guidelines do not always
reflect theoretical understandings of young people as competent expert social
actors”. And this can be extended to many other groups in society.

The last question prompted here regards objectivity. Because of the interdepen-
dence of researcher’s positionality, are visual methods “less objective” than any
other methods employed in social research? Do traditional methods give us better
chances to reduce researchers” influence on the data? The positionality of the
researcher as actively influencing the field has been widely acknowledged by
researchers in the last decades. Some of them have proposed problematising the
way the unique positionality of the researcher might have affected the research in a
structured manner and as an immanent part of the research process (Clarke, 2005).
Many visual productions also problematise it by involving the filmmaker into the
footage and introducing with this her own subjectivity. We, therefore, lean towards
the claim that visual data are neither better, nor worse than traditional data in this
regard. The costs of the proximity to the field, that allows uncovering the deep
meanings, regardless of the methods, refer to the influence of the researcher on the
field by her mere presence, appearance, the way of talking, moving and interacting.
Visual data, therefore, poses no less value in relation to traditional methods with
regard to “objectivity”’, and their use should suit the research goals, and can be
supplemented by other methods, as proposed by the concept of triangulation of
methods.

1.2 Conveying Sensorial Experiences in the Field
of International Migrations

In this section, we advance three arguments: the field of international migrations is,
in itself, a visual culture shaped by relations of power; this visual culture is not
solely “visual” but invokes other senses; the researcher is not the only one who
experience through her senses, but participants and the audiences do too. Pink has
related the premise stating that “ethnography is a reflexive and experiential process
through which understanding, knowing and (academic) knowledge are produced”
(2009, p. 8) with a visual methodology. She argues that the ethnographer’s sensing
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body is placed in the multisensoriality of any social encounter or interaction. Not
only that the ethnographer senses (and not only sees), but by recognising her embod-
ied knowing, she will have to engage in a process of reflexivity. While Edwards
(2012) argues that feminist visual anthropology is a critique of male domination,
Ferrarini (2017) argues that the sensory turn’s starting point is a critique of the
emphasis of Western culture on vision as a privileged modality for knowing. He
therefore claims to “paying attention to modes of experience that are less linguistic,
symbolic and semiotic than they are sensory, embodied or “beyond text” (2017,
p-3). This is even more crucial when participants to the research (often including the
ethnographer herself, as Macquarie and Prieto-Blanco (this volume) reflect on)
experienced migration. Unsettling common definitions of integration through the
senses is a necessary provocation.

1.2.1 International Migrations as a Visual Culture

This publication project stemmed from a specific field of study, that of international
migrations. We argued before that the adoption of a visual methodology within this
field has implications. As a matter of fact, we associate certain images with migra-
tions. As Rose (2001) reminds us, the term “visual culture” was first used by
Svetlana Alpers (1983) regarding the importance of visual images to seventeenth
century Dutch society. We entitled our first workshop — out of three workshops that
eventually led to this volume — “What images of the world in a world of images?”.
Isn’t the field of international migration a “visual culture”: the study of variegated,
complex, fragmented ways of life that has been the last decades eminently visual?
A visual culture is a “cultural network that establishes the uniformity of responses
to/readings the sign” (Jenks, 1995, p. 15). This leads us to acknowledge that we now
produce a book embedded in a Euro-centred representational system (affecting how
we know, how we interpret) (Banks & Morphy, 1999; Rose, 2001).

Second of all, by acknowledging that international migrations constitute a visual
culture, we have to unpack its relation to power, to a specific “gaze” and to social
control. In his volume Society of Spectacle (1967), Guy Debord defines spectacle as
a social relation between people, mediatised by images. It’s an economic ideology
that legitimates one unique vision of life, which is imposed upon us via audio-
visual, bureaucratic, political and economic manifestations, so as to ensure the
reproduction of power and alienation. Debord’s spectacle has been recuperated
within the field of international migrations. The most well-known is Nicholas De
Genova account of the “Border Spectacle” which “fashions the border as a veritable
mise-en-scene of the larger dramaturgy of migration as a site of transgression and
the reaction formations of law enforcement” (2013, p. 1185).

Contributions included in this collection address a wide range of issues related to
international migrations. Image culture is an arena of diverse and often conflicting
ideologies (Sturken & Cartwright, 2001). Oftentimes, scholars attempt to produce
visuals that defy the dominant mainstream ideology. The case studies brought
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forward by Magazzini (Chap. 15, in this volume) show possible breakaways
designed by minorities themselves, with the cooperation of scholars. Similarly,
MacQuarie (Chap. 16, in this volume) proposes a “nightworkshop methodology” to
counter narratives of invisibilisation of night workers with a migration experience.

1.2.2 Beyond the Visual

After we started bringing together the different contributions that now form this
volume, we realised that it was crucial to go beyond the visual and overcome “visual
essentialism” (Bal, 2003). As a matter of fact, we were taught that sight is objective,
while what is tactile, acoustic is considered subjective. Kelvin Low (2012) reminds
us that visual sense has been at the top of the hierarchy of senses since Aristotle (at
least in the Western world). However, he suggests that “A related and equally perti-
nent point concerns how isolating one sense for analysis may lead to a neglect of
how the senses work together, hence exhibiting sensory bias and muting multi-
sensory experiences” (2012, p. 273). As Taylor has argued in Visualising Theory
(1994), visual anthropology is linked to experience and cognition. He refers to
MacDougall for whom ethnographic films “provoke new knowledge through the
circumstances of their making” (1994, p. XIII); and to Annette Weiner for whom
“ethnographic films should themselves “embody”—enact, so to speak, rather that
simply report on —cultural encounters, by urging anthropologists to transcend the
hoary old binarism between us and them, and its corollary of an unidirectional
oppositional gaze” (Taylor, 1994, p. XIII).

How then can we transcend the visual? We follow claims by scholars who have
suggested that while seeing, reading, listening, touching, smelling we invoke all
senses, not just the one traditionally associated with the activity. They have used a
diverse lexicon, including: Howe’s (1991) sensory experience, and intersensoriality
(Howes, 2005); Tuan’s (1993) multisensoriality; Taylor’s (1994) “visual-sensual”;
Rodaway’s (1994) sensuous geographies; Ingold’s (2000) anthropology of the
senses; and Pink’s (2009) sensory ethnography. It is argued that a sensuous scholar-
ship starts with Stoller’s work on the Songhay of Niger (Bonfanti, Massa, & Miranda
Nieto, 2019). It gains importance with several seminal works, including Merleau-
Ponty’s Eye and Mind (1961). Merleau-Ponty develops his concept of perception
and argues: “It is, rather, a space reckoned starting from me as the zero point or
degree zero of spatiality. I do not see it according to its exterior envelope; I live in it
from the inside; I am immersed in it” (Merleau-Ponty, 1961, p. 178). Merleau-Ponty
has in common with Gibson’s The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception (1979)
the links between subject and object, seeing and seen. This is developed further by
ethnographic filmmakers such as Steven Feld and Jean Rouch, whose “specific
technologies and recording techniques [...] evoke embodied and sensory experi-
ence” (Ferrarini, 2017). Similarly, in The Corporeal Image, MacDougall’s “record-
ings preserve important deictic characteristics, for they are testimonies of moments
of the author’s seeing and listening — they carry the mark of the author’s body in
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their own being” (2005, p. 54). Based on these various accounts, Pink (2009) sug-
gests that the ethnographer’s sensing body is a source of knowledge. Reflexivity
enables embodied knowing (Pink, 2009). Why? Because of the corporeality and
multisensoriality of any social encounter or interaction (ibid). In a later article (Pink,
2010), she reasserts that sensory anthropology is interdisciplinary; anchored in per-
ception (Merleau-Ponty, 1961) and experience; and requires embodied practice and
movement (Ingold, 2000).

Hence, vision does not dominate the way we experience. We must recognise the
relationship between vision and other senses. Bal (2003, p. 9) considers that all
senses are permeable: “The act of looking is profoundly “impure”. [...] looking is
inherently framed, framing, interpreting, affect-laden, cognitive and intellectual.
Second, this impure quality is also likely to be applicable to other sense-based activ-
ities: listening, reading, tasting, smelling. This impurity makes such activities mutu-
ally permeable, so that listening and reading can also have visuality to them”. For
her, visuality is impure, immaterial, eventful. Similarly, Ferrarini proposes to “pay-
ing attention to modes of experience that are less linguistic, symbolic and semiotic
than they are sensory, embodied or “beyond text” (Cox, Irving, & Wright, 2016)”
(2017, p. 3). Pink (2009) refers to “Ingold [who] has proposed a refocusing of
research in the anthropology of the senses, away from “the collective sensory con-
sciousness of society” and towards the “creative interweaving of experience in dis-
course and to the ways in which the resulting discursive constructions in turn affect
people’s perceptions of the world around them” (2000, p. 285)”.

Chapters included in this collection extensively address the relation between the
sensory body, experience and the adoption of a visual methodology (see Nikielsa-
Sekula, Desille; Krase and Shortell; Gnes, Chaps. 2, 4, 8 and 14, in this volume). Why
is it particularly important in the field of international migrations? As we argue repeti-
tively in this introduction, researchers involved with participants who have experi-
enced migrations must be conscious of their position, including what they know and
recognise as familiar and foreign. For instance, Low (2012) advocates for sensorial
transnationalism. In fact “transnational sensescapes (Low & Kalekin-Fishman, 2010)
implies an acknowledgement of the importance of sensory memory; how one responds
to sensory use in a different cultural context resulting from short/long-term migration
is contingent upon one’s situated sensory paradigm at “home” (2012, p. 279). Smell
in a context of international migration, for instance has evocative qualities that associ-
ate them with past and present experiences in meaningful ways but can also lead to
forms of discrimination, xenophobia and racism (Bonfanti et al., 2019).

1.2.3 Reaching Out

Invoking the senses happens at different times of the image production process.
Through embodiment, it occurs during data collection. But the senses are also
invoked when showcasing a visual research output. As Rose (2001) argues, there are
different “sites”: the production, the image itself, and the audience.
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If we were to base our analysis on secondary research uses and respondent-
generated material (Pauwels, 2010), an intermediate step is needed in the research
project. In fact, it means that we are sensing through the others’ senses. Participatory
schemes can change the point of view. It may fulfill the ambition of a “study of
people’s own visual worlds” (Banks & Morphy, 1999, p. 13). Mostly, it enables
feedback (Pauwels, 2010) through visual inter-viewing and photo-elicitation. As we
have stated in the introduction, the content of the image is not the sole dimension.
Edwards (2012) presents an “idea of a sensory photograph, entangled with orality,
tactility, and haptic engagement. [...] photographs cannot be understood through
visual content alone but through an embodied engagement with an affective object
world, which is both constitutive of and constituted through social relations” (2012,
p- 221). She concludes: “All these processes render photographs profoundly social
objects of agency that cannot be understood outside the social conditions of the
material existence of their social function—the work that they do.”

Researcher-initiated production of visual data or respondent-generated material
can also be exposed to a larger audience. The time of screening, showing, exhibit-
ing, and the new choices we have through digital media are both crucial in recep-
tion. Scenography plays a big role in the reception. But even if the images are just
transmitted without scenography and order, Bal says that images get “scars” with
time (2003). Edwards and Hart (2004) look at photographs as objects which mate-
rial and physical value holds meaning. People will experience the images differently
if on screen, printed, in an album, an exhibition. Similarly, when it comes to films,
MacDougall and Taylor (1998) proposes to explore possibilities for viewers to
“experience’ too.

What about not showing? Verstappen (this volume) has argued that scene selec-
tion is a crucial moment: a final product does not necessarily need to include all the
footage and can in fact leave aside elements to strengthen the narrative clarity of a
film. Nikielska-Sekula (this volume) has herself argued that, if the participants are
at risk, it is better to abstain from publishing any data. Researchers ought to reflect
on the potential harm of their visual outcomes and negotiate their position. If textual
accounts make it easier to respect the anonymity of participants, visuals make peo-
ple visible, sometimes against their protection (Gnes, Chap. 14, in this volume). A
possible strategy is to avoid faces, but then, how can one tell a story without people
(Nikielska-Sekula, Chap. 2, in this volume)? What do places mean when the shot
was taken once the space is vacated? In this context, many argue for the use of
visual methods, not as a standalone, but in a more encompassing methodology. As
we have just said, the role of photo elicitation, but also of the montage and editing
process are crucial. Aside from a visual production, written accounts on ethical
choices can be enlightening for further projects, as well as for other researchers
engaged in visual methodologies in migration studies. Battaglia argues “the absence
of something (its invisibility) can be as crucial to processes of interpretation as the
presence of something” (cited in Banks & Morphy, 1999). Visual representations
affect the unseen, the unseeable, emotions, feelings of identity and separation (ibid).
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During the workshops we had organised before the edition of this volume, Prieto-
Blanco (Chap. 18, in this volume) coined the notion of “right to disappear”, to inform
the duration of consent given by a participant to the study or in other words her right
to withdraw this consent after the data were published. The “right to disappear” is
even more at risk when visuals are involved. Having this concept in mind, let us now
come back to the difference between art and research-related visuals, as made in the
initial section of this introduction. As a matter of fact, visual art would provide that
the meaning of the picture might change over time, while its value as art remains.

1.3 Places and Bodies, Storytelling, Participation,
and Representation

To which extent does the adoption of a visual methodology in migration studies
provide scholars with a new way to access and produce knowledge? First and fore-
most, we argue that visuals have an epistemological value. In other terms, the pro-
duction of visuals, may it be by researchers or by participants to a project, enables
accessing and then producing knowledge. In the words of Ball and Gilligan, a visual
methodology encompasses “the theories and concepts, methods and technologies
utilised in researching “the visual””’ (Ball & Gilligan, 2010). We argued in the previ-
ous section that the visuals in research were of comparative value as words, reflect-
ing a range of individual and collective experiences, practices and discourses. We
also argued that the contextualisation of these texts, including the subjectivity intro-
duced by the ones capturing the still or moving images, was essential. Based on this
assumption, the visual methodology we propose to follow is critical, and acknowl-
edge the superposition of multiple truths, understood through a variety of “ways of
seeing”, defined by Berger to refer to the fact that “we never look just at one thing;
we are always looking at the relation between things and ourselves (1972, p. 9)”.
In what follows, we elaborate on the four dimensions which support the episte-
mological value of visuals, namely: places and bodies, storytelling, participation,
and representation. These dimensions correspond to the four sections of the volume.

1.3.1 Places and Bodies

Perhaps because of their crucial contribution to the reinvigoration of the visual,
humanistic and cultural, scholars have given a prominent positions to places, identi-
ties and everyday lives in visual data collection. These considerations have lived on,
and many recognise that the world is built on human decisions, and these shape social
processes, which in turn transform the places humans live in. With this in mind, con-
trarily to audio recordings, visual methods enable a “sensorial” ethnography, reveal-
ing embodied experiences, gestures, emotions and other non-oral data on the one
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hand; and material data on specific places? on the other hand. The use of visual meth-
ods supports the unique character of a place, by emphasising the particularity of its
physical appearance, its thythm and colours, its ambiance in general. As Krase (2012)
has argued, a visual approach to the study of ordinary streetscapes enables the
researcher to document and then analyse how the built environment reflects the
changing cultural and class identities of a neighbourhood’s residents. Evidently, one
same place can be viewed, and hence shown, distinctively depending on the individ-
ual. The mental maps of many different versions of Lisbon, as collected by Buhr (in
this volume), are a case in point. Similarly, Nikielska-Sekula (Chap. 2, in this vol-
ume) argues that what draws our eye depends on our familiarity with the place.

An additional focus we make here, is the ability to show the triviality of the
everyday. The adoption of a visual methodology sustains the objective of portraying
places and material experiences located outside of “spectacular” events, of official
discourses, or of romanticised narratives (Raulin et al., 2016; Weber, 2019). Desille
(Chap. 4, in this volume) takes advantage of this to portray a local politician in
northern Israel. As Rose (2001) argues, there are other ways of visualising the
world, that are not tied to militarism, capitalism, colonialism, and male supremacy.
As such, the camera or the pen can lead the participants to reveal the intimacy of the
places they inhabit and use. Moreover, capturing images outside of public and
decent places (Allen, 2008) enables us to counter submissive discourses. The con-
trary may be true too: visual methods might provide ways to restore everyday expe-
riences, and increase visibility in the public space (Pereira et al., 2016). Gnes’s work
(Chap. 14, in this volume), done in parallel with a militant NGO in the USA, ampli-
fies the visibility of daily workers playing music.

Beyond the visual recording of places, is that of bodies. Moving images more
acutely permit to show not only words, but also movements, emotions, silence and
more. Research participants can show what they do, where they walk and more,
instead of describing their activities with words. But they can also choose to avoid
leading the camera to certain places, divert and make the choice of not showing.
This “absence” is hence as important to the scholar as the presence. As de Hasque
has argued, visual methods can prove useful and necessary to collect field data, for
instance, to record non-oral discourses of officials, when one distances himself from
power-based conventional discourse, or in general, to grasp what is not expressed
by words (de Hasque, 2014). Additionally, the relations between participants’ bod-
ies and the objects and constructions that surround them, can be recorded, and ana-
lysed later on (by researchers but also by the participants).

>The definition we retain of place follows revised accounts of Agnew’s “sense of place” (1987),
adapted to contemporary social changes. Agnew’s three dimensions of place — a location, or a site
in space; a series of locales where everyday life activities take place; and a “sense of place”, i.e. the
feeling of belonging to a unique community and a unique landscape — is extended as follows: “[...]
we understand by place the experience of a particular location with some measure of groundedness
(however, unstable), sense of boundaries (however, permeable), and connection to everyday life,
even if its identity is constructed, traversed by power, and never fixed” (Escobar, 2001, p. 140).
Hence, a “progressive sense of place” (Massey, 1991) takes into account the uniqueness of place,
as well as its relation to the outside.



1 Introduction 17

Finally, the bodies of the researchers themselves are to be included in the theo-
ries that relate individuals with the time-space they inhabit. Both filmmakers Rouch
(1978) and MacDougall (1995) have contributed to the conceptualisation of the
relation between the one filming, the camera and the ones filmed. For Rouch, this
relation leads to an incarnated, involved and participating experience (de Hasque,
2014). Without words needed, accepting the presence of a camera implies a relation
of trust and reciprocity between the filming body and the filmed body (ibid). The
mediation of the researcher’s body and the camera is still contemporary. To this first
time-space, created at the moment of filming, one can add the time-space of the
projection (Rebollo, Ardévol, Orobitg Canal, & Vila Guevara, 2008), where another
set of social interactions and reinterpretations occur with the audience.

The visual is mutually constitutive of what it captures: visuals permit showing
places and bodies that inhabit them; but bodies and their movements, as well as the
materialities of the place surrounding the scene captured inform the framing of the
images (and, further, the materiality of the films and photographs themselves). As
such, emphasising places and bodies when producing visuals on migration-related
matters is far from trivial: it holds the potential to transform some views on migrants,
that have reduced them to dislocated, almost floating bodies, neither here nor there.
Visuals channel the multiple embodied experiences of migrants in places.

Contributors to the section present case studies from the three following cities:
Drammen (Nikielska-Sekula), Lisbon (Buhr), and Kiryat Shmona (Desille). Nikielska-
Sekula (Chap. 2, in this volume) addresses the implication of the use of photography
for multi-sited ethnography in the context of Norwegian Turkish communities. She
discusses the value of photography as triggering social relation, the sensory experi-
ence of the field, the positionality of the researcher, as well as the ethics, problematis-
ing the question of “what to display?”’. Buhr (Chap. 3, in this volume) analyses the use
of mental maps during data collection, in a project aiming at unpacking spatial inte-
gration of immigrants in Lisbon. He shows that mental maps expose migrants” practi-
cal skills for navigating urban space and argues for an interactive approach to mental
maps, in which drawings are to be understood within the researcher-participant
engagement. The author uses the “hologram” metaphor to make his point — showing
how looking only at mental maps” face-value falls short of the method’s potentialities.
Desille (Chap. 4, in this volume) provides a meta reflection grounded in empirical
evidence on the process of documentary filming within the context of researching
migrants. As the main character of the film discussed by her is associated with a
nationalist and populist political party, the piece offers a reflection on the positionality
of the researcher/filmmaker filming her character attempting to answer the questions
of how to produce a film with a degree of fairness in this politically-loaded context?
She also problematises the issues of distance and proximity created through the cam-
era. The section is concluded by Frers (Chap. 5, in this volume), who coins the notion
of “ethics in motion” to highlight the relations between ethical choices, relationality
between researcher and participants, and places.

In line with the claim that visuals enable to ground research in places, and focus
on the embodied experiences of persons who have experienced migration, is another
related one, which aims at presenting the complexities of the persons that have
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experienced migration. The following part thus focuses on the narratives research-
ers and participants elaborate on migrations, through visuals.

1.3.2 Storytelling

Data collection is only part of the research process. For it to be part of the produc-
tion of knowledge, it needs to be translated in the form of presentations, classes,
papers or books, and visuals — as we argue here -, that can be disseminated to a
wider audience. Turning observations, maps, interviews, photographs or videos and
more into a shareable text — may it be written or visual — is a labourious process,
which implies crosscutting one’s findings with existing theories and concepts. It
also implies that the researcher will tell a story, and build their argument using a
certain degree of dramatisation. Even the most accepted format of a scientific article
follows this dramatisation pattern: it usually starts with the contributions made pre-
viously in one’s field, then introduces a sense of rupture and the idea that an innova-
tion has to be made, followed by a series of arguments, which apparent conflictuality
with the opening section is solved in the conclusion.

Very similarly, most scholars who disseminate the visuals they or their partici-
pants have produced will adopt techniques of dramatisation to tell a story. As previ-
ously stated, Banks argues “that ethnographic films are also constructed texts, not
direct representations of reality. Some filmmakers realise this and their films reflect
it. Others do not and their films reflect their naivety” (1988, p. 2). However, Jean
Pierre Olivier de Sardan has differentiated ethnographic films from other forms of
documentary, arguing that ethnographers who produce films agree upon an “ethno-
graphic pact” with their viewers. With the ethnographic pact, the viewer accepts the
manipulations caused through montage and editing because she knows that the sci-
entist will try to stick to the reality as much as possible. Additionally, the ethnogra-
pher will make realisation choices in a way that points towards science rather than
fiction. Nevertheless, we believe that visuals can provide researchers with the neces-
sary material to fulfill the ambition of adding complexities, layers and dimensions
to the people who participate in the research. This has at least two limitations: firstly,
that this would be planned beforehand — it is not an automatic result of the mobilisa-
tion of visual methods; secondly, one can never completely restore the histori-
cal person.

The process of storytelling involves the creation of a “character”. Even though
our ambition should be to make these characters as complex as possible, it can never
come close to the real person. Though distorted and fragmented, the portrayal of
subjective experience is a core concern for social scientists mobilising visual meth-
ods. As MacDougall affirms, “Testimony is what gives us the subjective voice of the
historical person, yet we are implicated in the destiny of others through narrative;
and the mythic potential of social actors is heightened through the distancing cre-
ated by exposition” (MacDougall & Taylor, 1998, p. 122). Following this quote, we
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acknowledge that many possible truths can be collected. Collaboration with partici-
pants is a possible way to solve the distortions in the narratives that will circulate
after the research project is completed. Piemontese (Chap. 10, in this volume) has
directly handed the camera to his participants. Otherwise, collaborations with other
professionals and researchers can help “control” for the coherence and depth of the
story (see Desille, Chap. 4, in this volume; Verstappen, Chap. 6, in this volume). We
will address this more in depth in what follows.

In sum, three levels of interpretation are involved from the production of images, the
editing of a narrative, to the screening: that of the participants (what they want to tell), of
the researcher (mediating knowledge), and of the audience. As we have already elabo-
rated, after the researcher collects shots, footage, maps or more, the process of montage
and editing is a process of storytelling which affects the reality. Here again, the involve-
ment of the participants, although rarer, can provide a safeguard to ensure that various
subjectivities are included. And at the time of exposition, multiple interpretations are
possible. The same picture can be interpreted differently by different persons. Moreover,
it can be interpreted differently by the same participant, depending on the audience.
Finally, a sequence of similar images will affect the audience differently, from another
sequence of the same images (in a different order for example).

Although this might seem like an ambitious claim, with only limited results, we
argue that we must at least start to find solutions against the reduction of migration
experiences to one generic migrant figure. As such, a visual methodology holds the
potential to multiply and complexify accounts of migration.

The three empirical cases included in this section focus on genres such as film,
photography, and visual essay as tools for storytelling. Verstappen (Chap. 6, in this
volume) advocates for “theorizing-through-film”. Based on a film which she has
co-filmed, her chapter shows the extent to which filming, montage, and editing can
give access to a transnational social field from the perspective of people who move
within it. She also discusses the benefits of collaborative filmmaking as an alterna-
tive way of theory formation. Trencsényi and Naumescu (Chap. 7, in this volume)
analyse existing documentaries, shedding light on the process of making migrants
into a one-dimensional “collective protagonist.”” What is more, building on a course
for migrants on filmmaking and the results of this course, they show how migrants
present themselves through films, even if the filmmaker is involved and mediates
the encounter between the migrant and medium and the emergence of a “third
voice” from this participatory process. Finally, Krase and Shortell (Chap. 8, in this
volume) explore the possibilities of storytelling through photographs presenting and
discussing two examples of visual essays featuring neighbourhoods in New York
and London. They argue that migrants exercise agency through changing the local
places they occupy, and that photography helps to grasp visible markers of this
change. Sebag and Durand (Chap 9, in this volume) conclude the section with a
meta reflection on mediating stories through the visuals. They critically challenge
the contributors to this section asking if seeing alone can provide a researcher
insight into the life words of migrants.
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1.3.3 Participation

By participation, we take the militant stance of scholars, who acknowledge that all
can participate in producing knowledge. The participatory character of visual meth-
ods emphasises the agency of participants in a performative way: taking pictures,
acting in front of the camera, drawing and sketching; but also during the analysis of
collected materials, through interviews or focus groups where visuals produced are
discussed and analysed. Participatory visual methodology implies that the researcher
is not the only person analyzing the data.

Conferring researched individuals with choices over the object of research, par-
ticipatory visual research methods can permit a more humanist representation of the
participants” situations, as well as minimise harm. In fact, when working with refu-
gees or IDPs for instance, researchers run the ethical risks of using participants as
research data. By letting participants choose what they wish to talk about, they can
decide if to reenact the type of experiences they have encountered — including
trauma, poverty or insecurity — and how (Weber, 2019). As already mentioned,
Piemontese (Chap. 10, in this volume) has given the camera to the youth he worked
with. Trencsényi and Naumescu (Chap. 7, in this volume) have run a workshop with
asylum seekers who participated in a collective filming exercise to depict their lives
away from mainstream discourses in Hungary. But the simple fact of “following” a
character (Desille, Gnes, Chaps. 4 and 14, in this volume) rather than imposing
specific scenes is, as much as pose in photography (Ball, 2014), a way to con-
fer agency.

In the particular field of international migration, this type of participatory pro-
cesses has the potential to allow individuals to build an active relationship to citizen-
ship, to confer agency upon them, and to allow them to overcome their post-political
condition (Salzbrunn, Dellwo, & Besencon, 2018). This active participation is a
form of “citizenship from below” (Pereira et al., 2016). Some accounts of visual
methods emphasise the empowering character of this type of research. The lexicon
of “pride” is recurrent in empirical research results. Le Houerou (2012) discusses
the reactions of the participants to her research and affirms that they find themselves
beautiful and proud to be on camera. Similarly, Weber speaks of the IDP women
that took photographs during her research and says: “They seemed proud of the
photos they took, showing them to interested family members and neighbours”
(2019, p.11). The empowerment can stem from the recognition of the competency
of participants in knowledge production.

Critical research such as feminist research reaffirms the need to produce knowl-
edge useful for oppressed groups and seek the transformations of different forms of
oppression (Weber, 2019). When thought of in the context of visual methodologies
in international migration, common examples are those of transformative learning
processes embedded in a “citizenship as practice” approach (Pereira et al., 2016;
Weber, 2019). In that sense, researchers should not see themselves as “giving a
voice” to their participants, but rather as facilitators (on the paternalistic problem-
atic issue of voice giving to the voiceless, see Taylor (1994, p. XIV)). By creating
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venues may they be events (Bacon, Desille & Pate, Chap. 12, in this volume) or
museums (Magazzini, Chap. 15, in this volume), they can positively participate in
amplifying a voice, that obviously, already exists. A question that remains is: Why
would the researcher commit to this position of facilitator? In the following para-
graphs, we assert that researchers have a role to play in the representations that cir-
culate on international migration. Hence, the impact of their work is real and should
be evaluated (see also Trencsényi & Naumescu, Chap. 7, in this volume).

The contributors to the section present issues on different levels, starting from a
case study involving Roma youths (Piemontese, Chap. 10, in this volume), through
a case study on undocumented migrants in Serbia (Augustovd, Chap. 11, in this
volume), to discussing a co-created artistic event (Bacon, Desille, and Pate, Chap.
12, in this volume). Based on his fieldwork among Roma youths in Spain and
Romania, Piemontese offers a meta-reflection on the intersection of participatory
and audiovisual methods in researching unprivileged youths. With a close reference
to the fieldwork, the chapter describes the three phases of participatory research
(training — participation — professionalisation), tackling among other things the
issues of the competency of research participants to produce knowledge, relation-
ship between the researcher and the participant and the consequences of employed
technology for the findings. Piemontese advocates for a superiority of participatory
methods over traditional ones in the research involving unprivileged youths.
Augustova discusses the use of respondent generated visuals presenting a case study
of migrants in Serbia in formal and informal camps attempting to cross to Croatia.
She discusses the dilemmas around using researcher generated photography in the
middle of a so-called migration crisis, where the trust given to visual researchers is
severely limited by negative experiences of the actors with journalists. Finally, she
presents the visualisation of the “game” — illegal border crossing —, as captured by
the respondents. She presents a photovoice method which allowed respondents to
choose what kind of information associated with traumas, and on which level of
depth they wanted to share. Bacon, Pate, and Desille, by providing a meta reflection
on a scientific event, discuss the encounter between art and migration scholarship.
They attempt to answer the question: how the meeting with migration studies and
art is conceived as a political act, where citizenship is experimented. They ulti-
mately show the dilemma between visibility, and actual presence and participation
of migrants in these events. The section is concluded by Cantat (Chap. 13, in this
volume). She suggests that participation is the result of a “politics of encounters”,
which in turn leads to different “products” for dissemination. However, participa-
tion’s ultimate goal is indeed to redistribute (more equally) the roles between schol-
ars, artists, participants etc.

With participation, can researchers hold the promise of transformation? With
new regulations in funding, many researchers are obliged to provide an answer to
how the research will transform people’s lives. We must check the box of “measur-
ing social impact” (see Magazzini, Chap. 15, in this volume). If researchers are
entitled to be optimistic, this cannot be limited to an exercise of “checking the
boxes” to get access to funding. A reflection on what is realistic is crucial. For
instance, if visual methods can provide new means for participants to advocate,
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professionalise and participate, it is essential that the research project includes time
to highlight key findings and recommendations, and accompaniment of participants
in a longer term process (Weber, 2019).

1.3.4 Representations

Visual methods hold yet another key feature, important in critical studies: scientific
production can be restituted to a larger audience than the restricted scientific com-
munity. Through exhibitions, online photo galleries, projection, streaming, publica-
tion in open access media or web-based documentaries and much more, the
possibilities for exposure are endless — maybe so much that they require the deep
ethical reflections which we address in this volume. Because they are more acces-
sible than textual scientific productions, they can be used as a tool for elicitation,
through focus groups, or when visuals are brought to third parties, as a tool to trans-
form, when shared with stakeholders and policymakers.

The wider accessibility of visuals leads us to the question of representation.
Representation can be broadly defined as “the use of language and images to create
meaning about the world around us” (Sturken & Cartwright, 2001). Representation
occurs through systems of representation such as language and visual media (and
the rules and convention organising them) (ibid). We all construct meaning of the
material world through these systems (ibid). Visual systems can include the pro-
cesses that result in humans producing visible objects, reflexively constructing their
visual environment and communicating by visual means (Banks & Morphy, 1999).
Visual methodology itself is embedded in representational systems, including polit-
ical interests, particular systems of knowledge, affecting what is known and how it
is interpreted (ibid). Although Mead and Bateson worked restlessly to make visual
anthropology a legitimate mode of representation, Banks and Morphy (1999) argue
that they have failed to make visual anthropology a study of people’s own visual
worlds, including the role of representations within cultural processes. As Pink
(2001) suggests, the purpose of visual ethnography is to explore the relationship
between the visual and other knowledge, in order to make meaningful links between
different research experiences and materials; and to uncover sets of different repre-
sentations. Banks and Morphy (1999) affirm that the bases of representational sys-
tems vary cross-culturally both in terms of what is selected out for representation
and how those features are represented or encoded (Coote & Shelton, 1992). The
objective of a visual methodology is to reveal these different “ways of seeing”
(Berger, 1972, p. 9) within and between societies.

When it comes to international migrations, the visual has been a crucial political
instrument. As we have presented earlier, De Genova (2013) relied on Debord’s
spectacle when coining the “Border Spectacle”, which visually translates into the
“iconic border” between the USA and Mexico, “increasing prominence of images
of the patrols of the high seas or rugged landscapes”, and a “choreography of
images” to produce the “illegality” of migrants. He argues: “In this respect, we may
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infer from Debord (1967, p. 19, original emphasis) that state power itself has come
to rely, both intensively and extensively, on the instantaneous propagation of mass-
mediated public discourse and images, which is “essentially one-way”” (2013,
p. 1189).

As we have argued at the beginning of this introduction, most notably through
the work of Barthes (1980), photographic truth is a myth, and that the only acts of
selection, framing and personalisation reflect subjective choice. Those choices
should therefore be informed. Scholars have a responsibility to counter discourses
on migration that are harmful to persons who have experienced migration. Processes
of dehumanisation, criminalisation and securitisation observed in Europe and
beyond today have heavily relied on spectacular images. In this context, we should
be careful not to produce visuals that can be instrumentalised for these ends. Relying
on archival works can prove useful to document historical migrations (such as the
work of Morena La Barba (2014), or that of Erika Thomas described in Bacon,
Desille & Pate this volume), produce comparative works, and in general, take a
step back.

In this final section, the authors present case studies of undocumented migrants
in Los Angeles (Gnes), institutions focusing on the representation of migrants and
minorities (Magazzini) and a cinematic depiction of migration (MacQuarie).
Gnes (Chap. 14, in this volume) looks at the work of an immigrant organisation
based in Los Angeles County. Through music performances, the organisation
reaches out to day labourers who immigrated from central and south America; orga-
nises protests in symbolic places; and raises awareness to a wider public (including
with the collaboration of well-known artists). The author provides a step by step
analysis of the research process involving interviews, participant observations and
film to obtain the data, along with a critical reflection on accompanying ethical
questions. Both researcher-, and respondent-generated images and sounds are
involved into the data repository. The chapter is an account on the function of music
to gather people around specific issues and mobilise them towards political action.
Magazzini (Chap. 15, in this volume) looks at three case studies: EAC (The
Expatriate Archive Centre), the ERIAC (The European Roma Institute for Arts and
Culture) and “Bunkers”, a documentary by Anne-Claire Adet, to present ways of
challenging popular representations of migrants and minorities in a broadly under-
stood cultural discourse. She discusses the premises of representation focusing on
what is represented, by whom, and for which audience, proving that the representa-
tions modes are not causal in the chosen case studies, but selected on purpose to
counter current common discourses on minorities, and to evoke empathy.
MacQuarie’s chapter (Chap. 16, in this volume) features the film trilogy (invisible
lives, nocturnal lives and nightshift spitalfields) as bringing front three methods of
cooperation: with a filmmaker; researcher-generated footage (and film-to-theory);
and cooperation with a participant to the research. He also discusses the phenome-
non of an embodied knowledge as means of representation of migrant bodily expe-
riences that is possible to be reached (and described) by the anthropologist through
a longitudinal immersion in the field, in his case the nocturnal migrant workers
working place, within the framework of a participant observation. The section
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concludes with Sanlier Yiiksel and Cam’s chapter (Chap. 17, in this volume) on
representation, position of the researcher and ethics.

1.4 Before We Move onto the Next Parts

Before we move onto the next parts, we want to reiterate the four claims that we
have made so far. Firstly, visuals enable researchers to ground research in places,
and focus on the embodied experiences of persons who have experienced migration.
In that sense, it counters the preconception that migrants are neither here nor there.
Secondly, visuals tell stories. Against the reduction of migration experiences to one
generic migrant figure, they hold the potential of multiplying and complexifying
accounts of migration. Thirdly, the adoption of a visual methodology increases the
possibilities for cooperation and co-authorship, and therefore the need to recognise
the competency of participants in knowledge production. Finally, these three claims
all feed in the transformation of representations of people who have experienced
migration. Researchers are responsible for these representations as much as other
media they often criticise. As such, and this has been made clear in the second sec-
tion of this introduction, they have to regularly question: the power imbalance
between them and the participants to the research; their positionality and the subjec-
tive character of their interpretations; and matters of ethics when carrying out
research on migration.
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Chapter 2

“‘Have You Just Taken a Picture of Me?”’:
Theoretical and Ethical Implications

of the Use of Researcher-Produced
Photography in Studying Migrant
Minorities

Karolina Nikielska-Sekula

2.1 Introduction

In recent years, the field of migration studies has witnessed a growing interest in the
employment of photography. This is however not a new phenomenon in this area of
study. Amateur photographer Augustus Sherman, who was photographing people
arriving at Ellis Island (US) in the late 1800s and early 1900s, started documenting
the lives of migrants using photography already over a century ago. This trend was
developed in a more similar form to what we understand as visual research practice
today in Berger and Mohr’s classical book A Seventh Man: Migrant Workers in
Europe (Becker, 2002; Berger & Mohr, 1975). Ethical issues around photographing
migrants has also caused public debates, such as the one around Dorothea Lange’s
depiction of “A migrant Mother” (Phelan, 2014). Nevertheless, while research
employing visual methods in a context of migration have become gradually more
popular, a meta-reflection on the use of visual methodology in this sensitive field
has been very limited (Ball & Gilligan, 2010, § 44). This book aims to fill this gap,
with this particular chapter focusing primarily on photography.

Building on Luc Pauwels’s (2009, p. 550-552) categorization of the origins of
visual data, in relation to the process of its production and the issues of control aris-
ing around it, we may differentiate between “found”, “secondary and respondent-
generated”, and “researcher-produced” visual imagery. “Found” are pre-existing
materials, the production of which is beyond the control of the researcher.
“Secondary and respondent-generated data” are those produced by other research-
ers in similar research contexts or by the respondents. Here the control of data pro-
duction increases but is not fully owned by the researcher. Finally,
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“researcher-produced data” are those images generated by the researcher, over
which, at least in theory, she exercises the greater amount of control. This chapter,
as a primary reference point will focus on the use of researcher-produced photogra-
phy. Pauwels (2009, p. 551-552), however, is reluctant to draw clear-cut lines
between the sections of his categorization, proposing instead to see different visual
imagery as elements of a continuum. Following from this, the discussion presented
in this chapter, while focusing primarily on researcher-produced photography, and
presenting theoretical and empirical challenges related to this particular method,
may be, to a various extent, applied to other elements of the visual imagery contin-
uum, going therefore beyond clear-cut categories between types of visual sources
and techniques.

This chapter explores the use of researcher-produced photography in studying
migrant communities. The discussion presented here is inspired by my research
practice of employing photography, within a methodological framework of ethno-
graphic observation, to investigate the way migrants and their descendants exercise
transnational belonging in new and ancestral homelands. The main aim of the chap-
ter is to critically assess the theoretical implications and ethical challenges arising
with the application of this method in studying immigrant communities.

Researcher-produced photography is understood here as relating to the pictures
collected by a researcher in the field in a process of a systematic data gathering
within a solid methodological framework. It can be both a stand-alone method and
an element of a more complex toolbox, which incorporates visual and so-called
traditional methods (Gold, 2004; Martiniello & Boucher, 2017).

The organization of the chapter is as follows: I start with the introduction of
methodology and context of my research on Norwegian Turks in Drammen that
constitute the empirical reference for theoretical and ethical analyses introduced
further. Then I move to the discussion around the ontological status of a photograph
in a light of realist-conventionalist dilemma, showing how I solved that problem
when interpreting and presenting visual data. Further, inspired by Gibson’s (1979)
ecological approach to visual perception as well as Pink’s multisensorial approach
to visual methodologies, I discuss the theoretical implications of a “place-based”
character of photographs (Klett, 2012), the local context of visual data gathering,
and the positionality of the researcher. In a final section, I focus closely on chosen
ethical challenges I had to consider when employing photography during research
on migrant minorities in a multi-sited setting.

2.2 Methodology and Research Context

The primary research behind the theoretical and ethical discussions presented in this
chapter was conducted between 2013 and 2016 in Drammen, Norway, and in a
number of villages in Konya province in Turkey. The aim of the research was to
understand issues related to identity creation, belonging and the use of cultural heri-
tage by people of Turkish origin settled in Drammen. As such, the research focused
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on Norwegian-Turkish communities in this city, but the fieldwork was also con-
ducted in the ancestral villages of Drammenian Turks origin in Turkey. This allowed
me to make comparisons regarding the employment of researcher-generated pho-
tography in different geo-cultural settings. The research combined researcher-
generated photography with more traditional methods such as ethnographic
observation, in-depth and semi-structured interviews. In total, I collected 36 inter-
views with inhabitants of Drammen and experts, including those of Turkish descent,
around 3000 photos of the space of Drammen and villages in Konya, and around 50
field notes and numerous informal conversations with people in Drammen and in
the villages in Konya. Visual data were analyzed using the MaxQda software.
Research findings were described elsewhere (Nikielska-Sekula, 2016a, b, 2018,
2019), while in the following two sections I focus primarily on theoretical and ethi-
cal issues around visual data collection, interpreting and publishing, which I faced
during the research process.

2.3 Theoretical Implications of the Use of Photography
in the Research Process

2.3.1 Realist-Conventionalist Dilemma

The recurrent question from the very beginning of visual representation’s history
has concerned the ontological issue of a presence of truth as an immerse element of
a photographic image (see: Baudrillard, 1999; Bazin, 1963). “Throughout its his-
tory photography has been subjected to two opposing polarised theories of repre-
sentation: those of realism and convention” (Wright, 2016). Realists have assumed
a close relation of the photography with what it represents, while conventionalism
has called this relationship in question, acknowledging the arbitrary way the photo-
graphs are constructed. While the realist — conventionalist opposition still consti-
tutes a relevant issue within a framework of a modern visual literacy, some authors
have proposed an approach to photographs that partly incorporates the assumption
of these two different theoretical angles. Arnheim (1986, p. 112) claimed that “in
order to make sense of photographs, one must look at them as encounters between
physical reality and the creative mind of man”. The relationship between the photo-
graph and its representation is therefore mediated by a human factor, either on a
level of creation (the photographer), or on a level of interpretation (audience). I find
Arnheim’s (1986) statement useful as a starting point for building a theoretical dis-
cussion in this chapter for two reasons. Firstly, if visual methods are utilized as a
way of data collection, there must be an underlying premise about the relationship
between an image and what it represents. This is a condition sine qua non for recog-
nizing visual data as of any value in representing social life (Ball & Smith, 1992,
p. 22), and this is what the first part of Arnheim’s statement conveys. Secondly,
when any research in social sciences is conducted, regardless of the methods
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employed, the human aspect is a factor influencing data and shaping the research
situation, be it from the side of a researcher or a participant, and must therefore be
taken into account. Photographs are not free from such influence and here Arnheim’s
“creative mind of man” comes into play.

The realist-conventionalist opposition in relation to the ontological value of a
photographic image has driven numerous discussions, and activated various think-
ing traditions for approaching and analyzing photographs. One of the most popular-
ized in social sciences is semiotics (Wright, 2016). Within this broad and
heterogeneous discipline, there is a sound tradition to approach images as “visual
signs” that refer to other things, and the relationship between image and its referent
is assumed as “manmade”, rather than natural (Baetens & Surdiacourt, 2012). In
this regard, the oft-cited is a threefold sign typology by Pierce (1839-1914).! He
classified photography as an icon, but later critics pointed out that because of a
rather causal relationship between the photograph and the photographed, it should
be seen as indexical (Wright, 2016; see also N6th, 2012). When I started employing
photography to better understand the life-worlds of the members of Turkish minor-
ity in Drammen, I had to recognize the relationship between the photograph and its
referent to allow any meaningful analyses. This, however, did not implicate that this
relationship was straightforward and unproblematic: that the picture represented the
objective reality, or that what it presented could have been linked to only one refer-
ent (Noth, 2012). Quite the contrary, all data I had obtained, regardless of the
method used, were constructed and negotiated in the interaction between me — the
researcher — research participants and structural and cultural features around the
inquiry. What was captured by my photographs depended on my preconceptualiza-
tions, topic of the research and its immediate interpretations in the field (see also
Desille, Chap. 4, this volume), focus driven by the respondents to particular phe-
nomena, and broad structural and cultural features that make me and the respon-
dents discuss particular issues and omit others. Relating therefore to the
conventionalist — realist discussion around photography, the argument I would like
to make here is that the relationship between the images taken in a photo survey and
a fragment of social word that images depict is both conventional and real. Real — as
adepicted world exists for some people in some circumstances and are seen by them
as “objective” and constituting the exclusionary referent of the picture. Conventional,
as the pictures may refer to several referents of various meanings for different audi-
ences. The latter is exactly what I experienced at the stage of findings’ presentation,
when depictions of particular areas of the city of Drammen were seen as familiar
and home-like by some, and unfamiliar and exotic by others. This argument sustains
the statement of Arnheim (1986), that photographs are encounters between physical
reality and a creative mind of man. What is more, an overall conclusion from the
discussion on the objectivity of pictures as tools of inquiry is that photography as a
method of data collection within social sciences is a subject to a very similar

Pierce typology of sign: sign as an icon (closely resembles the referent), index (connection
between the sign and the referent is casual), and symbol (relationship between the sign and referent
is established conventionally) (N6th, 2012; Wright, 2016)
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influence of a “humanistic coefficient” as more traditional methods such as inter-
views and ethnographic observation are (see also Becker, 1998).

While a semiotic statement on the constructed relationship between the photo-
graph and the photographed is useful in visual inquiry as demonstrated above, some
researchers pointed out the limits semiotics pose in approaching images that should
be taken into account when ‘“researching visually”. The status of photographs as
signs has been of a particular interest of visual semiotics, which focused on similari-
ties between the structure of images and the structure of language (Noth, 2012).
Because of this correspondence, the approach to decode images by “reading” them
in an analogous way verbal signs can be decoded was popularized. Baetens and
Surdiacourt (2012) argue that such dominance of textual analogies in approaching
the images is problematic in the light of the visual turn (Mitchell, 1992), which
brought a recognition of the ability of images to communicate messages indepen-
dently of language. Baetens and Surdiacourt (2012) encourage researchers to “go
beyond what is often called linguistic imperialism” by seeking more image-center
ways of analyzing and approaching photographs in a “postlinguistic” or

Fig. 2.1 Graffiti relating
to a Turkish right wing
party (MHP), and the city
of Konya in Turkey. Konya
is where many of Turks
settled in Drammen
originate and MHP party is
quite popular in this area.
The connection is easy to
establish for the insider,
but not so obvious for the
outsiders
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“postsemiotic” manner. They also underline that we are yet in a phase of defining
what terms such as “postlinguistic” and “postsemiotic” actually mean, and the
answer to this question is clearly beyond the scope of this chapter. Nevertheless, this
discussion shows that the paradigm of semiotics may pose certain limitations in
relation to visual inquiry to which I return later in the chapter.

2.3.2 Place-Based Photographs

Gibson (1979) developed the ecological approach to visual perception, which
sought a more holistic way to address the act of seeing. He broke with a mind-body
dichotomy in perception, stating that it is not only the eyes that observe but the eyes
located in a particular body located in particular settings:

One sees the environment not with the eyes but with the eyes-in-the-head-on-the-body-

resting-on-the-ground. Vision does not have a seat in the body in the way the mind has been
thought to be seated in the brain. (Gibson, 1979, p. 205)

Drawing on Gibson’s theory, I would like to shed light on two factors important
and complementary to seeing in this and following sections: the physical location of
the body of a photographer (body-resting-on-the-ground) (Sects. 2.3.2 and 2.3.3)
and her positionality (the-head-on-the body) (Sect. 2.3.4).

The idea of the body-resting-on-the-ground as complementary to the act of see-
ing lies at the very core of visual ethnography. While new technologies, and here I
particularly refer to drones, enable employing researcher-generated photography to
the methodological tool box without setting a foot on the ground, the majority of
ethnographic research still utilizes a traditional idea of the researcher’s presence in
the field. Following from this is the assumption that pictures taken in the field as part
of data collection are “place-based”, to use Klett’s (2012) terminology: “One reason
photographs are so useful is they originate from a real position in space” (Klett, 2012).

This observation made by Klett (2012) is crucial in the context of migration
research. In a public discourse, and to some extent in scholarly work on migration,
migrants and refugees are often presented as stuck in-between cultures and locali-
ties. What is underlined is their uprootedness and living in a transnational social
space. The impression stemming from this is that migrants live their lives in an
abstract space of in-betweenness, while spatial aspects of their every-day routines
go unattended. Instead, people’s bodies are material and so are their surroundings.
Everyday life forces them to respond to the local circumstances of their new places
of settlement. In my research, I found that the respondents had developed their
unique belonging in Norwegian society under the umbrella-identity of (Norwegian)
Turkishness. While they identify as Turks and participate actively in various
Norwegian-Turkish communities, they underline that their living space is in Norway
and their belonging and home-like experiences are rooted in the local places of
Drammen. Employing photography to my research allowed “materializing” respon-
dents’ transnationalism, revealing that various aspects of their transnational
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Fig. 2.2 Turkish mosque in Drammen located in a former Adventist church. Inside (b) and
outside (a)

Fig. 2.3 Turkish free time club located in a wooden house typical of Norway (a). Inside (b):
antique wall with traditional rose painting acknowledged as Norwegian heritage, a picture of
Ataturk, the founder of Turkish republic, and King Olav of Norway

livelihoods were adjusted to the local circumstances of Norway and had an imprint
of this locale. One example here are the artefacts typical of Turkey such as tea
machines and pottery with inscriptions either in Norwegian or supporting Norwegian
sport clubs. Presenting them along with written findings enhanced the message of
placing Norwegian Turks’ belonging in Norway. Another example showing that
photography helped to reveal the localized aspects of Norwegian-Turkish everyday
life concern Norwegian design and aesthetics of buildings hosting Norwegian
Turkish associations in Drammen — things that went unattended at a first glance as [
was overwhelmed by the issues that distinguished these places from the mainstream.
This showed as well how photography could be more fruitful than field notes that
are based either on researcher’s memory or on an immediate observation in which
some details may be omitted (see Gnes, Chap. 14, this volume).
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A tendency to acknowledge migrants’ belonging to the local places they are set-
tled in is present within migration studies (Buhr, 2018; Caglar, 1997, 2001; Ehrkamp,
2005; Fangen, 2007a, 2007b; Savas, 2014), but there is still much more to be done
here. Photography, as a place-based (Klett, 2012) medium enhances the ability to
highlight the local aspects of migrants’ day-to-day business and their rootedness in
a new homeland, therefore serving the purposes of “locating transnationalism”,
showing directly that so-called “foreign” or “exotic” practices, associations, and
alike are located in a new homeland and constitute a part of it. Following from this
is an observation that migrants constitute a part of new homeland societies and
belong to them through their everyday practices. These could also have been discov-
ered with traditional methods, but the very nature of photography as a place-based
(Klett, 2012) medium evokes the conclusion that migrants are located rather than
dislocated in a more straightforward manner.

Theoretical implications of the employment of photography discussed here
refers therefore to two aspects: First, by involving a spatial realm into investigations
of the social relationships of migrants, photography sheds light on their rootedness
in a receiving society by either denying their “in-betweenness”, or showing that
even so-called “in-betweenness”, or more broadly, transnationalism, is spatially
located, materialized locally in new homelands, and is influenced by the local cir-
cumstances. From the above, a second theoretical implication follows, namely see-
ing migrants as members of new homeland societies. Even if denied or marginalized,
migrants, documented or not, rarely live in a complete separation from the societies
they are settled in, and therefore their livelihoods constitute a part of the new home-
lands. The place-based (Klett, 2012) nature of photography is capable of reveal-
ing this.

2.3.3 Research Context as a Finding

Gibson’s (1979) photographer’s body-resting-on-the-ground has yet another impli-
cation for the research findings, apart from the very outcome of this stance described
in a previous paragraph: a place-based photograph (Klett, 2012). Namely, the physi-
cal presence of a photographer in the field prompts various social relations, while
local context influences what a photograph depicts, and provides interpretation
frameworks. The latter was discussed and acknowledged by theorists of photogra-
phy, who claimed that while there are pictures that deliver a story, the context they
were taken in is equally important. Becker claimed that “Photographs get mean-
ing ... from their context” (Becker, 1998, p. 88) and the lack of it forces the audi-
ence to use “their own resources” (p. 89) and interpret the picture within the
framework of viewers’ own cultural habitus. This possessive interpretation presents
dangers especially in the context of migration research, where some cultural prac-
tices and habits of the actors may be unfamiliar to local or international audiences
and therefore misunderstood. There is an agreement that displaying photographs
obtained in research requires contextualizing them. It is the responsibility of the
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Fig. 2.4 Landscape of a village in Konya province that has experienced a significant emigration
to Europe. Local, stone-make dwellings contrast with big houses built from remittances

researcher-photographer to acquire such meaning from the field, and to do so visual
methods often have to be supported by other forms of inquiry (Gold, 2004;
Martiniello & Boucher, 2017). Nevertheless, providing a verbal context to the pho-
tographs does not have to undermine their power to communicate messages inde-
pendently from the language. On the contrary, while the written context sets a
framework for reception, these are the images that interact with viewers’ sense of
aesthetics, and her socio-cultural background that influences her perception of the
world. While presenting pictures obtained in the villages of my respondents’ origin
in Konya province in Turkey, I had to verbally provide a thorough context of causes
and consequences of labor migration for this area, but these were images that
“spoke” e.g. about contrasting economic and aesthetic features between the dwell-
ings of local villagers and holiday houses of Norwegian Turks built after years spent
in Norway. The verbal context did not reduce images to a role of mere illustrations,
but rather served as a counteraction against possible misconceptions the pictures
with no context could have brought.

Another issue that is discussed here regards a mere context of photo taking that
can deliver important information at early stages of the research influencing its
focus and the findings. Below I describe how the context of picture taking can be a
source of data and can influence what the photo depicts.

We like to think that while hidden behind the camera, we become invisible to the
people around. This is, however, rarely the case. Researchers are not transparent,
and in many circumstances camera makes them even more visible at least at the
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initial stages of the interaction, and its presence may alert people. While taking
pictures the photographer does not only see the surrounding. She is also seen by
people around. This can further cause reactions or lack of them and can initiate
social relations or not. Both possibilities deliver important information about the
field that should be included in analyses. While taking pictures in public places of
the neighborhoods of Drammen, Norway, I was approached by people making sure
that they, their houses, and shops were not photographed. People consenting to be
photographed would check the outcome and sometimes would ask me to delete the
picture if it did not appeal to them. As a consequence, when displaying pictures
from my research in Norway at international conferences, I was often accused of
talking about social relationships while presenting pictures empty of people (Fig.
2.5). This was indeed the case — after a series of unpleasant conversations and com-
ments concerning the act of picture-taking, I avoided photographing people in
Norway. These basic reactions to the photo-taking, however, told me a lot about the
character of the investigated area with high anonymity concerns shared also among
the members of minorities. In Turkey, in turn, similar reactions in public places
were rare. The situation in private places was different, as I would always ask for
permission for photo-taking upon arrival. Still, in Norway my hosts were careful to
leave the scene so as not to appear on a picture, while in Turkey they generally
would not do that. Interestingly, the hosts in Norway I am referring to were of
Turkish origin. This experience directed my attention to significant differences
between people of Turkish background settled in Norway, as affected by high ano-
nymity concerns quite common in Norwegian society, and Turks living in Turkey.

Fig. 2.5 Empty streets of Drammen
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This shifted my attention from the Turkishness of the members of Norwegian
Turkish communities, to the possible differences between them and Turks in Turkey,
as well as their links to and influences from Norwegian society. In this regard, social
relationships initiated during photo-taking became an important element of the
research process and influenced the further direction of the investigation and even-
tually the findings. In other words, a very context of an act of picture-taking became
data. Theoretical implication of this is to consider treating the process of data col-
lection as part of collected data. In my research, this approach proved to be fruitful
as it brought new angles of analyses and shed new light on the investigated
community.

Social reactions prompted by the presence of a camera may yet influence another
issue, namely what is photographed and what is not. Researchers are expected to
follow ethical standards and should be sensitive to the issues of informed consent
(Ball, 2014). There are settings where obtaining a formal consent for photographing
is difficult or impossible. Examples here may be crowded streets and public places,
where asking all pedestrians for consent is simply not doable. It is the responsibility
of the researcher to understand which strategies are acceptable in any given local
circumstances and adjust photo-taking so as not to violate people’s privacy and local
rules and this is what I did when collecting data in Turkey and in Norway. In more
private settings, such as associations, places of worship and private houses, in turn,
I encountered a host who would accompany me directing the attention of the camera
towards particular things while omitting others. While adjusting to the local rules of
what is accepted and what is not, an act necessary to secure ethical standards of the
research, the researcher allows the context to determine what pictures actually
depict, the way I did it to comply with high anonymity standards in Norway. All this
resulted in the context of picture-taking, a very presence of the body on the ground
holding the camera, influencing what was present and what was absent on the pic-
tures taken during my fieldwork. Paying attention to these nuances was a part of
analyses too, and it delivered information about the field that otherwise would not
come up if it was not for the presence of a camera.

2.3.4 Positionality

Finally, Gibson’s (1979) head-on-the-body can be related to the individual position-
ality of the researcher that regards both, her socio-cultural and economic back-
ground (that will be metaphorically described here as “the head”), and physical
appearance, age, way of clothing, and more (“the body”). This positionality influ-
ences the social relationships occurring in the field shaping broadly understood con-
text. Before I started my research on Turkish communities in Norway, I was already
familiar with practices, smells, aesthetics that were associated with Turkey as I
lived, studied and worked in the country for relatively short periods (up to 6 months)
several times. I therefore had expectations of what Turkishness in Norway might be.
When starting the research, I could have recognized smells, tastes, aesthetics and
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clothing as familiar and resembling of Turkey. This experience was important in
making connections between Turkish communities in Norway and Turkey. But it
also helped me grasp things that were different from those common in Turkey. My
positionality, therefore influenced the way I interpreted the events observed in the
field (see Clarke, 2005), determining further what was photographed and what
was not.

Familiarity and “naturalization” of some fragments of the research situation may
push it outside the scope of analyses. An example of such omission in the context of
migration research regards undermining similarities (and overestimating differ-
ences) between the mainstream and minority population. Influences of local, main-
stream society, from architecture to practices and habits of people, may look
“transparent” and may therefore be omitted in a search for “exotic” themes. As a
result, research may remain biased giving a false impression of unfamiliarity of
immigrant districts. All supported by a photographic documentation of difference
that leaves out the similarities and enhances a false image of immigrant communi-
ties as disconnected from mainstream society. As a non-native Norwegian, who had
newly arrived in the country to conduct research on Norwegian Turks, I did not have
the sense of familiarity with this country developed, learning about it while con-
ducting research on Norwegian Turks. This alerted me to unfamiliar yet common
practices and aesthetics in Norway that I had encountered in Turkish communities.
In this regard, my experiences based on my individual positionality were involved
in the research along with photo-taking influencing my seeing, hearing, smelling,
and tasting the field and projecting further on the interpretation of obtained
visual data.

Following from this is another issue rarely discussed in a context of more tradi-
tional research methods — sensory experiences of the field that shape the way find-
ings are interpreted. Pink (2007, 2012) advocated that the Western idea of
approaching senses as separated from each other is problematic: “the five senses do
not travel along separate channels, but interact to a degree few scientists would have
believed only a decade ago” (Cytowic, 2010, p. 46). She further suggested that tak-
ing photographs involves not only vision, but is related to other senses that the
Westerners would call “smell, touch, hearing, and taste”:

vision is not just about looking at images; rather it is part of the multisensory processes
through which we interpret the total environment in which we exist, as well as the specific
material objects that we encounter. (Pink, 2012)

Pink (2012) advocates a need for

A reflexive approach [that] would involve developing an awareness of the culturally and
personally specific sensory categories that one uses as a person and as a researcher, as well
as the moral values and judgments attached to these. (Pink, 2012)

When the-body-on-the-ground conducts the fieldwork, the senses driven by indi-
vidual positionality of the researcher are activated. The researcher cannot stop the
impression of familiarity or unfamiliarity driven by a joint experiences of smells,
textures or observed aesthetics, and these are tightly linked to her own positionality
and past experiences. This is how I approached and recognized Turkishness while in
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the field — associating it with smells and aesthetics familiar from Turkey. The incon-
sistences between experiencing Turkishness in Turkey and in Norway directed my
attention to a very important finding about significant influences from a Norwegian
mainstream society on Norwegian Turks. This shows that often not fully conscious
or controlled impressions are cast on the interpretations of the field and have a real
impact on the findings.

The approach of considering senses as reliable measures for an academic inquiry
is getting popularized in the field of studies such as sensory anthropologies, geogra-
phies, and sociologies (Pink, 2012). Sensory experiences are part of researcher’s
individual positionality and they indeed influence the research process in the same
way the other dimensions of positionality do (Clarke, 2005). Acknowledging them
in a research process therefore seems justified, while using them in an inquiry in a
systematic way, as proposed by Pink (2012), can extend the understanding of the
research situation, e.g. by providing a reflexive angle of researcher’s experiences of
familiarity and difference in the field.

2.4 Ethical Challenges

All researchers have to follow ethical standards while conducting research. Usually,
the universities and local ethical committees deliver ethical guidelines. These are,
however, rarely able to address the context-sensitive ethical challenges while con-
ducting and publishing the research. Some research situations are more sensitive
than others, and this is especially true for research in a context of migration, which
often involves subjects who are in various ways vulnerable (Ball, 2014, p. 153).
While ethical challenges connected to using visual methods were extensively dis-
cussed by Rose (2012) and Pink (2007), in this section I would like to draw the
reader’s attention to three aspects especially relevant for ethics around researcher-
generated photography in a context of migration research. These aspects center on
the following topics: 1. Deciding what to display and what to hide, 2. Ethical stan-
dards in different geo-cultural locale, 3. Anonymity concerns vs. agency.

2.4.1 What to Display and What to Hide

Deciding what to display and what to hide is one of the most important tasks of the
researcher with regard to research ethics. This claim is especially relevant in rela-
tion to visual methods, since here the displayed faces and artefacts take a concrete
shape and are not anonymous, contrary to the written description of them, which
can skip identifying information such as name, geo-location etc. Noth (2012)
described five limitations images pose compared the written text in relation to what
they cannot express in a way the text can: Negation, Causality, Modalisation,
Deixis, and Metareference and Self-reference. With regard to the latter he stated:
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“Pictures can only show their own qualities: they cannot explicitly “speak™ about
them, nor can they generalize” (ibid.). While this characteristic may be seen as an
advantage in a qualitative research process, where the focus is on deep meanings
and an accurate depiction of social life in a particular context — purposes to which
pictures can be “worth a thousand words”, this also has a negative side in relation
to research ethics. Photographs display whatever they have depicted and cannot
skip certain information without losing its quality in the way the words can. It is
therefore more difficult to anonymize people and places that constituted a focus of
our research, and therefore a researcher should make wise choices with regard to
publication.

During the fieldwork, I encountered problematic issues and had to make ethical
decisions on how to protect the best interest of the participants to the study. As a
consequence, I did not publish pictures depicting potentially problematic issues. In
this regard, I made a choice of what to display and what to hide, even though dis-
playing the pictures that presented the phenomenon would be much more convinc-
ing than a written description of it, which, in turn, provides anonymity.

2.4.2 Changing Ethical Standards in Different Localities

The second issue that is especially relevant in relation to migration studies regards
changing ethical standards in different social and geographical locale. At its core,
migration research has a focus on people and groups of various origins, whose prac-
tices and values may differ or even stand in contrast to those in receiving societies
and/or to those of a researcher. What is more, there is an established practice in
social sciences to approach migration as a back and forth phenomena (Andrews,
2014), and some researchers choose to conduct research also in the local areas of
migrants origin, as I did, where, again, practices and system of values may signifi-
cantly differ from those represented by the researcher and her institution. A question
that I had to face when photographing in Turkey was “which ethical standards
should I use, local or Norwegian?”” Pink (2012) argues that ethics are always situ-
ated, and in this regard, ethical standards should be adjusted to the local expecta-
tions. Nevertheless, in my case, the local expectations were less strict than those
from my home institution. I decided to follow the rule of informed consent. This,
however, did not solve the problem of photographing children. In Norway, chil-
dren’s privacy was especially protected. I would be approached by the strangers
raising doubts whenever I was photographing around the schools. I have also expe-
rienced a protest of a 10-year-old boy who thought I took a picture of him, and who
asked me with suspicion: “Have you just taken a picture of me?”. In Turkey, neither
children, nor their parents had a problem with being photographed and the ethical
question that I faced was whether I have a right to approach children’s privacy
unequally in different geolocations, and how to reconcile it with children’s
own agency.
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Fig. 2.6 School in an immigrant-populated district in Drammen

Changing geolocations, therefore, induces a series of questions concerning dif-
ferent ethical standards and expectations in various geo-cultural settings. The
researcher should carefully reflect on whether she can benefit from a greater free-
dom in picture taking in places with less strict approach to anonimity protection, or
should she rather stick to her strictest ethical standards at all times. Addressing these
issues requires a great amount of sensitivity and a close focus on both an informed
consent (Ball, 2014) and a dignity (Langmann & Pick, 2014). In a context of photo-
taking, however, the researcher should be aware of global as well as class differ-
ences regarding the consciousness of the consequences of a photo being taken and
displayed. I believe that it is unethical to benefit from this bias to obtain more
extended material.

2.4.3 Anonymity Protection vs. Agency

Finally, the tension between anonymity protection and agency should be discussed
here. Studying migration often involves vulnerable subjects. This becomes prob-
lematic especially with regard to presenting e.g. pictures of undocumented migrants,
even if we have obtained their consent. The question of agency prompts: can people
decide for themselves if their photos are being displayed or is it the researcher who
holds the responsibility for their protection and has a final say? I believe that the



46 K. Nikielska-Sekula

seriousness of the consequences the migrants can face in the future, including
deportation, urges the researcher to make choices with regard to the longitudinal
well-being of the research participants. Another issue that is relevant here is a right
to disappear, a concept coined by Patricia Prieto in preparatory discussions to this
volume. How long is the consent researcher has obtained from the research partici-
pants valid, and how to provide the participants with a right to disappear after the
findings are published? These questions should be considered when making deci-
sions about publishing images of research participants. I decided not to display
pictures of people that have directly participated in my study as I was not able to
predict the longitudinal consequences of their identity being compromised. What is
more, I wanted to grant them the right to disappear and I felt that displaying their
faces would significantly limit this right. After all, visual methods are not primarily
about displaying images but about collecting data via images. Displaying visual
data should be done carefully, in the same way as quoting interviews is done, when
the researcher omits the information that may compromise anonymity or decides
what to hide to spare the researched community the harm. The main principle here
is a consideration of the best interest of a subject.

2.5 Conclusions

This chapter demonstrates how visual methods, and especially researcher-produced
photography, can open new angles of analyses of migrants’ life-words. It discussed
theoretical implications of a place-based character of photography (Klett, 2012),
namely the rooted and local to the new homeland character of migrants’ transna-
tionality. Further it presented the role of context in the research process, indicating
that the social relationships prompted by a very act of picture-taking both influences
what the collected photographs depict, and delivers important information about the
field, becoming the source of data and influencing the findings. Moreover, a multi-
sensory positionality of the researcher was discussed with a focus on a holistic
engagement of the senses, vision included, while photographing. Finally, ethical
considerations with regard to the use of photography of migrants and in changing
geo-cultural settings were presented. The chapter advocated a number of advan-
tages in the employment of photography to research, indicating the ways this can
enhance inclusion and recognition of migrants as members of the new homeland
societies.

Theoretically, the chapter built on the premises of semiotics, acknowledging the
relationship between the photo and its referent. I have signalised, however, the prob-
lem voiced by Baetens and Surdiacourt (2012) about the overly linguistic nature of
semiotics when it comes to the photo analyses. Looking for “postsemiotic’” forms of
approaching images and going beyond the textual character of the image involves
recognising the value of images in delivering research findings that traditional
methods would not deliver. The question relevant here, though, is to what extent
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pictures can be left on their own with no support of language at all, and at which
stages of research this is appropriate and ethical. As stated earlier, in a context of
migration research, the challenge in letting images stand on their own at the stage of
findings’ presentation regards the risk of a reproduction of misconceptions about
the presented reality that can cause serious harm against exposed people and com-
munities. Recognising pictures as equal means of communication to language is a
one thing, another is leaving pictures with no or too superficial contextual informa-
tion, the latter assumed by Becker (1998) as a mere ignorance.
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Chapter 3

Migrants’ Mental Maps: Unpacking
Inhabitants’ Practical Knowledges
in Lisbon

Franz Buhr

Every story is a travel story — a spatial practice.

Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life

3.1 Introduction

A common consequence of sticking to a research topic for a fair amount of time is
that it starts colonising your everyday life to a point where you may find yourself
asking questions to every new acquaintance as if they were participants in your
project. Your friends may become tired of your constant interrogations, but
unknown people might simply take you as someone with a peculiar sense of curios-
ity. I believe this is what recently happened to me when coming back from a con-
ference and decided to call an Uber driver at Lisbon airport.

The driver who picked me up quickly noticed my Brazilian accent (my accent
from Séo Paulo, to be more precise) and told me we were compatriots. He was also
from Sdo Paulo and had come to Lisbon some 6 months before that ride. Because
we were both Brazilians, he said, he felt comfortable to tell me certain things, like
the fact that he did not have a legal immigration status at the time. He then told me
how difficult it was for him to get a Portuguese fiscal number:

“You cannot simply go to any random Finangas (the tax office); some of the offices ask you
to bring two Portuguese persons to testify you live here; some do not accept an informal
rent contract as proof of address; I don’t have a contract and I don’t know anyone here. At
some Finangas offices, they don’t require any of that. You see, you really have to know
where to go; they (tax offices) are not all alike’.

And he went on telling me (I might have asked a couple of questions in that direc-
tion) about registering at the local health centre, choosing a neighbourhood for him
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and his wife (“I had to look for a nicer place with nicer surroundings when she
joined me from Brazil”), but also about places to go for cheap Brazilian food. Our
conversation was interrupted due to a brief loss of signal in the GPS app, the tool he
uses to navigate the city, and he had to restart the device. “When the app crashes I
can’t go anywhere; I don’t know how to get around here. The other day, when the
app wouldn’t work, I had simply to stop the car, apologize to the customer and wait”.

It struck me how he managed to know so much about the practicalities of living
in Lisbon as an immigrant in so little time. His Lisbon was flagged with the resources
and spatial strategies he resorts to in order to carry a life here. Knowing where-to,
how-to and what-for is what furnishes a partially unknown territory with the func-
tionalities that allow one to work a city. He did obtain a fiscal number and he did
find suitable accommodation for himself and his wife. It wasn’t easy, he argued, but
he did it. And yet, it seemed natural for him to state he did not know the city without
the app, that he would be lost without it. This paradox makes us ask what is it, after
all, to know a city?

The driver’s story encapsulates two ways of knowing a city. One, which has to do
with a city’s form, its streets and names, the kind of knowledge that the GPS device
shows the driver. A cartographical city, a city of trajectories, of beginnings and ends,
of routes. A second sort of knowledge pertains rather to a city’s resources, its con-
tent, what it serves for. A city of places, of activities, of utilities and potency. These
two ways of knowing are not mutually exclusive; on the contrary, they are deeply
interrelated. Nevertheless, they differ in terms of legitimacy. Cartographic knowl-
edge, the bird’s eye perspective over the city, is assumed to be truth, real knowledge,
so much so that the driver refers to that perspective when states not to know Lisbon.
His personal expertise about the city, its resources and how to use them, would not
count as knowledge.

This chapter unpacks these two ways of knowing a city by looking at mental
maps drawn by migrants in Lisbon, Portugal. As a research method, mental maps
are not particularly new (Lynch, 1960); they have been widely used in migration
research as a way to understand migrants’ spatialities: from the formation of a sense
of place to the geographies of urban segregation (Pezzoni, 2013); from depicting
spaces of belonging to showing spaces of exclusion (Silva & Fonseca, 2018). Rather
than presenting a history of the ways mental maps have been utilised in social sci-
entific scholarship (for that see Gieseking, 2013), this chapter explores mental maps
as a method for grasping migrants’ integration to urban space. I argue that mental
maps are a fundamental research tool for exposing under-researched qualities of
migrants’ relationships with new urban territories while acknowledging their active
role as urban inhabitants in mobilising cities’ resources. The chapter ends by mak-
ing a case for the researcher-participant interactive capacity mental maps offer, and
discusses some of the method’s specific potentialities.
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3.2 Working with Mental Maps in Urban Contexts

Mental maps are usually produced as freehand drawn images outlining (but not
limited to) spatial elements as they are experienced and imagined by individuals.
Often called “cognitive maps”, these graphic images have served various purposes
in social scientific scholarship. Researchers have asked participants to produce
mental maps in order to understand identity formation, spatial awareness, orienta-
tion and navigation, social perception of boundaries, emotional and border geogra-
phies, spatial justice, confidence, feelings of urban unsafety, etc. Research
participants, thus, can be given more or less precise instructions on what to repre-
sent on the map: their everyday itineraries across the city, the spaces where they feel
secure, the places where they have had negative experiences (discrimination, racism
or sexual assault, for instance); they may be asked to draw such graphic elements on
a blank sheet of paper or on a pre-formatted cartographical map. They may also be
asked to label, make a legend or to colour an already existing map.

Mental maps have the capacity of making visible traits of “the movements of
people as they come and go between places (wayfinding)” through “the re-enactment
of those movements in inscriptive gesture (mapping)” (Ingold, 2000, p. 234). In this
sense, they work as biographic devices (Harley, 1987), displaying personal histories
of human-space interaction. Like other personal accounts, mental maps do not
exhaust participants’ knowledge of a place (Kitchin & Freundschuh, 2000); there-
fore parameters such as “completeness” or “perfection” are usually avoided alto-
gether. Mental maps bring up vernacular information and embodied everyday
perceptions, and thus raise the question of whose knowledge and of what kind of
knowledge is taken into account (Wright, 1947, p. 2). This discussion has been
taken forward by critical counter-cartography (Counter Cartographies Collective;
Dalton & Mason-Deese, 2012; kollektiv orangotango+, 2018), calling into question
the monopoly of traditional cartographical knowledge and re-working its tools for
community-building practices, social movements’ strategies, or simply to reveal
invisible/invisibilised spatial understandings of neighbours, minorities, and
migrants.

The critique of positivist cartography (Crampton & Krygier, 2005) has also
paved the way for unconventional modes of map-making. This renewed interest for
the map form and the knowledge possibilities it enables spilled over to other social
sciences and to art. Solnit’s series of atlases, for example, proposes to excavate the
many layers that make up cities like San Francisco, New Orleans and New York,
from the perspective of its inhabitants, artists, community leaders, etc. (Solnit,
2010; Solnit & Jelly-Schapiro, 2016; Solnit & Snedeker, 2013). The spatial turn in
art has also examined the relationship between map-making and artistic practice.
According to Cosgrove (2005, p. 36), “not only have the critical interpretative and
iconographic methods of art history been widely applied to maps, but interest among
contemporary artists in mapping themes has significantly increased”. In this con-
text, pre-modern maps and mental maps have particularly drawn attention due to
their creative, decorative and personal imprints. Artists themselves have joined
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forces with social scientists and migrants in order to explore the possibilities offered
by mental maps (Mekdjian, 2015).

Within academic literature, mental maps vary not only as to the themes they are
expected to address, but also in terms of how researchers deal with them. This has
to do with their “methodological stretch”, that is, to their reach as research tools and
to the ways they may be operationalised. Take, for instance, Ramadier’s study
(2009) regarding foreigners’ social representation of space. In his study, Ramadier
looked at how international students represented the city of Paris in order to intro-
duce the notion of “environmental cultural capital”. Students were asked to draw a
mental map of Paris and pinpoint the urban elements they considered most relevant.
Six elements were chosen for each map and their topological precision was mea-
sured and scored, by contrast to an official map of Paris. A final mark was attributed
to each map, based on which Ramadier distinguished two forms of “environmental
capital” acquisition, one embodied (through early familiarity with Parisian-like
urbanism) and one acquired (through their need to use the city for different
purposes).

By juxtaposing participants’ drawings with an official cartographic map and
judging them based on their precision and accuracy, Ramadier implicitly assumes
that there is a straightforward relation between spatial experience and the act of
representation contained in the mental maps participants have produced. As Tuan
(1977, p. 68) has noted, “people who are good at finding their way in the city may
be poor at giving street directions to the lost”. Rather than the multifaceted city-
inhabitant relationship, what Ramadier measured was actually participants’ draw-
ing skills and familiarity with cartographical codes. To this particular usage of
mental maps, Cosgrove (1999, p. 7) argued that

‘cognitive mapping’ means much more today than was conceived by its 1960s investiga-
tors, who took for granted the existence of an objectively mappable and mapped space
against which their ‘mental maps’ could be compared. Not only is all mapping ‘cognitive’
in the broadest sense, inescapably bound within discursive frameworks that are historically
and culturally specific, but all mapping involves sets of choices, omissions, uncertainties
and intentions — authorship — at once critical to, yet obscured within, its final product, the
map itself.

Embracing the authorial nature of maps, Pezzoni (2013, 2016), on a different note,
worked with transit migrants’ cognitive maps in order to understand the specificities
of their needs and rapport to the city of Milan, Italy. She was interested in the extent
to which transitory populations could “offer a representation of the city from a
mobile point of view, due to a housing condition marked by instability” (2016,
p. 94). Her findings suggest that the

stratification of the city that emerges from these scattered points (the key urban resources
identified by migrants) is unknown to those who are permanent residents, but neither is it
evident to those who are looking for the services, as these services constitute a set of places
to be discovered, place by place, always starting a new search from scratch (2016, p. 106).

Pezzoni argues that the data gathered through mental maps could originate a “first
arrival map”, potentially adopted by public services, where key urban equipment
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would be displayed for those to whom the city is still unfamiliar. These maps may
function as elements for evaluating and planning the access to basic and urgent
resources necessary for individuals settling in Milan. The data they contain shed
light on patterns of urban segregation, racism and exclusion, or of hospitality and
accessibility, and may help reform and conduct public policies that are more com-
prehensive, inclusive, and attentive to the needs of those who would benefit
from them.

Methodologically, Pezzoni proceeded as to transpose and adapt Lynch’s (1960)
mental map categories (paths, boundaries, living spaces, nodes, and landmarks) for
the study of transitory inhabitants, and classified accordingly the spatial elements
portrayed by research participants. Differently from Ramadier (2009), Pezzoni’s
understanding of mental maps had nothing to do with accuracy and cartographical
precision. Her study aimed at recognising a constellation of spatial elements deemed
relevant for a transitory population and, therefore, a formal analysis of mental maps’
elements was sufficient.

In contrast, some scholars believe that mental maps should rather be used in
combination with other research methods. Kochan’s (2016) exploration of migrants’
spatialities in Chinese cities is a good example. Kochan examined the urban lives of
internal migrants in Beijing and Shenzhen through a multi-method qualitative
approach combining mental maps, walking interviews and participants’ self-
photography. He insists that “by using multiple methods, we are better equipped to
look for alternative voices, spaces, and experiences that might otherwise be over-
looked or dismissed by migrants themselves as “not representing” an imagined,
“normal” migration experience’ (2016, p. 231). Indeed, his empirical findings sug-
gest that by looking exclusively to participants’ mental maps, conclusions would
easily tend to reiterate traditional narratives of migrant marginalization and spatial
exclusion; whereas the recourse to walking interviews and to photographs taken by
participants helped unsettling such narratives and locate migrants into much finer
descriptions of spatial experience beyond pre-prescribed migration research catego-
ries (Carling, Bivand, & Ezzati, 2014).

The examples provided above expose three ways of operating mental maps in
migration research. As a research method, mental maps are versatile; yet, the usage
we make of them necessarily entails a set of assumptions regarding the nature of
spatial experience and the kind of representation mental maps are able to portray.
The research project I discuss in the next section departs from a non-naturalistic
understanding of mental maps, by which they are seen not as a straightforward reg-
ister of a given spatial state of affairs, but as “an imaginative effort produced under
the needs of the moment” (Tuan, 1975, p. 209), that is, under the researcher-
participant engagement. Framed within this context, mental maps acquire, as I
attempt to demonstrate, an inferactive capacity allowing researchers and partici-
pants to discuss and overcome the very limitations of cognitive mapping, and to
construct more complex depictions of participants’ spatialities.
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3.3 Unpacking Migrants’ Practical Knowledges: Mental
Maps and Urban Integration

The material that follows is part of a wider, European Commission-funded research
project that I conducted in Lisbon, Portugal, regarding migrants’ use of space and
urban integration. The project addressed the relationship between migrants and their
urban surroundings, which involves not only the city’s built environment, its loca-
tions and morphologies, but also the complex system of practical knowledge and
skills employed by inhabitants in order to cover distances, use spaces and comply
with all sorts of life requirements. Fieldwork was carried out in 2015 and 2016, and
the conversations with participants provided below were conducted in Portuguese.

The project revolved around the idea that cities are complex networks of resources
that require knowledge for being used (Buhr, 2018a); they are “constantly sought to
be learnt and relearnt by different people and for often very different reasons”
(McFarlane, 2011, p. 362). Yet, learning how to use a city does not happen from one
day to the other, nor does it result from internalizing a compendium of ready-made
urban information: urban apprenticeship takes time and comes about as city dwell-
ers interact with urban space in order to comply with the practicalities of everyday
life. Migrants, nevertheless, face the challenge of learning how to attend to those
everyday needs in a new environment together with the urgency for settlement, find-
ing work, services, leisure and making personal connections (Buhr & McGarrigle,
2017). Migrants’ urban practical knowledges become, therefore, a privileged stand-
point from which to understand their connections to urban resources and the kinds
of urban experience available to them.

José! (40s) landed in Portugal in 2004 coming from Guinea-Bissau, a former
Portuguese colony in West Africa. We talked about his first months in Lisbon and
about how he used to get around in the city. By then, smartphones were not common
and people did not have mobile internet networks the way they have now. So I asked
if he used to carry a map of the city, to what he replied:

‘we in Africa don’t have this habit [of using maps], this is Europeans’ stuff. Since our cities

are totally different, we never walk around with maps there. In Lisbon, I kept on doing what
1 did before: whenever I didn’t know how to get to places, I’d ask around’.

During our talk, though, José was proud to say that “things have changed” and to
share that his friends nicknamed him “GPS”: “It is me they turn to when they need
instructions now”. This sense of practical mastery, of being able to work the city for
any given purpose, has rarely been advanced in migrant integration research, despite
its evident relationship with migrants’ urban well-being. Spatial confidence, that is,
the feeling one knows one’s surroundings and is able to navigate them autono-
mously, bears a rich research potential as it reveals how familiarity with urban space
is constructed, dynamic and results from embodied spatial practice. He insisted:
“and I am this come-and-go kind of person, so I know Lisbon pretty well; actually,

Participants’ names have been changed.
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not only L