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Codes have social importance, in so far that society could not exist without them. A code is a system of conventions or set of practices, used for communication. Codes meaningfully categorise signs into a system, and they make up for the arbitrariness between a signified (something which needs to represented), and its signifier (how something is represented). Codes of different types exist, but for the purpose of this essay, I am concentrating on social codes, primarily non-verbal codes, or ‘codes of looking’. 
We see before we speak, and soon enough, we become aware that we can also be seen. [Berger, 1986: 9] Therefore we are both object and subject; we look, and we are looked at. The codes within which looking is structured, however, are not normally noticeable, we begin learning them early in life, as we learn about the world around us. Due to our positioning as object and subject our social identity is determined through our clothes, appearance and the way we look back at people (or ‘gaze’, more on this later). In a circular way, our identity also determines the way we look, or are looked at, especially our gender. Through this essay I will explore codes of looking: in relation to culture, identity, gender and representation in the media. 

As young children continually having new visual experiences, we are curious of the world around us. Our constant gazing is regularly reprimanded and we are told “It is rude to stare”. When we are being spoken to, we are taught it is polite to look at the person, to show that they have our full attention. We also learn as we mature that we should not stare at certain parts of the body, and at deformed or disfigured people. This code of avoiding staring is due to the UK not being a ‘contact culture’ [Chandler, 2002: 155] like Arab countries and south Europe. 

We gaze to show the direction of our attention, but there are other reasons that underlie this. We stare to establish a relationship, and the length of the stare grows in proportion to the intensity of the relationship. Staring for this purpose is usually coupled with a smile, or what is known as ‘making eyes’ if the relationship we seek is on a sexual level. Too much staring without smiling creates anxiety in the other person, especially with wide eyes. In the animal kingdom wide-eyed staring is a threat signal, mimicked by the White Americans in the 1960’s, who used a ‘hate stare’ against black Americans to threaten, insult and disrespect them. 
On the other hand, avoiding gaze can have negative connotations. When implicated in deception, people avoid mutual gaze, in order to distance themselves from the intense involvement necessary, and to avoid the possibility of revealing themselves through their eyes. [Argyle, 1969: 109]. Self-esteem can play a part also – nervous and anxious people avoid eye contact, coming across as shy, resulting in those who maintain eye contact being seen as assertive and confident. 

A number of determining factors have been established in the exploration of gaze:

· Co-operation and competition

· Attractiveness of the other person

· Cultural rules and meaning

· Distance

· Content of conversation

· Status

· Environmental setting and props

· Interaction sequence

[Argyle, Furnham & Graham, 1981: 59-61]

Some of these can be matched to innate human behaviour, for example co-operation and competition, and attractiveness, as they encourage reproduction. The others speak of social and environmental reasons for how, and under what regulations we gaze. Cultural rules and meaning I have already discussed, so let us first look at the factor of content of conversation. Experiments show that subjects look less when questioned about personal matters than about preferences for films etc. [Argyle, Furnham & Graham, 1981: 60], suggesting that they are eager to advertise their identity concerning cultural matters, and that it is more taboo to discuss personal matters, or allow others the intimacy and trust of eye contact when doing so.

Status also affects looking regulations: experiments show that people of a higher status are gazed at more than those of a lower status [Argyle, Furnham & Graham, 1981: 60]. It is likely to be due to the social code of showing respect to those in power. Or it could be concerned with personal emotion - envy. Being envied is not sharing your experience with those you are envied by, it is being observed with interest, where the gaze is not mutual [Berger, 1986: 60]. Our social identity is determined through our appearance along with our material wealth, acquaintances and general lifestyle. 

This ‘enigma of visibility’ is especially noticeable for females. Socially, there seems to be a consensus that men have a ‘right to look’; women can only glance, as they are surveyed. This could stem from primal instinct, young women’s appearance being dominated by how attractive and suitable for a mate they are considered. Or, alternatively it could be a product of environment and society. Berger states:
[A woman has]...to survey everything she is and everything she does, because how she appears to others, and ultimately how she appears to men, is of crucial importance for what is normally thought of as the success of her life.
[Berger, 1986: 46]

The pressure on women in society is phenomenal; appearance, it seems, is everything. In an economically male dominated world, women are surveyed before they are treated, or sometimes even before being listened to. Therefore as a social norm, women are constantly watching themselves, and considering how they appear to others.
How a person is looked at is an indicator of their social presence in a room, and staring can be out of admiration, envy or curiosity. When we look we relate the subject of our eyes to ourselves. Personally, as a female in a same-sex relationship, despite the social code that infers it is impolite to stare at strangers, I have often been aware of several sets of eyes surveying me and my girlfriend whilst being present in public places such as nightclubs or the street. Usually the breaking of this social code is due to alcohol consumption, and it is almost always males who stare for longer than the socially accepted length of time. Which is more evidence to suggest that we are being conditioned to a society that gives men the ‘right to stare’; or maybe it is out of curiosity, men are not as dominating in society as it is previously thought? 
Gay men use a social signal when they are in social situations. When surveying people in a space, they use prolonged eye contact to denote interest, and to show that the interest is reciprocated. This convention has advantages as it is discreet, and widely known amongst both gay and straight men. As humans, we stare to establish a relationship, but in this case it is also a social construct, evolved to suit the needs of a group of people. 
As well as looking that can be reciprocated, we gaze on a one way level. Surveillance cameras, television and other variations of mass media offer opportunities to gaze, without being noticed. Through photographs of women and men in magazines, we can see the differences in how the members of each sex are represented, and suggest reasons why this might be. Female models usually have their eyes looking at the camera, but with their head tilted to the side, or down. This regular occurrence would support John Berger’s view, that in society the ‘ideal’ spectator is male, and that women are purely there to make the man look good. When male models appear in photographs, they mostly look away from the camera, or to other objects in the set up. (see Figure 1)
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Figure 1
Male and Female Representations in the media

Laura Mulvey, a feminist and film theorist also put forward the idea of the ‘male gaze’, and claimed that Hitchcock was a prime example of using women in films solely for men’s voyeurism. In her essay, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema, she claims that the contrast between the dark atmosphere of a picture house and the bright screen light enhances the voyeuristic atmosphere, providing more potential for pleasure, whilst leaving the audience to an extent unseen from each other. The cinema itself is a peculiar social situation, in which groups of random strangers gather together for the same purpose, and sit for an hour or two in absolute silence, only to leave again once the film has ended. 

There seems to be a lot of evidence supporting (to an extent) the idea of representations of women being used for men’s voyeurism, especially in terms of the portrayal of women in magazines. Society though, seems to accept this as the norm, suggesting that it has become a social code in itself, a way of looking at women. Whether this representation comes as a result of society, or whether the representation causes the same behaviour to be mirrored in society is hard to define. 
It’s crucial to realise that when a photograph is being taken, there is more than one instance of gaze. The photographer has their own gaze, as does the model, audience and intended audience. Each ‘gazer’ has their own interpretation of the photograph, and its intended audience will determine which genre it is placed under. Social conventions place certain genres of photography as taboo, and govern how acceptable photographs and paintings should be looked at.

A prime case of the existence of social code in the world of images is the difference between pornography and art. Female nudity in art is deemed acceptable, and approachable to look at and reflect upon, whereas looking at the naked human shape in the form of pornographic images is seen by some as disrespectful, insulting and degrading.

Similarly to this, another taboo that exists is full frontal male nudity in film. It’s a rare occasion in film, in comparison to the high frequency of female nude scenes we are used to, even in historical films such as Titanic. On a day to day basis, we don’t seem to notice the gender orientated imbalance, but on closer inspection there are many examples of how the media differentiates in its portrayal of men and women, and how society itself looks differently at them. The social codes existing in everyday British society will continue to evolve with change and necessity, and generations will mature learning different social conventions as they discover and inhabit the world around them.  
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