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This chapter draws upon my research experience gained whilst conducting an empirical study of otherness and its representation in German politics. It provides practical and theoretical guidelines relevant to the gathering of material for visual analysis and relates, in particular, to the methods discussed in Chapter 20, 2nd edn. 

Initial ideas 

During the 2002 German election campaign I noticed a number of political campaign posters for the left-wing party The Greens, which were dealing with the issue of immigration and citizenship, which is a hotly debated topic in German political discourse. Whilst most of the parties positioned in the centre or to the right of the political spectrum were characterized by a strong anti-immigration stance, the liberal Greens were lobbying for a more inclusive approach and voicing a political viewpoint which proposed laxer immigration laws, the drawing up of anti-discrimination laws, and citizenship rights for immigrants. However, I found some of the images and advertisements they were using quite problematic, since the way in which they were depicted drew on an idea of the essential ‘other’ body and of ‘race’ and I suspected that their liberal visual discourse was somehow informed by ideas that were present in Nazi representational practices. I doubted that the Greens were aware of these ‘echoes from the past’ in the way they were depicting those marked as ‘other’ or that they were using these strategies deliberately, but I nevertheless believed that this was worth investigating. 

I decided on a combination of methods, which comprised the collection and semiotic analysis of visual data, discourse analysis of parliamentary speeches in relation to immigration issues and anti-discrimination laws, and qualitative interviews with party spokespersons. Thus, my approach incorporated an investigation of representations with an analysis of the modalities of their production (see Chapter 20, 2nd edn).
In the early stages of my research, my research question was more of a research idea (How is ‘difference’ represented in Germany?) and I felt it most appropriate to let the data inform my problem formulation and my research design. It often happened that, during data gathering, I found particular recurring patterns and similarities in representation, which in turn continued to inform my research question and helped me to focus the direction of my investigations. In this respect I was following an inductive logic (see Chapter 2, 2nd edn), which is fairly typical of qualitative investigations and, in particular, of ethnography (Chapter 17, 2nd edn). 

Focusing on advertisements and posters 

During previous stays in Germany I had noticed numerous advertisements and election campaign posters that, more or less subtly, accentuated the idea of difference and ‘race’, so I knew that there were data ‘out there’ to be found. Admittedly, my initial searches were very undifferentiated and I literally gathered everything that was easily accessible. I was informed by my strong interest in German history and culture, in particular the more troubling elements of it, namely the Nazi era and the Holocaust (Box 1) 

My visual analysis of Green political imagery involved focusing on the idea of representation. In its most basic sociological definition, representation refers simply to the production and exchange of meaning between members of a culture (Hall, 1997). The most obvious medium through which this happens is language, but representation can also involve the use of images or signs which, in turn, can consist of written words, pictures, musical notes, film and so on. 

Advertising provides an example of representation par excellence. Here, any product, for instance a car, a washing powder, or even a symbol – such as the ‘Nike’ swoosh – is presented and ‘made to mean’ to us. As an integral part of modern culture, images or symbols are used to convey meanings, shape our opinions, and create our identities. Leiss et al. (1990) comment that advertisements provide a discourse through and about objects. They form a communication in which individuals send signals to others about their attitudes, expectations and identity. Obviously, the main function of advertising today is to sell status, lifestyles and products. But advertising can also ‘sell’ a political message or programme, as in the case of Second World War Nazi ideology cited above. 

	Box 1 Nazi use of propaganda

During the time of the Nazis, Nationalist thinking was at its peak, confounded by an idea of ‘race’ purity as the basis of citizenship (Linke, 1999). As we now know, the idea of ‘race’ is a flawed concept without any scientific grounding, but during the time of Nazi Germany it had a powerful allure, propagated through the Nazis’ use of newly emerging mass-media technologies such as radio, film and especially postcards and other print advertisements. The Nazis’ used these technological tools to create and maintain a distinction between ‘self’ and ‘other’. The ‘self’ in this case referred to their understanding of an ethnically ‘pure’ German ‘race’ and an unwanted, ‘impure’ ‘other’ which, for them consisted of anything they perceived as un-German, for instance the disabled, Jews, blacks and gypsies. 

In their attempts to expel these ‘unwanted elements’ and to incite hatred against them in the wider population, the Nazis made use of these new mass-media technologies in emitting their propaganda and published a plethora of writing and images depicting those seen as ‘non-German’ in a very negative way. They found that the use of images was the most effective means to do that, as images can relay a message very quickly, and the receiver does not have to invest the labour of reading a whole pamphlet but can decode the depicted message very quickly. Thus images and pictures can have a very profound influence on society if, as in the case of the Nazi party, they are used as instruments of ideology to serve the interests of the powerful. 


Developing focused research questions 

My research project took a two stage approach. First, I wanted to find out how – in the political climate of the 2002 parliamentary elections – fuelled by moral panic with regard to the issue of immigration – the German Green party depicted and expressed its ideas about immigration and multiculturalism. In particular, I wanted to find out how they represented those ‘other’Germans to their potential voter population. In this context, I always kept an eye on the past to see how and if the images were drawing on past conceptions of nationhood and ‘race’, and whether the advertisements used during the Greens’ political campaigns were reproducing essentialist concepts in their depiction of ‘otherness’. In other words, given that contemporary theorists are arguing against ‘race’ or ‘race-thinking’ (Gilroy, 1993, 2000), I wanted to see whether the Greens were in fact – and maybe unwittingly, as they are the only party in Germany actively speaking out on behalf of ‘multiculturalism’ – reviving this idea in their representation of German-ness, immigration and citizenship. 

Secondly, I wanted to look at groups of people in Germany who found themselves at the societal margins, who had less power to represent themselves and who were actively resisting the Greens’ representational strategies. Those ‘other’ Germans, such as the ‘Initiative of Black Germans’, ‘The Foundation of Turkish Immigrants’ and various other grassroots movements concerned with the demands for recognition, anti-racism and equal citizenship, had their own ways of representing themselves and voicing their political views. These views often stand in direct opposition to the diversity-management agenda of the main political parties, who seemed inattentive to the perils of reproducing stereotypical viewpoints and social inequalities and who appeared insufficiently attuned to their historical responsibilities. I thought it imperative to contrast and compare these two inherently different ways of representing the ‘other’ body. My primary research questions thus were: 

1. How do ideas about inclusion, exclusion and citizenship become expressed by the Green party and how is ‘difference’ conceptualized? 
2. How are Germany’s ‘internal others’ represented and how do they represent themselves in the contemporary social milieu? 

Collecting data 

I did not find preparing for the collection of visual data to be very labour-intensive. The key requirement was to have a clear idea about the topic of my research so that I would not be sidetracked by other images I would inevitably encounter during the data-gathering process. I would offer the following advice to anyone planning such work: 

· Get into the routine of always carrying a notepad with you in case you cannot take away certain materials. 

· Be prepared to be questioned about your research or your motives by gatekeepers or respondents; being able to give a brief and succinct outline of your research will often convince people who are suspicious. 

· Always carry a camera when you are going on research trips because you may discover some material unexpectedly which you will then be able to file. Make sure that a film is loaded and the batteries are in good working order to avoid disappointment of failing equipment in important situations. In addition, I always carry a small dictaphone to be prepared for the eventuality of conducting an ad hoc interview. 

When researching visual material, keep in mind that there are no strict rules or guidelines as to how to conduct the data-gathering process. You obviously have to have a relatively clear idea as to what your research topic is and which method you are going to use to investigate that topic. Visual data analysis can be combined with a variety of other qualitative and quantitative methods, and in many instances this can give the study more depth. Once you have settled on a research question, you need to think hard about which sources will provide you with adequate data. Moreover, you need to think about how you can obtain this data. If you are doing a content analysis (Chapter 27, 2nd edn) of the representation of women in fashion magazines, for instance, the issue of where and how to acquire the data is less complicated since the data source would consist of a given series of fashion magazines which would be investigated over a predetermined period of time. If, however, you were interested in investigating issues around early twentieth century criminal photography, most of your necessary data would be held in archives (see Chapter 19, 2nd edn), thus access to and copying of the material would be much more complicated. 

Collecting the campaign posters used by the German Green party proved to be quite complicated at times. I first noticed the posters during the 2002 parliamentary elections when they appeared on every street corner and billboard all across Germany. The campaign comprised about 16 images, only four of which were on display in the county that I visited. After an unsuccessful attempt to peel one or two off the displays, which also induced a slight feeling of guilt since I did not want to be held responsible for intervening in the electoral success of the Greens, I paid a visit to the local Greens’ headquarters where election assistants were happy to provide me with the images they stocked. I managed to collect another few – which were offered as email greeting cards – in electronic format via the Greens’ website, where I also found a contact address. Again, I phoned and inquired about the remaining images only to be told that they had been taken off the site and had not been reprinted. Thus began another phone odyssey and after some calls to the Greens’ central office in Berlin I found out that there existed a Green archive in a Berlin suburb which stored all the images ever produced in the context of election campaigns since the founding of the party in the 1980s, mainly those that had not yet been scanned and transformed into an electronic format. Sensing a prime opportunity to gather large amounts of data I got on the train to Berlin the next day and paid a visit to the archive, which was located in a partly refurbished eighteenth-century abattoir. 

Working in an archive 

Accessing archives can sometimes involve application procedures, which certainly applied in this case. Additionally, this particular archive’s opening hours were between 12 noon and 4pm so I had to make several visits over a few days. The archive was set up like a reading room, with three database computers in the middle. These electronic indices contained the image’s serial number, the title of the image, the year of production, the political context or election campaign in which it was produced, in some cases the agency responsible for the design, and a brief description of the image. The search operations enabled a topic-based search, so after putting in some key words (for example, ‘immigration’) I was presented with a list of all the images dealing with the topic of immigration. As there were plenty of images produced in this context, the next step was to read through all the short descriptions and select those images which I thought might be useful for my research and to write down the serial numbers. Approximately one hour before closing time I presented the assistant with a list of my selections and she went into the basement storeroom to fetch the posters I had indicated. Once the assistant had put the stack of images on my table, I skimmed through them to see which ones were of use to me. I then took them to a corner table by the window – flash photography was not allowed so I had to get a good source of natural light – and made photographs of the images with the aid of a small tripod, which I adjusted according to the poster size in order to get a full size photograph of them. After a few days of searching the database and taking photos of the posters, all I needed to do was develop the photos to end up with a good collection of miniature size election campaign posters, which I subsequently scanned into my computer to be used for analysis. 

In my experience some visual data may be hard to come by, especially those that have been produced in institutional settings or are kept in special storage. Examples of this are pieces of art or photographs, which are kept in museums or archives. Here, the researcher faces the potential problem of accessing as well as reproducing the data since, as in my case, flash photography may be prohibited or the institution may not provide copying facilities. In such cases it may, however, be possible to obtain brochures or catalogues depicting the objects. It is worthwhile to check the websites for certain museums or exhibitions, as some images may appear in their promotions or may even be available to be viewed online. Similar complications may arise when the research requires the viewing or copying of CCTV footage, as this information is normally kept confidential. 

Analysing the images 

The garden gnomes poster 

The ‘garden gnome’ poster in Figure 32.1 provides a good starting point to show my approach to analysis. Within this image there are several troubling aspects in relation to the representation of others: the latency of ‘race’ and the underlying theme of ‘assimilation’. The garden gnome is a central cultural icon in Germany, a bit like the mythical English ‘cup of tea’. The gnomes depicted here are endowed with stereotypical ‘racial’ characteristics and there is a strong emphasis on the different different skin-colours, an inherently unstable signifier, in relation to an assumed German whiteness. The assimilationist idea in the depiction of the gnomes works on two levels: first, they are – despite their differences – absorbed into German-ness through the fact that they all wear a red cap on their heads, that is, the main symbol of the gnome in German cultural representation. Thus, the overriding cultural values are not those of the ‘other’ but those of the host country. 

Secondly, the ‘other’ gnomes on the left and right do not only subscribe to the unifying red cap but they appear in the essential form of the gnome. They are already constructed as incorporated into the German whole. They appear to be assimilated through the fact that they have become ‘German bodies’. The caption to the image reads Grün Wirkt (‘Green Works’), with the subheading ‘Bunte Republik Deutschland’, which in translation means ‘Colourful Republic of Germany’ and is a pun on Bundesrepublik (Federal Republic). The emphasis on ‘colour’ is significant as it runs as a theme through almost all of the images produced in the context of the Greens’ politics with regards to ‘foreigners’ and the ideas of integration and immigration. The fact that the Greens call for a ‘colouring-up’ of the German cultural or ethnic landscape shows the deeply ingrained perception of a homogeneously constituted German body, which needs to be ‘revived’ through the injection of colour. What is problematic about this is that Germany is encouraging the idea of difference which is expressed solely through the dangerous concept of ‘race’. 

Insert Figure 32.1 here

Figure 32.1 Poster from a Green campaign: garden gnomes
The containment of cultural difference, in Germany, works through an appeal to ‘race’. The Greens are making the mistake of mis-recognizing those perceived as other. In their scenario of a desired rapprochement between self and other, the Greens use representational concepts that aggravate rather than facilitate identity negotiations, because they construct insurmountable cultural (‘racial’) boundaries based on stereotypical ascriptions, even as they are unsuccessfully attempting to dissolve them. The relationship between ‘self’ and ‘other’ is one of unequally distributed power, first through the fact that the other is ‘raced’ and, secondly, through the fact that the other is merely a vehicle for the Greens’ political ends; it ultimately remains ‘inactive’ and silenced. This power relationship is further enhanced through an underlying idea of assimilation instead of recognition. Subsequently, the cultural dialogue desired by the Greens turns into a monologue in which only one party speaks and the other is silenced. 

Insert Figure 32.2 here

Figure 32.2 Poster from a Green campaign: garden party
The garden party 

The problem with the image in Figure 32.2 is again the reference to a stable ‘racial’ other (the immigrant) who is a guest, but not an equal, to the German host. This image is geared towards expressing a desire for living with, and incorporating difference, a yearning to move beyond a perceived homogeneity, which however, does nothing for a real integrative project and amounts to nothing more than an adornment of the German body politic with some ‘exotic’ others, and is furthermore expressive of a particular version of multiculturalism, unconcerned with the redistribution of power or resources. 

The principal signification of the poster is about Germans and ‘other’ Germans who can sit and eat together at a garden party. The danger with the latency of ‘race’ is, however, that it could be evoked at any point, and turned against the ‘invitees’: they have been invited to the garden party because of their otherness, which serves the political purpose at this moment in time – but this equally opens up the possibility of rejecting them on precisely the same basis. Once ‘otherness’ is deployed, irrespective of the motive, it becomes a marker, a stigma, and correspondingly a reason for those groups or persons more interested in the rejection rather than acknowledgement of the people thus marked, to call for their containment, deportation or extermination. 

The garden party image is indicative of an assimilationist idea. The posturing of Mrs Roth, the positioning of the people at the table, the central trope of German food, the foregroundedness of German-ness and German-dress speak a clear language. In the composition of the picture the table constitutes a clear dividing line between Mrs Roth and her others. Roth’s positioning in front of everybody else and separated by the table signifies that the cultural boundary, which relocates the extra-nationals to the back – or to the darkness – remains intact and undisturbed. Mrs Roth’s husband (seen at the back of the image) is able to transcend the cultural boundaries, to ‘cross the line’ as a protagonist of the dominant culture, as the others remain in contained isolation behind the table. The dominant power relations remain intact, and it is whiteness which becomes the passport for transgressing into the location of the other. 

The clothing, bodily postures and food are also significant in this poster. The batiqued shirt of the ‘African’ person and the sari and bindi with which the ‘Indian’ person is adorned are clearly meant to represent ‘africanicity’ and ‘indianicity’ res-pectively, geared towards lowest common denominator decoding by the German public. A richly laid table, stacked mainly with exclusively ‘German’ food such as crusty rye bread, assorted cheeses, and radish and a bowl of fruit represents, in conjunction with her dress, designed in the Bavarian ‘dirndl’ style, key tropes of German values and culture. An essential German-ness becomes the lens through which the ‘other’ persons in the picture are read and to which they have to comply. It appears as if the party guests are faced with no alternative but to accept the food they are presented with. 

Extending the study 

Since I was also interested in how grassroots minority political groups were representing themselves, it was important to get into contact with groups that were using visual material in their advertisements, their pamphlets or their manifestos. I was aware of the existence of some of those groups in the cities of Berlin and Frankfurt, so I contacted them via email explaining my research and asking whether they would mind if I met up with a spokesperson for an initial meeting. In most cases, activists were prepared to spend some time in an interview session and to provide me with material that contained visual data. 

Another method I deployed was to take long walks in cities that I visited during research periods and to visit cultural centres and areas that I knew were hosting many intercultural events. Since some of these grassroots movements were operating only locally and on relatively small budgets, they resorted to sticking up small posters, stickers or ads in their respective cultural centres, local pubs, or on walls or lamposts within the borough. During these walks my camera became my main research instrument since I simply photographed the material I found, often to the amusement of local residents who seemed puzzled as to why I was taking close-ups of transformer boxes or lampposts. The Internet provided another invaluable resource, since those groups that were using a website usually had some sort of image or symbol on their homepage. 

Ethics are an important issue when researching visual material (see Chapter 10, 2nd edn). Some people or groups, for instance, are hostile to the idea of researchers using their material, especially if they are working in a volatile political climate. In one of my research settings I was invited to the offices of a grassroots organization that was trying to generate support for a political movement among a particular strand of Germany’s ethnic minority population. One of their objectives was to send out their pamphlets and manifestos to so-called ethnic minorities only. It was one of their strategic aims to stay outside of the ‘white media’ mainstream and thus reduce the risk of distortion of their political message, and of a potential backlash from racist groups. Sitting in one of the offices I noticed some framed examples of their pamphlets and posters hanging on the wall. I asked whether it would be possible to take a picture of them, or receive a copy, but my respondent refused, claiming that he did not want these images published anywhere where dissemination would be beyond his control. After talking for a short while, I was left in the office on my own for a few minutes as my respondent was making coffee and, having the camera ready in my bag, the thought of taking an illicit snapshot briefly crossed my mind but I decided against it as I could not reconcile this idea with the personal and institutional ethics guiding my research. Instead, I suggested to my respondent that I would merely describe some of the images in my research, but would not attempt an in-depth analysis of these particular images. Unfortunately, in this case I had to sacrifice some very rich material for the price of the research remaining ethical. 

Box 2 Web pointer for case study in visual research
The German Green Party 

www.gruene.de 
Visit the website for this book at www.rscbook.co.uk to link to these web pointers. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I have described in some detail how I carried out the collection and analysis of visual images, with research questions and analysis being informed by sensitivity to the politics of ‘race’ as well as ideas derived from semiotic and discourse analysis. Clearly, this most obviously relates to Chapter 20, 2nd edn, where the use of such material for research purposes is described, and to some extent to Chapter 27, 2nd edn, where discourse analysis is discussed. The account of archival work in Chapter 19, 2nd edn is also of relevance. My experiences might also be thought of as a form of ethnography (Chapter 17, 2nd edn) in which I followed leads in response to emerging research questions and opportunities as they presented themselves to me. As with the other case studies in this section, this should give you an idea of how a variety of methodological approaches may become integrated in a particular research investigation. 
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