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Working with Images
Nicole Doerr and Noa Milman

When applied to social movement research, we can define visual analy-
sis as the developing concepts and methods used to analyze physical, rep-
resentational, and public visibility elements that exist in social movements 
(Doerr, Mattoni, and Teune 2013). Visual analysis extends primarily to three 
aspects of social movement dynamics: (1) visual manifestations, as a class of 
expressions, produced in social movements; (2) the representation of social 
movements in images disseminated in mediation processes; and (3) a larger 
societal framework granting visibility to certain groups and claims while oth-
ers remain invisible. Analyzing these aspects, visual methods have become 
increasingly popular as a field, attracting not only scholars but also students 
interested in social movements and public protest. A context of globalized 
societies, digital communication, and social media has inspired an increas-
ing number of researchers to start including images in their research. The 
following chapter will take the reader through each step of carrying out a 
research design based on an interdisciplinary toolbox of visual methods, to 
explore the research questions, the theoretical assumptions, the sampling, 
and data collection of images to be analyzed. Depending on the research topic 
you want to explore, it can make sense to select visual materials as part of a 
broader research project using either qualitative or quantitative methods. In 
discussing the limitations and possibilities of how one works with images 
in research, we draw on our own work and on examples based on work by 
colleagues, most of whom have focused on qualitative methods. After reflect-
ing on the conceptual challenges and theoretical and empirical dilemmas of 
applying visual methods, we also show how we used visual analysis within 
discourse and frame analysis, participant observation, and interviews, and 
discuss quantitative components in our case studies. We also include reflec-
tions on the challenges of coding and of carrying out visual analysis in the 
area of social movement research.

Definitions and Dilemmas: Conceptualizing 
and Distinguishing Visual Analysis

What is an image, and how can we study images? These questions have inspired 
hot debate among visual theorists who come from different disciplines and 
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Working With images 419

fields outside social movement studies. A first conceptual and methodologi-
cal problem discussed among scholars is whether working with images has to 
be reduced to visual samples in the strict sense, or whether and how visibility 
more broadly defined could be an independent category to enrich our analy-
ses of media discourse analysis, framing, ethnography, and other approaches 
used to study social movements. To fill this lacuna, we will first provide an 
overview of the conceptualization of images and their inclusion within social 
movement research, distinguishing visual analysis from discourse and frame 
analysis. Then, after introducing sampling strategies and providing sugges-
tions for data collection, we will discuss a series of specific interdisciplinary 
methodological approaches.

In the debate about what constitutes an image, in comparison to a “text,” 
visual analysts who typically come from a background in art history and 
visual media analysis have recognized as legitimate objects of visual anal-
ysis images in the strict sense of what is considered visual, such as photo-
graphs, documents, posters, or other material visuals found in print, such as 
newspapers, and visual forms found online or in other non-print media or 
elsewhere, that present themselves to the scholar (Müller 2007). Other ana-
lysts, coming from the field of sociolinguistics and discourse analysis take a 
broader approach, proposing the inclusion of mentally constructed images 
that are expressed in different discursive forms as well as the aforementioned 
stricter sense of visuals (Kress and Van Leeuwen 2006). In beginning to con-
struct your research topic and the research questions you wish to answer, 
you should consider which of these conceptual definitions apply best to your 
research design.

A related, second, conceptual question that affects social movement schol-
ars’ methodological choices regards how a symbol is distinguished from 
an image. Scholars have taken different roads to answer this question. For 
example, some cultural analysts would understand a word such as socialism 
as a symbol—a symbol that can come to stand for a social movement, and 
for different social movements in different places, a word that, as a symbol, 
may attract people’s attention in one place or at one time only to be con-
tested within contentious media debates in another place or at another time 
(Schudson 1992). A  third question of conceptualization among art histori-
ans and cultural theorists relates to whether or not a visual poster or a por-
trait can be regarded as an icon; for instance, should a portrait of Mao be 
treated as a religious icon since it is worshipped by followers (Boehm 1994). 
Whatever conceptualizations you choose, we would suggest avoiding using 
both notions of image and symbol interchangeably. In this chapter, we use 
the term “image” to refer to pictures, photographs, and other visual material 
(including “images within texts,” which we will describe later) that are part 
of the social movements we are researching, whereas, we use the term sym-
bol when discussing the empirical question regarding ways distinct visual 
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420 nicole Doerr anD noa milman

images have (or may) become symbolic (often in powerful ways) in terms of 
the movements they represent. Note, however, that our definition here is yet 
more restricted than the broad understanding of images as media images in 
general (Gamson et  al. 1992). Through consideration of these questions of 
conceptualization, you can develop a working definition of images that fits 
your research question and research design. As a next step, the following sec-
tion introduces you to choices you have about your methods.

Research Design and Three Dimensions   
of Visual Methods

Depending on the research question(s) you want to ask, to plan your visual 
methods it is helpful to distinguish three broad dimensions of research that 
each open distinct methodological questions: first, the “visual expression” 
of social movements’ messages; second, the “visual representation of social 
movements by actors external to social movements”; and third, social move-
ments’ visibility within societies more broadly defined (Doerr, Mattoni, and 
Teune 2013, xii). The first line of inquiry (visual expression) addresses those 
who want to explore how social movements communicate their messages 
visually and aesthetically by using images (Doerr, Mattoni, and Teune 2013, 
xii). The second line of inquiry helps those who want to understand visual 
representations or representative images of protestors in the media. In this 
way, visual analysis is effective in addressing questions about movement cul-
ture, strategy, and identity (for example, on gender or intersectionality). In 
the next section, we will present visual iconography as one of the distinct 
interdisciplinary approaches that was developed to study the representa-
tion of social movements within media images. The third line of inquiry 
addresses research questions on movements’ visibility and invisibility in 
the broader societal context—an area of research for which scholars have 
used a combination of different approaches in combination. If your research 
interest is focused on the (in)visibility of a movement, you should consider 
carefully that activists do not all have the same chances of being seen by 
audiences. For example, social movement scholars have used interviews and 
participant observation to explore issues of visibility as a dynamic process in 
which hegemonic images get challenged again and again (Currier 2012). In 
this way, they can better understand why and how protestors articulate their 
goals using images that fit a particular cultural and political context (Doerr, 
Mattoni, and Teune 2013, 1). Before you choose your method of visual analy-
sis, it makes sense to consider which of the three dimensions of research 
interests you.
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Working With images 421

Conceptual Differences: Visual Methods in 
Relation to Discourse Analysis and Framing

Another challenge that relates to questions of conceptualization early in the 
research process is whether you will work with visual methods that include 
images that are text-based or focus only on images that are visual in the 
strict sense. When using visual analysis more broadly, how can we distin-
guish its application from well-known established text-based methods such 
as discourse analysis and framing, and how can we combine approaches from 
both fields in a meaningful way? In struggling with that question in our own 
empirical research, we engaged in an interdisciplinary exchange with art his-
torians and media analysts who work with images to understand waves of 
global political contention. As discussed in the aforementioned debate about 
what defines an image, epistemological differences affect how scholars think 
about their choices regarding, and the differences between, visual and dis-
cursive (text-based) methods. On the one hand, art historians and media 
analysts specialized in visual analysis suggest that images require working 
with an iconographic methodology different from the methods of discourse 
analysis or framing we use for analyzing texts and verbal communication 
(Müller and Özcan 2007, 287). The point that the latter perspective makes 
is that images communicate by a logic of symbolic “association”, while texts 
communicate by a logic of rational argumentation (Müller and Özcan, 288). 
On the other hand, some sociolinguist discourse analysts argue that images 
and texts “communicate” quite similarly, that is, that it is possible to teach 
ways discourse can be critically analyzed in terms of its visual aspects, and 
that every school child should acquire a critical “visual literature” that allows 
them to learn the “grammar” of visual images (Kress and Van Leeuwen 2006). 
To further complicate this debate, still other discourse theorists who concep-
tualize political discourse as an exchange of rational arguments (or delibera-
tion) assume that visual images do not follow a straightforward linear schema 
of argumentation as sociolinguistic “speech acts” do (Habermas 2001). This 
suggests that the methods used to explore discourse as theorized deliberation 
are insufficient to capture the visual and aesthetic channels through which 
change occurs (Doerr 2010).

This dilemma largely reflects how little social scientists know empirically 
about the role of images within political discourse. In order to deal with 
these theoretical and conceptual debates, it helped us to experiment with 
visual methods precisely as a way to find out more about the relationship 
and the overlap between images and texts through our own empirical work. 
In social movement research, Francesca Polletta’s work on discourse shows 
that some words function like images, for example, as in metaphor (Polletta 
2006, 56). Polletta’s example, “She is a rose” illustrates how an image of a 
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rose metaphorically is associated with and comes to stand for a woman. Thus, 
Polletta’s work on stories and symbolic associations emphasizes that symbols 
(images in the broadest sense) are deeply ambiguous, or, to use a fancy term, 
polyvalent, that is, open for multiple interpretations (Mitchell 1994). These 
examples should make the visual analyst sensitive to considering the very 
fine-grained use of images within discourse and within verbal interactions of 
storytelling in movements. Without us noticing, our interview data may be 
filled with highly relevant symbolic notions and images that expose the struc-
ture of the thinking and the strategies of the activist groups we are studying. 
Practically speaking, the disagreement about what, exactly, images are and 
how we can understand and study them opens different pathways of analysis 
depending on the research questions that we want to explore. We will get 
back to this problem in our empirical examples on how to use visual methods 
in the next section.

Another field of social movement scholars attuned with visual analysis is 
the domain of framing theorists. Sociologists have begun to investigate the 
multi-faceted visual aspects of framing, which succeed or fail to mobilize 
emotions such as shame and anger (Halfmann and Young 2010) or joy and 
pride (Mattoni 2008) through displays of embodied rituals of interaction or 
distant media communications. Pictures, portraits, photographs, and videos 
of protest, like media texts, are a key strategy used by protestors to communi-
cate with different audiences, sometimes with ambivalent consequences given 
the complex and contentious reception of culturally coded visual frames in 
pluralist publics (Gamson et al. 1992). For example, Eeva Luhtakallio’s work 
provides an innovative way to study the framing of gender and group styles 
focusing on visual materials (Luhtakallio 2013). Luhtakallio applies Goffman’s 
concept of visual keying to study the reproduction and change of (dominant) 
gender framings created by activists themselves in their own protest events—
in the visual performance, the dress code, the photographs taken, and the 
verbal documentation of these events. In combining visual and (discursive) 
frame analysis, Luhtakallio is able to document a tension between physical 
participation in protest events and the visual representation of gendered role 
divisions presented in the event materials.

While this example shows how theories and methods of framing offer a 
useful theoretical starting point, inspiring empirical analyses that includes 
visual materials, it also reveals limits. A problem that researchers using frame 
analysis struggle with regards the cognitive and emotional resonance of older 
iconographic traditions and popular images in visual framing. Unlike media 
analysis of text documents, the analysis of images used by activists requires 
a deeper reflection on the meaning of distinct visuals used for specific local 
protest events. In other words, where do “visual” frames come from (histori-
cally speaking) when they are being used by protestors in marches? If your 
aim is to include visual materials in a frame analysis, this question about the 
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larger iconographic context demands you to go beyond your own interpreta-
tion of the distinct images used in protest action, and embark on a historical 
empirical analysis, given the open-ended, symbolic character of association 
that causes images to be “read” in contrasting ways depending on the cul-
tural context and background of the viewer (Müller and Özcan 2007). Visual 
materials, in other words, challenge the conception of framing as diagnostic, 
prognostic, and action-oriented, and the study of political discourse as pri-
marily defined in discursive terms (Polletta 2006).

An example based on Noa Milman’s work can briefly illustrate both chal-
lenges and advantages of including images within media discourse and 
frame analysis. Noa’s dissertation research compared the media images of 
single mothers’ movements against austerity and welfare reforms in Israel 
and in the United States (Milman 2013). After completing the first part of 
her analysis, which was restricted to strategies of framing within news media 
texts, Noa also included visual images such as hundreds of photographs of 
women participating in the protest actions, working with a dataset of 462 
articles from Israel and the state of Massachusetts in the United States. By 
including photographs for each of the case studies, Noa could answer an 
unresolved question that appeared in her text-based comparison of differ-
ent data sources. Moreover, while activists and sympathizers in both of her 
cases heavily criticized journalists’ racialized and sexist reporting style, 
Noa’s frame analysis shows that journalists in Israel and in progressive 
American newspapers, formally at least, conformed with the neutrality and 
balance norm, presenting the government’s frame as well as the movements’ 
counter-frame (Milman 2013).

The analysis of visual images showed, first, for the American case, that the 
photographs of single mothers illustrating newspaper articles clearly under-
mined the balanced reporting style by presenting pictures of angry black and 
Latina women. Interestingly, protestors were pictured as separated from their 
children by photographs that constructed disgust among viewers by showing 
frightening feminists yelling at the camera (cf. Halfmann and Young 2010). 
Protestors’ children were pictured in overcrowded social housing projects 
symbolizing poverty and neglect, confirming the impression of promiscuous 
mothers overwhelmed by their task of bringing up five and more children 
with running noses and fearful faces (Milman 2013). These images tapped 
into familiar stereotypes of minority women and constructed a negative 
image of protestors as irresponsible mothers, discrediting them and under-
mining activists’ claims making, as well as their self-presentation as rational 
actors (Polletta 2006).

In contrast, in Israel, protestors were almost exclusively photographed in 
close body contact or in proximity to their children, showing activists per-
forming as caregivers of handicapped children, heroic mothers evoking cul-
turally familiar sentiments of caring solidarity and love. At the same time, 

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – FIRSTPROOFS, Tue May 20 2014, NEWGEN

acprof-9780198719571.indd   423 5/20/2014   1:26:42 PM



424 nicole Doerr anD noa milman

photographs did not reduce activists to their role as mothers. Most impor-
tantly, a charismatic movement leader figured prominently on title pages, 
pictured on her long protest march to Jerusalem without her children, yet 
carrying a large flag and wearing a shirt with the slogan “a mother’s outcry.” 
This image contained two complementary messages: first, it constructed the 
leader as a citizen who is both an active protestor and a mother, and sec-
ond, it situated her maternity as well as her protest in a positive arena of a 
patriotic-nationalist field in which women take part in citizenship. Noa’s 
example shows how scholars who work on media framing and discourse 
analysis can refine their findings by including photographs and visual illus-
trations in their analysis. Be aware, however, of the limitation of traditional 
newspaper archives such as Lexis Nexis that do not provide researchers with 
photographs and illustrations.

In sum, while there is certainly some overlap with methods of discourse 
analysis and framing, the study of images, whether visual in the strict sense 
or more broadly (including visual images in texts, for example), poses chal-
lenges to either approach, highlighting the promise of the new field of visual 
analysis for social movement studies. As an example, many students of social 
movements use PowerPoint as a method of visual presentation—do we real-
ize how PowerPoint structures our way of thinking about movements (della 
Porta 2013)? Indeed, the multiplicity of visual and aesthetic forms in daily 
life and social media environments creates multiple dilemmas for analysts. 
In order to start answering some of these open theoretical and conceptual 
questions, the following sections provide more general considerations and 
practical examples on the specific dilemmas of case selection and data collec-
tion based on our own empirical work.

Finding Materials, Data Selection,   
and Sampling

As with other kinds of research designs, the choice of cases and strategies 
of data collection within a visual analysis approach depend on the research 
question you have in mind. Social movement scholars have embedded visual 
methods within single or comparative case studies, quantitative and qualita-
tive research-based designs.

Once you know your topic and start the selection of visual data, a first 
dilemma to be avoided is oversampling the dependent variable. Perhaps 
your inspiration for working with visual materials stems from your interest 
(whether based on a negative or positive reaction) in a single powerful media 
image that is being spread by activists or used as a representation of protest 
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across countries. For example, many theorists have become interested in vis-
ual analysis following 9/11 as a global, real-time image effect. However, while 
many analysts have come to accept and refer to the “power of image” follow-
ing 9/11, few have been doing systematic empirical analysis of the actors or 
contextual or historical factors in relation to global event images. From that 
perspective, we would suggest taking a step back. Before you start embarking 
on visual data analysis, it would be important to take a sheet of paper to write 
down:  What different types of images surround the one that inspired you 
specifically? How can the different image categories that you want to focus on 
be studied in interaction, for example, photographs, paintings, flyers, videos, 
or online or other non-print images (Doerr, Mattoni, and Teune 2013)? Who 
created each image and which brokers have been engaged in the process of 
diffusion? Which audiences are addressed by each image, and how do they 
decode and react to the image? In other words, rather than focusing solely 
on the categories of images that best fit the hypothesis you have in mind, 
your cases may provide other categories of images that are relevant to your 
research.

Once you have determined your research question(s), your cases, and your 
materials, another step in the research process is the sampling of data. Again, 
before you start, it will be useful to first take a step back, and ask yourself: What 
are the different categories of images that matter for the research question 
you want to ask? For example, if you were interested in studying the Occupy 
Movement, and you wanted to analyze the diffusion and relevance of dis-
tinct images of events from the Spanish Indignados to the American Occupy 
mobilization (Castaneda 2012), you would have many choices. Perhaps, you 
would like to focus your analysis on pictures of Occupy protestors in the news 
in particular national contexts, or, you could be interested in the pathways of 
diffusion, or the multiple interpretations, that globally diffused symbols, such 
as the tent, took in a distinct localized mobilization. Or, you could focus on 
the broader discursive representation of protestors within the news—includ-
ing texts and images. Likewise, you could focus on the diffusion of symbolic 
terms such as “OWS,” or “99 percents,” which, once coined, acquired different 
meanings in social media, such as Twitter and Facebook. All of these exam-
ples can be counted as images, but you will need different visual methods 
to study each. Thus, in terms of data selection, our practical suggestion is 
to start theoretically, selecting categories of images relevant to your case(s) 
based on a broad view of data comprised of multiple categories of images that 
include visual materials as well as discursive representations such as symbols 
and other discourse materials.

It will be useful at this stage in the research process to prepare a checklist, 
asking yourself:  Which images, metaphors, pictures or symbols would be 
useful to address your specific research question(s)? Which other ones could 
be neglected? Should visual analysis be at the center of your analysis, or 
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could it be combined (triangulated) with different methods? Depending on 
how you answer these questions, different methods and/or an interdiscipli-
nary mix of different methodological approaches could be useful. However, 
in each of these designs, visual methods pose varying challenges. In the fol-
lowing, these general considerations and dilemmas of case selection and 
data collection are explored and spelled out in detail with examples based on 
our own empirical work.

Analyzing Data: Three Steps of Visual   
Analysis and Contextualization

Once you have acquired your data and selected your sample, the analysis can 
begin. Here, the first important note to consider is that we cannot understand 
an image independent from its context, and we ourselves as viewers are part 
of the social context in which an image exists as well. A method we can use to 
start analyzing images in their historical context of creation and diffusion is 
visual iconography. Inspired by the work of early and mid-twentieth-century 
art historians Aby Warburg and Erwin Panofsky, “political iconography” is a 
“comparative method, aimed at disclosing the meaning of visuals in a specific 
context at a specific time” (Müller and Özcan 2007, 287). Further developed 
in the nineties by art historian Martin Warnke and this students (Müller and 
Özcan 2007), political iconography has become an interdisciplinary research 
approach that connects social science research questions with methods 
of art history. Iconological interpretation requires three steps:  first, icono-
graphic description; second, content analysis; and, third, a contextualized 
interpretation of the visual (Müller and Özcan 2007, 288). Importantly, this 
self-reflexive method assumes that the image being analyzed structures the 
context of the analysis itself (Müller and Özcan 2007, 287). In other words, 
our own social and cultural position as researchers is never neutral: it is shap-
ing and constraining our capacity for doing analysis. For example, if we use 
iconological interpretation to explain why a particular poster produced by 
an activist group was diffused so widely across different countries, we may 
implicitly impose our own experience of the image on our attempts at neutral, 
scientific analysis. This challenge of interpretation is a problem for all visual 
methods, qualitative as well as quantitative ones. To use political iconography 
for analysis in the field of social movements we recommend researchers put 
particular emphasis on all three steps described above. Moreover, the third 
step of contextualization can help to complement your own interpretation of 
visual materials through the addition of interviews and other triangulation 
research strategies.
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Applying a visual method approach to your research design presents the 
challenge of assuring your data interpretation is valid and your data presenta-
tion is understandable for your reader. Just as triangulation can help validate 
your own image interpretations, it can be an important component through-
out your research process. Given the multiple interpretations scholars can 
attribute to the meaning of images, you should consider triangulation of col-
lected data as well as source material. In this way, your findings can be more 
convincing to an academic audience. For example, one strategy that could 
be used to triangulate the interpretation of an image produced by an activist 
group would be to interview or survey, not only the activists who created the 
image and their supporters, but also members of other groups. In all aspects 
of your research, look for additional sources. This triangulation strategy will 
help you to refine your hypothesis and uncover different meanings associated 
with the images, as well as the relevance these means have for various audi-
ences (Gamson et al. 1992).

Visual Analysis in Practice: An Example

To provide an example of working with visual methods, in this section we 
will briefly discuss one of Nicole Doerr’s case studies. As with other research-
ers studying the use of online media in social movements, Nicole had been 
developing interest in working with visual methods. While examining the 
relevance of online public forums by emerging transnational social move-
ments addressing European politics, she was presented with an empirical 
puzzle that led her to base her research design on visual methods, comple-
menting the traditional discursive approaches she commonly uses. She was 
inspired to conduct this explorative research due to the emergence of an 
unusual, young generation of protestors, who, though they lacked financial 
and organizational resources, were successfully establishing a transnational 
social movement network that relied heavily on visual content to impact 
European politics, spawning, specifically, the EuroMayDay parades to chal-
lenge the issue of social precarity (Mattoni 2012).1 In related research, Alice 
Mattoni and Nicole Doerr have traced alternative media strategies as well 
as the considerable structural and linguistic constraints on the ability of the 
EuroMayday network to spread to Italy and Central and Northern Europe 
(Doerr and Mattoni 2014). Here, Nicole will discuss how her use of visual 
iconography and visual content analysis, in combination with other qualita-
tive methods, helped her to understand the cultural context and the politi-
cal meaning of EuroMayday images and texts produced by local groups of 
activists in Germany and Italy between 2005 and 2009. In 2005, on the tradi-
tional occasion of Labor Day (May 1), hundreds of thousands of citizens and 
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migrants across Europe participated in non-traditional street parade perfor-
mances and other direct actions within a transnational network of local pro-
tests “against precarity and for a free, open and radical Europe,” including 
street parades from Milan to Maribor, from Athens to Helsinki (Doerr and 
Mattoni 2014). The organizers of EuroMayday protests were people in their 
twenties and thirties. Initially, EuroMayDay was launched as a transnational 
network by left libertarian Italian protestors who used their contacts in other 
countries to use the issue of social precarity to create a European radical left 
protest network (Mattoni 2008). The EuroMayDay activist organizers, most 
of whom were in precarious job situations, belonged to a generation of stu-
dents and young people that had previously been portrayed as politically dis-
interested (della Porta and Caiani 2009).

There were two primary reasons EuroMayDay attracted Nicole’s atten-
tion to visual methods of social movement analysis. First, young protestors 
across Europe framed the traditional May Day as a “European” protest event 
by posting hundreds of images and maps and texts online on their shared 
EuroMayDay webpage. As a participant observer, Nicole was able to analyze 
discourse and deliberation that took place in transnational planning meet-
ings. While EuroMayDay organizers clearly disagreed on whether or not 
“Europe,” or the European Union (EU), was their shared political frame, it was 
surprising to note that activists produced visual representations of Europe, 
using even the official Euro logo (Doerr 2010). Second, while her research 
interest at the time was focused on communication challenges facing citizens 
in multilingual public spheres addressing EU politics, EuroMayday presented 
a particularly interesting case due to their use of visual methods, as the rela-
tively young generation of EuroMayDay activists were among the first groups 
intentionally visualizing the EU in their decidedly alternative, and visually 
styled social media (Doerr and Mattoni 2014). By creating alternative, visu-
ally styled social media that was shared across the Internet (Mattoni 2008), 
the locally rooted EuroMayday protestors, though small, resource-poor 
groups, could act as grassroots “imagineers” of European integration and 
mobilize a wider public to transnational participation on the issue of migra-
tion (Monforte 2010).

Questions of Research Design and Typical 
Challenges in the Social Movements Field

Some of the typical pitfalls of conducting visual methods-based research 
in social movement analysis are well reflected in Nicole’s case study of 
EuroMayday. In terms of sampling visual materials, the EuroMayday case 
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exemplifies the difficulties facing researchers who are attempting to construct 
a visual sample that captures and represents the “visual repertoire” of a social 
movement network that is just forming, widely fragmented, decentralized, 
and spread across multiple countries and groups—conditions, notably, typi-
cal of recent successful social movement networks and waves of global protest. 
First, like many emerging social movements, the EuroMayday network used 
visual images displayed online and in other, new, forms of social media, an 
archival challenge facing all researchers whose visual data is not print-based. 
Second, activists’ self-produced visuals, including fashion, video, and stick-
ers, were so numerous and at the same time dispersed across hundreds of 
webpages, that it was virtually impossible to document all visual materials 
created by activists in different countries. Researchers should reflect upon 
this challenge in their research design and data presentation considering 
that findings based on visual methods that involve social media and Internet 
sources can often be, at best, a starting point for a qualitative methodology, 
in particular in cases that attempt to interpret the visual language of protest 
produced by large, dispersed, and decentralized social movement networks 
that connect people across multiple countries and groups.

SAMPLING AND CODING VISUAL DATA

Another challenge posed by the new media formats is analyzing social move-
ments’ public self-presentation. Since the EuroMayday network communi-
cated through alternative social media and webpages shared transnation-
ally, Nicole encountered the difficult task of collecting and archiving the 
online visual materials that the movement used in attempting to project their 
self-image. For example, she was considering hundreds of activists’ images on 
EuroMayday webpages and blogs that had been accessed by tens of thousands 
of protestors.

Additionally, researchers studying current protest networks face the chal-
lenge of selecting their sample among an even greater number of images 
spread decentrally by sympathizers and core activists through commercial 
social media sites, such as Facebook and Twitter, used subsequently, provid-
ing new attractive options for obtaining relevant images for research. These 
newer, politically relevant forms of social media are useful tools for research-
ers, particularly those who want to understand how images or videos become 
viral (such as the Kony 2012 video,2 one of the most popular discussion top-
ics in our classrooms). However, they also present a dilemma, because main-
stream search engines, such as Google, and web-based social forums, such 
as Facebook, present ever-changing user policy and privacy rules as well 
as individualistic network designs, impeding profound media research, in 
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particular due to the inherent selection bias, paralleling similar difficulty in 
analyzing newspaper images (Müller and Özcan 2007).

Another data-sampling challenge Nicole faced in her research stemmed 
from the limited access to source information that was typical of the online 
sites and the groups involved in founding the EuroMayday network (Doerr 
and Mattoni 2014). It was not clear, for example, which group created what 
image. Studying activists’ visuals on changing webpages, often created and 
used temporarily by local EuroMayday groups, for example, made it difficult 
to trace the creation and use of the online images. In order to tackle this 
type of challenge, documentation is extremely important, as well as trian-
gulation strategies, which allow researchers to combine their visual analysis, 
and other methods of discourse analysis, with participant observation notes 
and group member interviews and surveys, all of which were possible in 
the cases Nicole studied. In terms of coding the sample of visuals, it would 
be prudent for visual analysts to assume that the same image used by dif-
ferent activist groups in different countries, even if diffused over the same 
webpage or social media, would not necessarily represent the same politi-
cal meaning. In other words, visual (content) analysis, in a perhaps even 
more demanding way than the analysis of written discourse, requires the 
researcher to consider the ambiguity and polyvalence of language within 
different place-specific cultural and political contexts (Müller and Özcan 
2007). Given the contextual concerns that impact visual analysis it is thus 
necessary to complement visual methods and data with text-based methods 
and other materials, such as interviews, as will be shown in the example 
given in the section headed “Applying the Three Steps of Visual Analysis to 
My Research.”

In the field of social movements, much of the research has been conducted 
on cases that are relatively recent when compared to other fields. At the time 
of Nicole’s research of EuroMayday, this implied a lack of a scholarly litera-
ture on the meaning of visual images in social movements (Doerr, Mattoni, 
and Teune 2013). Therefore, her research design was mostly explorative. 
Nicole’s research question was broadly inductive in the sense that she wanted 
to understand the relevance and use of visual images by activist groups such 
as EuroMayday, who were among the first groups to have successfully used 
alternative social media to communicate across linguistic and national bor-
ders. For example, one point worth recognizing about EuroMayday protestors 
was that the visual styled communication platforms they used on the Internet 
differed from the more nationally rooted and text-based public forums used 
by social movements such as the European Social Forum (ESF) (della Porta 
2005). The research she undertook in an attempt to add new insights on citi-
zen participation in understanding the Europeanization of social movements 
complemented a huge body of work that was based mainly on the analysis of 
text-based materials and media arenas (della Porta and Caiani 2009). This 
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theoretical approach allowed her to analyze the EuroMayday protests as a 
potential emerging “transnational public space” within social movements 
(della Porta 2005).

Since she was interested in EuroMayday as a transnational public space, 
Nicole operationalized her research design so that she could explore the 
question of to what extent distinct visual images were shared and debated 
in European and local meetings and/or virtual interactions by protestors. 
Visual analysts who find their images on webpages should be careful to 
acknowledge multiple boundaries of access and usage of Internet media 
for some of the participants and target groups of the social movement 
that they study. Given the explorative research design and the novelty 
of her case, she followed a mostly inductive research strategy to explore 
what unexpected findings the data would reveal. At the same time, given 
her theoretical interest in the relevance and meaning of how European 
politics and the EU were displayed in EuroMayday visuals, she was inter-
ested in finding differences and similarities in the images created in 
local protests in different countries. The first step of the analysis was to 
explore how the discourse regarding Europe and the collective identifi-
cation of the protest network would figure within the texts that different 
local groups used. Second, she explored the visual content and meaning 
of EuroMayday images in her data sample using iconographic methods. 
Third, she compared and contrasted different sets of meanings found in 
different visual and/or discursive media and in the different national con-
texts in which her cases were embedded. Fourth, she conducted, in total, 
30 interviews with EuroMayday designers and participants, and explored 
the content of face-to-face discussion to identify the meanings that dis-
tinct images took on for the local group members themselves. Nicole inter-
viewed EuroMayday activists who were the creators of visuals and texts 
on their webpages on the intended meaning of the images they created. 
Her questions were designed to address her expectation that activists were 
motivated by an ideational logic of counter-hegemonic strategies aimed at 
giving visibility to specific groups (Chesters and Welsh 2007). And finally, 
she was a participant observer in two European and six local small-group 
meetings, and she attended three mass parades of the EuroMayday net-
work in Germany and Italy in the years 2005 to 2009.

HOW VISUAL METHODS HELPED TO SOLVE   
AN EMPIRICAL PUZZLE

What led Nicole to experimenting with visual methods was an empirical puz-
zle that arose during my research that she was unable to address through 
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discourse analysis and participant observation. As a participant observer in 
transnational meetings, she found that EuroMayday groups continuously 
re-framed shared texts on webpages, and that EuroMayday groups, after 
years of debate, had not reached agreement on the usage of the concept of 
“Europe” in their local campaigns (Doerr 2010). One thing EuroMayday 
organizers seemed to agree upon, however, was a shared political image of 
migrants that had been created and diffused by EuroMayday groups across 
Europe within their posters, parades, and webpages. The one dominant 
shared theme linking different local groups in Italy, Spain, Germany, and 
other countries involved the images of migrants, in which they presented 
their own alternative, transnationalist “citizen-hero” as a precarious migrant 
(Doerr 2010). Given that activists did not reach agreement regarding hav-
ing or presenting a shared European political identity, how was it that they 
seemed to have a shared image, that is, migrants, so central in many of the 
posters they shared online across Europe? Visual analysis proved itself to be 
a useful tool in exploring this question. The following examples from our 
data analysis provide insights into the challenges and limitations of visual 
analysis, as well as ways to combine different steps of visual analysis with 
other qualitative methodologies, such as interviewing, text-based (discourse) 
analysis, and participant observation.

Applying the Three Steps of Visual   
Analysis to Research

As suggested by Marion Müller and Ezra Özcan, Nicole worked with 
three steps of visual analysis to study the images produced by activists 
in different countries on their webpages and online campaigns used in 
the EuroMayday protest network. As a first step, she worked with visual 
content analysis; second, she did a deeper iconographic analysis of dis-
tinct symbols within posters that she found on EuroMayday webpages; 
and third, she combined these first two steps with a contextual analysis 
that included qualitative methods, such as discourse analysis, interviews, 
and participant observation. As will be shown, the triangulation of meth-
ods, which included both visual and text-based approaches, helped her to 
balance the limits of visual analysis (discussed earlier). Notably, to coun-
ter the problem of subjective interpretation on the part of the researcher 
and increase the reliability of the findings, she triangulated the data and 
included text-based methods, including conducting interviews and dis-
course analysis of documents created by activists and discussions during 
the meetings she attended.
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Visual Analysis Step 1: Visual Content Analysis

To explore the complex aesthetic messages that selected images created by 
EuroMayday groups acquired when disseminated in a multicultural, trans-
national public space of network members, Nicole first applied visual ico-
nography as a method of visual content analysis (Müller and Özcan 2007). 
Specifically, she conducted a visual content analysis of protestors’ alterna-
tive images of migration, a good example of which is a poster designed by 
EuroMayday Milan that shows two young figures in front of an urban skyline 
(Figure 17.1).

Before we describe the content analysis of the poster, it should be noted that 
posters displayed on the websites of local Mayday groups in Italy, Germany, 
and other countries, such as the example above, are widely different in style 
and content, and that all were created and distributed by the protestors them-
selves. While visual images created by local groups in different local settings 
tend to reflect a plurality of different place-specific subjectivities involved in 

Figure 17.1 Milan EuroMayday Poster 2008
Source: Poster designed by Zoe Romano
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struggles concerning groups such as artists, young precarious employees, 
workers, students, and/or single mothers, a shared theme of EuroMayday 
posters is their interpretation of migration (Mattoni and Doerr 2007). All 
EuroMayday posters found online visualize migration as an activity of eve-
ryday life within Europe’s global cities and their peripheries. This contrasts 
with the passive state of victimhood provided in mainstream media reports 
of trafficking or undocumented immigration (Falk 2010).

The poster, visualizing two young figures in front of an urban skyline, 
was designed and put online by EuroMayday Milan in 2008. Looking at this 
sample poster, we can use this checklist to examine the visual content of the 
image. A variety of elements can be described in addressing these questions, 
such as the flashy and figurative elements of style and colors (for example, 
pink) used. Second, the couple standing in the center take a dynamic pos-
ture. The male figure is presented in a seemingly resistant posture, with his 
arms crossed, while at the same time smiling. The female figure, though, 
is just a little bit darker in hue, a subtle difference that we will discuss later 
as it was important to the creators of the image. Third, elements of text are 
combined with visual designs, with an English language slogan addressing 
the European dimension of protest (Let’s conspire and fight for the Other 
Europe), as well as an Italian subheading addressing precarious workers as 
well as migrant workers participating in the protest parade in Milan. Listed 
in the subtle green hue at the left margin of the poster are all of the European 
protest cities involved in the EuroMayday network, while the red dot on the 
right side marks the place and time of the local protest in Milan. In rela-
tionship to how the couple is visually portrayed, the Italian text mentions 
migrants first and precarious [workers] second, emphasizing the political 
relevance of migrants within this protest event. Fourth, regarding the ques-
tion of what is represented and what is hidden in this poster, notice, in the 
comparison of text and visual elements that the visual layer does not high-
light Europe as a topic, though it is mentioned three times within the text. 
Summing up this example of the first step of visual analysis, visual content 
analysis, the following checklist can provide researchers with a starting 
point to orient their research.

Visual Analysis Step 1: Visual Content Analysis Checklist- What is dis-
played in the image? What is in the center? Background? Margins?

– Who is displayed in the image? When? Where?
– What colors and styles are used?
– Which elements are visual and which are textual in the design? Are they 

bold or subdued?
– How do the textual and visual elements compare to each other? Which 

are hidden or invisible?
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Visual Analysis Step 2: Iconographic Interpretation

In the second step of visual analysis (iconographic interpretation), we deepen 
our analysis by focusing on specific motives within the EuroMayday poster 
(Figure 17.1). What “iconography” means, in this second step, is that we under-
took a contextualized interpretation (Rose 2007) of the genres of the images, 
placing them within a wider historic context of image traditions, forms, and 
aesthetic backgrounds. Nicole also analyzed activists’ text documents on 
the Internet and in calls for action of the main website of the EuroMayday 
network, comparing them to selected official campaign texts distributed by 
the European Commission on its EU-website (Doerr 2010). Departing from 
images displayed on EuroMayday webpages and blogs, she explored the 
production (encoding) of distinct images as well as their re-interpretation 
(decoding) in place-specific settings using interviews (Doerr 2010).

To provide an example of iconographic analysis, we will briefly describe 
how we can explore the color composition and spatial organization of the 
EuroMayday poster, as well as the use of media technologies the Milan group 
used for its creation and distribution. In a first step of our iconographic anal-
ysis, we compared the skyline displayed in the poster with historic images 
of the urban skyline, which is in fact a very distinct interpretation of Milan. 
Second, we undertook an iconographic comparison of the Milan poster with 
other posters on webpages shared with German and French EuroMayday 
groups. Posters that were shared with these other groups had similar skyline 
elements illustrating, however, the well-known shapes of the skylines of Paris 
and Berlin (Doerr 2010).

Through the connection of these posters shared and accessible to partici-
pants across a single connected webpage, the “Other Europe” that the text of 
this poster mentions, becomes visible. Third, the iconographic perspective 
of comparing also helps us understand the different colors produced in the 
poster, symbolizing different ideological groups in the local Milan coalition 
of protestors. For example, take the use of the color pink. We first assumed 
that the color pink could represent a symbol, similar to ways scholars have 
portrayed the meaning of this color in the context of global justice protests 
across the world and their “carnivalesque forms of protest” (Chesters and 
Welsh 2004, 328). However, the use of pink may correspond to the trans-
national character of the public space within EuroMayday, or it could be 
seen as a political symbol to replace the well-known colors of the EU, that is, 
the colors of blue and yellow used in the EU flag (Risse 2011). Interestingly, 
based on additional interviews, we learned that none of these meanings had 
inspired the local Mayday designer from Milan to use the color pink in the 
poster in Figure 17.1.

Moreover, we suggest that researchers should, with any case study, try to 
include interviews as part of their iconographic analysis. In this example, 
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it would also be important for the analyst to explore ways the color pink is 
associated with different meanings that go beyond the field of social move-
ment studies focused on global justice groups at the time studied. Indeed, 
Nicole’s interviews with the local designers of the poster showed that pink 
has a place-specific political meaning that was neither necessarily related to 
the EU, nor shared by other EuroMayday groups in other countries. Local 
Milan-based EuroMayday founders said that pink stands for queerness as 
a new radical subjectivity beyond traditional left workers’ mobilizations in 
the distinct context of Milan (Doerr 2010; see also Mattoni 2012). This dis-
tinct conception, however, was only familiar to, and hence understood by, a 
particular element among the participants, mostly in Italy. While these brief 
examples can only be tentative beginnings of a full iconographic interpreta-
tion, the following checklist provides more suggestions on how to carry out 
a visual iconography that fits your cases and research design.

Summing up this example of the second step of visual analysis, icono-
graphic interpretation, the following checklist helps researchers to consider 
the place-specific and fragmented meaning that an image acquires among 
different groups of producers, transmitters, and recipients. Note that this 
checklist is far from complete, and it may serve as a unique starting point on 
how to carry out the second step of iconographic interpretation.

Checklist Second Step of Visual Analysis: Iconographic Interpretation

– How do images designed by activists quote older, familiar cultural sym-
bols, and how is the mainstream (e.g., official) meaning of symbols ques-
tioned through the alternative image created by the activist group?

– Beyond familiar social and political meanings, what meaning does the 
visual hold for activists and/or designers themselves?

– Reception and decoding: How do sympathizers and/or opponents of the 
movement interpret, challenge, and receive the image produced by the 
activist group?

– If possible, explore how a visual has been changed, copied, and altered by 
transmitters and recipients in the diffusion process?

EVALUATING ICONOGRAPHIC DATA, AND LIMITATIONS OF 
EITHER TEXT-BASED OR VISUAL-ONLY METHODS

In conclusion, based on the example from the poster, we suggest that a dilemma 
of iconographic interpretation that researchers may want to avoid is short con-
clusions based on visual materials only. Let us illustrate this dilemma by yet 
another example. The EuroMayday poster uses a reference to Europe in its text 
content, yet does not explicitly refer to symbols of Europe in its visual content. 
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Either a visual or a discursive analysis of the poster would thus miss parts of 
social reality that is of relevance for the research question interested in images 
of Europe—in relation to EuroMayday’s protest and its focus on migration. In 
methodological terms, a visual content analysis and iconography, if possible, 
should include a thorough analysis of interviews and text-based methods. This 
leads us to the third and final step of contextualization, which complements 
visual data analysis with other methods and forms of data as well.

Visual Analysis Step 3: Contextualizing Images

In the third step of visual analysis, the task is to contextualize images in their 
broader social and political context of 1) emergence, 2) diffusion, and 3) recep-
tion (Müller and Özcan 2007; Doerr, Mattoni, and Teune 2013). We will restrict 
our examples here to focus foremost on the first part of a context of emergence. 
In order to understand the political and cultural messages of EuroMayday 
images as created in their social context of emergence, we will in the follow-
ing draw on the aforementioned data gathered through participant observation 
and interviews. In combination, these methods help us to contextualize and 
verify the relevance of the first set of impressions gained through the iconogra-
phy and content analysis of visuals displayed online on activist webpages. The 
following questions helped us to guide the third and perhaps most important 
step of visual analysis, that is, the contextualization of the images (see checklist 
below). We contextualized the images that we interpreted by comparing them 
with data from participant observations and by conducting further interviews.

Checklist Third Step Visual Analysis: Contextualizing Images

– How did local groups discuss visual posters and representations in their 
face-to-face group discussions?

– How did different group members and/or the designer(s) think about the 
image? Were there conflicts?

– Which group members felt represented in the image; which felt excluded? 
Which specific elements of an image were controversial?

– Which new ideas (and old frames or concepts) are being made visible 
according to a) designers, b) sympathizers/opponents?

Contextualizing Visual Data through 
Interviews and Limitations

For the third step of analysis, we rely on more interviews with the local 
group members and designers of the Mayday poster in Milan in order to 
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contextualize the images we had analyzed. Unexpectedly, this contextualiza-
tion method helped us find out an interesting point about the relationship 
between image and discourse in the transnational public space created within 
EuroMayday: the visual production process to produce the above poster was 
both local and transnational, based on the entrance of migrants as new mem-
bers that provoked internal discussion in one local group and gave birth to a 
new image of both the local and the transnational group. The local Mayday 
group in Milan initially imagined itself as a group working first and foremost 
on precarity. The entrance of new members, the groups’ pluralist composi-
tion, and its discussions about restrictive immigration laws by the Italian gov-
ernment, inspired a new “we-group” imaginary, symbolizing a joint struggle 
of labor migrants and other Italian activists previously part of EuroMayday 
Milan.

One of the EuroMayday founders from Milan, herself a professional 
graphic designer, explains why she put together the poster after intense dis-
cussion within her group:

I made this poster based on a photograph we took [in Milan]. The female figure is a 
migrant; the male figure is a precarious [worker]. This poster stresses migration as 
a topic, and the struggles for migrants in our own network, as also written in the 
text. At the beginning, EuroMayday was very much a network on precarity. In 2008 
for the first time, migrants participated actively in the process of constructing the 
EuroMayday parade [in Milan] so we felt they should be protagonists with us on the 
poster. Then we talked about the Bossi/Fini legislation against migrants, and new 
racism. What is politically very important is that the poster shows second genera-
tion migrants, who are part of our network. . . . This poster does not show our foes, it 
shows us, our group.3 [our emphasis]

In the above e-mail interview, this designer of the Mayday poster in Milan 
2008 makes a very interesting point which helps us to understand the inter-
sections of visual and verbal symbols in transnational publics created within 
social movements. She argues that the verbal, discursive process that inspired 
her group to produce the above poster was both local and transnational, 
based on the entrance of new members that provoked internal deliberation 
and gave birth to a new image of the group. The local Mayday group in Milan 
imagined itself as both migrants and left libertarian Italians. The interview 
itself constructs a symbolic “we” group in reflecting on that process. First, the 
interviewee explains that the dialogue and participation of migrants enter-
ing the local group in Milan led to a change in the visual self-presentation of 
the Milan EuroMayday network that produced the poster (Figure 17.1). The 
groups’ pluralist composition, and its discussions about restrictive immigra-
tion laws by the Italian government, inspired a new “we-group” imaginary in 
the words of the interviewee herself, as her group symbolizes a joint struggle 
of labor migrants and other activists previously part of EuroMayday Milan.
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Indeed, it was only due to the additional interviews conducted in our third 
step of analysis that we became aware of a limitation of our visual interpre-
tation of the EuroMayday poster. Moreover, findings based on interviews 
showed that an official press event preceded the production of the poster—a 
press event, however, that is no longer part of the visual that we see in Figure 
17.1. This shows the aforementioned problem of lacking archives for rapidly 
changing online data. Indeed, the poster was inspired by an official EU event 
with its own visual symbolic. Because activists in Milan disagreed with the 
symbolism of the official EU event, they created their own poster through 
a transnational visual sharing of images with other EuroMayday protes-
tors. Mayday organizers, among them the above interviewee from Milan, 
had planned a Europe-wide demonstration in the German city of Aachen. 
EuroMayday chose Aachen as the place for their demonstration with the aim 
of appropriating an official EU event: the Charlemagne Prize reception with 
a meeting between Angela Merkel and Nicolas Sarkozy. The event celebrated 
German Chancellor Merkel’s work in support of European integration at a 
time when Merkel, like French President Sarkozy, was pushing for restric-
tive immigration policies. The Mayday designers were upset about the cel-
ebration of Merkel’s achievement for European integration in this context. 
Interestingly, then, the interviewee said that her own group in Milan had not 
agreed on using the same poster as their peer group in Aachen but created 
their own poster (as shown in Figure 17.1):

In 2008 [EuroMayday] Aachen activists announce[d]  that Sarkozy would [hand] 
Merkel the Charlemagne Prize on the first of May [. . . ] We [in Milan] discussed and 
then decided to call for [a European-wide] participation to go to Aachen to complain 
about the prize and the idea of Europe symbolized by that prize. A white and Catholic 
Europe. That’s how the Aachen [EuroMayday] poster with Merkel and Sarkozy was 
produced. In Milan, EuroMayday posters usually have the people participating in 
protests as protagonists of the iconography, that’s why we decided to make another 
poster in keeping with the same graphical mood.4

Importantly, the above interview shows that disagreement about official and 
place-specific visual codes triggered the creation of other images in new 
places, and thus a dialogue in visual as well as verbal terms. EuroMayday 
activists in Milan created their own local poster based on several steps of 
re-interpretation of official images of European citizen heroes symbolized in 
the figures of official politicians.

In sum, it is important to note that only the tools of visual analysis allowed 
Nicole to show that transnational sharing among activists, involving visual as 
well as verbal codes, changed official symbols of citizens featuring EU lead-
ers by means of placing them in a local context showing precarious youth 
and migrants in Italy and Milan as everyday heroes struggling with precar-
ity in the European Union. The visual grammar of a single official EU event, 
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and the shared critique of restrictive immigration policies, inspired the Milan 
group to imagine itself as a protagonist of transnationalist citizenship in the 
enlarged Europe.

COMPLEMENTING THE FINDINGS WITH MORE EVIDENCE FROM 
PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION

It is necessary and possible to go beyond interviews with activists and use of 
participant observation in order to further refine these impressions gained 
through visual and discursive evidence. Moreover, by comparing images cre-
ated in different local EuroMayday groups in Germany and Italy, and through 
participant observation, Nicole found out that the converging symbol of 
migrants did not mean the same for different local groups. Interestingly, 
her participant observation and analysis of debates during the transnational 
EuroMayday meetings made her realize important political differences and 
the persistence of distinct local visual posters used in single EuroMayday 
groups (Doerr 2010). For example, German and European activists in joint 
European meetings observed had a heated discussion over whether to use a 
“European” reference frame in their joint campaign. During these debates, 
EuroMayday activists from single local groups in Germany, in contrast to 
their Italian counterparts, saw themselves in clear opposition to the perceived 
“empathetic” and imaginary work on European politics by Milanese Mayday 
activists. Following discussion with Berliners and other groups, the Italian 
founders of the Mayday network in Milan changed their visual representation 
of their own group as they wanted it to be represented in the poster that has 
been discussed.

Summing up this brief discussion on the usefulness of visual methods, 
these findings suggest that a contextualized visual analysis should account 
for intertextual, interrelated meanings created through visual as well as 
textual communication processes and face-to-face interaction that connect 
transnational social movement networks using multiple channels of social 
media and communication. Together, the examples from Nicole’s triangu-
lation of visual content analysis, analysis of EuroMayday texts iconogra-
phy, and findings from interviews and participant observation confirm the 
impression that Europe was not a consensual, political theme of the Mayday 
protests. Only the tools of visual analysis allowed Nicole to show that, despite 
their continuing disagreements and differences in the political texts and dis-
courses produced, EuroMayday groups in different countries shared a visual 
theme in posters and stickers that refer to migration, and to migrants as 
potential protagonists of a future citizenship and positive solidarity beyond 
the nation state.
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Combining Visual Analysis with Participant 
Observation, and Audiovisual Analysis

In the example discussed, we examine participant observation as an addi-
tional method to verify the relevance of our visual method. In addition, it can 
be helpful to use audiovisual analysis as a method independent from Internet 
sources and the analysis of images created by activists. Nicole has experienced 
the usefulness of audiovisual analysis during her research of South African 
social movements, doing participant observation with a video camera (Doerr 
2008). Participant observation and ethnographic approaches related to the 
use of images come with some limits. The researchers’ bias may limit the 
results of visual analysis (Doerr, Mattoni, and Teune 2013). In participant 
observation, researchers struggle with the balance of over-identifying with or 
maintaining too much distance from their subject of research (Currier 2012). 
Again, to tackle this challenge it will be important to document the research-
ers’ own subjective stands in the research process, data selection, analysis, 
and evaluation. During Nicole’s research in South Africa, as a white European 
middle-class person, her own subjectivity was a concern as she filmed auton-
omous activists confronting multinational corporations and the conservative 
backlash in post-Apartheid South Africa (Currier 2012). To protect activ-
ists who had to fear violent persecution (Currier 2012), Nicole turned off the 
camera in situations of direct action that openly challenged official policy 
and asked permission from the activists whose groups she wanted to study. 
Nicole noticed with surprise that her presence “disappeared” while in her role 
as camerawoman, providing her with access to conversations that she was 
unlikely to gain without having a seemingly neutral “technical” role. This is 
obviously a problematic and interesting aspect of audiovisual analysis one 
should keep in mind.

Adding a Quantitative Dimension to Visual 
Analysis, and Limitations

Based on Nicole’s study on EuroMayday, we considered including quanti-
tative elements in our analysis in two different ways. First, we could have 
counted the iconographic elements found through visual analysis to gener-
alize the assumptions she made based on qualitative analysis. Second, we 
also could have coded the different categories of images that were created by 
EuroMayday groups across Europe. Again, the challenges involved the data 
reliability of online sources and online archives as well as limited accessibility, 
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which would have made it hard for us to assure we were using a sample that 
was representative enough to be quantified in a general way based on our 
findings. However, recently, media scholars interested in protest have shown 
how to use systematic quantitative methods in order to study how the selec-
tion and framing of images within newspapers influence the emotional reso-
nance of political issues (Corrigall Brown 2012, 133). For example, Rohlinger 
and Klein show the dramatization of news coverage of the abortion debate in 
the United States through visuals of front-page newspaper articles (Rohlinger 
and Klein 2012). Likewise, systematic quantitative studies confirm that vis-
ual images become a powerful resource to de-legitimate dominant political 
actors. At the same time, activists also risk being stigmatized when portrayed 
within mainstream media (Wetzel 2012). Sociolinguist Critical Discourse 
Analysts and students of framing also have included images in their quanti-
tative analysis. For example, Noa Milman (2013), confirming Wetzel’s results 
(2012), shows that reporters pretended to be neutral in giving the same 
amount of voice to different groups yet refer to ethnic, gendered, and cultural 
stereotypes to de-legitimate resistance by stigmatized populations. In order 
to deal with the problem of interpretation, these researchers have started to 
use quantitative methods of visual analysis to systematically explore which 
kind of images are used when, by whom, and with what contentious effects on 
mobilization, strategizing, and outcomes of radical politics.

Conclusion: Using Three Steps of   
Visual Analysis

In this chapter, we have proposed a set of interdisciplinary methods that will 
help us to explore three fields of visual analysis, that is, the visual expres-
sion, representation, and visibility of social movements. Although distinct, all 
three areas are connected, and we have proposed three steps in conducting 
visual analysis. First, visual content analysis, second, iconographic interpreta-
tion, and third, the contextualization of images through the use of additional 
text-based, interpretative methods. Each of these steps is essential for con-
ducting a critical visual analysis that contributes to social movement studies. 
We have highlighted that neither visual methods nor text-based, interpreta-
tive methods help us understand the complex political and cultural messages 
that we find in images diffused online via alternative social media, focusing 
on the example of images of migration in the case of the EuroMayday pro-
tests. We have argued for a triangular methodology to tackle the challenges of 
multiple, open-ended meanings condensed in images spread in multilingual, 
transnational public spaces to varying audiences and fields of mobilization. 
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As we have tried to show through the examples we studied, images are an 
important resource for protest actors to express themselves. Moreover, visual 
methods also advance the importance of interdisciplinary work, extend-
ing the established canon of social movement methods (della Porta 2014). If 
images of protest affect audiences and target groups, any analysis of political 
processes and any approaches focusing on the public sphere are well advised 
to consider the visual aspects of the social movements they are studying.

n NOTES

 1. Precarity, following its definition by analysts of global labor markets, “describes an 
increasing change of previously guaranteed permanent employment conditions into 
mainly worse paid, uncertain jobs” (Neilson and Rossiter 2005 quoted by Mattoni 
2008, 2).

 2. Kony 2012 is a short film created by an NGO connected to an American and worldwide 
charity that launched a worldwide campaign on child soldiers that would lead to the arrest 
of the Ugandan guerilla leader and International Criminal Court fugitive Joseph Kony.

 3. Interview with Zoe Romano, 6 November 2008, Milan.
 4. E-mail interview with Zoe Romano, September 6, 2009.
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