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The problem of the twenty-first century is the problem of the image.


——W.J.T. Mitchell


This is a visual world. The information we receive everyday is conveyed through images circulating in the world of media, through television, newspapers, advertisements and posters in the street we walk by, and of course, through the internet. We can probably say that our understands towards what is going on in the world are influenced and shape by the images we see. However, I often ask myself these questions: What does an image tell us? How does it tell the story? How do we interpret the image? Does it fit into its narratives? This essay aims to reflect on my current research on the visual impact in our lives, to conclude some of the findings at this stage and to set agenda for future study. 

Research initiative and research findings 
My research interest has always been in the field of communications. I find it miraculous and explainable that people’s understanding and interpretation about one piece of information can be so distinctively different. A picture really can worth a thousand words. And a picture actually means much more than we are able to see. I began to wonder how people’s mind and perception are shaped, and how their behaviors are affected by what they have been shown. 

I had been working in different media organizations and each provided me with the knowledge about ‘how to talk differently’. The radio script writing requires shorter sentences and should avoid using complex structure, long numeric forms and homophones because the information is ‘for the ears’. Since many audiences listen to the news when driving, the information should be easy to catch. So we should say ‘the coming Saturday’ instead of ‘the 25th of June, 2022’. Another distinct feature is radio broadcasting is the use of soundbite to create a sense of ‘on-site’. Also, journalists use more descriptive languages in reporting because their audience ‘can not see’.On the other hand, writing for newspaper is a completely different scenario. A decade ago, more people still have the habit of reading a newspaper daily, many information was circulating through this ancient form of communication. In my opinion, textual messages are more concrete and less ambiguous because it has to follow strict grammatical rules and certain writing style. Moreover, readers can always go back to a phrase or a word for reaffirmation, or can put down the paper for a moment and continue to read later and hence if word limtie permits, details can be added into a longer and more complex sentence. My longest working experience was with the television, as a journalist, editor and unit producer. It was yet another whole new experience, or rather a experiment which enabled me to think about how to construct a story through moving images and how to cater the need of the viewers. The most significant difference about this job compare to the previous once was that I needed to deal with images. Image and sound play together to create an unique form of communication. What I mean by image here, is not only moving pictures, but also textual information including headline titles and subtitles or captions. Later as I get more ‘experienced’, I realized that even the way the presenters dressed and looked, the design of the backdrop, or the props used, the lighting effect, all contributed to ‘forming the story’. I began to understand what my fellow seniors meant by ‘TV magic’. 

My academic background has always been within the field of communication. During my undergraduate studies, I majored in journalism and communications in mainland China and one year in the Media Department of Hong Kong Baptist University. I gained practical experiences and skills in generating news stories, or in a way, learned the ways to tell a story. But more importantly, to ensure that the messages arrive at the other end, the recipients, the audience. I developed an interest in exploring the relationship between communications and politics when I pursued my Master’s Degree in Political Communications at Goldsmiths College, University of London. The study had broadened my scope into a global context. Eventually, I wrote my thesis on the textual analysis of the media coverage about the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games. My educational background in communication and my career experiences in visual media have naturally led to my interest in studying the visual impact in political communications. In fact, it has always draw to my attention how major media events are triggered by visual elements, whether it is an image, a set of images, or moving images. Therefore, I have embarked a new journey which brings together knowledge from the visual, political and communicative world, in hope to provide some new perspectives about how these three elements work complementarily with each other. And this is my research focus for my doctoral project.    

Visual role in political communications 
Image 1 entitled The Vulture and the Little Girl was taken by Kevin Carter in March of 1993. What we can read from the photo are: a skinny naked young African child collapsed on the ground and a vulture about the same size landed not far from him/her. The message contained in the photo does not provide enough information for readers to understand what was going. Instead, questions were raised about the picture. Who is this child? Why is she left alone? Some keywords were produced: young child, starvation, danger, Africa. From the feature report of the New York Times, we learned that the story happened in southern Sudan, the much underweight girl was on her way to the United Nations feeding centre but collapsed. The released of the photo triggered conversation, controversies and debates among the public worldwide. We can conclude that the primary information was the direct message readers received when encountered the image, then secondary information was produced by their interpretation of the image, and a further layer of information was generated through the circulation of the image and the follow up conversations on the issue. 
[image: ]
Image 1 The Vulture and the Little Girl,
also known as "The Struggling Girl"
by Kevin Carer, 1993

The subsequent impact did not stopped at the third tier information. In July of 1994,  months after The Vulture and the Little Girl won the Pulitzer Price for Feature Photography Award, Kevin Carter took his own life at the age of 33. The picture he took had once again came under spotlight and arose strong social reaction. The speculations about the cause of this suicide, is it the pressure from the public criticizing him for not helping the little girl, or is it the stress and depression developed from his long time work as a witness to the human tragedies. Either way, the picture proved that the suffering was on both sides, not only the subject being photographed but also the person behind the camera. Some viewers may also be suffering from the upsetting scenes. 

However, because of the work the Carter had done, the situation in Africa was able to enter public eye and increasing humanitarian aid from international society reached the once silenced corner of the world. ‘This is a classic instance of the use of moral sentiment to mobilize support for social action (Kleinman & Kleinman, 1996). In fact, the UN Secretary General regularly urges photojournalists to produce more images, particularly of atrocities that seem to exist in silence and demand urgent action (Pronk 2005; Devereux 2010: 124–34, cited in Bleiker, 2018). As a former journalist, diplomat and now a researcher, I firmly believe in the power of the visuals in communications. 

Image as Narrative in Storytelling
Reflecting on Kevin Cater story and his work The Vulture and the Little Girl, the image served as the storytelling process when presented to the public. As I have stated in previous essays, that weather it is in the field of narratology or the narrative angle of mass communication, few studies are carried out from the respective of images. Is it because that images can’t tell a story? The picture stories in film, television and print media are all narrated in an image-based way, which is related to the neglect of visual language in traditional linguistic studies. However, as visual culture gradually occupies a strong position in popular culture, and with the arrival of the era of "image turning" as called by scholars, the research on the narrative function of image language is gradually carried out. As Sarah Ruth Kozloff has pointed out, "Most television sitcoms, action series, cartoons, soap operas, mini-series, made-for-television movies, etc. are narrative texts." The affirmation of the ability of image narrative is the first step in the study of image narrative, and we can see that narrative is a fundamental feature of film and television. But there is still a big difference between visual language and written language. What is the story feature of images? How to use images to tell a story? The research on these problems must start from the characteristics of visual language and combine with narrative theory. 

Current practice and research 
The ongoing research project of my Dprof program is based on the construction of national identity through visual political communications in mega-media events. I am currently concluding findings from the first phase of the three-year program. The research examines the selected highlighted scenes from the opening ceremonies of the  29th Olympic Games in August of 2008 and the 24th Olympic Winter Games in February of 2022, both took place in Beijing, the capital city of China. 

The Olympic Games is like no others, it is the largest sporting event in the world that involves almost every country and thus the media impact is incomparable. The televised live broadcasting of the event attracts hundreds of millions of viewers worldwide. In a sense, the Olympics is far more than just a sporting event, it is a mega media event. For the hosting countries, it offers a unique platform to stage their culture and historical legacies, to establish or reaffirm national identities and to manifest their core values, believes and attitudes towards current issues. Put it in short, the hosting countries construct their national identity through carefully designed and executed artistic programs and protocol of the ceremonies. Therefore, it is important to examine the visual roles in the process. 

However, during my research on this subject, I found that the visual analysis of the opening ceremony of the Olympic Games lies in the fields of visual art, design and cultural context. They are very much on the thinking of the visual communication. Lv and Qin (2020) surveyed the main color scheme of the Olympics with the time span of 1980 to 2020, with a focus on the visual design. Arning (2013) conducted the semiotic analysis of the event. He believes that the opening ceremony is the prime opportunity to promote the country but there is communication challenges to convey the characteristics of the host. Traganou (2009) examines the relations between graphic design and the history of the hosts, including the 2008 Summer Games held in Beijing. The author’s study includes the design of the emblem, the torch, posters, pictograms, etc. They do not provide answers to these question: Have these messages been successfully delivered to the target audiences? How do the viewers interpret the visual images that they saw in the media? Does the outcome fits into the narratives constructed by the hosting countries? And yet, these questions form the basis of my research.

To answer to these questions, I began to read simultaneously the literature on visual politics and political communication (Fig.1). The fundamental concept we should established here before anything else, is the knowledge about image and its relations with the text. Mitchell introduced the concept of Imagetext and suggest that any relevant elements of an image should be considered as an influencing factor that shape our understanding. Gander and Garland (2013) elaborates that ‘the imagetext is a mixed form, a combination of images and words, born out of the semiotic impossibility of separating its two components into a single pair of defining terms or static binary opposition. ’Visual images are crucial in constructing political images (Schill, 2012). However, there is a need for more studies to examine the role of visual in the political context. Text and textual analysis are still very much the focus of the research of politics. As Griffin (2001) suggests that the scholars of communication overlook the importance of visual symbols in their studies, but rather focus on other elements such as the rhetoric, strategies and linguistics. Bleiker (2018) holds a similar observation that although scholarly fields have for long examined visual representations, there is little about the visual role in the realm of politics and international relations.
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Figure 1


So to conduct a imagetextual analysis of the two opening ceremonies, I selected two images (Image 2, Image 3), one from each events. They are both taken from the firework performance, and both appeared after the countdown. It is also worth to bring up that the firework show were created by the same artist, Mr. Cai Guoqiang, and the two galas were masterminded by the world renowned film director Mr. Zhang Yimou. So there are similarities in the nature of the two images being examined. 
	[image: Hiro Ihara 摄, 蔡工作室提供]
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	Image 2 Footprint of History
Photo by Hiro Ihara, courtesy Cai Studio
	Image 3 Firework features ‘Spring’
Courtesy Xinhua News Agency



When examine the two subjects, I introduced an analytical model which is consisted of four elements, Politics, Aesthetics, Culture and History (PACH). Each element is mutually constitute with another. This gives an overall view of the stories surrounding the images and deconstructs the image into segments. The aim is to evaluate the accuracy and effectiveness of the messages delivered through these images and to examine whether they fit into the narratives by the sender of the message. 

Conclusions and future research  
The research is an ongoing project and the findings at this stage can be concluded in three aspects. Firstly, the design of style of the two events were significantly different. The distinctions can be found in the scale of the gala, the visual presentation of the show and the messages that the hosting country intend to convey to the wider public. Secondly, from the visual content from the ceremonies, it was a clear indication that the Summer Games aimed to emphasize the unity of China and the strong will of the Chinese people, while the Winter Games intend to promote the ‘togetherness’ of the mankind with a more direct message to both domestic and global audiences. Thirdly, in 2008 event, the country’s priority was to reconstruct, reaffirm and remind the world of its identity and showcase its role in the global stage. In 2022, the country prioritized the responsibilities of a key player in international society and showed empathy towards human and nature. To summarize, the country’s approach to construct a national identity altered from telling ‘Who we are’ to ‘How we are thinking’. 

However, the findings also suggest some limitation to this research. To understand further and deeper on the role of images that play in political communications, the future plan for the ongoing research project is to systematize the PACH model to create a concrete analytical formulation in interpreting images. In-depth theoretical studies and surveys on visual recognition, audience perception and behaviors should be carried out in the next phase of this project. 
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