When Methods Meet:
Visual Methods and Comics
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Eric Laurier (School of GeoSciences, University of Edinburgh) and Shari Sabeti (School of
Education, University of Edinburgh) in conversation, June 2016.

In this 18-minute film two researchers who work with ethnographic approaches talk
about how they have by different routes both come to explore the potential of visual
methods and the comic book form as a way of presenting social science analyses
of social life. Shari Sabeti and Eric Laurier’s conversation is honest about the
challenges of visual representations of material. But it shows that comics have the
potential to do much more than a conventional article’s focus on the text of what
people say. The ability to capture the context, space and time of ethnographic
material extends what can be done by way of engaging with readers who also
become viewers through this medium, without compromising on the researcher’s

obligation to present participants in a way that allows them to be taken seriously.

Transcript of conversation:

SS: I think of myself as an ethnographer, although not all of my projects are ethnographies
because sometimes it's quite difficult to do an ethnography. And the project that | have been
working on most recently is a museum education project and it’s really been an ethnography
of a class. So I've had a long think about what that means, to do an ethnography of a class
and what a class means in education.

And I've also wanted to make whatever | produce more visual than it has been because the
subject of my research is about the visual, the visual world. So that’s kind of where | started
having dilemmas of how | present the work and how | might analyse the data that | collect,

EL: Similarly | have a background of doing ethnographic type work, but then that’s normally
been combined with using video recordings as supplement for the notebook in some ways,
but then also more particularly to look at how things are interactionally organised. So the
visual has always been important there as well. But the tradition in conversation analysis
which is the particular analytical approach that | am interested in, is one that has been very
verbal and the transcripts which they produce, to think about how people organise speaking
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together. They are almost always very textual. So they basically have that line by line script
like look to them. Where there will be often visual aspects described, so a person is nodding,
laughter, or picks up book. But those things aren’t visually represented. And so part of the
interest of comic strips for me was always thinking about you can have some of the visuality
and the visual organisation of things starts to be put in when you use comics.

SS: | had recorded two tours around the gallery and one of them was a guided tour by a
member of the gallery staff and the other one was the group leading themselves. And when |
looked at the transcripts they looked completely different as transcripts you know, just
visually. You didn’t have to read them you know, you could see from a distance, you put
them on a table, one of them was just blocks of text and not much interaction and the other
one was just constant interaction. And for me that was a point that | wanted to make in my
analysis. And the way to make it was visually. So | ended up taking a photograph of my
transcripts next to each other and trying to put that into something that | had written as a way
of making a point.

So that sort of made me think that actually a lot of — that relationship between text and the
visual, because we, obviously we see text as well that is a visual thing and actually how it’s
organised and arranged can make a difference to the analysis. At one point | thought what if
I, am just going to show you something but what if my article looked like that? Or looked like
that?

So we are using speech bubbles and things like that, but | think it was just a way of thinking
well text itself could be quite visual and could show the situation of its own production in a
way.

EL: It's as if there was the text over here and then the visual over there, whereas the textual
elements are also visual, | mean just the visual organisation of a street is that it’s full of
writing and the writing is placed in particular places and has particular looks so things look
like there is names, street names, other things look like advertising, and in fact academic
articles have a particular look about them before you have read any of the text.

SS: Yes and if you do get visuals, you get things like this.
EL: Diagrams!

SS: Diagrams, yes so | think for me a lot of it was trying to do something that didn’t look like
this, partly aesthetics, but it is aesthetics but it’'s also an analytical aesthetics | suppose,
doing something that makes sense analytically but also it sort of fits the analysis which is |
suppose what people try and do, this is me, I've tried to do this, (diagram) and | am not
happy with it. | wanted the diagram to speak for itself but it doesn’t.

EL: The classic thing a diagram is trying to show you is some sort of — not quite static shot of
society, because sometimes of course these arrows indicate flows. The other thing it doesn’t
really do is really bring in a sense of time and a sense of well this happens and then this
happens, and if this happens then this leads to one of those, or might lead to one of those,
or doesn’t in the end.

The thing that ethnography normally does, which in itself often has a strong narrative arc to
it, there is as story, there is a sense of progression in terms of growing to understand the
class that you are studying in. So those sorts of things are generally missing from it, that’s
not the kinds of things that it deals with.
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SS: And | think also when you do interviews which | do a lot of, there are lots of stories,
stories about the past, there are stories about the future. And it's very difficult sometimes to
have that kind of sense that spatiality and temporality, just in written text. Which is another
thing that | think comic strips are very good at, they make the past and the present and the
future present, all of those things are present so when someone is talking about the future
you can actually literally represent the future.

EL: The idea most, | think many people in the social sciences would have of them, is, they
might be an object for studying, and taken seriously as part of popular culture. Or they might
be a way of making your work more accessible because it's a more popular form. So you've
done some difficult research and now if you do it as a comic it will make it just much easier
for me to understand what it is that you do. So when we were thinking about doing
workshops together, we saw a lot of those and thought that's exactly what we don’t want to
do, because we’ve seen a lot of that sort of oh let’s just use it to make our research
accessible. And one of the things that social scientists don’t normally think about them as, as
something like the ethnographers notebook or something like the interaction analyst’s
camera, or the interviewer’s audio recorder and transcript. They are not seen in that way as
another potential way of registering social life.

SS: | think we wanted to experiment with comics for academics, to do their academic work,
and to speak to other academics through the comics medium rather than to speak to people
outside of academia really. Yes, so it was definitely a sort of how do we use it as a way of
potentially collecting, for some of us, collecting data, analysing the data that we have
collected and then

SS: The film for the most part is used in your own analysis but doesn’t actually find its way
into how your data is shared with other people, and then presenting that data in analytical
ways to the academic audience that we usually communicate with.

EL: Which does produce some odd looking comics of course. As when you combine many
other endeavours with research practice it can start to, they have to be bent to strange ends.
But | think one of the things that was interesting for Simon Grennan who we were working
with, was, seeing the peculiar things we started to try and do with comics. In that as soon as
you don’t want to use them for more traditional ends, then you start to push against the form.

SS: | mean a lot of us came from quite different backgrounds you know, you are in
geography, | am in education and we have anthropologists, we had African studies,
somebody from literature, so he was quite excited about all these different approaches. And
I think we were all thinking about it in quite different ways as well.

EL: Like your typical PhD student in that we are very keyboard and text and camera based
set of skills. So the whole thing of like getting a pen out, but that's what working with Simon
was very good about, he was just don’t worry about how it's going to look and more he was
trying to get us to do was to think through what it is to then basically draw boxes. And that
was a way of thinking about these somehow as social groups, or places, or institutions, and
then the relations between them. That you had boxes, but that somehow you were going to
think about the relationship between these boxes, which are ones which can be temporal
relationships and they do have time involved in them, in complicated ways.

But you are just drawing terrible sketches of people where they are recognisable simply by
the fact that they had a hat on, there was another person like this but they have glasses
instead, and that that would be good enough to work with. And that once you had some
basic figures they were going to be potentially saying something. And you would have to
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work with, this is happening, this is happening next. And this is what happens in that third
box, or how ever many panels you are working across. So the things that we were having to
think through were quite different from the normal social science things, so thinking about
paragraphs, thinking about introduction, conclusions, you get a similar kind of structure or
thing you are trying to build, but you are having to build it with a panel to panel.

And in some ways that fitted quite nicely for me because when | am thinking about how
people do the various things they do, whether that's something quite everyday like buying a
cup of coffee and how that is organised, so how you go about asking the question various
different ways. So that actually lends itself quite nicely to what | do, although there are
complications around it. But | suppose it might be interesting if we talk a little bit about
something, some of the kind of complexities though for you, of trying to do this. Partly also
because | have video recordings which break themselves down quite nicely into boxes.

SS: If you are going to bring ethnography and comics together in many ways they are a
perfect match because | think this idea about kind of catching you know different
temporalities all on one page which is something that film for example can’t do because film
always displaces. You are either in the past, or you are in the future, or you are in the
present, but you are never in all of those things simultaneously, whereas you can be on a
page of comics. | think you know in that sense it has these huge potentials. My, because |
don’t collect visual materials, other than photographs, and | don’t film the people that | am
doing research with. My problem was that | didn’t have anything to put into the boxes which
seemed to be a big problem. So Simon set me the task of turning an interview, actually |
think he wanted me to turn a tiny bit of an interview into a comic strip but | attempted to do
an entire interview, or the beginning of an interview.

So this is what an interview transcript of mine would look like, it's just pages and pages of
text,

And | started the work of analysis by thinking how would | turn this into panels? And started
highlighting things and numbering them, and then thinking about captions. So | started to do
my, turn my interview into a comic book. And this transcript was particularly important for me
because this was an interview | did in the home of the person that | interviewed. And the way
that she interacted with me in her home was very important to me, it was an important
aspect of the interview, and it’s all lost in that transcript and | wanted to bring it out. So what
the house looked like, what my eye fell on while | sat there, she was so nice to me and so
hospitable, all the things that she brought me and | just wanted to bring those things out.

But as you can see there is something quite important missing which is, there is no pictures,
EL: Not yet,

SS: If you were to ask me you know what | wanted in those boxes, | would know exactly
what | wanted in those boxes.

EL: Although the thought that was an interesting one, because that could be an excuse to
drop into a bit of Chris Swear, what he does is provide visually, without any sort of thought
bubbles, a lot of the sense of exactly what you are providing, people’s discomfort in
particular situations. Their struggles to understand various things, and | guess you get a bit
of a sense of it from strips like these where there is very few thought bubbles but you see
just from the actions of the things they are doing. So you get brought into somehow the inner
world of characters without the thinks needing to be done.
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SS: Yes it’s that kind of multilayered narrative that you can get which is you can get what is
actually being said between people, what people are thinking and what they are doing. You
can get all of that at the same time. And | see with this one as well that he’s got sound in it
too, so when people are doing things, like that guy is counting money, it said clink, clink,

EL: Yes he loves those little environment noises, yeah.

SS: For me it's been partly about bringing those things back, | mean | suppose you’ve
already got them on film.

EL: Yes, and | suppose one of the things that we’ve had more complicated discussion
around, is, that balance between an ongoing commitment to the original events and a
licence to narrate and dramatise those original events.

SS: See in that sense | think drawing becomes an issue, or it became an issue for me
because for me these people were real people. If | drew them and it made them look funny,
or you know, because of the style of drawing that | used, | couldn’t, | didn’t feel comfortable
with that. So you do have a sense of obligation to real people and yes real events, but also
how you represent those in a way that doesn’t become a sort of comic comic in that sense
that | guess we were trying to dispel at the beginning.

EL: A PhD student coming to this for the first time, | think one of the things you might be
imagining is, as we still continue to get anxious about, | am going to have to draw right from
the beginning. Whereas what is useful to see, when you think of somebody like Joe Sacco’s
work, is, he is not drawing when he is out researching somewhere, or he is out researching
in Palestine. He might be doing some doodles and a little bit of work but a lot of the work is
actually very similar to journalistic or social science work. He is meeting people; he is trying
to get shown around. He is taking a lot of photographs, he’s got a notebook he is keeping a
lot of notes. There is a huge overlap there in fact with what you’d be collecting.

I imagine he will be collecting with a different mindset of course, thinking about how this is
going to build towards the final product that he is going to make which isn’t going to be a
journal article or giving a talk, it's much more focussed. But you can see how the same
resources have been put in place that you would have to do the kind of writing up that you
were doing, or the kind of writing up that | would do, or any other PhD student might do.

SS: That makes me think of a question that | was going to ask you, which is that do you,
because none of us did this, knowing that we were going to experiment with comic books, so
we collected all our data — all our data was collected in our normal ways. But if you were
going to do a project now and you thought | am going to use the comic strip as a way of
either analysing or presenting that work, what would you do differently in your data
collection?

EL: It feels like it would be quite similar, and the changes are more at a middle point around
analysis, where | know that | will still tend to just simply transcribe something onto paper, to
work with paper and video together, or somebody like you with interview, you are
transcribing. There is a point there where you could be starting to, as your analysis is getting
engaged a bit more seriously, right let’s try and do this as a couple of panels, much like your
working diagram document here, even thought you thought oh well actually the kind of
material I've gathered doesn’t really lend itself to this, what you realise is no | want to stay
with trying to do that with the materials that | have and use something of the resources that |
will get from looking at how other comic artists have done it, or even how | can imagine
doing it myself, to be able to shift my resources around.
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So obviously with someone like Joe Sacco, who's photographs | presume aren’t all perfectly
done for the ways in which he wants to draw the strips later, but he will adapt them and shift
the perspective around or shift the framing around so they suit his needs which is just what
we would be doing with textual materials, we alter and edit the transcript so that it fits the
arguments in the ways in which we want it to.

| suppose some of the things that you would say in wrapping up which captures quite nicely
is, it's not going to necessarily be comfortable because you are outside of typing on a
keyboard and taking photographs which are things, or writing in a notebook which are things
that are very familiar techniques. You have got ready to face up to a certain unfamiliarity and
discomfort around oh | am going to have to draw some things and think about panels and
what that is and how that fits to me doing research.

SS: | found it definitely worthwhile, it's been amazing | think just having, | wish | had more
time to do it. It's made me, this whole thing has just made me look at my research in a
completely different way. It's almost like the research, the objects that I've collected are now
no longer part of me, they are out there and | can see them completely differently.

EL: Yeah and | think there is still a great pay off when people see it in your document or in
when you are giving a talk, there is that bit of excitement as they go oh, disappointed later of
course when they realise it's a bit too serious, but there is something about the friendliness
and accessibility of this format that compared to the looks right at the beginning, the looks
right of a normal social science article which looks so intimidating and hard to get into, when
you see one of these at first there is a sense of oh | know, | can find my way into this, even
thought as we were saying right at the beginning also this isn’t about simplifying and making
things more accessible. Hopefully what you are doing with it when you actually get into it
actually turns out to be quite complicated. But it just seems more, at first glance you think oh
I know how to read this and get into it. And there is something great about that.
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Suggested questions for seminar discussion:

Drawing on the conversation, what were the types of challenges and advantages of using
comics as a method for ethnography and interviews?

How might comics as a method be of use to your own research? How do you capture what
you see, in your research data?

Are there forms of analysis you plan to use that could benefit from working them through as
comic strips?

As was noted in the discussion, social scientists tend to rely on boxes and arrows to visually
describe social relations, how effective is this form in dealing with the spatial and temporal
organization of society?

What should a social science comic look like? (Simon Grennan refers to this as the idea of
register).
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