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Interpreting Ambiguous Pictures
Find a suitably ambiguous picture and record how at least 20 people respond to the question: 'What is going on in this picture?' Report on the key differences and similarities between their responses.
I think that the best way to approach the above question is by using two TAT (Thematic Apperception Test) Cards, show them to thirty different people and record their response. If after this I felt that I did not have enough data to fairly evaluate it, then I would expand my exploration with a further ten or twenty people, but I feel this amount will be sufficient. Of the two different TAT cards that I have chosen to use as part of my study, one of them is provided with a caption, which gives a little too much information about what was intended to be portrayed in the image. I thought this would give me the opportunity to investigate how differently words would affect a persons understanding of a picture, once we remove a little of the ambiguity. So, I decided to ask ten people about the first TAT card, ten people about the second TAT card with the caption, and ten people about the second TAT card, but this time without the caption and compare the differences in the reactions that they received.

Originally, TAT card tests were developed and used by Christina D Morgan and Henry A Murry at the Harvard Psychological Clinic in the 1930’s.
TAT cards are regularly used in psychoanalysis, as a way of exploring the thoughts and feelings of the person interpreting the ambiguous images that are depicted on the cards. The images are often of emotionally charged situations that can be interpreted in a variety of different ways.
Most TAT cards are made from sketches, drawings or paintings of some kind. Some are also taken photographs. Just like a painting or drawing, a photograph is an image which in most cases can be interpreted in various different ways by different people. It generally depends what the picture is of, who it was taken by, or the purpose of the picture, such as a record of an event or occasion, something that looks aesthetically interesting, personal self expression/artistic, or for persuasive use (propaganda, political, social, etc). 
The meaning behind the image is often very different from the way that the audience or reader interprets it. Everyone interprets what they see differently to the next person. This applies generally throughout life, not just for recorded images.

Many factors which play a part in influencing how things are perceived are relatively ‘stable’ or long term individual factors. These can include the likes of personality, cognitive styles, gender, occupation, age, values, attitudes, long term motivations, religious beliefs, socio-economic status, cultural background, education, habits and past experience. But there are other factors that may contribute to individual differences in perception which are more transitory. These can include the person’s current mental ‘set’, mood, emotional state, goals, intentions, situational motivation and contextual expectancies. (Chandler, http://www.aber.ac.uk/media/Modules/MC10220/visper04.html)
Picture One

The first image that I chose to show to the participants of my investigation, was of a situation featuring a woman laying, seemingly naked in a bed and a man stood by her side, with his back to her and his head in his hands (See Figure 1). I showed this image to ten different people, five men and five women, and asked them what they thought was happening in the picture. I also asked them to expand as much as they could in explaining the background of the situation in order to get a better understanding of what they were imagining. 
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Figure 1

I t was interesting that from this part of my investigation that a lot of the interpretations that I received of this picture seemed to involve sex in one way or another. The most common understanding of the image was that it was a ‘morning after the night before’ situation, where the man standing at the side of the bed, has probably slept with the woman lying in the bed and is now regretting it. This was mainly a view of men, although one of the females that I asked also interpreted it in this way. It is very interesting to look at the differences in the way that men and women look at and interpret images. This difference is because ‘object identification differs between men and women’ (Vernon 1971: p633), and therefore men and women decode pictures in a different way. Females tended to view the picture slightly differently. A common idea was that the setting of the picture is in a hospital. The woman is critically ill, unconscious or dead. The man beside the bed is probably a boyfriend or husband, or some other upset male relative of the patient. When I enquired as to why they had understood the picture in this way, factors that swayed their interpretation included: the chair – because it is so close to the bed, it looks as though someone could have been sat on it at the bedside of the woman in the bed and the woman in the bed, as people seemed to read her body language in a way that suggested that she was not conscious, mainly due to the way in which her arm is lying. Another female viewed the picture differently again. She thought that perhaps the man in the picture had just attacked the woman who is lying in the bed, be it in a sexual manner or not. She said it looked as though the man was feeling slightly guilty or regretful, because of the way he is holding his head in his hands. The woman looks as though she could be dead, but the likely hood is, she is probably just unconscious or is upset and turning her head away from her attacker.
Picture Two

The second picture that I chose to use as part of my investigation is of a situation featuring a woman stood to the left hand side of a doorway, clutching at a door handle with her head in her hands. Through the doorway, we can see a man lying on the bed, half undressed (See Figure 2).

This image originally came with a caption accompanying it. As this caption gave some details on the situation I chose to show the image with the caption to ten people, and show it without the caption to a further ten people. The caption that accompanies the picture is: ‘“Why did I marry him?” she says dazed “Why?”’
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Figure 2
I found the results that I got from this picture, both with and without a caption, were very interesting and very different to what I had expected. I thought, wrongly, that because of the results of the first picture, that maybe I would get similar answers for this picture. I expected that people would say one of two things. That either the man is dead or unconscious and the woman being the person her injured or killed him or more than likely that the situation involves sex in someway. I was wrong.
When shown the picture with the caption, it was clear to the reader that the two people were married and that they had an unhappy relationship. Most people thought that the woman was upset because the man, her husband, has been out all night and has come home drunk. She is worried that he is becoming an alcoholic, and is regretting marrying him, because he is no longer the man that she married. The main indicators of this are that the man is in a state of half undress, as though he attempted to take off his clothes but was unable to manage it, also we can see that he appears to be asleep or unconscious, but not in a particularly comfortable position. It also appears to be daylight outside, the people that I spoke to believed that this meant that the man had been out all night and not returned until the morning, at which point he has just collapsed in the bed. This was the main view of the picture, although there were two people one man and one woman, who did interpret the man as being dead or injured. They seemed to believe that because the woman was unhappy with the relationship he attacked or possibly even killed her husband. The woman that I spoke to suggested that they had been in an argument and in a fit of rage the woman had lashed out and accidentally injured the man and is now regretting it. The woman told me “Although the woman in the picture has doubts about marrying her husband, I’m sure deep down she still loves him and doesn’t want to see him hurt”
The participants, to whom I showed the picture without the caption, interpreted the situation in a very similar way, guessing that the man was drunk.
One male that I spoke to told me that he thought that the man had returned home at night, and not wanting to wake his wife decided to sleep in the spare room. The next morning the woman has found the man dead, possibly of a heart attack, lying in the spare bed. This interpretation means that rather than being upset and angry at the man, the woman is upset that she did not find her husband earlier, in time to help him. The only real difference between the two groups of interpretations is that without the caption, people disagreed about the details of the relationship between the couple. Older generations seemed adamant that they were married, whereas younger people, who are from a time where premarital sex is more widely accepted, believed that the couple could just be boyfriend and girlfriend, or simply an un-married couple who are cohabiting. Another interesting discovery that I made during this investigation was that people still have very stereotypical and particularly sexist views of the roles of men and women in society. The people who looked at the pictures for me seemed far more empathetic towards the female characters in both of the situations. For example in the first image, people only saw the woman as the victim as she lay still in the bed, but in the second image, although it is the man that is lying, apparently motionless on the bed, people still seem to sympathise with the woman, assuming that he has done something wrong rather than the other way round.
Conclusion
From my investigation into the interpretation of ambiguous pictures, I have discovered that the main factors that affect the way in which a person reads an image are gender and age. There were quite a few similarities in what the people saw, but on the whole there were some great variations as well. I suppose this is why psychoanalysts find using TAT cards such a worthy experiment, ‘if you ask a number of observers to look at a photograph…the variability of their reports will be amazingly high.’ (Leibowitz 1965: p37). Not only does it give you an idea about the personality and beliefs of the person interpreting the image, but it also gives you a good comparison of how people’s opinions change over time – such as the difference in the opinions of the elderly compared to younger generations.
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