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Abstract

Kisonen, Leena
The Ordinary Images – A Study on Gender and Stock Photography.
Aalto University School of Art and Design
School of Media, Department of Graphic Design

This study discusses the ordinary and its gendered representations in the con-
text of commercial stock photography. The aim of this study is to understand 
the notion of the ordinary better and to offer one example of seeing the or-
dinary. The ordinary is a category of experience that changes from person to 
person, which is why it is justified to study it from a variety of perspectives. 
The focus of this study is office workers, because people seemed to see them as 
stereo typical ordinary people. 

The research material of the study consists of 150 stock photographs col-
lected from three different image banks: Corbis Images, Getty Images and iS-
tockphoto. The images are examined through the method of content analysis. 
The focus of the analysis is on the gendered visual hierarchies presented in the 
images. The analysis results are discussed with the thoughts of Richard Dyer, 
Erving Goffman and Leena-Maija Rossi.

Stock photography is a worldwide industry that is responsible for approxi-
mately 70 per cent of the images used in advertising, marketing, and design. 
Stock photos are commodities mostly valued by their ability to sell. They are 
often seen as unnoticiable images, as the “wallpaper” of the consumer culture. 
This is why they have long been overlooked as a research subject. 

The images are classified according to tag words defined by stock agencies, 
and simultaneously the same images work as classifiers of consumer identi-
ties. The question of classification connects image banks to image archives, 
and moreover to the selective categorization and representation of the reality. 
This study demonstrates that the image banks of today share a lot of common 
ground with the early image archives that were designed to serve the police.

The study demonstrates that the gendered representations of men and 
women in stock imagery follow the traditional gender roles, but in a very hid-
den, subtle way. The conclusion of the study is that white males are depicted 
in the most dominant and active roles, whereas different ethnic groups and 
women are shown as subordinate to them. Their representations are restricted 
through symbolic racism and symbolic sexism.

Keywords: ordinariness, boredom, stock photography, image archives, norma-
tivity, stereotypes, gender, office work.



Tiivistelmä

Kisonen, Leena
Tavallisia kuvia – Tutkimus sukupuolesta ja kuvapankeista.
Aalto Yliopiston Taideteollinen Korkeakoulu
Median laitos, Graafisen suun nittelun osasto

Tämä opinnäytetyö tutkii tavallisuutta ja sen sukupuolittuneita represen-
taatioita kaupallisten kuvapankkien kontekstissa. Työn pyrkimyksenä on 
ymmärtää tavallisuuden käsitettä paremmin ja tarjota yksi mahdollinen 
näkökulma tavallisuuteen tutkimuksen kohteena. Tavallisuuden kokemus 
vaihtelee henkilöltä henkilölle, minkä takia sitä voidaan tutkia perustel-
lusti monesta eri näkökulmasta. Tämä työ tarkastelee toimistotyöntekijöi-
tä, sillä heidät nähtiin stereotyyppisesti tavallisina ihmisinä. 

Työn tutkimusmateriaali on 150 kuvapankkikuvaa, jotka ovat koottu 
Corbis Images -, Getty Images -, ja iStockphoto-kuvapankeista. Kuvia ana-
lysoidaan  sisältöanalyysin avulla. Kuvissa keskitytään niissä esitettyihin 
sukupuolittuneisiin visuaalisiin hierarkioihin ja niitä avataan Richard Dy-Richard Dy-
erin, Erving Goffmanin and Leena-Maija Rossin ajatusten avulla.

Kuvapankkibisnes on kansainvälistä ja se tuottaa noin 70 prosenttia 
mainoksissa, markkinoinnissa ja suunnittelutyössä käytetyistä kuvista. 
Kuvapankkikuvat ovat kauppatavaraa, joita arvotetaan ensisijaisesti nii-
den myyntikyvyn perusteella. Niihin suhtaudutaan useinmiten huomaa-
mattomina kuvina, eräänlaisena kuluttajakulttuurin ”tapettina”. Tämän 
takia niistä ei myöskään ole juurikaan tehty tutkimusta.

Kuvapankit luokittelevat kuvia omia hakutoimintojaan varten ja sa-
manaikaisesti nämä kuvat toimivat myös kuluttajaidentiteettien luokit-
telijoina. Tämä liittää kuvapankit kuva-arkistoihin, ja edelleen todellisuu-
den valikoivaan luokitteluun ja esittämiseen. Tämä tutkimus osoittaa, että 
nykyisillä kuvapankeilla on paljon yhteistä ensimmäisten kuva-arkistojen 
kanssa, jotka kehitettiin palvelemaan poliisia.

Tämä työ osoittaa, että kuvapankkikuvien sukupuolitetut esitykset 
naisista ja miehistä seuraavat perinteisiä sukupuolirooleja, jotka tuodaan 
esiin hyvin hienovaraisin keinoin. Työn päätelmänä on se, että valkoiset 
miehet ovat kuvattu useinmiten dominoivimmissa ja aktiivisimmissa 
rooleissa, kun taas erilaisia etnisiä ryhmiä ja naisia kuvataan heihin ver-
rattuna useammin heitä alemmissa asemissa. Heidän roolejaan rajataan 
symbolisen rasismin ja symbolisen seksismin avulla. 

Avainsanat: tavanomaisuus, tylsyys, kuvapankit, valokuvaus, kuva-arkis-
tot, normatiivisuus, stereotyypit, sukupuoli, sisältöanalyysi, toimistotyö
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8  introduction

1. Introduction

My study discusses the ordinary and its gendered representations in the 
context of commercial stock photography. The inspiration for this study 
originally came from my own observation of image banks and their pho-
tographic material while working as a graphic designer in advertising 
and publishing. Due to my work, I had to browse through numerous on-
line image banks on a daily basis. I have always found their conceptual 
image material amusing, even though I can also see how they serve a 
purpose as flexible illustration. This and several discussions on stock pho-
tography with fellow designers triggered my interest in choosing this as 
the subject of my study. 

Another thing that inspired this study is my personal interest in all 
things invisible and boring, the ordinary being one of them. Analysing 
these phenomena is an endless source of fascination for me. This was 
the setting as well when I started this study: I wanted to go deeper into 
something visually boring and to find something surprising in it. This led 
me to the idea of examining stock photos and the notion of the ordinary 
together. I wanted to see what they could make of each other: what kind 
of values and attitudes do they reflect? What kind of a world do they cre-
ate; who and what are in it? 

The research question of this study is: What makes gendered repre-
sentations of men and women ordinary in commercial online image 
banks? 

I find the notion of the ordinary a very ambivalent one; it is very dif-
ficult to describe it in a consistent way or to get a good grip of its essence. 
As I was not sure where studying it would lead me, I chose to approach it 
with an attitude that is both critical and open-minded at the same time. 
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I aimed to do a qualitative study that helps me to understand the notion 
of the ordinary better and to communicate its constructed nature. 

In order to answer my research question, I analysed a selection of 150 
stock photos through the method of content analysis. I discuss the analy-
sis results in a relevant theoretical framework. I focus on stock imagery 
depicting office workers, which seemed to be one of the central stere-
otypes used to depict stereotypical ordinary life. I approach the images 
as signs and the way I observe the images can be described as semioti-
cally tuned. 

I approach the stock images as representations of gender. I see gen-
der and sexuality as phenomena mostly consisting of repetition and per-
formance and as core elements of identity.1 I consider image banks with 
their imagery as one of the mediums of this repetition. I scrutinise the 
connection between image banks and normative power by placing im-
age banks in the historical context of image archives and illustrate the 
common ground they share.

I place my study in the field of feminist visual culture studies which 
usually focus on anything that is visible, typically trying to question and 
criticise cultural hierarchies. Even though visual culture studies are close-
ly connected with traditional art history, they usually focus on analysing 
the visual environment with all its layers and versatility, especially the 
visuality of the everyday.2 

I expect this study to be primarily interesting for professionals in the 
field of visual culture, but also for those who work professionally with 
stock photography, advertising and related fields. In addition, I hope my 
study is understandable to anyone who is interested in the subject. 

The structure of the study. In the first chapter, I approach the notion of 
the ordinary through several verbal and visual depictions. I also discuss 
its connection to stereotypes and gender. In the second chapter, I place 
image banks in the context of image archives in the footsteps Allan Seku-
la and his essay The Body and the Archive (1986) in order to illustrate the 
connection between image banks and the archival paradigm. This is fol-
lowed by the third chapter which includes the content analysis of the 
images and further discussion on the results with the thoughts of Rich-
ard Dyer, Erving Goffman and Leena-Maija Rossi. I reflect on the analy-
sis results in comparison with Siegfried Kracauer’s book Salaried Masses 
(1998). This is followed by the final conclusions. The image analysis mate-
rial used in this study is enclosed on a CD. 

1 Rossi 2003.
2 Kalha, Rossi & Vänskä 2002.
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2. Getting into 
the ordinary

While writing this study, I noticed that ordinary people and everyday life 
seemed to be popular themes in the Finnish media. Ordinary people star 
in reality-TV series broadcasted at prime time and followed by a wide 
audience, and also the internet and social media services bring forth the 
everyday lives of Ordinary Joes in a detailed way. There is something 
quite fascinating about the ordinary – but how can it be described, what 
and whom does it concern?

In the following, I will open up some of the verbal and visual depictions 
of the ordinary. Among others, I concentrate especially on the thoughts 
of Ben Highmore who has written several books on the ordinary and the 
everyday life. I also introduce artworks of Martin Parr and Duane Hanson. 
The examples discuss the factors I see as most relevant to my work and 
illustrate how the field of the ordinary can be and has been approached. 

2.1 Concept description
According to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary3, the origin of the word “or-
dinary” lies in Latin ordinarius, which means ‘according to order, regular, 
ordinary’. It is described as:

1. of a kind to be expected in the normal order of events: routine, usual 
2. having or constituting immediate or original jurisdiction; also: be-
longing to such jurisdiction
3. a: of common quality, rank, or ability (an ordinary teenager) 
    b: deficient in quality: poor, inferior (ordinary wine)

3 “ordinary”. Merriam-Webster website 2011.
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Anyhow, I think the constellation of synonyms, antonyms and related 
words of the ‘ordinary’ below give a better understanding of the word 
than just a single definition possibly could, as the ordinary seems to 
encompass a big variety of experience. 

Synonyms: average, common, commonplace, cut-and-dried, everyday, 
garden-variety, normal, prosaic, routine, run-of-the-mill, standard, 
standard-issue, unexceptional, unremarkable, usual, workaday, par 
for the course

Antonyms: abnormal, exceptional, extraordinary, odd, out-of-the-way, 
strange, unusual

Related Words: regular, typical, unextraordinary; familiar, homely, plain, 
plain-Jane, popular, vulgar; natural; customary, wonted; insignificant, 
trivial, unimportant; frequent, habitual; expected, predictable

The word ‘ordinary’ is connected with invisibility, norms, standardiza-
tion, the everyday, and repetition, holding thus quite negative connota-
tions. For example, if you tell someone that the movie you saw yesterday 
was just ordinary, it does not make the movie sound too much worth 
seeing. Ben Highmore states that in hierarchical societies social status 
is highly regarded and novelty is seen as a positive value. This is prob-
ably why the ordinary is often denigrated and felt to be of lowly status.4 

The ordinary is also closely connected with the everyday life and work-
ing routines: workaday, run-of-the-mill, cut-and-dried, routine. Highmore 
describes the everyday life as the place where the extraordinary becomes 
ordinary and where the ordinary can be recognised as extraordinary.5 This 
is why I want to emphasize that I do not see the ordinary as a rigid univer-
sal value that everyone sees similarly in the world. I see it rather as a proc-
ess and a category of experiences that vary from one person to another, 
just like Highmore puts it:

“For something to become ordinary you have to become used to it, it 
must be part of your regular life, your habitual realm. One person’s ordi-
nary is another person’s extraordinary. And yet the ordinary is never set in 
stone: ordinariness is a process where things pass from unusual to usual, 
from irregular to regular and can move the other way. There is always the 
‘being ordinary’ but also the ‘becoming ordinary’”.6

4 Highmore 2011, 6.
5 “Unprocessed Data: Everyday Life in the Singular”. Day-to-day-data website 2011.
6 Highmore 2011, 6.
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2.2 Collectivity
Even though the ordinary does not have to be connected with any nor-
mative values, the sense of collectivity and sharing is central to thinking 
about it. The ordinary is present when we talk about something as com-
mon, when we talk about society or about ‘us’.7 To share a point of view 
on something as ordinary is to share an experience, either a private or a 
public one. This is also connected with the division of ‘us’ and ‘the others’. 

However, the ordinary does not have to speak of ‘the silent majority’, 
or of universality, but it often carries ideas of normative policies and the 
governmentality of the institutions with it. Then again it can take hold 
of what seems exceptional and connect it with other ‘exceptions’. To be 
marked as ‘extraordinary’ in your ordinariness is to be marked out col-
lectively, to become one of a collective of people similarly marked-out as 
‘deviants’, ‘perverts’, as ‘idlers’, ‘unhealthy’ and so on.8 

The ordinary can be characterised as much by confusion as clarity, as 
much by simultaneity and complexity as discrete and separable motifs.9 
This produces an endless number of descriptions of the ordinary: they 
may overlap or they might not have anything in common, but they are 
all true as ordinary to someone. 

2.3 A repetitive cycle
As the description of the ordinary suggested, ordinariness is concerned 
with the cyclical nature of daily life: daily routines, 9–5 office work and 
never ending repetition, like in Richard Yates’ novel Revolutionary Road 
(1961). It focuses on Frank and April Wheeler, a self-assured couple who 
lead a regular suburban life, but see themselves as very different from 
their neighbours. Yates describes them seeking to break out of their dull 
life and its grievous outcome. 

The novel pictures the ordinary as a pattern that needs to be broken, 
as something one needs to get rid of. This pattern of everyday life is often 
expressed as a deadening circle of redundant repetition, such as the Paris-
ian’s ‘métro, boulot, dodo’ (commute, work, sleep) or the anarchist slogan 
‘eat, sleep, work, consume, die’. They formulate a list that is ongoing and 
never changing. The deadening aspect of repetitive work-life seems to 
be its lack of development: here it is now and forever, always the same.10

7 Highmore 2011, 5.
8 Highmore 2011, 5.
9 Highmore 2011, 2.
10 Highmore 2011, 86.
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2.4 Drifting
In addition to repetitive cycles, Highmore also connects the experience of 
the ordinary with the sense of drifting. It has been a key to some under-
standings of modernity, especially the emptiness of modernity. 

“Everyone says modern life, coming out of the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, was about too much happening, things moving too 
fast, things assaulting you, too much stimulation, too many distractions. 
(…) But they have it backward. Modernity’s about the emptiness, the drift. 
All those things going on were a cover, to mask the emptiness. Once people 
realised life was empty and boring, they couldn’t face it. They had to have 
all those things going on to make them forget, to deny it, make it go away, 
go back to a time before they knew life was empty and boring.”11

Leo Charney sees that the existential emptiness that modernity gener-
ates is filled with the agitated spectacular culture of the modern: TV, cine-
ma, advertising and so on. When Charney sees the drift as a negative value, 
Highmore sees it quite much the opposite way: “the drift” actually is the 
ordinary. The drift is continuously hidden and obfuscated by a number of 
strong forces, like the extravaganzas of industrial culture. Thus the drift 
is not the emptiness of the ordinary, but the ordinary submerged.12 The 
content of the ordinary seems to be emptiness, confusion and unclarity, 
which partially makes it difficult to examine systematically.

11 Charney 1998, 13.
12 Highmore 2011, 4.
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2.5 Performing the ordinary
In his book The Presentation of Everyday Self (1959), sociologist Erving 
Goffman examines how people present themselves in ordinary everyday 
life. He does not try to make a division between the authentic and the 
inauthentic self, but instead he recognises the self as a collection of dif-
ferent performances that take place in and across specific locations. This 
means that the everyday self is fundamentally plural and it consists of 
different roles. 

Goffman saw a connection between the kinds of acts that people put 
on in their day-to-day lives and theatrical performances. He employed a 
set of terms that are associated with theatre (play, set, stage and so on) 
and also divides the everyday lives of people into the stage and the back-
stage. The stage is the public space where “actors”are on stage in front of 
an audience and where they highlight the positive aspect of the idea of 
the self and desired impressions. The backstage is a back region which 
can also be considered as a hidden or private place where the individuals 
can be themselves and get rid of their role or identity in the society.

Goffman’s research also shares some common ground with what 
Michael de Certeau terms the tactics of everyday life: the resistive or eva-
sive creativity that takes place in the tears in the fabric of power. 

A tactic is a calculated action determined by the absence of a proper 
locus. It can be where it is least expected. It operates in isolated actions 
within the enemy territory, taking advantage of ‘opportunities’, on which 
it also depends on. The state of the tactic is the state of the others. de Cer-
teau sees the tactic as an art of the weak: it is not visible and it does not 
bring itself to light. This being nowhere gives tactics mobility, but then 
again it also demands ability to take on chance offerings of the moment 
and to tolerate uncertainty. It is the art of the moment and randomness.13

13 de Certeau 1984, 37.
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2.6 The ordinary and gender 
The ordinary can be approached from the gender perspective. The ordi-
nary is defined by people and their experiences which are gendered.14 
This makes the ordinary a gendered category. Using the gender aspect 
makes it possible to see the ordinary perspicaciously and analyse its con-
nections to power in detail.

I see the notion of gender much in the way gender theorist Judith But-
ler describes it in Gender Trouble (1990): gender is a performative act, a set 
of customs and norms. The acts can be performances, images, model acts 
and their imitative pursuit, citing, and corporal styles. Through the repeti-
tion of these stylized acts, in process of time, the categories of sex, gender, 
and sexuality have become culturally constructed. Gender changes with 
time and place; it is a historically and contextually bound construction. 
Butler also claims that gender as such does not have an origin and a gen-
dered being does not express any essential gender rooted in the subject. 

Leena-Maija Rossi follows in the footsteps of Butler in Heteroteh das 
(2003), an analysis of gender in TV-commercials presented in Finnish tel-
evision channels. She claims that TV-commercials produce heterosexual-
ity as a norm and also as a ‘natural’ state that everyone unquestionably 
want to reach. She sees gender and sexuality as core elements of identity 
and advertising as an important factor that influences the way identities 
are built and norms are perceived. She claims that advertising can be seen 
as a part of the visual order that filters and normalizes images. It supports 
the conception that there is a prevalent way to look at things, which in 
turn affects the way we make ourselves seen. We see and we are seen via 
images, we are seen “through” them.15 

Rossi points out that all images that represent human figures are al-
ways representations of gender.16 Thus also image banks with their im-
age repertoire of human beings can similarly be seen as instances that 
produce normative representations of gender. However, it is very difficult 
to find any research done on the imagery of image banks, let alone on 
the representations of gender they offer. This is one of the reasons why I 
chose them as the subject of this study.

According to Rossi, to study visuality is to study images and the rep-
resented, but it also concerns the gaze, presenting, looking, and being 
looked at.17 These questions have also been studied by photographer and 
film researcher Kaja Silverman. She has especially concentrated on the 

14 Rossi 2003, 11.
15 Rossi 2003, 21.
16 Rossi 2003, 11.
17 Rossi 2003, 17.



16  getting into the ordinary

way people identify themselves with images and ideals – these are also 
questions that are essentially connected with image banks and their ev-
er-growing image repertoire. 

The terminology Silverman uses is based on the theories of psychoan-
alyst Jaques Lacan. Examples of these terms are the Screen which means 
the repertoire of sociohistorically possible and understandable images 
and the gaze which is a sort of an ubiquitous, impersonate Look which 
we assume to be directed at us and we place ourselves in front of it. The 
gaze is also represented by the camera.18 

Another gender theorist, Judith Lorber, claims in Gender Paradoxes 
(1995) that gender is a social institution that has its origins in the develop-
ment of human culture, not in biology or procreation. She writes: “(l)ike 
any other institution, the history of gender can be traced, its structure ex-
amined and its changing effects researched. It exhibits not only universal 
features but also chronological and cross-cultural variations that affect 
individual lives and social interaction in major ways. Gender is a human 
invention, like language, religion or technology; like them gender organ-
izes human social life in culturally patterned ways”.19 

I also share Lorber’s aspect on that it is incorrect to build research on 
a binary opposition of women and men20. I think the concept of gender is 
better seen as a more of a general term, like she suggests: it encompasses 
all social relations that separate people into differentiated statuses, such 
as sexuality, nationality, age, race, and class. Race and social class can pro-
duce many hierarchically layered categories of women and men. They 
form a system in which race, class, and gender intersect to produce domi-
nation by upper-class white men and women and subordination of lower 
class women and men of colour. Within each gender status there are also 
cross-cutting racial and class statuses that are not compatible with this 
universal pattern implied by the concept of patriarchy.”21 

18 Silverman 1996.
19 Lorber 1995, 6.
20 Lorber 1995, 3.
21 Lorber 1995, 4.
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2.7 Stereotypes
The notion of stereotype is closely connected with the ordinary, gender, 
and conventional fixed ways of presenting. In his essay “The Role of Stere-
otypes” (1993), Richard Dyer claims that although stereotypes can often be 
seen as close-minded and derogative, they are not necessarily only nega-
tive. Stereotypes systematise data that we receive from the world around 
us. They represent and categorize individuals and this ordering provides 
an inescapable way for societies to “make sense of themselves, and hence 
actually make and reproduce themselves”.22 

Dyer points out that a stereotype may give us an easy way of represent-
ing a specific group of people which in turn helps easily to make sense of 
a large amount of information regarding that group. This way they serve 
a purpose. Stereotypes represent issues that are reality in a society and 
which are present in today’s culture, their function is to “make visible the 
invisible”.23 It is also important to notice that it is not only characters that 
can be stereotypes, it can also be a way a story is told or a lifestyle. 

The success of a stereotype depends on how effectively it conjures an 
agreement among a mass amount of individuals. It is the ones with the 
most influence that cause a single thought to become a socially accepted 
belief. Problems often arise when the word stereotype changes from be-
ing an identifier into a derogatory role for an individual. At that point “it 
is nor stereotypes, as an aspect of human thought and representation, that 
are wrong, but who controls and defines them, what interests they serve”.24

When someone uses a stereotype to manipulate a way of thinking, it 
must be identified as a tool to support a certain power structure, and it is 
also important to remember who is the source of the stereotype. 

Finally, Dyer states that the real reason behind the stereotype is to 
maintain sharp boundary definitions, to define clearly when the pale 
ends and thus who is clearly within and who clearly beyond it. The main 
function of the stereotype is to maintain a certain power-structure. “Ster-
eotypes are (…) highly charged with the feelings that are attached to them. 
They are the fortress of our tradition, and behind its defences we can con-
tinue to feel ourselves safe in the position we occupy”.25

22 Dyer 1993, 12.
23 Dyer 1993, 16.
24 Dyer 1993, 13.
25 Dyer 1993, 11.
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IMAGES 1–3: Martin Parr: Last Resort, 1983–86.

2.8 Visual depictions of the ordinary 

The verbal depictions of the ordinary describe it in multiple ways, but 
as a graphic designer I am also interested in how the ordinary has been 
described through visual means. In the following, I will go through some 
examples of how the ordinary has been depicted in art and media to get 
a better understanding of its visuality.

Martin Parr (1952–) has photographed ordinary people in different 
everyday situations: on vacations, in supermarkets, in suburbs and so on. 
For example, in Last Resort (1983–86) he pictures a snapshot of a typical 
summer day in the life of holidaymakers in the seaside resort of New 
Brighton. The photos show a family having lunch next to a messy garbage 
bin, someone sunbathing beside a random tractor. The little kiosk at the 
beach is shown as a place where sweaty customers battle over hot dogs. 

Parr manages to catch the vulgarity of the everyday in his photos, the 
people appear merely as poor victims of their surroundings. The photos 
make one want to ask: am I like that too? 

  1.  
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  2.  

  3.  
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IMAGE 4: Duane Hanson: Old Man on a Bench, 1997.

American sculptor Duane Hanson (1925–1996) shares some common 
ground with Parr. He is known for his lifecast realistic works of people. 
His sculptures are like small, paused fractals of life, often inspired by real 
American life and people. Many of the characters are like visualizations of 
the type of people who never get noticed, random excerpts from the end-
less flow of people. For example, Old Man on a Bench (1997) is a peculiarly 
modern predicament of drifting or simply existing, merely marking a mo-
ment in time on his way from birth to death.26

Also Young Shopper (1973) summarizes the dullness of life. When de-
scribing this sculpture Hanson said: “I like the physical burdens this wom-
an carries. She is weighted down by all of her shopping bags and purchases, 
and she has become almost a bag herself. She carries physical burdens – the 
burdens of life, of everyday living. But initially, it’s quite a funny sculpture”.27 

Hanson’s sculptures pose a question: who are actually these so-called 
ordinary people and how do they spend their lives? 

26 “Artist: Duane Hanson”. Saatchi Gallery website 2011.
27 “Artist: Duane Hanson”. Saatchi Gallery website 2011.

  4.  
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IMAGE 5: Duane Hanson: Young Shopper, 1976.

  5.  
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IMAGE 6: The cast of the British sitcom television series The Office, 2001–2003.

One more example is the British sitcom television series “The Office” 
(2001–2003), created by Ricky Gervais (1961–) and Stephen Merchant 
(1974–), which portrays routined office work. The series is about the day-
to-day lives of office employees in the Slough, Berkshire branch of the fic-
titious Wernham Hogg Paper Company. Although fictional and scripted, 
the programme takes the form of a documentary, with the presence of the 
camera often acknowledged.28 

The series manages to produce its own absurd interpretation of the 
dull routines of office work with all its little, uncomfortable details: awk-
ward silence between the employees, bad office jokes no-one really un-
derstands and the air-conditioning continuously whispering in the back-
ground. The series also demands some effort from its viewers; its humour 
might not appeal to them straightaway after seeing one episode, it builds 
up on repetition and understanding the frictions between the characters. 

28 “The Office”. Wikipedia website 2011a.

  6.  
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What I think all these different examples have in common is a certain 
feeling of melancholy and emptiness, even though they are quite humor-
ous as well. I think it is easy to recognise the situations and people they rep-
resent, there is something very familiar in them. Somehow the characters 
make you feel pity for them and for the life they lead, but it is actually quite 
hard to put a finger on the things that cause this feeling. 

The characters of Duane Hanson seem to be continuously waiting for 
something to happen or for just time to pass. The workers in “The Office” 
are continuously dreaming of a more interesting life outside the office, 
but they do not seem to do anything about it. Parr’s photos show the holi-
days as a burden, another obligatory thing for one to pursue along with 
work and routines of daily life. 

Boredom seems to be central here, but is there perhaps something 
more to these characters? Maybe it is what Siegfried Kracauer suggests 
with his essay Boredom that was first published in 1924 in Frankfurter Zei-
tung: “People today who still have time for boredom and yet are not bored 
are certainly just as boring as those who never got around to being bored. 
For their self has vanished – the self whose presence particularly in this so 
bustling world necessarily compel to tarry around for a while without a 
goal, neither here or there.”29 

According to Kracauer there are two types of boredom: there is ‘bore-
dom’ and then there is ‘real boredom’. Plain boredom “merely express-
es a dissatisfaction that would immediately disappear if an occupation 
more pleasant than the morally sanctioned one became available”.30 Real 
boredom is only reached through time and patience: “(i)f indeed one is 
present, one would have no choice but to be bored by the ubiquitous ab-
stract racket that does not allow one to exist, and, at the same time, to find 
oneself boring existing in it”.31 It is a way to be in control of one’s existence, 
to be really present.

Kracauer sees the modern everyday life as being responsible for pro-
ducing never-ending distraction that refuses to let one be alone. “Although 
one wants to do nothing, things are done to one: the world makes sure that 
one does not find oneself”.32 The entertainment offered by advertisements, 
movies and the radio makes one forget oneself, leading to an empty life.

29 Kracauer 2002, 302.
30 Kracauer 2002, 302.
31 Kracauer 2002, 304.
32 Kracauer 2002, 302.
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Boredom is not an outcome of banality, but its critical refusal. It is a 
way of resisting constant distraction and thus a way to get in connection 
with the real self. “Boredom becomes the the only proper occupation, since 
it provides a kind of guarantee that one is, so to speak, still in control of one’s 
existence (…) Eventually one becomes content to do nothing more than be 
with oneself, without knowing what one actually should be doing (…) And in 
ecstasy you name what you have always lacked: the great passion”.33

Ben Highmore sees that Kracauer has a connection with 1970s punk: 
“to declare yourself bored is not a mark of failure but the necessary precon-
dition for the possibility of generating the authentically new (rather than 
the old dressed up as the new)”.34 

Maybe the certain type of boredom depicted in the artworks above 
is also best seen as provocation: as a refusal to take part in the boring 
world as it is. 

33 Kracauer 2002, 303.
34 Kracauer 2002, 301–302.
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Since its invention, photography ended up serving such visual orders that 
employed methodologies and rituals which aimed to describe the limits 
of true and valid information concerning individuals.35 

One example of this is the image archive. To elaborate how it was em-
ployed to control individuals, I will present some examples of the func-
tioning of an archive from the essay “The Body and the Archive” (1986) 
by Allan Sekula. I will also place image banks into the context of image 
archives and illustrate what early police archives and today’s online im-
age banks have in common.

3.1 Short history of stock photography
Paul Frosh, who has written about stock photography in the context of 
consumer culture, describes stock photography as a global industry which 
manufactures, promotes and distributes photographic material used in 
marketing, advertising, editorial purposes, multimedia products and web 
design. The industry also produces images that define consumer cultures 
and it also increasingly controls images supplied to advertisers, marketers 
and designers.36 

The history of the stock photography industry dates back to the early 
twentieth century, when the first photo libraries were set up. They li-
censed rights to stock images of babies, animals, and staged photographs 
of people. A big influence on the business was the advent of colour pho-
tography after the Second World War, which influenced the agencies of 
the period. This led to the establishment of the first modern photo agency,  

35 Seppänen 2002, 159.
36 Frosh 2003, 2–3.

3. Image banks, 
image archives
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Photo Researchers, in the mid-1950s. After this, numerous new agencies 
started to arise. They mostly served the editorial market and they were 
based on whatever the photographers chose to contribute.

Stock business was mostly run with small-business mentality until 
the 1970s, when this was changed along with The Image Bank. It was the 
first agency to serve the advertising market with aggressive sales tech-
niques and worldwide franchise agencies. 

Stock photography was long seen as the poor relation of assignment 
photography. But, in the 1990s as the quality of the available stock in-
creased and the digital imaging became the norm of the industry, clients 
moved from assignment photography to stock. By the end of the 20th 
century, there were big mergers in the business and today giant agencies 
control most of the business.37 

The biggest agencies today are American Corbis Images, that owns the 
rights to 100 million images, and Getty Images, with the rights to 80 mil-
lion images. Corbis Images also owns the rights to several historical photo 
archives, for example, the Bettman archive that contains some of the most 
well-known press photos in the world. They have control over certain im-
age patterns, and as there are so many images, they have to choose what is 
made available online and what is left out. This means the biggest image 
agencies have control over our visual culture and its history.38 

3.2 Stock photos
A stock photo is described as an existing photograph available in the files 
of a photographer or a photo agency to be loaned (licensed) for reproduc-
tion use to a wide variety of clients. The word “stock” in reference to photo-
graphy means being available, “stock on the shelf”. Thus they are different 
from assignment photographs which a photographer is commissioned by 
a client to create specifically for its needs.39 

Paul Frosh describes stock photos as mass-produced, ordinary photo-
graphic images that we encounter many times a day in advertising, news-
papers, magazines, brochures and websites. They are ubiquitous, but also 
so unexceptional we hardly notice them or barely recall where we have 
seen them. They are part of the background, unremarkable or effectively 
‘invisible’, they are routinely overlooked by most of their viewers. They are 
the wallpaper of consumer culture.40 

37 Heron 2007, 5–7.
38 “Archive – post/photographic”. Medienkunstnetz website 2010a. 
39 Heron 2007, 2–4.
40 Frosh 2003, 1.
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Frosh states that the ordinariness of stock images is a result of an elab-
orate system of manufacture, distribution and consumption that is itself 
largely concealed from view. The system is unknown outside a relatively 
small group of ‘image specialists’ in media professions. However, this bil-
lion-dollar industry, known as ‘stock photography’ or ‘the visual content 
industry’, is responsible for approximately 70 per cent of the images used 
in advertising, marketing, and design. It also owns the rights to some of 
the most important photographic archives, and to the digital reproduc-
tion of much of the world’s fine art. Thus the ordinary visual environment 
can be seen as the product of hidden forces.41

The users of stock photography are advertising agencies, corporations, 
the editorial market, auxiliary markets, and also private persons. Images 
and other types of stock are mostly presented in searchable online data-
bases where they can be purchased and delivered. 42 

Stock photos are commodities, thus their style and aesthetics are of-
ten driven by what the buyers want, changing with time.43 For example, 
Corbis lists their current content needs for photographers to make sure 
they will be able to provide the kind of photos their clients want.44 Many 
stock agencies also do creative research on current trends and publish 
their own series of creative research reports. They showcase new pho-
tography collections shot with emerging cultural and societal trends in 
mind, and they study the effects these trends have on various industries.45 

The commercial aspect makes stock photo websites different from 
other photo websites, such as the non-commercial photo sharing website 
Flickr or the social network service Facebook. The main function of the 
non-commercial websites is to share photos, but the main function of a 
stock photo website is to sell photos and serve clients. 

The success of stock photography is often based on both its aesthetics 
and its ability to sell: “Successful stock lies in finding a balance, a harmonious 
relationship between saleability and fine photography”.46 Professional stock 
photographer, Ron Engh, says that “stock is saleable when it is marketable”. 
According to him, the following primary elements make stock successful: 
uncluttered background, reasonably close up, poster-like design, and the 
people in the pictures are shown in meaningful activities or dialogue.47

41 Frosh 2003, 2.
42 Heron 2007, 4.
43 Heron 2007, vi.
44 “Creative Research”. Corbis Images Knowledge Base 2011a. 
45 “Trends In Sight”. Corbis Images website 2011. 
46 Heron 2007, 10.
47 “Four Elements of Stock Photos That Sell”. Black Star Rising website 2008a.
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Frosh describes the ‘best-sellers’ or ‘successful’ photographs more 
specifically: they are the ones that are used, over a period of time, by a 
number of advertising or design professionals in multiple formal, com-
mercial, and social contexts. Since stock agencies normally grant their cli-
ents only limited exclusivity on the images they hold in stock, this capac-
ity for multiple usage is one of the fundamental commercial premises of 
stock photography, allowing photographers and agencies to make mon-
ey.48 In short, the basic idea of stock photos is to provide visual content 
that can be used in several ways, in several connections and concepts.49 

This is also something that seems to be central in the way photogra-
phers are advised to shoot stock. For example, on Getty Images website 
photographers are encouraged to create “(...) imagery with strong concep-
tual appeal and an emotional connection has the greatest power to make 
multiple, global sales”.50

The emotional, fantasy-like aspect is also central to stock photographs. 
In general, photographs are thought to reflect the reality and this is also 
true of stock photographs, but only partially. They have a simultaneous 
affinity to fantasy and reality, and this dual relation is also where photo-
graphy’s powerful ability to mediate style is rooted in. It is also seen as the 
quality that made photographs popular in advertising. This means that 
stock images are not usually governed strictly by their ‘truth value’, their 
fidelity to the depicted reality.51

Moreover, the modus operandi of stock images is symbolic rather than 
documentary. The dominant discourse in stock photography is rhetoric, 
not scientific. This rhetorical basis undoes the distinctions usually associ-
ated with photographic realism, such as objectivity and subjectivity, re-
flection and expression, fact and fantasy. It replaces them with the varie-
ty of powers suggested by the term ‘image’. These powers are inextricably 
material and mental, real and ideal, reflective and expressive at the same 
time. The rhetoric aims not only to represent an existing social relation, 
but also to construct an object of envy, identification, and desire. It creates 
a temporal loop that mixes the conventional reproduction of the actual 
(the reality) with the persuasive simulation of the possible (the fantasy).52 
In short, the reality stock photos refer to is always a rhetorical mixture of 
social realism and fantasy. This also makes it difficult to ask whose ver-
sion of reality stock photos depict. 

48 Frosh 2003, 57–58.
49 Frosh 2003, 103–104.
50 “Overview of how to work with Getty Images Creative”. Getty images website 2011. 
51 Frosh 2003, 98.
52 Frosh 2003, 99–100.
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  7.  

Examples of successful stock photos: the 
most popular downloads from the iStock-
photo website.

IMAGE 7: “Four business people with puz-
zle”, 1309 downloads. 

IMAGE 8: “Multiracial hands making a 
circle”, 1279 downloads.

IMAGE 9: “Business colleagues working on 
a laptop”, 1170 downloads.

IMAGE 10: “Happy businesswoman with 
colleagues in the background”, 957 down-
loads.

IMAGE 11: “Couple giving two young chil-
dren piggyback rides”, 950 downloads.

  8.  

  9.  

  10.  

  11.  
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In addition to this, perhaps the most obvious characteristic of stock 
photos is that they are intimately connected with the question of clas-
sification. The whole process of manufacturing stock photos takes clas-
sification into account. They are conceived, planned, and manufactured 
both in order to be classified, and in order to classify.53 

The classification system within stock images obeys two intercon-
nected imperatives. The first is the stock agencies’ need to classify stock 
images according to specific archival matrices such as ‘people’, ‘nature’, 
‘business’. This enables efficient image retrieval. The second is the need 
for each stock image to facilitate identification and projection. The images 
classify according to the wider forms of social categorization by which 
advertisers and marketers strive to create audiences and meanings. They 
function as classifiers of audience identity and desire.54 This way they par-
ticipate in the selective categorization and representation of the reality.55

However, it is essential to notice that the classifying subject labels 
in stock archives do not derive from the images themselves. The labels 
are supplied by advertisers and marketing who employ matrices of social 
categorization to map the world of consumers (images 12–13). They do so 
most commonly by utilizing certain existing classifications about con-
sumers: age, gender, sexuality, class and ethnicity. These classifications 
articulate, at the most fundamental levels of subjective and inter-subjec-
tive experience, identity, social positioning, knowledge, and aspiration. 
Stock images are intended to depict according to these matrices, which 
links the two archival levels mentioned earlier: the classification of stock 
images and their work as classifiers.56 

Classification is a constant process of reiterating normative ‘regula-
tory’ ideals, differential and exclusionary schema through which subjects 
and objects are produced.57 This is also how stock photography is connect-
ed with the notion of ‘the ordinary’. The ordinary can be seen as a product 
of classification, as a combination of social categories that become stand-
ardised in the process of reiteration. What is considered ordinary changes 
according to the characteristics of a consumer group. Image banks have 
taken this variation into account by setting up local image banks that 
direct their content to a limited consumer group. The imagery they offer 
can be, for instance, directed to a certain ethnic group, such as the Latin 
Americans, the Japanese or the Germans. 

53 Frosh 2003, 100.
54 Frosh 2003, 100.
55 Frosh 2003, 91.
56 Frosh 2003, 102.
57 Frosh 2003, 102.
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IMAGE 12: A random Getty Images stock 
photo named as “Baby boy plays with balloon 

in grass yard” is tagged with a constellation of 
tag words: People, Balloon, Imagination, Inno-

cence, Vertical, Full Length, Outdoors, House, Tilt, 

Caucasian Ethnicity, Paved Yard, Sitting, Holding, 

USA, Sky, Day, Fragility, Idaho, One Person, Sailor 

Hat, Playing, Baby, Color Image, 0–11 Months, 

Grass, Babies Only, One Baby Boy Only, Sailor Suit, 

Building Exterior, Photography, Hand Raised, 

Pocatello, Babyhood.

IMAGE 13: Another random stock photo from 
Corbis Images, “Cup of tea, sugar cubes, cookies 

and roses” is also tagged with a versatile con-
stellation of tag words: afternoon tea, animals, 

asian cuisine, baked good, beverage, Bird, blur, 

bouquet, British Isles, chinese cuisine, cookie, cup, 

cut flowers, decoration, England, Europe, Flight-

less bird, flower, flower arrangement, food, Great 

Britain, hot, nobody, Ostrich, out of focus, pastry, 

posy, prepared food, romance, Romantic, Rose, 

soft focus, sugar, sugar cube, sweet, sweets, UK, 

Western Europe.

  12.  

  13.  
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3.3 Image archives

Above I described how the question of classification is connected to stock 
photography. In this chapter, I explore image banks from the perspective 
of image archives, which stock agencies were originally considered to be58, 
aiming to illustrate how they share a set of characteristics. 

In the essay The Body and the Archive (1986) theorist and photogra-
pher Allan Sekula supports the thesis that the institution of the photo-
graphic archive as such found one of its earliest forms in the close connec-
tion between professionalized police work and the social sciences, which 
were in the process of emerging. He sees a close connection between the 
archival paradigm and the operations of power that regulate “the deviant 
body” and, consequently, the social body. 

Sekula claims that the archival paradigm provides an instrumental 
realism to photography that operates according to a specific repressive 
and deterring logic. The clearest illustration of this is provided by crimi-
nal identification photographs, as their only purpose is to facilitate the 
arrest of their referent.59

The archival paradigm is represented in the works of Alphonse Bertil-
lon (French, 1853–1914) and Francis Galton (English, 1822–1911), two pio-
neers of early scientific policing that developed the concepts and tools 
that allowed the bureaucratic handling of visual documents to grow into 
a generalised practice. Bertillon and Galton represented two attempts to 
regulate social deviance by means of photography.60

The Paris police official Alphonse Bertillon can be called the father of 
image archives. He developed the first modern system of criminal iden-
tification. It included anthropometry, a system of recognition based on 
11 body measurements he saw as constant in any adult body, alongside a 
pair of photographic portraits, both frontal and profile views and textual 

58 Heron 2007, 7.
59 Sekula 1986, 346.
60 Sekula 1986, 353.
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IMAGE 15: Illustration from ‘’The Speaking Portrait’’, an article from ‘’Pearson’s Magazine’’, 1901, 
illustrating the principles of Bertillon’s anthropometry. 

  14.  

IMAGE 14: Bertillon poster of physical features, 1885. 

  15.  
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description of distinguishing marks. He also invented the first precise 
system of archival cataloguing and retrieval of photographs. The filing 
system was operated with index cards, which was meant to enable pick-
ing a particular case out of the archive (images 16–19).61 

This system became the prevailing standard for police portrait pho-
tography. A few Bertillonage elements still exist in the criminal police 
identification process, for example, the combination of profile and fron-
tal shots when photographing offenders. Also, Bertillon’s collection of 
face and nose types form the basis for what were later composite sketch-
es of suspects.62

61 Sekula 1986, 358.
62 “Bertillonage”. Medienkunstnetz website 2011b. 

IMAGE 16: Bertillon’s early filing system. A photo from Bertillon’s photoalbum 
from his exhibition at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago. 

  16.  

IMAGES 17–19: Examples of Bertillonage cards. Cards number 20472 (November 21, 
1908); 20213 (age 24, February 25, 1905), and 20469 (December 8, 1908) from New 
York City municipal archives. 
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  17.  

  18.  

  19.  
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IMAGE 20: Francis Galton: Der Neue Mensch, 1877.

  20.  
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In contrast to Bertillon, the English statistician Francis Galton invent-
ed a method of composite portraiture.63 This meant condensing numer-
ous photographs by superimposing them to create an ‘ideal’ composite 
image and to arrive at an average type. This was meant to cause indi-
vidual traits to disappear and the characteristics common to the superim-
posed portraits to manifest (images 20–21). This was to make the ‘typical 
attributes’ of criminals as well as of various races visible.64

In spite of his inability to identify a recognisable criminal type, Galton 
attempted to distance photography from its indexical relationship with 
the real, elevating it to the order of the symbolic, more than a trace of the 
individual to get to the generalised order of the abstraction.65

While Bertillon was concerned with unambiguous identification 
of criminals, Galton was occupied with more general typification that 
would help to recognize criminals according to physiognomic traits. 
Sekula sums it up: “Bertillon sought to embed the photograph in the ar-
chive. Galton sought to embed the archive in the photograph.” According to 
Sekula, these two poles characterize the treatment of the archive, which 
beyond its police purpose also soon became the “dominant institutional 
basis for photographic meaning.”66

63 Sekula 1986, 353.
64 Sekula 1986, 368.
65 Sekula 1986, 373.
66 Sekula 1986, 373.
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IMAGE 21: Francis Galton:‘The Jewish type’ (detail), 1883. 

  21.  
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Sekula illustrates the work of the archive by placing different photo-
graphers and their work in the context of an image archive. One of them 
is Nancy Burson, whose digital image processing directly followed Gal-
ton’s composite photography.67 She produced her computer generated 
images in the beginning of the 1980s, images in which, for example, 
portraits of different dictators are fused together into a composite im-
age of “Big Brother”.68 She is also responsible for the creation of computer 
morphing technology which the FBI later acquired to be used in locating 
missing people.69

67 Sekula 1986, 377.
68 “Archive – Post/photographic”. Medienkunstnetz website 2004a.
69 “Nancy Burson”. Wikipedia website 2011b. 

IMAGES 22–24: Nancy Burson: Mankind 

(Male and Female population), Mankind 
(Female population) and Mankind (Male 
population), 2003. 

IMAGE 25: Nancy Burson: Big Brother (Stalin, 
Mussolini, Mao, Hitler, Khomeini), 1983.

  22.    23.    24.  

  25.  
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IMAGES 26 –34: Examples of August Sander’s work 
“People of the 20th Century” (1925–27).

Another example Sekula brings out is the photographer August Sand-
er and his lifelong work “People of the 20th Century” (launched around 
1924).70 The work includes hundreds of portraits of people from different 
levels of society and occupational groups in a series of portfolios. His aim 
was to show a cross-section of the society during the Weimar Republic. He 
created a kind of an image archive by separating the images into seven 
broad categories: “The Farmer,” “The Skilled Tradesman,” “The Artists,” 
“The Woman,” “The City” “Classes and Professions,” and the marginalized 
figures he called “The Last People”. This group mostly included images of 
blind children, mentally ill and the dead.71

Sekula interprets Sander’s work “as an attempt to show universal so-
cial and professional classes” and sees him as a photographer whose work 
serves the archival paradigm.72 This point of view seems to be confirmed 
by Sander’s own statement: “[w]e know that people are formed by the light 
and air, by their inherited traits, and their actions. We can tell from appear-
ance the work someone does or does not do; we can read in his face whether 
he is happy or troubled”.73 

Frosh points out that Sander’s work illustrates that the archival struc-
ture was not only something created by the officials, it was also devel-
oped and utilized by photographers themselves.74 

70 Sekula 1986, 375.
71 “August Sander”. Die Photographische Sammlung website 2011., “August Sander”. Wikipedia 
website 2011c. 
72 Sekula 1986, 375.
73 “Artist: August Sander”. J. Paul Getty Museum website 2011. 
74 Frosh 2003, 94.



image banks, image archives  41

  26.    27.    28.  

  29.    30.    31.  

  32.    33.    34.  
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Sekula perceives documentary realism as the opposite of archival par-
adigm, since the way it portrays the oppressed and the exploited can “help 
prevent the cancellation of that testimony by more authoritative and of-
ficial texts”.75 He sees the work of American Walker Evans (1903–1975), as 
the most intellectually sophisticated reaction to the model of the archive.

Evans employed the police uses of photography in his work, but op-
posed the structure of the photo archive with an approach that he called 
“the poetic structure of the sequence”. Evans used it in ‘Subway portraits’ 
(1938–41) that consists of portraits of metro travellers who he secretly pho-
tographed in New York City. He seemed to be setting up an archive of po-
tentially suspicious persons by arranging portraits in the grid structure. 

However, the photographs are divorced from any additional informa-
tion such as the name, history or social status of the persons. Evans man-
ages to illustrate that photographs are only operative in specific contexts, 
like in the police archive. If one cuts them too much out of their context, 
they lose their identificatory function.76 

75 Sekula 1986, 379.
76 Sekula 1986, 376–377.

IMAGES 35–37: Walker Evans: Subway portraits, 1938–41. 
Examples of secret portraits of metro travellers in New York City.

  35.    36.  
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  37.  
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3.4 Image banks and the archival structure

It is obvious that today’s commercial image banks partially follow the 
structure of the archiving system created by Bertillon, and they also func-
tion in somewhat similar ways. Image banks are of course not to be taken 
as “evidence” of certain types of people in the same sense as the police 
archives of the past, but they still seem to have a lot in common. I describe 
some of their similarities in the following.

When the police archives can be seen as a collection of exceptions, the 
stock photo sites can be seen as a collection of generalisations. What is sim-
ilar in both cases is that their photographic material is arranged in a grid 
structure and paired with verbal descriptions. 

The structure of the archive highlights the similarities in the photos, 
which guides the way one looks at them. For example, when looking at 
the photo collage of criminals (Image 38) the eye starts immediately to 
look for a repetitive feature that all the criminals would share. Thus it 
seems to be the layout of the images that brings out their similarities, 
makes it easier to perceive them. This process creates the impression of 
an average criminal, even though different criminals might not have 
any thing in common. 

The similarities strengthen and explain each other in such a way they 
almost seem to fade out the differences in the photos. This makes the pho-
tos seem like a uniform group, they unquestionably belong together. The 
same phenomenon can be seen in image banks as well. (Image 39)

The logic of similarity is also connected with the way tag words work. 
In both cases the photos are tagged with a number of selected keywords, 
which makes image retrieval possible. They also direct how the photos 
are perceived by connecting them with certain verbal descriptions. This is 
a feature both police archives and online stock archives have in common. 

In the police archives, the photographic material was collected under 
different categories and given a label, such as “the mentally ill” or “the 
Jew”. Behind this is the idea that different individuals could be described 
exhaustively just by one of their qualities and thus marked as a group. 
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IMAGE 38: Alphonse Bertillon’s “Album D.K.V.”, 1910. 
An example of the grid structure of a police archive. 

  38.  
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IMAGE 39: An example of the grid structure of an image bank (Corbis Images website 2011).

  39.  
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Tag words are also connected to the layout. The tags of a single photo 
might seem meaningless, but when you connect them with other simi-
larly tagged images, they create a pattern. Tags divide photos and con-
sequently people into categories, and thus create a world of their own in 
which everything can be put into an order and labelled. The regulative 
power of an image archive is connected with labelling, including and ex-
cluding: which images get to be included, which ones do not?

The bottom line of the archival structure seems to be the pattern of 
the photos. It is the grid that creates a certain logic of sameness between 
the photos; they seem to say “we have something in common, we belong 
together”. To test this, I removed some photos from the grid and looked 
at them separately. (Images 40–41) What I noted is that the features that 
stood out in the group lost their significance when a photo was separated 
from the group. The photos also seemed to lose their role as “evidence” of 
something as they are not supported by the group of other similar photos. 

To sum it up, the image archive functions as a means for presenting 
photos in a certain constellation. The way the images are observed is 
strongly guided and preconditioned by the structure of the archive itself. 
Outside it, the photos lose their identificatory function. Therefore, the 
way the archive format presents photos in groups seems to be one of the 
ways the normative power functions. This is similarly a part of the early 
police archives and the image banks of today. 

IMAGES 40– 41: Images removed from the grid structure.

  40    41.  
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In this chapter I will introduce my research material and analysis meth-
ods. I will first describe how I framed the focus group and collected my 
research material. This is followed by content analysis and reflection on 
the analysis results. 

4.1 Framing the focus group
In order to get a better understanding of what people see as ordinary, I 
did a small street interview with people from two different age groups. 
The first group consisted of 21 people under 30 years and the second group 
consisted of 18 people over 60 years. I did the interviews in Cologne, Ger-
many and in Helsinki, Finland. The aim of the survey was to get an idea 
of how to frame a focus group for my research.

My question was: “How would you describe an ordinary person?”. I kept 
the questionnaire open-ended as I did not want to affect the answers 
with my own prejudices. I let the people answer in a way they felt most at 
ease with: some answered with one word, some with longer descriptions.

The most frequent theme in the answers was “office workers”, verbal-
ised in a lot of ways. The answers were connected to certain patterns of 
life: 9–5 routine work in an office, consuming and having a home to live 
in. Public life and space were mentioned more often than private life: 
shops, offices and professional roles. It also seems that living by the rules 
of the society is something that can be read in between the lines here, 
since criminality or other such themes were not mentioned.

4. Analysing  
stock photos
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Gender was mentioned directly only randomly; males three times 
and females twice. The interviewees did not necessarily factor gender as 
an important quality to point out or they were trying to reach towards 
certain anonymity in their answers. However, indirect masculine asso-
ciations were more common than feminine ones: a tie, a suit, trousers,  
a beard, dark colours, public/working life, and masculine professions.

Age was not mentioned directly either. Anyhow, considering that 
such things as routine work, wrinkles, loans, bills, and having a wife or 
a husband and children, it seems that the person described is an adult. 
More precisely, probably someone around 40–50 years, as the lifestyle 
described seemed to refer to a more settled phase of life. 

Sexuality was not mentioned directly either, but such things as part-
ners and children were mentioned randomly. Thus there seems to be a 
slight assumption of heterosexuality in the answers. 

Religion was a factor that was not mentioned at all and ethnicity was 
mentioned only randomly. The answers included references to white and 
olive skin colour, and also to being European or German. These answers 
are of course connected with the ethnicity of the interviewees, who were 
mostly Europeans. 

The general attitude of the young interview group seemed to be: “The 
ordinary people are out there, but I am not one of them”.

In comparison, the older people saw themselves and everybody else as 
ordinary. The most frequent answer was “I am ordinary”. Their answers 
were generally more uniform and no certain roles or characteristics were 
mentioned. Working life and living according to the rules of the society 
were also mentioned, but only randomly. Their attitude seemed to be: “I 
am ordinary and there is nothing wrong with it”.

Older people identified themselves as ordinary, whereas younger peo-
ple saw other people as ordinary. Young people saw the ordinary to be 
something avoidable and negative, as they probably would like to see 
themselves as someone special. Considering the differences in attitude 
between the groups, it is quite evident that the ordinary is a process and 
a question of identity or social status. 

It seemed that the person described in the answers is some kind of  
“a default person”. Someone who is employed, stable, healthy, has a rou-
tined life, and lives by the rules of the society. The qualities mentioned 
were so general that the results of the questionnaire seemed to be a por-
trait of a nobody, an almost invisible citizen. 

This made me go back to the results and look at the things that were 
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most often mentioned: invisibility, different types of office work and 
routines. All these words have a quite negative undertone in them: pow-
erlessness, dullness and repetition. However, especially working, profes-
sional, and public roles seemed to be central in the answers. This is prob-
ably no surprise as working plays a role in almost everyone’s life in one 
way or another. 

“Work” itself was most often connected with office work which is 
probably one the most common types of work these days. More precise-
ly, it was associated with such values as routines, rationality, computers, 
cleanness, control, and civilization. 

At this point, I also browsed through some images banks and their 
listings of the most successful photos and they also suggested that busi-
ness and business people are popular subjects that always sell.77 

The world of office work and its visual associations started to interest 
me as a theme. I started to wonder what kind of conventions there are 
in picturing office work and what could I analyse in them. What kind of 
values do the images of office workers reflect? Is there a difference be-
tween picturing, for example, employed and unemployed people? And 
finally, do office workers actually have anything to do with the ordinary? 
I analysed the results further to get more ideas of what to examine more 
closely in the images.

The field of office work is very versatile: it includes different types 
of work, employees with different tasks in different office spaces. The 
content of the work done in offices can be almost anything from indus-
trial design to bank accounting, but most of the office workers look more 
or less alike when performing their tasks at a computer. Office workers 
often wear office uniforms or certain working clothes, which lessen the 
expression of their personality and make them seem anonymous. Their 
professional role gets emphasized over their personal role, making them 
seem visually more uniform. 

The office as a space is androgynous and neutral, as everything in 
there is dedicated to working, and official public interaction. However, 
this so-called neutrality is defined by masculine standards: rationality, 
publicity and efficiency. 

77 “Stock photography – What sells?”. Infostockphoto website 2011., “Trends”. iStockphoto 
website 2011.  
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After loosely analysing the questionnaire results, I tested if images 
of “office workers” could work as the material of my analysis. I did a trial 
search in three different image banks to see what kind of images I could 
get (table 1). I did the search in the Getty Images, iStockphoto and Cor-
bis websites. To compare, I did three different searches with keywords 
“work”78, “office work” and “unemployed”. 

The search revealed that the amount of images of working and office 
work is enormously bigger than the amount of images of unemployed 
people. This maybe tells about the fact that images of working and office 
work are more popular themes among clients. Many of the images rep-
resenting ‘working’ also included a big number of images that depicted 
“office work”. 

The images of “office work” seemed to be quite uniform at first glance. 
They pictured the competitive life of business, different types of business 
people, different kinds of office spaces, and typical situations at work. 
The colour scale in the images included mostly pale shades of blue, grey 
and white and other cold colours. The employees were pictured being ef-
fective, smiling and young, enjoying their work. They were surrounded 
by office accessories such as computers, cell phones, calendars and files.

78 I refined the search to only images that connect the word with ‘occupation’.

* Search done on February 1st, 2011.
** Corbis limits all their search results to maximum of 10, 000 items.

“Work” “Office work” “Unemployed”

Getty Images 396,452 188,513  1,712

 iStockphoto 185,340 42,300 3,864

Corbis** > 10,000 > 10,000  503

TABLE 1: Results of the trial image search*. 



52  analysing stock photos

In the 1920s, Siegfried Kracauer observed a vast amount of salaried 
employees in Berlin, and made an observation that their lifestyle was 
conditioned by uniform working relations and collective contracts. This 
resulted in creating a standard character representing their lifestyle: “All 
these compulsions have unquestionably led to the emergence of certain 
standard types of salesgirl, draper’s assistant, shorthand typist, which are 
portrayed and at the same time cultivated in magazines and cinemas.” The 
imagery entered the general consciousness and an overall image of the 
new salaried stratum was formed.79 

This particular way of picturing employees and workers seems to be 
still quite relevant even today. For example, Corbis lists “Business” as one 
of its frequent image content needs.80 I started to become quite fascinated 
by this imagery: why is business such a popular theme, and why do the im-
ages always circulate the same clichés: handshakes, multicultural teams 
and busy people in suits? What are the images trying to say? Thus I decided 
to choose office workers as my focus, and see where it would lead me. 

79 Kracauer 68, 1998.
80 “2011-H2-Macro-BTR-Content-Needs.pdf”.Corbis Images Knowledge Base 2011b.

IMAGE 42: Workers in an office in 1923.

  42.  
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4.2 Research methods
To figure out what the images and their content represent, I observed 
them through content analysis. In The Handbook of Visual Analysis Philip 
Bell describes content analysis as “(...) an empirical (observational) and 
objective procedure for quantifying recorded ‘audio-visual’ (including ver-
bal) representation using reliable, explicitly defined categories (‘values’ on 
independent ‘variables’)”.81 

Content analysis is not concerned with ‘reading’ or interpreting each 
text individually, therefore it is especially suitable for analysing large 
amounts of image material, such as image banks in this study. The ob-
jects of content analysis are visual or verbal units of meaning which are 
defined by the medium in which they are produced as isolable, self-con-
tained or separated.82 In this study the visual units of meaning are com-
mercial image bank photographs.

Content analysis can show what representations include and exclude, 
what they prioritize and make salient, what differences they construct 
between different categories, and which images are connected with 
which. In short, it is the most basic way of finding out something about 
the media’s meaning and it allows for apparently general statements to 
be made about aspects of representation which non-specialists, journal-
ists and experts alike can understand.83

Bell sees that it is problematic to quantify conventional genres of im-
agery, such as media clichés. It is to imply that the greater their frequen-
cy, the greater their significance. However, the easy legibility of clichés 
makes them no more than stereotypical elements for most viewers, and 
they might not understand or read the codes of the imagery similarly 
than the researcher. Making generalisations from content analysis re-
sults can be difficult as they cannot always be easily compared with some 
assumed ‘reality’.84 

This is true of stock imagery as well, but as it is made for multiple 
uses and different contexts right from the beginning, I think the basic as-
sumption behind them is that they are meant to be read in a lot of ways. 
My aim is to offer one possible point of view on the images, acknowledg-
ing that there are many others as well.

Content analysis is often used for testing comparative hypotheses 
about visual or verbal representations85, but it can also be used to locate 

81 Bell 2002, 13.
82 Bell 2002, 15.
83 Bell 2002, 10–13.
84 Bell 2002, 25.
85 Bell 2002, 14.
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the most central representative cases within a large amount of materi-
al.86 I use the latter approach: I use content analysis to see what kind of 
image types are represented the most in my research material. 

The results of content analysis are quantitative and they alone can 
not provide enough information on the meaning of the images. Accord-
ing to Bell, content analysis might best be described as a necessary but 
not sufficient methodology for answering questions about what the me-
dia depicts or represents. It alone is seldom able to support statements 
about the significance, effects or interpreted meaning of a domain of rep-
resentation.87 To interpret the analysis results, I discuss them against a 
related theoretical framework. This gives me an opportunity to approach 
the image material with a more detailed critical look and treat the visual 
as problematic. 

I approach the images as representations. Representation can shortly 
be described as the production of the meaning of the concepts in our mind 
through language.88 The basic function of a representation is to make 
something visible for the eye and the mind and represent something that 
is not present. It connects the meanings in the images to communication, 
culture and different systems of signs and helps thus analyse them.89

American feminist scholar Peggy Phelan, states in Unmarked (1993) 
that being represented and being seen have a big importance in today’s 
society. Visibility indicates power and credibility, which is what she 
terms as the ‘ideology of the visible’. According to this ideology, it is pos-
sible to read from the surface, looks and image of a person who and how 
important he/she is. If it is not possible to create an image of a person, 
then he/she does not exist. The ideology of the visible can not tolerate the 
invisible or the things that can not be represented, documented or talked 
about. Image banks support this thinking by choosing what is available 
and represented in their collections and what is not. 

I am also interested in what the images symbolise, which is why I 
approach the images from a semiotically tuned point of view. Semiotics 
is the study of signs and sign-using behaviour, and it offers tools for un-
derstanding the work of representations.90 Semiotics involves the study 
of not only what we refer to as ‘signs’ in everyday speech, but of anything 
which ‘stands for’ something else. 

86 Seppänen 2005, 168, see also 162–168.
87 Bell 2002, 13.
88 Hall 1999, 17.
89 Seppänen 2005, 82–83.
90 Seppänen 2005, 77.
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I think it is important to recognise the fact that everyone interprets im-
ages through their own experience. Kaja Silverman writes that “significa-
tion can’t be isolated from the human subject who uses it and is defined by 
means of it, or from the cultural system which generates it.”91 I see the view-
er as an active subject who rephrases and formulates meanings and brings 
in their own perspectives which are formed by their personal and cultural 
background. This is also what makes each perspective valuable, and I hope 
the perspective I offer here manages to bring out something unique.

4.3 Collecting the research material
When writing this study, the American mega-agencies Getty Images and 
Corbis with Canadian iStockphoto seemed to be the biggest and the most 
influential stock agencies. The same sites were also listed as the most 
well-known ones among clients92, so they quite probably visit these pag-
es when they search for stock images. This is why I saw them as the most 
suitable image sources for this study.

In this study, I concentrate only on the type of stock photography that 
many of the image banks call “creative” content. It has been especially 
created for the demands of stock photography. This meant excluding all 
archival material, such as historic and press photos, which have initially 
been created for a different use. I also excluded unfit file types: illustra-
tions, footage and sound files. 

I left out images that had no human beings in them as I am concen-
trating only on human representations. Some photos were part of a series 
created at a single photo shoot. To avoid overlapping content and to ensure 
the versatility of the images, I included only the first photos of the series. 

The final image searches resulted in different amounts of hits in each 
site: Corbis: 32,629 images, Getty Images: 198,760 images and iStockphoto: 
53,025 images. The amount of images is obviously enormous, and analysing 
just a small percentage of them would demand a massive workload. This 
is why I limited the sample size to what most image banks display on the 
first page by default, which is 50–60 images, sorted by ‘Best match’93. The 
first page is what a random visitor is most likely to see in the search results.

In the end, my research material consisted of 150 different images in 
total, collected from three different image banks. 

91 Silverman 1983, 3.
92 ”What Stock Photography Sites Are Top-of-Mind with Marketers Today?”.Black Star Rising 
Website 2008b.
93 The photos that match the search criteria best are displayed at top of the list. 
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4.4 Content analysis
An overall look of the image material revealed that the photos mostly 
pictured work activities, different types of office workers, office spaces, 
and conceptual themes. It seemed that both working activities and the 
employees’ personal qualities were the most frequently repeated themes. 
This led me to describing a variable called “the theme of the image” with 
four values: ‘Work’, ‘Break’, ‘Employee portrait’ and ‘Symbolic portrait’ (ta-
ble 2 and images 43–46).

The biggest category was ‘Work’, with 49 % of the photos. In this cate-
gory the focus is on portraying active working: talking on the phone, using 
a computer and so on. The photos seem to have a certain “on-scene” feel-
ing in them: the people concentrate only on working and do not acknowl-
edge the viewer, who is placed in the position of a colleague or a boss. 

In comparison, only 4 % of the photos fell into the category ‘Break’. 
The situations seemed to be quite special moments, probably not some-
thing that would happen on a daily basis: a woman getting a massage at 
her desk, a group of workers having a luxurious lunch at a big table and 
a woman meditating at the office. A regular coffee break was depicted 
in two photos. 

35 % of the images fell into the category ‘Employee portrait’, in which 
the employee actively poses for the viewer. They are not working, even 
though they might be shown in work-related surroundings, such as at a 
meeting table. Most of the employees are pictured rather close-up, smil-
ing and facing the viewer, aiming to establish eye contact with them. The 
photo works as an example of an ideal worker, visualising the qualities 
one possibly needs to have to fill such a role: the right expressions, looks, 
clothes, gestures and surroundings.

12 % of the images fell into the category “Symbolic portrait”, which 
portrays different kinds of symbolic concepts, such as “competition” or 
“stress”. The photos have qualities of a regular working scene, but they 
often are combined with fantasy-like elements. For example, an image 
portraying stress is a photo of a businessman holding his head at his desk 
in the middle of a green field. 

In order to see the categories in detail, I divided them into smaller 
subcategories. This made it easier to observe the gendered distinctions 
within the categories. I will continue with the description and analysis 
of the most noteworthy themes in the imagery. 
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“Work” 72 49 %

“Employee portrait” 53 35 %

“Symbolic portrait” 18 12 %

“Break” 7 4 %

N 150 100 %

TABLE 2: The theme of the image.

Examples of the four main image categories: 
IMAGE 43: Work, 
IMAGE 44: Employee portrait, 
IMAGE 45: Symbolic portrait, 
and IMAGE 46: Break.

  46.  

  43.  

  45.  

  44.  
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Activity and passivity. The biggest category in the analysis was “work”, 
with all its active and busy connotations. Activity seems to be a central 
element in picturing office work, no-one is pictured being lazy or idle 
(images 47–50). It seems that breaks are also pictured through activities: 
singing, discussing, or drinking coffee (images 51–54). Resting seems to 
be just like working; another task to be completed efficiently. This ob-
servation seems to place activity as a virtue and passivity as its negative 
opposite in the image material. 

Another difference between how working and resting are depicted is 
that the latter employs mostly female characters. The depictions of rest-
ing seem to concentrate on physical pleasures, such as eating. Physicality 
is connected with the body and moreover to femininity, which creates a 
gendered contrast to working, which is connected with thinking, ration-
ality and masculinity. 

The hierarchical division between men and women has long been con-
sidered as one of the classic pairs of opposites in the Western world. Ac-
tivity and passivity, working and resting can be seen as similar gendered 
opposites. Other hierarchical juxtapositions are, for example, nature/cul-
ture, mind/body, brains/feelings and public/private. The opposite sides 
of these pairs have also been linked with one another: women have been 
linked with the nature, feelings, uncontrollable bodies and the private 
sphere. Men in turn have been linked with brains, mind and controlled 
bodies, but also with the “masterpieces” of culture and the public sphere.94 

94 Rossi 2003, 33.

IMAGES 47–50: Images from the category “work”.

IMAGES 51–54: Employees are not idle while taking 
a break: resting is an activity.
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  51.    52.  

  53.    54.  

  47.    48.  

  49.    50.  
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Male and female employees. Most of the employee portraits depict in-
dividual employees or individual employees with a team (table 3). This 
seems to highlight the importance of being an individual and independ-
ent, but belonging to a group at the same time. When employees are de-
picted as seriously working, they are efficient, concentrated and hard-
working. They seem to symbolise the essence of an ideal worker. 

The portraits of men are surprisingly homogenous (images 55–61): they 
were coloured with hues of white, grey and light blue, and everyone wore a 
formal dress shirt or a suit. Men were often depicted in front of a wide, open 
office space or a neutral colour background. Most of them were confident, 
standing straight and looking directly at the viewer. Some of them pose 
with arms akimbo, a pose that symbolises power. This pose, combined with 
the large space in the background, seems to say that the man controls the 
space, and moreover owns it. A large space refers to having lots of power.

In those cases when men are depicted in smaller spaces, they seem 
to be surrounded by things associated with wit and brains, such as book-
shelves, computers and a blackboard filled with writing. Some of them 
are depicted behind a computer screen, which makes them seem to be 
hard at work, too busy to pose for photographs. However, in many images 
most of them just sit or stand doing nothing, they just exist. Males have 
traditionally been connected with power, responsibility, and the role of 
the leader and also with the control of physical space.95 This role has in-
deed been given to them in these images.

Most of the men are white, especially the ones depicted as leaders. Other 
ethnicities are also represented, but they seem to be set in minor profes-
sional roles compared to white men. They are set in smaller spaces and de-
picted with softer body language, such as tilted heads and leaning bodies; 
gestures that are usually associated with women. (images 62–63) Erving 
Goffman states in Gender Advertisements (1979) that head and body cants 
symbolise subordination, ingratiation and appeasement.96 Thus they seem 
to be pictured more like women, and subordinate to white men.

95 Rossi 2003, 33.
96 Goffman 1979, 46.

One individual only One individual 
with a team

Team N

21 22 10 53

40 % 41 % 19 % 100 %

TABLE 3: The category “Employee portrait” divided into three subcategories.
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IMAGES 55–63: Examples of portraits of male employees.

  56.    55.    57.  

  58.    59.  

  60.    61.  

  62.    63.  
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Women are depicted in a bigger variety of professional roles and 
ethnicities than men. The figures in the images are meant to represent 
female office workers, but they are surprisingly often depicted outside 
the office. They are depicted standing in front of a decorative wallpaper 
or a wooden door, in a hallway or at a coffee house (images 64–66). Tra-
ditionally, females have been linked with private space and the home97, 
and thus with less power than men. This conception seems to be sup-
ported in this imagery. 

Women are also depicted with more colourful elements and a soft-
er colour scale than men, especially in clothing. (images 67–70) Women 
wear formal clothes just like men do, but the colours are often lighter 
or mixed with bright colours. They also wear a bigger variety of casual 
clothes than men do, which makes them seem more ‘dressed-up’. This 
plays down the sense of formality and shows women in a less serious 
work setting than men. Goffman has done quite a similar observation 
of clothing in advertisements: “What ever a man is wearing he wears seri-
ously and deeply identified with, as though wearing a skin, not a costume. 
Whereas whatever a woman is wearing she appears to be trying on, as 
though the clothes were a costume”.98 This locates women as less seriously 
present in social situations than men, as the self presented through cos-
tumes is quite unserious.

Women are also more often shown as withdrawn from social situa-
tions than men, they are ‘mentally drifting’. This is usually pictured with 
gazes that are turned away, dreamy postures, or emotional responses.99 
Goffman states that “the withdrawal makes women seem unoriented to 
the social situation at large, and therefore presumably dependent on the 
protection of others”.100 

In my opinion, the women in this imagery are depicted also as men-
tally drifting, but in a subtle, hidden way. They are shown with a variety 
of accessories: piles of papers, phones, books, handbags, jewellery, cof-
fee mugs, eye glasses, and tape dispensers. I see that the withdrawal is 
marked in the images by the elements that are not related to working. 
They suggest that the female employees could possibly be distracted, 
which makes them seem less serious about working. Men, in turn, are 
mostly shown only with work-related accessories, if any. 

97 Rossi 2003, 33.
98 Goffman 1979, 51.
99 Goffman 1979, 65–69.
100 Goffman 1979, 57.
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IMAGES 64 –66: Female employees are more often shown outside the office.

IMAGES 67–70: Examples of women shown with accessories.

  65.    64.    66.  

  67.  

  69.  

  68.  

  70.  
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Working alone and with others. In addition to accessories, women are 
also shown more often with accompanying people than men. Women are 
shown with active and detailed figures in the background, whereas the 
figures behind men are passive, blurred, and anonymous (images 71–74 
and 75–78). The male character is also clearly separate from them. Women 
seem to be depicted in a closer relationship with the background figures: 
the physical distance is smaller, and they seem to be committed in the 
same activities. It seems that women are shown more clearly as mem-
bers of a group and males are shown more as individuals, even if they 
are pictured with others. 

Sometimes individual women are accompanied with a pair who cop-
ies their body language and thus strengthens it. (Images 79–80) This re-
peats the conception that women have to build up their role through a 
performance, they have to be shown together with people or things that 
confirm their existence. 

IMAGES 71–74: Examples of males depicted with a team in the background.

  71.  

  73.  

  72.  

  74.  
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IMAGES 79–80: Sometimes women are accompanied with a pair who copies 
and strenghtens their body language.

IMAGES 75–78: Examples of women depicted with a team in the background.

  75.  

  77.  

  76.  

  78.  

  79.    80.  



66  analysing stock photos

This same idea of males as active and females as passive is repeated 
in images of women and men working in pairs (images 81–85, table 4). 
The male-female pairs are often positioned quite intimately next to each 
other, facing the same direction. According to Goffman “when a man and 
a woman collaborate in an undertaking, the man (…) is likely to perform 
the executive role”.101 This assumption seems to be supported by depict-
ing the male in the role of the instructor in many images. Goffman also 
sees that instruction always involves some sort of subordination of the 
instructed, and defence for the instructor.102 

Sometimes the same role is performed in a more hidden way: a man 
standing by a woman, giving some kind of a fatherly approval to her ac-
tions. Moreover, the same pattern continues: when a pair consists of two 
females, they are not shown in proper working activities, whereas pairs 
of two males work, negotiate, laugh and discuss together. There is also 
more distance between them than between other types of pairs, which 
makes their relationship more professional than personal. 

The same applies to teamwork: the dominant roles are given to men, 
such as leading a meeting. This seems to repeat the cultural assumption 
that advertisements and mass media keep circulating of men as domi-
nant and thus more valuable than their passive, feminine counterparts.103 

101 Goffman 1979, 32.
102 Goffman 1979, 34.
103 Cortese 2008, 59.

IMAGES 81–85: Males are often given the role of the instructor.

  84.    85.  

  81.    82.    83.  
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TABLE 4: The category “work” divided into four subcategories.

An individual 
at work

A pair at work Teamwork Anonymous
 workers

N

29 16 14 13 72

39 % 22 % 21 % 18 % 100 %

Multiculturality. It seems that the depictions of employees in groups 
are always connected with positive values such as joy and excitement, 
but never with negative values, such as conflicts between team mem-
bers. Also the mix of different ethnicities is strongly visible in the photos. 
Anthony Cortese states in Provocateur (2008) that the social changes to-
wards the “global village” have set new demands for the imagery in ad-
vertisements: it has to take multiculturality and -ethnicity better into ac-
count. According to him, advertisers and advertisement makers risk their 
image if they only choose white models or if they use just one non-white 
model, as a pure formality, among a group of white models.104 

Multicultural staff is probably a very common part of today’s work-life 
and this aspect seems to be thoroughly taken into account in stock imagery. 
Despite this, I felt it was quite difficult to tell which nationalities the people 
represent. I will analyse the reasons for this in the following.

The group images focus on representing employees equally, though 
the teams include a variety of ethnicities, ages, and gender (images 86–
89). The hierarchies between them are blurred, which makes each group 
seem visually uniform. This is emphasized by the layout of the photos: 
they show the employees at full or half-length on a reduced background, 
positioned close to each other and facing the camera. The group members 
do not have any remarkable physical differences, most of them are tall 
and slim. Even the body language within a team is quite similar. Most of 
the teams are dressed in monochromatic or matching colours. 

This makes the teams seem visually strongly uniform as a group, re-
sulting in that the individual is faded. This can symbolise some of the 
positive values connected with teamwork, such as support, togetherness 
and stability. The group of individuals actually seems like a unit which 
has only one identity. 

Similar clothing seems to be the strongest unifying visual element in 
the images. They create a public professional identity for the group mem-

104 Cortese 2008, 90–91.
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IMAGES 90–91: Sometimes colour is used to subtly divide men and women into groups.

  86.    87.  

IMAGES 86 –89: Examples of uniform multicultural groups.

  88.    89.  

  90.    91.  
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bers, but at the same time it provides a kind of a veiled, ‘safe’ appearance. 
It seems to override the differences in ethnicity, age, gender, and other 
personal features, resulting in an impression that the people seem to be 
wearing a sort of a ‘uniform’. No-one stands out wearing it. 

In the 19th century, men’s fashion abandoned adornment, and dress-
ing up was defined as a feminine way to consume. This was connected 
to the morality of the time, to the rising bourgeois ideals of masculine 
control and discipline.105 In some of the images, this gendered division 
is subtly played out: men are all dressed in uniform masculine colours, 
such as pale blue and grey, and women are dressed in a bigger variety of 
colours (images 90–91). The masculine colours – white, light blue, black 
and shades of grey – are ubiquitous in the material, seeming to form the 
‘official’ colour palette of office work. 

The office uniform seems to follow this conception: it is neutral, for-
mal and rational. The clothes are part of the employees’ work identity, 
and this identity seems to be defined by masculine values. It also seems 
to make the individual identities submerge and become almost invisible. 
Richard Dyer states in White (1997) that invisibility is a value that is con-
nected to white skin colour. “Whiteness as race resides in invisible prop-
erties and whiteness as power is maintained by being unseen. (…) White 
is both a colour, and, at the same time not a colour. And the sign of that 
which is colourless because it cannot be seen: the soul, the mind, and also 
emptiness, non-existence and death, all of which form part of what makes 
white people socially white.”106 

In Western tradition, white is the colour of virtue. It is seen as symbolis-
ing high ethical values and ideal beauty, but also absence of being.107 Being 
nothing at all may readily be felt as being nothing in particular, the repre-
sentative human, the subject without properties.108 This is where the pow-
er of white representation lies: it is visible and invisible; diverse and non-
particular at the same time. This makes it difficult to grasp and to describe. 

In Western representation whites are placed as the norm, the ordi-
nary, the standard, because they are not racially seen and named109. The 
colour white is useful for designating this group, because sometimes it 
is not seen as a colour, but as neutrality.110 White people are thus seen as 
unmarked, unspecific, universal – values that are favoured in stock pho-
tography as well. 

105 Rossi 2003, 35.
106 Dyer 1997, 45.
107 Dyer 1997, 72–74.
108 Dyer 1997, 80–81.
109 Dyer 1997, 3.
110 Dyer 1997, 47.
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IMAGES 92–93: The white male.

IMAGES 94 –97: Employees dressed up as the white male.

  92.    93.  

  94.    95.  

  96.    97.  
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White men are connected with enterprising, which is central to 
work and business. As Dyer puts it: “(w)hite man embodies enterprising 
(…) which is an aspect of both spirit – energy, will, ambition, the ability to 
think and see things through – and of its effect – discovery, science, busi-
ness, wealth, creation, the building of nations, the organisation of labour.”111

White is also a hue which is added to other hues to make them paler112. 
This seems to be the case in the images as well: multiethnic groups are 
depicted through such visual orders that make them seem more “white”. 
This includes utilizing certain clothing, colour scheme, body language 
and so on, that are usually connected with white people. This process 
seems to filter them through the values that white symbolises, such as 
purity, virtue, simplicity, beauty. They are seen as socially white, socially 
ordinary. The different identities of the group members become blurred, 
faded and hidden in the process. They end up resembling everybody and 
nobody at the same time.

This seems to answer my question about the nationalities of the em-
ployees. Multiethnicity is indeed strongly visible in the images, but only 
in a somewhat controlled, tamed way. Anthony Cortese, who studied 
women and minorities in advertising in Provocateur (2008), calls atten-
tion to a phenomenon he terms ‘symbolic racism’. He points out that ster-
eotypes of ethnic minorities have not disappeared or been eliminated, 
but have changed in character, taking more subtle, symbolic or hidden 
forms. The representations of minorities are restricted in several ways, 
for example, by limiting their interpersonal relationships and by giving 
the most leading roles to white people.113 

Considering this, it seems that other ethnicities are represented through 
the ideals connected with the white businessman (images 92–93 and 94–
97). When looking at the rest of the material, it seems that the white male 
is depicted in the most dominant role all over the material. He is produced 
as the unquestionable norm everyone should imitate and strive for. 

This observation led me to see that the representations of women 
are restricted in a corresponding sense. Women are set in smaller social 
spaces and less powerful roles than men, and their activity is limited. 
A key component of this passive, subordinate role is that women lack 
a voice, which is also a requirement for sexual objectification.114 This, in 
turn, could be called symbolic sexism. 

111 Dyer 1997, 31.
112 Dyer 1997, 47.
113 Cortese 2008, 91, see also p. 91–115.
114 Cortese 2008, 58–59.
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Age and appearance. At first glance, most of the employees seemed quite 
young or youthful. I tried to divide the images into age groups, but I soon 
realised that it was an impossible task. In most images, the signs of age 
are faded or even hidden, and it is impossible to tell whether someone is 
35 or 45 years old. Youth seems to be idolised in the images.

According to Leena-Maija Rossi, nowadays there is a mutual require-
ment for men and women to shape and control their bodies in the West-
ern culture. In the 1980s, advertising imagery introduced the ideal of 
strong female bodies and visibly muscular male bodies, and this ideal still 
seems to be quite relevant.115 The majority of people in the images are well-
groomed, healthy and energetic on the whole. No-one seems to be unfit 
or overweight, and everyone also has white teeth and clear skin. In short, 
both men and women seem to take care of themselves (images 98–103). 

The ideal woman represented often in advertisements can be described 
through the concept of ‘provocateur’: the exemplary female figure that dis-
plays good looks, youth, sexual seductiveness and perfection. The provo-
cateur is not human, it is rather a form or a hollow shell, representing a 
female figure. Accepted attractiveness is her only attribute.116

A corresponding male seducer is described as young, handsome, 
clean-cut, perfect, and sexually alluring. Also muscular, athletic physique 
is part of this perfect figure.117 In short, the provocateur is used to seduce 
the viewer. 

I think these two ideals are present in the imagery, but not in the same 
extreme way as in advertisements. It seems the typical worker is required 
to take proper care of their looks, but not overdo it, as concentrating too 
much on one’s outer matters might suggest that the inner matters, such 
as thinking, are ignored. And the outcome might be worse work results, 
which does suit the efficient image of an ideal employee. The extreme 
perfection and sexual seductiveness of the provocateur seem to be trans-
formed or replaced by professional perfection or excited business attitude. 

115 Rossi 2003, 36.
116 Cortese 2008, 59.
117 Cortese 2008, 70–71.
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IMAGES 98–103: Youth seems to be idolised in the imagery.

  98.    99.  

  101.    100.  

  102.    103.  
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Professional roles. It is quite obvious that as women have established 
themselves in the working world, the demand for pictures of female em-
ployees, workers and bosses has risen over the years. Working women are 
frequently represented in image banks, and it is indeed easy to find im-
agery of female leaders and executives, such as images 104 and 105 above. 
Despite this, I think there is a visible distinction between how women 
and men are presented in different roles. 

The titles of the images suggest that the people in the images are, 
for instance, colleagues, business partners, call centre workers, or recep-
tionists. Some of them are titled just as ‘businesspeople’, with no further 
descriptive details. 

Generally the images seemed to refer to two main types of roles: ex-
ecutives and employees. Their professional hierarchy is expressed espe-
cially in the way the employees work together. A boss supervises an em-
ployee, an elderly employee gives guidance to a newcomer, colleagues 
work side by side (images 106–111). 

The executives are self-confident and stand up straight, whereas most 
employees sit in the images. They are also depicted with objects that de-
scribe their roles: head-sets, piles of folders or the reception table. Some 
of them could be recognised as call centre workers, receptionists and sec-
retaries, all of which are usually seen as assisting positions. Most of these 
images have women as their main subject (images 112–117). 

According to Ben Highmore, the idea of female work-force in the 
twentieth century is dominated especially by the image of the secre-
tary and the typing pool (image 118). It is the image of mass feminised 

IMAGES 104 –105: Examples of females in leading roles.

  104.    105.  
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IMAGES 106 –111: Examples of showing the professional hierarchy between employees.

  106.    107.  

  108.    109.  

  111.    110.  
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IMAGES 112–117: Examples of females shown in assisting roles.

  113.    112.  

  115.    114.  

  116.    117.  
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labour, of ‘white-collar’ labour, with all its complex class associations. 
From about 1870 onwards, women started to find more opportunities for 
white-collar work in arenas that earlier were only accessible to men. This 
resulted in the regendering of the company office, which fundamentally 
altered office work.118

The image of the secretary symbolised a new type of an independent 
woman. However, for many women the job was so low-paid that full in-
dependence was usually impossible for them to accomplish. This is why 
female labour was considered as a form of ‘incidental’ economic supple-
ment and it was difficult to see it as a serious career.119

There seem to be echoes of this conception in the whole imagery. Some 
females, for example, wear clothes that are colour-matched with objects 
in the office space. This creates a visual analogy between the surface of 
the woman and the object, resembling decoration and vanity. Men in 
their uniform suits visually resemble each other, and even the whole of-
fice environment. They seem more“embedded” in the office than women. 

This seems to confirm my earlier argument of women being shown 
in a less serious work setting – they seem more like temporary visitors or 
decorations in the office space. 

118 Highmore 2011, 90–91.
119 Highmore 2011, 106.

IMAGE 118: Secretaries working in an office in 1947. The imagery of working women 
in stock photos seem to have echoes from the stereotypical image of the secretary.

  118.  
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Positivity, negativity, neutrality. One category of images, symbolic por-
traits, included the most positive, humorous images of the whole mate-
rial, but also the most negative ones (table 5). The positive ones depict ex-
citement, success – even superpowers. The negative ones depict boredom, 
stress and working overtime, feelings that are not expressed anywhere 
else in the material. 

Especially the humorous, fun roles in the images are taken by men. 
Some of them employ stereotypical fantasy-like elements that empha-
size the role of the winner, such as a superman dress or a Mexican wres-
tle mask, associating them with competing (images 119–120). The images 
emphasize masculinity: activity, power, aggresivity and control of physi-
cal space120, but they also refer to naïve playfulness, dreams and the he-
roes from childhood comics. 

The same themes are repeated in the images of men in large open 
spaces and in front of high buildings (images 121–123). The urban envi-
ronment is built and man-made, which describes the office buildings as 
masculine; massive in size and reaching high, but also rational and con-
trolled. High physical places symbolise high social places121. Thus offices 
and their workers in skyscrapers seem to be positioned high up on both 
scales. Business is done closer to heaven than the earth, it seems. 

There are also two ubiquitous natural elements in the material as 
well: the sky and the sunlight. They are strongly stylised, as controlled as 
the built environment: the sky is always bluer than blue and the sunlight 
is always very bright. Daylight refers to working hours, but it also symbol-
ises bright future. In some images businesspeople are placed under the 
blue sky, looking self-confidently up to the right. This can be seen as ‘look-
ing to the future’, planning business. This role of the “business visionary” 
is given to the ultimate businessman,the white male. 

120 Rossi 2003, 61.
121 Goffman 1979, 43.

Silhouette Direction Negative feelings N

5 6 7 18

24 % 35 % 41 % 100 %

TABLE 5: The category “Symbolic portrait” divided into three subcategories.
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IMAGES 119–120: The businessman as a superhero.

IMAGES 121–123: Examples of 
“looking to the future”.

  119.    120.  

  121.    122.  

  123.  
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When it comes to women in this category, they are only present in 
negatively associated content: working overtime, stress, but also bore-
dom and laziness (images 124–126). Many of the photos focus on negative 
facial expressions or body language: turning away from the viewer, clos-
ing one’s eyes or covering the face with hands. Nevertheless, it seems that 
the negative feelings are not played out very seriously: the gestures and 
poses are either strongly overdone or played down with humour (images 
127–128). This emphasises the fantasy-like aspect of the images, suggest-
ing that they are less serious than the ‘on-scene’ images of working. This 
can also suggest that negative feelings are not a real part of work-life. 

One group of images depicts human figures as silhouettes and shad-
ows, leaving a lot of room for imagination (images 129–132). The viewer is 
distanced from them through time, space or framing. The images seem to 
depict some kind of anonymous, representative humans, who all seem to 
be males. In some images the office space can be seen as an anonymous, 
public space, a sort of a no-man’s land. The office itself dominates the 
people, depicting them as parts of a big machinery. 

IMAGES 124 –126: Women are mostly 
associated with negative feelings in the 
category “Symbolic portrait”.

  124.    125.  

  126.  
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IMAGES 127–128: Negativity is mostly played out with overdone, humorous gestures.

IMAGES 129–132: Examples of anonymous workers and the office as no-man’s land.

  127.    128.  

  129.    130.  

  131.    132.  
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4.5 The salaried masses
In this chapter, I will reflect on the analysis results in comparison 
with the thoughts of Siegfried Kracauer in The Salaried Masses (1998), 
which is a critical look at the lifestyle and culture of the new class of 
white-collar employees in pre-war Weimar Germany. The writing was 
first published in 1930, but I think it bears a surprising resemblance 
to today’s work mentality. Kracauer elaborates many themes that can 
also be found in the stock images: glorification of youth and health, 
aspiration to glamour, and the ever-growing demand of efficiency.  
I go through these themes and discuss them with the analysis results. 

I will start with how Kracauer describes the desired appearance of an 
employee. He points out that when employers choose labour, outward 
appearance plays a decisive role and a certain physical “selection” inevi-
tably occurs. For instance, people with physical defects are regarded as 
disabled and hard to place in jobs. An official at a Berlin job centre de-
scribes the ideal employee as follows: “People who appear ‘nice’ – and nice 
manners are naturally part of the appearance – are taken on even if their 
references are poor. (…) We have to do like the Americans do. The man must 
have a friendly face.“122 

A similar opinion shared by a personnel official of a department store: 
“When taking on sales and office staff, we attach most importance to a 
pleasant appearance”. This does not mean being pretty, but having a ‘mor-
ally pink complexion’.123 

This certain ‘pleasant appearance’ was set as the standard image of 
the office worker. It was done with the help of widely reproduced pho-
tographs, which also made it possible to imitate the ideal complexion by 
assimilation of speech, clothes, gestures and countenances.124 

It seems that the desired appearance of today’s office workers has not 
changed that much from this description. One of the recurring themes 
in the imagery was a certain kind of an ideal office worker, who does not 
seem to have any weaknesses or negative characteristics. The main char-
acteristics seem to be a big smile, well-groomed appearance and excited 
attitude. Workers are so flawless they start to feel like some kind of empty 
shells that are only described by their outer attributes.

122 Kracauer 1998, 38.
123 Kracauer 1998, 38–39.
124 Kracauer 1998, 39.
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Kracauer sees this certain desired complexion as “an attempt to cover 
life with a varnish concealing the far-from-rosy reality”. He sees this whole 
process as selective breeding that is carried out under the pressure of social 
relations and that is supported by the arousal of corresponding consumer 
needs. He sums it up: “The employees must join in whether they want to or 
not. The rush to the numerous beauty salons springs partly from existential 
concerns, and the use of cosmetic products is not always a luxury.”125

Behind this is the fear of being withdrawn from work as obsolete – a 
phenomenon I suppose to exist more or less correspondingly in today’s 
work-life. Looking at the images from this perspective, it seems that they 
depict people who are very able and eager to work, nearly no-one is de-
picted with problems. A recurring theme in the imagery is an employee 
who is being taught and learning new skills. This theme can be seen as 
symbolising commitment to work, but on the other hand it also suggests 
that the employees have to keep themselves updated. Otherwise they 
could be replaced by someone more efficient.

Moreover, youth was glorified when choosing employees. This re-
sulted in that older employees started to be replaced by younger ones as 
they were better at answering to the demands of rationalisation: they 
were faster and more efficient. Youth was also the fetish of illustrated 
newspapers of the time and their public: they refused to face the fact that 
youth can not be preserved. The rationalized economy encouraged this 
misconception by turning youth into life’s fulfilment, since its genuine 
fulfilment was barred. Real life was replaced by the pursuit of vitality.126 

I pointed out earlier that everybody seemed to have very youthful ap-
pearances despite their ages. The ones who are depicted in experienced 
roles are visibly older, but they are just as healthy, groomed and excited 
as the younger employees. They seem to imitate the appearance of the 
younger ones, not the other way around. Comparing the images with 
Kracauer’s text made me see more clearly that youth symbolises efficien-
cy, energy and capability. Certain type of youthful attitude is probably 
some kind of a requirement in work-life today, which is quite devastat-
ing. I suggest that the physical youthfulness of the office workers could 
be read as having youthful mindset – being curious, playful and creative. 
These qualities are not necessarily connected to physical age. 

125 Kracauer 1998, 38–39.
126 Kracauer 1998, 58–59.
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Kracauer also discusses how rationalization changed the nature of 
working. It is described as ‘the application of all means offered by tech-
nology and systematic organization to the raising of economic viability, 
and therewith to increasing the production of goods, reducing their cost 
and improving them’. As a result of rationalization, the employees’ per-
formance was put under surveillance and their freedom of action was 
reduced to monotonic tasks. Kracauer sees that mechanized office work 
leads to dehumanization and loss of personality, as the only thing it re-
quires from employees is attention. He sees that under these conditions it 
is difficult to foster job satisfaction, whereas employers saw it as a matter 
of each employees’ inner nature.127 

The demand for efficiency seems to be present in the stock images 
as well. The employees’ excited gestures and expressions seem to articu-
late high self-motivation and pleasure in working. Computers and other 
equipment that are supposed to make work efficient are ubiquitous in 
the imagery. Computers actually seem to be the element that links all 
office workers together: receptionists and executives, project managers 
and accountants. They are all connected through technology, through the 
demand of efficacy. 

The salaried employees differed from the working proletariat in that 
they are spiritually homeless. However, the endless distraction of the en-
tertainment industry prevents them from seeing their spiritual empti-
ness. This distraction consists of cultural events, bars, restaurants, sports, 
and so on. This kind of entertainment also gave good opportunities for 
employees to keep up their image, as many of them characteristically 
wanted to appear more than they are. This way they were also given op-
portunities to feel part of something bigger – a feeling their monotonic 
work could not offer.128 

Another thing Kracauer saw as a symbol of glamour is the presence of 
light. Being surrounded by a flood of light made the employees feel like 
being part of a higher stratum.129

While analysing the images I tried to look for a unifying element that 
would connect all the images. After reading Kracauer’s text, I realised 
that this element is light; it is a ubiquitous, both visible and invisible 
layer all over the imagery. Brightness refers to whiteness, which I dis-
cussed earlier in the analysis. It seems that the presence of light spreads 

127 Kracauer 1998, 42–45.
128 Kracauer 1998, 88–94.
129 Kracauer 1998, 90.



conclusions  85

whiteness, and at the same time emptiness, all over the imagery. Light 
unifies the employees, makes them a part of something bigger, but that 
something is empty. And emptiness, like I mentioned earlier, is an essen-
tial part of the ordinary. 

“Light is visible and invisible at the same time, but its power is in its pres-
ence. It alienates the masses from their habitual flesh, casts over them a cos-
tume that transforms them.”130 It seems to be this indescribable emptiness, 
invisibility and non-specifity that marks the ordinary in the images. This 
is maybe one of the reasons why the image of an office worker is some 
kind of a recurring stereotype, some kind of a person without qualities.

It seems that many of the same concerns, thoughts and characteristics 
a salaried employee had in the beginning of 1930s still exist in one way 
or another: the ubiquitous demand for efficiency, the search for youth, 
pleasant appearance, and glamour. Perhaps the image and the ideal of 
office workers has not changed that much since those times.

130 Kracauer 1998, 91.
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5.1 The visible and the invisible

In this study, I have studied the notion of the ordinary and the way it is 
depicted in stock photographs. The context of stock photography seemed 
like the right context for this study, because stock photos are considered 
as ordinary unnoticeable images. I focused on the images of office work-
ers, as people seemed to see them as stereotypical ordinary people. Work 
routines in general also were central to many of the understandings of 
the ordinary and they seemed to be one of the most popular themes in 
image banks.

To answer my research question in short, it seems that what is ordinary 
in the gendered representations of men and women in commercial online 
image banks is that 1) the most active and dominant roles are given to 
white men, 2) the roles of different ethnic groups are limited by symbolic 
racism and 3) the roles of women are limited by symbolic sexism. In the 
following, I will go through the conclusions of the study in more detail.

In chapter 2, I examined the different descriptions of the ordinary, and 
I found out that the ordinary is a process but also an ever-changing con-
text-bound term. Here the context is commercial image banks, and there-
fore, they describe the way the ordinary I studied can be perceived. Stock 
photos are commodities, and their visuality is described and effected by 
the aspects and needs of the users of image banks. Therefore, the ordinar-
ity I saw and observed in the images is not universal, it is rather described 
by certain context, culture and time. This is why this study is best seen as 
one possible point of view on the ordinary, as a suggestion. 

5. Conclusions
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I stated in chapter 3 that image banks are also image archives. There-
fore, they are also bound to the archival structure and moreover to its 
normative power. This power functions through labelling, including and 
excluding. The labels image banks use are provided by advertisers and 
marketing who also use them to classify consumers. The most common 
classifications are: age, gender, sexuality, class and ethnicity. They artic-
ulate identity, social positioning, knowledge and aspiration at a funda-
mental level. They work as classifiers and they are classified themselves 
simultaneously. This way stock photos participate in the selective catego-
rization and representation of the reality. 

The ordinary has been described through invisibility and boredom 
and as a repetitive pattern. These themes came along in my analysis of 
the images. The element that seemed to describe the ordinary in the im-
ages appeared to be the invisible power that is used to restrict representa-
tions. This power is, for instance, utilised by symbolic racism and symbol-
ic sexism – phenomena which aim to restrict representations of certain 
people through space, activities, appearance and their inter-personal re-
lations. The people represented this way end up being seen as subordi-
nate to those who are represented in a less limited setting. 

Especially the representations of different ethnicities and women 
were restricted in many ways, whereas the representations of white 
men were the least limited ones. When men are depicted alone, they are 
mostly depicted through their sheer existence. They are depicted in big 
spaces and their roles as employees are not strictly defined. They do not 
usually have accessories – but if they do, they are only work related. When 
they are depicted in groups, they are usually given the most active and 
dominant roles. 

Women are also depicted in active roles, but their roles are more often 
associated with less power than those of men. Women are also instructed 
and supported by men, even when they are pictured as individuals. The 
images of women strongly copy the way men are depicted, but the seri-
ousness of their role is played down, for example, by informal clothes. 
Women’s roles as employees are more strictly defined by space, objects, 
and people surrounding them. They are also depicted more often with ob-
jects and elements that are not associated with working and thus shown 
less serious about work.

The ordinary employee seems to be both an individual but also a team 
worker, which probably is a norm in today’s work-life. They can be of 
any culture or gender, but they have to fill a certain public professional 
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identity, which is defined by whiteness and masculinity. It is achieved 
by certain behaviour, grooming and clothing. Personal characteristics are 
faded in this process. What seems to be demanded from both men and 
women is efficacy and taking care of their looks, but not too much, as it 
might make them seem less oriented to working. 

Considering traditional gender roles, it is not a very surprising result 
to see the white man as the most dominant character. What in fact sur-
prised me, was that how subtly its domination was built in the images 
– in some cases it was nearly invisible. For example, people depicted as 
equal group members might first seem like an aim to reduce the hier-
archical setting in the image, but in fact the elements that unify them 
also control them. These elements seemed to be masculinity and social 
whiteness in most cases. They create a repetitive pattern that spreads all 
over the imagery. This way they also get to describe normality and ideals.

Considering representations as ideals, it is worth thinking why cer-
tain representations are circulated over and over again and who benefits 
from it; such as the production of white masculinity as the norm and 
ideal. This setting seems to produce white masculinity as the quality that 
describes what is ordinary and unexceptional, and as Richard Dyer puts 
it, “there is no more powerful position than that of being ‘just’ human”.131

Finally, I want to point out that it is essential to notice that women 
and men are depicted in media representations in a way we think they 
behave, not as they really are. The gendered expressions and behaviour 
used in advertisement portray an ideal conception of the two sexes and 
their structural relationship to each other and their alignment in social 
situations.132 Stock images, that form a remarkable, but invisible part of 
the visuality of the everyday seem to give a good perspective to what is 
seen as ideal by default. 

131 Dyer 1997, 2.
132 Goffman 1979, 84.
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5.2 A critical look back
One reason to do this study was that the field of stock photography has 
been researched very rarely, even though it forms a remarkable part of 
the visual environment of the everyday. Stock photos have long been 
overlooked as a research subject, because they are not unique – which 
makes them seem meaningless. Research, unfortunately, usually tends 
to concentrate on phenomena that arouse attention.133 

I think quite the opposite: invisibility and ordinarity are what actu-
ally make stock photos remarkable. They create a big part of the visuality 
that is taken for granted. I also think that boring, mundane things do have 
an effect on us – their effect is just difficult to recognise as they create it 
on a hidden level.

This study is described by a certain sense of experimentality; I aimed 
to find out what the notion of the ordinary and the field of stock pho-
tography could make of each other, even though I was not sure where it 
would lead me – if anywhere. However, this study gave me a good oppor-
tunity to examine my interests in depth. I am very satisfied with the re-
sults and the new understanding I have gained, including the recognition 
of the ordinary as a complex, unclear research subject. Creating this study 
with all its reading, analysing and writing was also a good counterbal-
ance to the practical work I am usually engaged in as a designer. 

Personally I am surprised that my selection of stock photos turned 
out to be as conventional as they were, even though I was also rather 
expecting that. However, I think the gender perspective helped me to 
perceive the imagery critically and to recognise its central constitutional 
elements. I think Richard Dyer’s writing on whiteness and Erving Goff-
man’s analysis of gendered behaviour were the key for opening up and 
understanding the meaning behind the images. Also Siegfried Kracauer’s 
book Salaried masses, gave me a new perspective on the extent of the ide-
ology behind the images.

I think using content analysis to break the images down to their con-
stitutional elements was the right choice. It gave me a systematic way 
to approach the images and a good basis for the further observation of 
the images. 150 stock photos do not constitute a big percentage of the 
contents of the image banks I used as my sources. However, consider-
ing the scope and the qualitative aim to understand the notion of the 
ordinary better, I think that amount of research material was sufficient. 
I reached the saturation point before I had gone through all the imagery, 
after which I did not gain new information on it. 

133 Frosh 2003, 1–2.
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One of the biggest problems along the way was the framing of the 
focus group and the amount of research material. If I would do this study 
again, I would design differently the questionnaire I used for framing 
the focus group. Now I interviewed people on the streets and I experi-
enced some problems with asking the questions. I had an open-ended 
questionnaire which let people answer freely, but the direct question I 
asked seemed to be quite difficult to answer. Perhaps asking the same 
question indirectly, persuasively or even visually would have allowed the 
interviewees answer more easily. 

Anyhow, the aim of the questionnaire was to get an idea of how to 
frame my focus group. The course of study I was directed towards ended 
up being a very fruitful one and I am indeed satisfied with it. 

This study can be seen as an example of how the field of the ordinary 
and standards can be studied. It is also essential to recognise that this 
study is a product of its time and in some other setting the results would 
be different. The results of the study are probably most interesting for the 
professionals in the field of visual culture, but likewise for professionals 
in stock photography and the users of stock. I also wish that this work is 
of use for anyone interested in the visuality of the everyday. 
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Appendix

Questionnaire results
Date: 14 December 2010 and 5 January 2011.
Place: Cologne, Germany and Helsinki, Finland.

Group 1, < 30 years      

CHARACTERISTICS:

Invisible 8
Boring 8
Safe/reliable 5
Gray 4
Simple/plain 3
Anybody 3
Trousers 3
Male 3
Average body (a bit of a belly,  
not too fit/developed) 3
Female 2

Wears dark colors 2
Tie 2

White 2
Healthy 2
Wrinkles 1
Brown hair 1
Bald 1
Beard 1
Olive skin 1
European 1
German 1
Beige 1

PROFESSION:

Office worker 12
Routine job 4
A politician 2
Computers 2

Working class 2
Middle class 1
Engineer 1
Tram driver 1
Using a copy machine 1

EVERYDAY LIFE:

Routines 8
Cheap, affordable labels 6 
Readymade meals 6
Consuming 4
Being approved 4
Functionality 3
Easiness 3
Owning a car 3

Following the rules/norms of a society 3
Bills, loans 2
Home-made food 2
Normative sizes (Paper size A4, a pint) 2
Coffee 2
Mobile phones 1
Text messages 1 
Happiness 1
Good 1



PERSONAL LIFE:

Has a partner (wife/husband/girl-/boyfriend) 2
Lives in a block of flats 2
Suburb 1
Has children 1
Has friends 1

EVERYBODY:

“I am ordinary” (12)
everyone is ordinary (5)
people on the streets (2)
people who accept everything (1)

NORMATIVE LIFE:

working people (1)
people who live by the norms (1)
people living a simple life (1)

FREE TIME:

Going to shopping centres 3
Watching TV 2
Package holidays 2
Being stressed about small issues 2
Dreaming about a better life 1
Going to the gym 1
Sunday walks 1

Cleaning day 1

Group 2, > 60 years      
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