
Digital Image and Culture Assignment 3 Essay April 20th 2017.  

How the conditions of the post photographic era relate to a particular area or institution of 
photography? Specifically the links between advertising, social networking and brands.  
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Introduction.  

Post photographic refers to the change from analogue photography to digital photography or 
imagery.  It is accompanied by many other modern developments from digital sound, the web or 
Internet which have allowed digital photography to strive.  While finding digital photography  still 
holds much of its roots in photographic and cultural history there are certain aspects that are new to 
the digital experience. This essay explores how advertising has been intertwined with our own 
imagery via social media and through a subconscious understanding of signs.   
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Increased use of photography and broader subject choice.  

Where popular photography and portraits began with Daguerreotypes that  only a small portion of 
the population could afford, this was further democratised with Carte de Visites which allowed a 
broader audience access to imagery.   The advent of the Kodak camera using film in the late   19th 
century and further opened up to a wider audience with the appearance of the first affordable digital 
cameras.  In the late 20th and early 21st century changes to the portability of cameras and the 
combining of them with mini computers such as our phones has allowed photography to infiltrate 
our every day lives.  With the advent of digital and its economy it allows us not just to use 
photography for the people and experiences most important to us but to use it for any part of our 
daily lives from the photographing of an experience as simple as enjoying a coffee , food we cook 
at home, to photographing every outing or chance meeting with acquaintances.  We are recording 
what appears to be a broader spectrum of our life.  However we are heavily influenced by 
advertising. 

Modern day social media compared to 19th Century Carte de Visite.   
Facebook as an example is currently the most popularly used social media site and its same 
synonymous of modern digital social life.  On our pages we have snapshots of our trips to the gym, 
a beautiful morning sunrise on our morning walk, a photograph of a dinner with friends showing off 
also our new clothes,  a snap of a glass of wine or plate of food at a restaurant, photographs of our 
family, pictures of landscapes, stories of celebrities all sit along side each other.  This is not as 
modern a phenomenon as we might think.    If we look back to the mid nineteenth century and  the 
Carte De Visite.  These cartes were often exchanged as tokens of friendship much as one accepts a 
friend request on Facebook today.  Carte de Visites were often placed in albums that would include 
images of family members, exchanged Carte de Visites with ones wider circle of friends, celebrity 
Carte de Visites and also images of popular landscapes.  All of these would be stored together  in 
albums to  create a sense of  social belonging and of social status.  Props were often used in these 
formal portraits no different from a “selfie” showing a designer handbag today, with the Carte de 
Visite perhaps a book added a sense of nobility.   
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As today we collect friends or colleagues on our various social network pages in the mid 19th 
century people collected Cartes.  The desire of improving our own social status by appearing to 
know as many modern day celebrities as possible on our digital connections is no different from the 
inclusion of Carte de Visites of Actors, Emperors or Queens and the equivalent celebrities of the 
time. 

Self Promotion then and now.  1850 to 1917.  

In the 19th century the rising middle and lower classes used Carte De Visites to imitate those of 
higher social standing.  The style used often mimicking the style of formal portrait paintings.  Often 
appearing along side their home or other objects.   Photography since its beginning seems to have 
had this purpose originally allowing only the very wealthy a portrait.  Followed by celebrity Carte 
de Visite whereby actors and politicians catapulted their careers with the image of themselves.  
Imagery allowed them to become familiar in each household.  
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(L) Vintage Kodak Ad 1952 (R) Vintage Kodak Camera Ad 1950 

Post World War two the kodak camera and snapshots along with advertisements became a vital part 
of reinforcing the family culture, encouraging women to return to the home by glamourising 
household products and the perfect content family life.  In this case advertising was influencing 
society.  As families aimed to become like the Kodak family.    Just as is mentioned in In “a critical 
introduction” Liz Wells comments on how travel tourism have created a series of iconic images of 
exotic people and architecture that each tourist aims to mimic once they arrive at the destination.  In 
the 1990's  a slight change where everyday life was portrayed in advertisment and the snapshot was 
mimicked.  Lets take the case of images by Mario Testino of Kate Moss in the 1990's.   
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The portrayal of the model as if caught by accident in snapshots are  similar  to advertisers today 
mimicking blogs and social web pages of individuals.  This mimicking is more complex than 
traditional 1920's advertisements however whereby we were shown products. Today every day 
situations  are used  to entice us to buy products.  In todays world a savy blogger can create their 
own brand or build a following to compete with traditional advertisements by promoting products.  
The success of many was evident when a fashion editor of vogue publicly (via twitter) criticised 
bloggers for being paid to wear various outfits and be seen at fashion week.  Bloggers took to 
answer that what they do is no different from the traditional payments received by fashion 
magazines to promote goods often appearing in the form of articles that do not declare themselves 
to be advertisements but genuine evaluations and recommendations, questioning how are the two 
different?  In the digital world advertisers are mimicking our everyday social page posts so it has 
become the consumers to set the standards of advertisement.  Such as  the campaign by Dolce & 
Gabbana  
 

copyright Dolce and Gabbana, Autumn collection 2015 

using the selfie to advertise activities seen in every day life.   The current situation has 
acknowledged the blogger or instagrammer to launch themselves as brands while also mimicking 
their styles in staged advertisements.  It is hard to distinguish  the difference often between 
professional and amateur advertisement whereby the professionals mimic the Instagram or amateur 
blogger and the amateur blogger mimics the glossy fashion images.  It seems that many bloggers 
(despite making money on their blogs ) come across more as amateurs and peers and we create and 
choose who to give celebrity status by following and liking them.  This gives us a participatory role 
where perhaps we feel less manipulated by advertisements.   

Prosumer: are we unwittingly being exploited or is it an exchange.   
The prosumer theory: Ritzer and Jurgenson 2010, whereby consumers were turned into producers 
or workers.  Early examples of this are fast food restaurants whereby one adds their own dressings 
to dishes, carries it to their seat and when done returns the tray and empties the  remaining waste 



into the bin.  Or whereby one fuels their own car.  To take this into the digital culture for example 
sites such as face book, flickr or tripadviser whereby people upload their own images, content and 
review creating communities, chats and so on the consumer also carries out much of the work to 
create the web site without any payment.  This means the site managers do not need to pay 
photographers or writers it is all done by the users of the site and at a speed and reliability that any 
web content creator would find hard to keep up with.  “it is difficult to accept that we have entered 
a new stage of capitalism.  Rather that capitalists have found another group of people beyond 
workers (producters) to exploit and a new source of surplus value.  In this case capitalism has done 
what it has always done found yet another way to expand...as well as colonising the minds and 
bodies of those involved in the system” However the consumers do so with relish.  They are content 
to spend hours uploading and writing on various sites.  They feel a sense of achievement having 
done so.   Although they are helping a consumerist system they are also using their service for free 
there is an exchange.  For example Facebook allows us to network and connect with people in much 
the same way as the telephone or postal service did but it is free.  Instagram allows creatives to 
share their ideas and to gain ideas along with Pinterest for example.  These websites are what have 
allowed as in the previous chapter a type of democratisation of the fashion world.  They have 
created tools that allow networking, idea sharing and creation of brands  of relatively unknown 
people and names.  This has been seen also with online musicians who's  music videos became 
known through the online channels.  However are we really creating or is it just an illusion.  There 
is an obvious trend of retro, vintage or revisiting old styles over the past twenty years that coincides 
with the launch of widely used web.  Is it possible that all the time we spend liking and sharing 
ideas and images that we are not developing new styles.  There are more images in the world than 
ever however how many of them do we remember or have meaning.  Even our family photo album 
has been reduced to a selfie culture do we even remember to photography our loved ones? 

Instagram account to launch small fashion designer or model. 
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Social Media and Stock Imagery 

In his book “photography” Stephen Bull :p67 looks at the development of advertisements from the 
1920's where they were text heavy explaining each detail of a product to todays advertisments 
which use images that create atmospheres whereby no product may even appear in the image but an 
association with a label or brand perhaps.  He gives the example of a Waitrose add whereby an 
image of happy people running down a green hill with picnic baskets in their hand.   See image .. 

 

copyright waitrose “everyone deserves quality food” 2008 

The images connotes a picnic on a beautiful sunny day perhaps a holiday however we do not see 



any of the food that is sold at Waitrose it is the lifestyle and experience that we are attracted to.  If 
you look at the now very large stock image industry you will see a series of generic atmosphere 
creating images.  If you look at our social media pages from face book, instagram etc these pages 
could easily be stock images.  As with the changes in citizen journalism or documentary whereby 
images that appear to be snap shots and amateur shots are considered to be more believable than 
some of the highly skilled polished images of professional photographers.  Partly as there is a 
mistrust caused by staged documentary images such as the staged image of U.S. soldiers in combat 
Haiti 1994 official photograph and the photo taken by Alex Webb/ Magnum showing the 
photographers taking it and how it was staged.  Example taken of the two images in Fred Retching 
book After Photography.  So the more real our images of our projected lifestyle are the more 
believable the stock images we have created of our lives are.  Even if we do not realise it we are 
creating our own brand, the brand that we want to promote is our life showing it at its best placing 
ourselves at the highest social status we can.  We are reinforcing the consumerism system that we 
have learned from advertising the signs of wealth and happiness and how to portray them in our 
own images.   

The open theory applied to social media and advertising.   
Lets go back to the essay by Umberto Eco “the photograph” the shutting down of a radio station 
during the 1977 student revolutions.  While the police are knocking down the door of the radio 
station amid all this the broadcaster describes it on air as like a scene from a movie.  Why is it that 
life seems like a movie.  Eco describes how  
“understanding the mechanisms of the symbolic in which we move means being political.  Not 
understanding them leads to mistaken politics.  Of course, it is also a mistake to reduce political 
and economic events to mere symbolic mechanisms; but it is equally wrong to ignore this 
dimension.”   
Umberto Eco  in his essay  “the photograph” he references before Nadar and the Lumiere brothers, 
pagan carvings or the illuminated manuscripts of the apocalypse influenced public behaviour.  
Imagery has always been used to influence the masses. If  the advertisement industry creates 
spectacles in order to sell with images of a fantasy world adorned with beautiful commodities .  
Using the open theory of Eco we just need to add ourselves to this fantasy world.  They create the 
beginning and we see ourselves adorned with the same beautiful commodities or living the same 
dream holiday or using the products that will make us as beautiful and fantastical as the models in 
advertisements.  We are recreating this advertised world in our social media pages.  Stock images 
lack of meaning or  are vague in order to sell more of them.  They create a feeling as opposed to a 
showing a specific product and this has become a huge market.   

The removal of suspense and mortality from photography.   
Joan Fontcuberta discusses the latent image in her book... :p37 the latent image the suspense the 
wait to be finally satisfied with picking up the packet of images has now been transferred to the 
immediate gratification of seeing our images on a screen a computer, a phone.  If we are not happy 
at first we can change it.  It reflects our society today and our insatiable need for goods or new 
experiences.  Digital photography has taken away the suspense of waiting like waiting on a first  
kiss from a new lover.    In Camera Lucida Barthes talks of a photograph as being mortal and 
getting older   With analogue, images were printed, taken out and put away on many occasions they 
faded became creased the corner turned down or written on the back of them.  If we look at an 
analogue printed photograph from twenty years ago we can see an obvious ageing in the image with 
digital the screen updates it and we can enhance it  so it always appears new and shiny it has taken 
away a sense of time, of decay the association of ageing. This suits our discussion in the previous 



chapter by removing the sense of age and time from the image we achieve the atmosphere state 
advertised so much in commercial photography the fountain of youth whether it be a face cream or 
a healthy lifestyle, a holiday that brings us back to our youth, many advertisements  are either aimed 
at the young or to help us feel or look younger so when a photograph loses its sense of mortality 
and ageing it plays into the hands of the commercial world.  Not only do our social media pages and 
collections of images give us a sense of stock image lifestyles and experiences they are also a 
fountain of youthfulness without a single reminder of the ageing process or mortality.   

Summary 
To summarise imagery has always been used to influence the masses.  Today however we are 
surrounded by endless images so many that they are hard to absorb except in a distracted 
subconscious way.  The fact that photography has now been so installed in our every day lives with 
portable computers such as our phones we are constantly viewing images most of which are 
advertisements.  The removal of the latent image of photographs has removed any suspense or 
pause in our gratification of imagery.  The digital image has also removed any sense of ageing or 
time.  All images have become timeless and youthful playing into the hands of the advertising 
world.  We ourselves are now the creators of the digital consumerist world unwittingly creating the 
web imagery that reinforces consumer culture this is seen on our social media webpages.  Our 
social media pages could appear as if a catalogue of stock images.  This has conditioned us in a way 
that despite being in an alleged enlightened era we are ignorant of image reading and susceptible to 
its influence.   
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