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Assignment 31

Find a suitably ambiguous picture featuring one or more people 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, with extracts from the responses and a commentary of your own. 

05/05/2004 
Essay 2
Tanja Nieminen

ttn3@aber.ac.uk
Introduction 

Jean Mohr once showed a selection of his photographs to a group of individuals and asked them to tell him what they saw in the pictures (Berger & Mohr, 1982: 42-57). For each picture he received many differing interpretations, none of them actually “correct”. That a picture can be interpreted in multiple ways is no surprise. If no context is given to a painting or a photograph, all we can do is to draw on our knowledge of the world to figure out what is going on in the picture. Our view of the world, attitudes, and personality is likely to reflect on the way we interpret pictures. Relying on this assumption a number of psychological personality tests have been created. Thematic Apperception Test (TAT), which gives the test subjects ambiguous pictures to interpret (Frey, 2004), is an example of this type of test.
However, rather than to ponder over any individuals personality, this essay aims to find out general similarities and differences among a group of people perceiving an ambiguous picture and possible reasons for these tendencies. 
Methods and data

For the use of this small scale study I have selected a painting by Jack Vettriano titled Cocktails and Broken Hearts (see cover sheet). Vettriano is known for having a mood in his paintings, which makes them open to various interpretations (Quinn, 2002: 10). As the title of the painting is likely to give a context for interpretation (Gombrich, 1983: 59), I have omitted it from the questionnaire, thus giving the interpreters minimal context. However, letting the respondents know that the task was similar to a psychological test might have created a context, in which the respondents considered what their interpretations might tell about themselves. This tendency was present in comments in the replies:
Respondent #17: “*knows he watches too much Sopranos* 

Okay... Tell me how I did! Am I nuts?”

The data was collected through an e-mail questionnaire, which I sent to all my acquaintances, and through two online discussion forums (http://www.tori.com and http://toriforum.proboards12.com/). I chose the forums in question because of their easy accessibility and because, as I was a member of both boards from before, I had some idea that they would provide me with sufficient data. In the questionnaire (attachment 1) I asked the respondents to tell me what they saw in the picture and to think what evidence they could find in the picture to support their interpretations. On the forums I asked for the interpretations to be posted to me personally, as, if posted on the board, the interpretation of one might have influenced the interpretations of others.
Altogether I received 31 replies, 7 from male and 24 from female respondents. The age of the respondents ranged from 14 to 35. The respondents were either from English speaking regions (USA, UK, New Zealand, and Australia) or from European countries (e.g. Finland, Netherlands). As the portions of male and female (as well as that of different aged) respondents were hugely different I found it unjustifiable to makes comparisons between answers of different genders (or age groups). Further, I lacked sufficient time to find out correlations between certain type of answers and the respondents age, gender and location. In addition, one might note that the small scale of this study does not give room for any generalisations. 
The length and content of the interpretations varied greatly. Some respondents answered with one or two sentence, whereas, one of the replies is nearly 1500 words. Most of the respondents confined to interpretations, which one could deduct from features of the picture (the way people dressed implied their occupations), but some let their imaginations fly (for example, saying about the woman in the picture: “she's never really been loved, not even by her parents”). 
In the analysis (attachment 2) I counted the instances of things said about the three main characters (the woman, the bartender and the man in the background) in the picture. My analysis is rather superficial, counting only the issues that seemed to be mentioned most and the ones that were most strikingly different from the mainstream of the interpretations (such as, saying that the woman likes to pretend to be a prostitute or that the bartender was planning to have her husband murdered). I took some liberties in interpreting, i.e. reading between the lines of the responses. For example, when a respondent said that the bartender is trying to get the woman to unwind after a hard day I counted this as an instance of “bar tender being concerned for the woman” as I did with a response that actually used the word concerned in it. Depending whether analysis is done by counting words or meanings the results might differ a bit. I chose to count the implied meanings (as I see them, someone else might interpret them differently), regardless of the words used.
Similarities and differences between interpretations
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All of the respondent mentioned the two main characters, the bartender and the woman. Around half (15) of the respondents commented on the man in the background (see figure 1). The respondents who ignored the man might have either thought he was nobody (and indeed, one respondent called him “a random person”), or they might not have noticed him at all. Leibowitz (1965: 28) points out that our attention “determines what we are aware at the moment.” Attention in turn is influenced by our mood, motivation and past experience (ibid: 29). A respondent, who did not mention the second man, commented on being tired. Being tired might have affected his concentration and led to not noticing the man in the background.

Respondent #21: “I am writing this very tired and I'm finding it a bit




tough to focus right now.
Newcomb (1966:35) points out that if we pay close attention to one aspect of a complex object or situation (such as, the woman and the man in front) we are likely to neglect other possible aspects (e.g. the man in the background). Vernon (1971: 147) further states that we tend to overlook anything relatively uninteresting or unimportant. Perhaps, the man in the background simply wasn’t “strange enough” to catch respondents’ attention.
Other often mentioned features were the body language or postures of the characters (and particularly the posture of the bartender’s arm, see figure 2), their supposed occupations and relationships, and what the characters were doing. Many of these responses were anticipated, as in the questionnaire I have presented questions such as “who are these people?” and “what are they doing in the picture?”. 
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Sekuler and Blake (1994: 469) point out that infants (monkeys also have this tendency we are told) prefer looking at novel shapes, and Bloomer (1990:13) comments that from early on humans have the tendency to select certain stimuli as more meaningful than others. This might explain why many of respondents mentioned the bartender’s arm or fist: it is not a typical gesture and thus we tend to notice it.

Familiarity might also explain not noticing something. Coren et al. (1994: 610-613) use the term “perceptual set” to explain how people’s past experiences guide their perception. People with certain experiences (occupational or other) tend to see things in a certain way: they might notice things or leave out things based on their expectations. In other words, we see what we expect to see. In the painting in question only four respondents mentioned that the bartender was smoking, whereas, nine reported that the woman was smoking. Again, one can argue that many of the respondents might find it irrelevant. However, it can also be assumed that a number of them did not notice the fact at all, as we normally do not expect to see a bartender smoking while he is working.
We can look further on attention related issue: mood. Leuba and Lucas (1965: 96-104) conducted a study in 1945, in which the test subjects gave their interpretations on pictures when they were in different moods (induced by hypnosis). There was noticeable differences between the answers by the same person while being on different mood. Similarly, a need state, such as hunger might influence the way we perceive things as reported by Vernon (1971: 180). Another such state is need of sleep. This came across in one reply:

Respondent #21: “Maybe she's a bit tired after a hard day's work. She looks relaxed but 


          tired. (I may also be thinking this way because I am writing this very tired 


          and I'm finding it a bit tough to focus right now. :-D)
A number of responses can be attributed on our knowledge of the world, and in particular, cultural knowledge. Sekuler and Blake (1994: 453-455) explain the top-down model of knowledge’s influence on what we perceive as having four different modes:
· Knowledge enables categorisation – we can recognise what we perceive as we have earlier experience of the perceived object
· Knowledge controls attention – as noted above, we might pay more attention to novel items, i.e. we select what we see based on our previous experience
· Knowledge guides acquisition of sensory data – e.g. we know where to guide our attention (and perception) on hearing a car approaching.
· Knowledge supplies context for sensory data – what we know about the subject from past experience gives us context to interpret it
In this particular case, what we know about bars and well-dressed women influences what we see in the picture. Such knowledge can be acquired through popular culture. Several respondents made comments on their interpretation being potentially influenced by television series:

Respondent #20: “A woman has stopped at a bar after work. Maybe my thoughts are 




Influenced by Ally McBeal and her after-work bar life...”


Respondent #5: “A business woman (a high flying hard nosed type) who gets lonely 



(Ally McBeal effect).


Respondent #17: “If my mind were to ramble, I could see this being some sort of 

crime-related thing, with this woman being in trouble with 

some sort of organized crime element 

*knows he watches too much Sopranos*....”

There can also be cultural differences. Segall et al. (1966: 213) found that people of different cultures perceive optical illusions somewhat differently; this being attributed to culture based perceptual inference habits. Culture might also explain some of the differences in the answers. Two of the respondents mentioned the ring on the woman’s hand as being a wedding ring:
Respondent #16: “The woman smokes a cigarette and again she seems sad, she wears a 

wedding ring so maybe she wants to make contact with the waiter but she just can't”

Respondent #9: “you can clearly see she's an underloved married woman. she has a wedding 
ring and the way she dresses denounces she isn't very happy, generally.
However, in western cultures the wedding ring is typically worn in the left hand, whereas the woman has a ring on the right hand. The interpretation might be caused simply by carelessness in observing the picture or possibly in the cultures of the respondents married women wear their wedding rings in the right hand. The respondents in this question were from Netherlands and Brazil respectively, and I have no information their habits of wearing wedding rings.
In addition, seeing the woman as a business woman can be seen again as inference on our cultural knowledge. In our culture, women in suits work. Further, many commented on the woman being stressed and tired after a long working day. This again is a feature we associate with business people. Furthermore, the way people interpret the relationship is based on cultural knowledge. Many of the respondents thought there was some sort or romantic intentions between the bartender and the woman. These responses were based mainly on their body language, closeness and the fact that he seems to whisper something to her (see figure 3). However, only three people saw him as a husband or a boyfriend. This might tell about what we think about women in bars but perhaps also about our values? Not wanting to see the woman as decadent might lead to such interpretations:
Respondent #10: “The man is the bartender and the woman sitting in front of him is his wife,
who is a lawyer and stopped by the bar to have a drink on her way home from a long day at work.”
The context applied also influences the rest of the interpretation. The woman was often thought to be a business woman. However, those who said the scene is from the 50s or 60s did not think the woman was a business woman and most of them said the woman was probably married. This is because women were more likely to be house wives than business women in the 50s.
Conclusion: perception versus interpretation

I have presented several potential explanations to the tendencies found in the data. The arguments presented are based on research done on perception. However, is it perception at all that we are supposed to be looking at when comparing the interpretations of these respondents? Irvin Rock (1984: 143) points out that while tests such as Roschach’s inkblots or Thematic Apperception Test result in various answers by individuals, the answers are not necessarily different because people would perceive the picture differently, but because their interpretations differ. This interpretation is likely to be influenced by past experience, present state of need or the mood of the viewer. Thus, unless we are, for example, so hungry that we start to see hallucinations, our mood or present state of needs is unlikely to affect what we see, only how we make sense of what we see.
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Jack Vettriano: Cocktails and Broken Hearts, http://www.digitaloops.com/13.jpg

WHAT IS GOING ON in this picture? 
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Please, tell me what you think is the story in this picture. (For example: Who are the people? What are they doing? Why are they doing whatever it is they are doing?)

What makes you think this, i.e. what evidence you find in the picture to support your interpretation? 

Please, tell me also your 
age: 
gender: 
location: 

NOTE! 
I realise that these type of tests are used in psychological testing. My intention is not to ponder over any individual's way of thinking, but to find similarities and differences in the way people in general interpret pictures. 

The painting might be familiar or not, whichever, please do not seek out to find what the title of the painting or the artist's idea of it is. This information is irrelevant - there are no right or wrong answers - and that is why I don't give the name of the painting and the artist here. 


So that to make sure you are not influenced by the answers of the others please e-mail/private message me your answer. Thank you!
Results of the analysis

The number of respondents who mention that the woman is/might be
	married
	10
	lonely
	2

	smoking
	9
	depressed
	2

	not interested in/listening to/ paying attention to the bartender
	8
	stressed
	2

	tired
	7
	upset
	2

	relaxed
	5
	Ally McBealish
	2

	business woman
	5
	pregnant
	1

	sad
	5
	pretending to be a prostitute
	1

	unhappy
	5
	passionate
	1

	lawyer
	3
	middle-aged
	1

	confused
	3
	drunk
	1

	customer/client
	3
	
	


The number of respondents that mentioned that the man behind the counter is/might be

	a bartender/ waitress
	27
	comforting the woman
	2

	saying something/ talking to the woman
	12
	 a customer
	1

	trying to “hit on the woman”
	11
	flirting
	1

	whispering
	10
	delivering a message from the man in the background
	1

	well-meaning/ good guy/ concerned for the woman
	4
	plotting to murder the woman’s husband
	1

	smoking
	4
	passionate
	1

	her husband/boyfriend
	3
	creepy
	1

	her lover
	2
	threatening the woman
	1

	strong
	2
	
	


The number of respondents who said that the man in the background is/might be

	woman’s husband/boyfriend
	7
	nosy
	1

	observing/looking at the couple/woman
	6
	detective
	1

	spying
	3
	pretty damn ominous
	1

	woman’s lover
	2
	sitting
	1

	random person/ just another customer
	2
	woman’s colleague
	1

	potential stalker
	1
	the “good” guy
	1

	guilty of doing something naughty
	1
	bored
	1


The number of respondents who mentioned

	Body language/posture/position
	20
	The bar tender’s fist/arm
	12

	The man in the background
	15
	The scene taking place in the 50s/60s
	4


Figure 2: bartender's 


arm and fist
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Figure 3: whisper?








