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Pains and pleasures, hopes and horrors, intuitions and apprehensions, losses and 
redemptions, mundanities and visions, angels and demons, things that slip and 
slide, or appear and disappear, change shape or don’t have much form at all, 
unpredictibilities, these are just few of the phenomena that are hardly caught by 
social science methods…. If much of the world is vague, diffuse or unspecific, 
slippery, emotional, ephemeral, elusive or indistinct, changes like a kaleidoscope, 
or doesn’t really have much of a pattern at all, then where does this leave social 
science?  … If much of reality is ephemeral and elusive, then we cannot expect 
single answers. If the world is complex and messy, then at least some of the time 
we’re going to have to give up on some of the simplicities. But one things is sure: if 
we want to think about the messes of reality at all then we’re going to have to teach 
ourselves to think, to practice, to relate and to know in new ways.  

          John Law 

Indeed as Law suggests: Where does this leave social science, and equally 
importantly, where does this leave the meaning and assumptions of 
knowledge, what we know and how we know? And in the same vein, who is 
the “we” postulated as the knowing subject?  Where and when is s/he 
positioned in relationship to a knowledge project and that which is to be 
known?  Equally pertinent: How do we imagine, as practitioners of social 
sciences and humanities, the relationship among to think, to practice, to 
relate and to know?  What are some of the possibilities of the “new ways”?  
Do visual methodologies offer one such potential? 

1

VISUAL
METHODOLOGIES



5

W
w

w
.s

e
p

s
e
m

a
g
a
z
in

e
.o

r
g

h
i

4

The Visual Methodologies: Beyond the Written and Toward the Sensory 
Workshop constituted one site where these and other related questions were 
put on the table for debate and reflection.  The table was populated by a 
group of eighteen scholars hailing from various backgrounds in the social 
sciences and humanities and from multiple positions of engagement with the 
social world.  For ten days the table was the meeting point of the histories, 
libraries, traditions of thought and practice of such diverse places as South 
Africa, Columbia, Chile, India, Peru, South Africa, Mozambique, Egypt, 
Lebanon, Bangladesh, Trinidad and Tobago, mediated by individual 
itineraries and idiosyncrasies.  The essays and reflections in this volume are 
a product of such encounters and debates, mediated yet again by the then 
and there of Cairo (Egypt) during April 2011. 

The spatio-temporal particularities of a city that is emerging from, 
though still deeply immersed in, a process of revolution and transformation 
added a flare of immense possibilities and potentials.  If the questions posed 
to the participants called for challenging the commonsense of our habits of 
thinking and practicing knowledge by focusing on the visual, the context 
only magnified the urgency of such a call.  For one, dominant social science 
paradigms of knowledge that rendered Egypt and the region – most recently 
packaged and named Middle East and North Africa, MENA for short – 
accessible and knowable, have been inefficacious in thinking and 
anticipating the revolutions that spread from Tunisia to Egypt, Bahrain, 
Yemen, Libya, and Syria.  The narrow pre-occupation with the 
exceptionalism of MENA, a region classified as deficient in knowledge, 
freedom and empowerment, flaunted the limitations of social science tools 
and methods of analysis.   The case of Egypt thus provided an impetus and a 
platform from which to ask: How and what do we know, with what tools, 
deployed by whom and to which ends?  Probing and querying the visual and 
the sensory offers a potential for such an engagement.  Such potential lies in 
unpacking that – e.g. the everyday, the contingent, the precarious, the 
contradictory, the processual, the affective and the not so visible – which 
may have eluded the determinacy (and hegemony) of the written.  The quest 
is not for a dismissal or rejection of the written, but rather for redefining the 
rules of engagement of the written, the visual and the sensory.  In fact, 
recourse to the visual has a long history, particularly in the anthropological 
toolkit.  Yet an unequal geography in the training, resource availability, and 
capacity has marked the presence (and absence) of the visual and the 
sensory in the production of social science knowledge.  As Mark 
Westmoreland outlines in his essay, the use of visual methodologies and the 
production of visual knowledge in MENA has been extremely limited.  
Additionally, the pretexts and assumptions that underlie the use of visual 
methods, techniques and methodologies, and the relationship between image 
and text remain fraught with tensions and unquestioned assumptions.  The 
latter is of particular significance at a time when the propensity for 
including a ‘visual component’ has become a trademark of many a research 
project, not only in the academic world, but also in development-oriented 
programs undertaken by NGOs, and in human rights/activists circles.  A 
host of assumptions ranging from ‘being alternative’ or aiming to ‘capture 
authentic’ voice and experience, to liberatory, democratising, and radical, 
have underpinned this trend.  Yet, these are not inherent qualities in the 
object of the visual in and of itself, but rather bespeak the need to rethink 
the epistemological, methodological and conceptual underpinnings of 
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remembering the past to shape the present and future.  In their respective 
contributions, they highlight the tensions and contradictions in the meanings 
of images and performances, thus challenging the simplistic readings and 
assumptions about the neutrality and purity of images.  The contradictions 
and ambiguities of visual tools is the thread Busra Sultana explores in her 
paper on gender, sexuality and ads in Bangladesh.  There she examines how 
ads relate in uneasy ways to prevailing cultural and social norms regarding 
gender hierarchies and lived experiences.  Experience, the blurred boundary 
between the anthropologist and the tourist, is the theme Oscar Guarin, 
Charisma Lepcha, Rui Assubuji and Felipe Cabrera Orozco explore in their 
essay.  They query the politics of positions in the act of seeing by reflecting 
on their own experiences as anthropologists and tourists in Cairo.  They 
demonstrate how the gazes of anthropologists and tourists blur with images 
that pre-exist in the mind, generating through daily encounters novel 
cultural images that cannot be reduced easily to the here and there, now and 
then. 

Finally, it is with great pleasure that I invite you as readers to 
experiment with the sensory and the visual in engaging the relationship 
between texts and images contained in this volume.  The volume offers a 
tour through the global south, with its potentialities of knowledge and 
experience, that I hope will carve out a path for navigating the messy social 
world, while offering trajectories towards new ways of thinking, relating, 
practicing and knowing.

 John Law, After Methods: Mess in Social Science Research, Routledge, 
London, 2004. 
 Arab Human Development Report, 2010 .    

1

2

www.sephisemagazine.org

Hanan Sabea
hsabea@aucegypt.edu




	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4
	Page 5
	Page 6
	Page 7

