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Abstract
IR’s visual turn has emphasised visual analysis over visual method, centring images of war and crisis.
Meanwhile security studies centres great power politics and moments of rupture. Together, they rein-
force a dominant image of security as spectacular. This article unites two ethnographic projects focused
on everyday security: one examining everyday security landscapes in China, and one examining health
security at the UK border. Both found a gap between the dominant image of security and what we saw, and
explored this gap through photography. Building on the everyday and visual turns, the article introduces
interpretive photography as method to make two contributions. The first is methodological: it introduces
interpretive photography as a distinct critical qualitative method that operates on five modes: enabling the
seeing-capturing-making-sharing of visual artefacts, it also disrupts dominant visions and contributes to
the construction of international relations.The second contribution is empirical: a deeper, richer account of
what security looks like.While the discipline associates security with emergency politics or a state of excep-
tion, Nyman’s photographs show the exception-made-everyday, while Ferhani’s photos reject the exception
by showing banal routines. In this way, photography engages the visuality of security, and can change how
we see security.

Keywords: Ethnography; Everyday; Method; Photography; Security

Introduction
In the last two decades a visual turn has developed in IR that shows the importance of taking what
we see, and the process of seeing, seriously.1 Scholarship has focused on analysing widely circulated
images – which typically represent wars, catastrophes, and international crises – to understand
what such images do. Scholars have demonstrated the importance of visual representation in shap-
ing political narratives and enabling action (or inaction): from Hansen’s study of the Mohammed
Cartoon Crisis2 to Roland Bleiker et al.’s analysis of the visual dehumanisation of refugees.3 The
interest in representation has put the methodological emphasis on visual analysis. While the visual
turn has centred images of war and crisis, the discipline of security studies has largely focused

1R. Bleiker, ‘Mapping visual global politics’, in R. Bleiker (ed.), Visual Global Politics (London, UK and New York, NY:
Routledge, 2018).

2L. Hansen, ‘Theorizing the image for security studies: Visual securitization and the Muhammad Cartoon Crisis’, European
Journal of International Relations, 17:1 (2011), pp. 51–75.

3R. Bleiker, D. Campbell, E. Hutchison, and X. Nicholson, ‘The visual dehumanisation of refugees’, Australian Journal of
Political Science, 48:4 (2013), pp. 398–416.
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on great power politics, political elites, big events, and moments of rupture. Together, they rein-
force a dominant image of security as spectacular, as about ‘the big stuff ’. In contrast, this article
grew out of two separate research projects speaking to emergent debates on the everyday life of
security.4 Jonna Nyman’s research examines everyday security landscapes in urban China, while
Adam Ferhani’s project investigates the work of health security professionals at the UK border.
Both projects centre long-term ethnographic fieldwork and found a significant gap between the
dominant vision of security in the discipline and what we were seeing day-to-day. One of the ways
in which we both explored this gap was through photography.

In IR and security studies, research on the everyday has begun to disrupt the focus on elites and
high politics. This has included growing interest in new methods adapted from other disciplines,
most notably ethnography and focus groups, to examine everyday experience and reproduction of
international politics and security.5 Herewe situate our workwithin an emergent strand of research
engaging with the everyday and the visual.6 Building on this work, this article turns to visuality and
ways of seeing. In a move away from visual analysis towards visual method, we are interested in
exploring the visuality of security not ‘by examining images … but by making them’.7 We create
a typology of visual methods used in security studies, as part of which we identify three existing
approaches to photography in the field. We then introduce interpretive photography as a distinct
research method suitable for IR. In the process, the article asks: if you take the everyday seriously,
what does security look like? We understand the everyday as operating on ‘spatial, temporal, and
affective dimensions’: we are interested in how security ismade in everyday spaces, through routine
practices, and lived experiences.8 Nyman has developed an in-depth review of the literature on the
everyday life of security9 that demonstrates the difficulty of finding suitable methods to capture
the everyday. Here we explore how photography can be used to generate knowledge about these
dimensions.

The article opens with a review of visual IR and visual methods, and then introduces interpre-
tive photography. The second half of the article is presented as a photo essay, using a narrative
form to reflect on the method as well as on the photographs themselves. The article makes two
contributions. The first is methodological: it introduces interpretive photography, setting it out as
a distinct critical qualitativemethod that operates on fivemodes. As amethod, it enables the seeing-
capturing-making-sharing of visual artefacts, in the process both disrupting dominant visions and
contributing to the ‘visual construction of international relations’.10 Photography forced us both
to see what we previously did not see, framing the field and sharpening the gaze. It reveals other

4See also J. Nyman, ‘The everyday life of security: Capturing space, practice, and affect’, International Political Sociology,
15:3 (2021), pp. 313–37.

5J. Ochs, Security and Suspicion: An Ethnography of Everyday Life in Israel (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 2011); N. Vaughan-Williams and D. Stevens, ‘Vernacular theories of everyday (in)security: The disruptive potential of
non-elite knowledge’, Security Dialogue, 47:1 (2016), pp. 40–58; C. Eschle, ‘Nuclear (in)security in the everyday: Peace campers
as everyday security practitioners’, Security Dialogue, 49:4 (2018), pp. 289–305; L. Jarvis, ‘Towards a vernacular security studies:
Origins, interlocutors, contributions, and challenges’, International Studies Review, 21:1 (2019), pp. 107–25.

6D. Lisle and H. Johnson, ‘Lost in the aftermath’, Security Dialogue, 50:1 (2019), pp. 20–39; F. M ̈oller, R. Bellmer, and
R. Saugmann, ‘Visual appropriation: A self-reflexive qualitative method for visual analysis of the international’, International
Political Sociology (2022), pp. 1–19; R. Bleiker, ‘Visual autoethnography and international security: Insights from the Korean
DMZ’, European Journal of International Security, 4:3 (2019), pp. 274–99; L. Vastapuu, Liberia’s Women Veterans: War,
Roles and Reintegration (London, UK: Zed Books, 2018); S. Harman, Seeing Politics: Film, Visual Method, and International
Relations (Montreal and Kingston, NY: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2019); R. S. Andersen, J. Vuori, and X. Guillaume,
‘Chromatology of security: Introducing colours to visual security studies’, Security Dialogue, 46:5 (2015), pp. 440–57;
X. Guillaume, R. S. Andersen, and J. Vuori, ‘Paint it black: Colours and the social meaning of the battlefield’, European Journal
of International Relations, 22:1 (2016), pp. 49–71.

7G. Rose, Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to Researching with Visual Materials (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE
Publishing, 2012), p. 10.

8Nyman, ‘The everyday life of security’.
9Ibid.
10M ̈oller, Bellmer, and Saugmann, ‘Visual appropriation’, p. 3.
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ways of seeing, challenging the dominant image that we see inmore widely circulated photographs
of security. This is central to the critical potential of photography as method in IR. In the process
we hope to build a sustained and nuanced discussion on researcher-produced photography and
its potential and pitfalls for researching international relations. Indeed, despite a growing body of
work on visuality, the use of visual methods remains uncommon.11

This leads to our second, empirical contribution: a deeper, richer account of what security looks
like. Despite growing interest in the everyday, most of security studies still (re)produces a narrow
vision of security politics. This has in turn shaped what we see (and don’t see) as security. Building
on growing work to de-exceptionalise and attend to the quotidian visual aspects of security, our
projects challenge this dominant image. Nyman’s photographs show the exception-made-everyday
and the co-optation of ordinary people into security service, while Ferhani’s photos reject the
exception by showing banal routines. Introducing alternative points of view challenges how we
– as a discipline – think about and analyse security: what is visible and what is hidden in analyses
of security, including the everyday dimensions. This demonstrates that existing images of secu-
rity are misleading because they reflect only a narrow and partial aspect of what security looks
like. This in turn has political effects, reproducing a narrow and partial image of security that then
appears representative, while other practices, spaces, and experiences remain unseen. By develop-
ing an alternative exploratory interrogation of the visuality of security, the article opens space for
reflecting on how security is made visible, where one might look for it, as well as how one might
go about producing knowledge about it.

Visuality and visual method in IR
Thinking about visuality and visual methods raises important questions around what is (made)
seen (or is not), who sees (or does not), how we see, and what seeing does. The visible and the
invisible are intimately related, and although the role of latter has often been overlooked in the
study of international relations, ‘there is politics beyond the edge of sight’.12 In IR these questions
have become closely tied to representation. The visual turn has demonstrated how pre-existing,
widely circulated visual objects depict, influence, or shape international politics in different ways,
demonstrating their political significance. The focus on visual documentation or representation is
a sensible one, since it is one of the core ways in which vision is shared, contributing to our domi-
nant image of phenomena, practices, events, or the world more broadly. From studies of politically
significant photographs to cartoons and visual popular culture, visual IR has shown how images
perform or enact the international, contribute to the process of securitisation, (re)produce socially
accepted knowledge, or serve to resist. The images analysed typically represent wars, catastrophes,
and international crises – moments of rupture seen through high impact, widely circulated visual
modalities.13 Wide circulation is key to these studies: the circulation is what gives the image impact
and importance, enabling the creation of a dominant vision about an event, phenomenon, or prac-
tice. At the same time, the focus on such images has also (inadvertently) reinforced a very particular
image of security as spectacular, catastrophic, high politics. Indeed, the visual focus of the discipline
has overwhelmingly centred on war and violence.

11J. Vuori and R. Andersen, ‘Introduction’, in J. Vuori and R. Andersen (eds), Visual Security Studies: Sights and Spectacles
of Insecurity and War (London, UK and New York, NY: Routledge, 2018), pp. 1–20 (p. 13).

12E. Van Veeren, ‘Invisibility’, in R. Bleiker (ed.), Visual Global Politics, p. 200.
13See, for example, E. Van Veeren, ‘Captured by the camera’s eye: Guantánamo and the shifting frame of the global war on

terror’,Review of International Studies, 37:4 (2011), pp. 1721–49; E. VanVeeren, ‘Interrogating 24: Making sense of US counter-
terrorism in the global war on terrorism’, New Political Science, 31:3 (2009), pp. 361–84; R. Adler-Nisse, K. E. Andersen, and
L. Hansen, ‘Images, emotions, and international politics: The death of Alan Kurdi’, Review of International Studies, 46:1 (2020),
pp. 75–95; L. Hansen, ‘Theorizing the image for security studies: Visual securitization and the Muhammad Cartoon Crisis’,
European Journal of International Relations, 17:1 (2011), pp. 51–75; Bleiker et al., ‘The visual dehumanisation of refugees’;
D. Shim, ‘Sketching geopolitics: Comics and the case of the Cheonan sinking’, International Political Sociology, 11:4 (2017),
pp. 398–417.
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As a result of the empirical focus on representation, the field has developed a range of sophis-
ticated methods for visual analysis. We cannot cover all of these in depth, but notable examples
include Bleiker’s Mapping Visual Global Politics; Lene Hansen’s methodological framework for
visual analysis14 (which argues images can construct security and advances an ‘inter-visual/inter-
textual model’ for analysing the process of visual securitisation); Gabi Schlag and Axel Heck’s
consideration of magazine cover photography to legitimate and justify the continued war in
Afghanistan;15 Juha Vuori’s consideration of the interplay between images and security discourse;16
and Christina Rowley and Jutta Weldes’s analysis of the Buffyverse.17 All of this work on rep-
resentation has also drawn attention to the power of seeing. Images have power, they ‘reveal
and conceal. They show and hide.’18 At the same time, the politics of visuality is ambiguous.
Visibility does not have a fixed moral value: it’s not inherently ‘good’, invisibility is not inherently
‘bad’.19

Yet there ismore to vision and visuality than representation.Drawing onHal Foster, vision refers
to ‘sight as a physical operation’, while visuality refers to ‘sight as a social fact’.20 Scopic regimes take
many possible social visualities to make ‘one essential vision’ or order them ‘in a natural hierarchy
of sight’.21 To understand how a dominant vision is produced or to untangle it, we need to disturb
the array of visual facts (what we think something looks like, what we are told something looks like.
How else might it look?). Not everything that can be seen has been visually documented and/or
shared. Bleiker makes a distinction between images (photographs, drawings, film, and so on) and
visual artefacts, where the latter have a physical location, such as memorials, statues, military
parades, and presidential debates.22 These are visual phenomena, whether they have been visu-
ally documented and shared or not. Though widely circulated images play a key role in making a
dominant vision, they do not represent the totality of what an event, phenomena, space, or practice
looks like. Consequently, we can use alternative images or visual artefacts to disturb the array of
visual facts, to untangle a dominant vision.

An emerging separate strand of visual IR shifts away from representation and visual analysis
towards visual method/s. Here we define visual methods as practices of image-making. There are
many variants here and all add something unique to visual IR, while sharing a core commitment to
answer research questions by making images (Table 1). They represent a radically different form of
engagement with the visual and visuality – variously capturing, reconstructing, and/or producing
visuals that challenge dominant visions of international relations, contributing in the process also
to the construction of international relations.23

Our focus is photography, but first three other visual methods developed and used in visual IR
require elaboration for comparative purposes. Frank M ̈oller et al. have developed ‘visual appro-
priation’ as method, making images by reusing existing visual material, usually image or video.
They theorise the method as a three-way interaction involving ‘seeing-changing-sharing’ images, a
process through which scholars are both ‘image analysts’ and ‘image-actors’ (acting on, remaking,

14Hansen, ‘Theorizing the image’.
15G. Schlag and A. Heck, ‘Securitizing images: The female body and the war in Afghanistan’, European Journal of

International Relations, 19:4 (2012), pp. 891–913.
16J. A, Vuori, ‘A timely prophet?TheDoomsday Clock as a visualization of securitizationmoves with a global referent object’,

Security Dialogue, 41:3 (2010), pp. 255–77.
17C. Rowley and J. Weldes, ‘The evolution of international security studies and the everyday: Suggestions from the

Buffyverse’, Security Dialogue, 43:6 (2012), pp. 513–30.
18Bleiker, ‘Mapping visual global politics’, p. 20.
19M ̈oller, Bellmer, and Saugmann, ‘Visual appropriation’, p. 6.
20H. Foster, ‘Preface’, in H. Foster (ed.), Vision and Visuality: Discussions in Contemporary Culture (Seattle, WA: Bay Press,

1988), pp. ix–xiv (p. ix).
21Foster, ‘Preface’, p. xiii.
22Bleiker, ‘Mapping visual global politics’, p. 2.
23A point made by M ̈oller, Bellmer, and Saugmann, ‘Visual appropriation’, p. 3, but shared by all visual methods.
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Table 1. Methods in visual IR.

Method Data Status of images/data Role of scholar

Visual analysis Pre-existing (usually widely
circulated) visual material
e.g., Van Veeren, Hansen,
Schlag and Heck

Visual material as
representations of
phenomena, events,
practices, the world

Image-analyst

Visual
appropriation

Remade visual material (dual
role of scholars as image-
analysts and image-actors)
e.g., M ̈oller, Bellmer, and
Saugmann

Remade visuals
reflecting scholar-
as-image-actors’
questions

Image-analyst and
image-actor, con-
structing international
relations

Collaborative
visual methods

Photographs either by or for
participants
e.g., Nyman, Vastapuu, Chonka
et al.24

Photographs reflecting
lived experiences of
participants

Collaborative image-
analyst (together with
participant)

Film-making Original video recording
e.g., Weber, Der Derian,
Harman

Video exploring scholar-
film-maker’s questions
and/or participants
experiences

Film-maker, film-
analyst, constructing
international relations

Researcher-
produced
photography

Photographs taken by the
researcher

Subdivided into:
1. Photo
documentation

e.g., Perazzone, Tidy & Turner,
Tazzioli, O’Grady

Photographs as
reflecting material
reality

Image-maker,
image-analyst,
constructing
international relations

2. Visual
autoethnography

e.g., Bleiker Photographs as source
for autoethnographic
reflection

3. Photo essay e.g., Lisle & Johnson, Hansen &
Spanner

Photos represent a
geographical site, work
as a source for author
reflection or argument

4. Interpretive
photography

e.g., Jonna Nyman and Adam
Ferhani

Photographs as rep-
resenting a ‘point of
view’

and sharingimages already circulating in the digital space).25 In this way the method contributes
both to visual analysis and to ‘the visual construction of international relations’, circulating and
sharing new visuals that challenge dominant visions: ‘What do we see of the international? What
do we regard and what qualifies as international?’.26 This also raises the agency of security scholars
as image-actors, bringing more detail to the texture of security. Closely related to visual appropri-
ation is the method of collage, reusing circulated images to ‘rework reality’.27 Collaborative visual
method/s meanwhile involve participants directly in various forms of co-production of data (such
as photo elicitation, photo interviews, participatory photography, photovoice). This is discussed in
more detail elsewhere,28 but has provided a radical alternative method for challenging dominant

24P. Chonka, A. Edle Ali, and K. Stuvøy, ‘Eyes on the ground and eyes in the sky: Security narratives, participatory visual
methods and knowledge production in “danger zones”’, Security Dialogue (2022).

25M ̈oller, Bellmer, and Saugmann, ‘Visual appropriation’, pp. 2–3.
26Ibid., p. 3.
27C. Sylvester, ‘The art of war/the war question in (feminist) IR’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 33:3 (2005),

pp. 855–78; S. Särmä, ‘Collaging Iranianmissiles: Digital security spectacles and visual online parodies’, inVuori andAnderssen
(eds), Visual Security Studies, pp. 150–71.

28Nyman, ‘The everyday life of security’. For a summary of different photographic methods, see p. 7, see also Vastapuu,
Liberia’s Women Veterans; J. Nyman, ‘(In)visible security politics: Reflections on photography and everyday security land-
scapes’, in E. Bosma, Md Goede, and P. Pallister-Wilkins (eds), Secrecy and Methods in Critical Security Research (London, UK
and New York, NY: Routledge, 2020).
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visions of international relations and security through capturing the perspectives of ‘ordinary peo-
ple’ around the world. Lastly, film-making has been taken up by several scholars. From Weber
filming difference and identity after 9/11 to challenge ideas of citizenship, to James Der Derian’s
HumanTerrain exploring theUSmilitary’s cultural awareness programme, filmhas been used both
to critique and to present alternative visions of the world.29 Harman’s film Pili blends film-making
and collaborative method, presenting a story of women living with HIV based on a collaborative
project where film-makers worked with a community of women who co-wrote and act in the film
itself.30

These methods all produce images to answer research questions. Compared with visual anal-
ysis, they have a drastically different relationship to in/visibility, since image-making is a form of
making-visible. Visualmethods bring both critical and normative potential, but also complex ques-
tions around authorship, voice, participation, and ethics. Let us now turn to photography, where
we can discuss some of these issues in more detail.

Photography and/in IR
Photography comes with a complex legacy. In academia the method is rooted in visual anthro-
pology, where it is deeply entangled with the imperial gaze. Early anthropologists travelled from
colonising states to the colonies where they used photography to ‘scientifically document’ the
‘natives’.31 Photojournalism and art photography come with their own histories. Photojournalism
in particular has played a key role in constructing dominant visions of international relations
and security. Here war photography has been central. Photojournalism as a genre developed to
capture and show what is happening around the world, in turn raising important ethical ques-
tions about reality and fiction. There is a sense that photographs are real, that they capture real
experience: an assumption ‘that something exists, or did exist, which is like what’s in the pic-
ture’,32 but photographs are also interpretation. Looking at a photograph is not the same as looking
at the world. Photography is not a neutral medium but one that comes with responsibility and
requires attention to ethics, in particular when it comes towar photography and images of suffering
which raise additional questions around responsibility and complicity of both photographer and
viewer.33

IR analyses of photojournalism and art photography have raised important questions about the
visuality of war, peace, and security.34 Frank M ̈oller and David Shim disrupt the discipline’s focus
on war photography through an analysis of photographic work on peace. They engage with the
work of professional photographers and an artist-initiated participatory photography project in
order to raise the politics and normative potential of photography. Rune Saugmann Andersen and
M ̈oller examine work by artistic photographers Paglen andNorfolk to show how they ‘alter the dis-
cursive frame within which the politics of security is understood’.35 They note that the dominant
vision of security is ‘historically situated, and … mainly sedimented by means of photojournalis-
tic images operating with a visual language developed in the mid-20th century’.36 Images have also

29C. Weber, I am an American: Filming the Fear of Difference (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2011); J. Der Derian,
‘Now we are all avatars’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 39:1 (2010), pp. 181–7.

30Harman, Seeing Politics.
31E. Edwards, ‘Tracing photography’, in M. Banks and J. Ruby (eds), Made to be Seen: Perspectives on the History of Visual

Anthropology (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2011), pp. 159–89.
32S. Songtag, On Photography (New York, NY: Penguin Books, 1977), pp. 3, 5, 7.
33F. M ̈oller, ‘The looking/not looking dilemma’, Review of International Studies, 35 (2009), pp. 781–94.
34Ibid.; F. M ̈oller and D. Shim, ‘Visions of peace in International Relations’, International Studies Perspectives, 20 (2019),

pp. 246–64; D. Lisle, ‘The surprising detritus of leisure: Encountering the late photography of war’, Environment and Planning
D: Society and Space, 29 (2011), pp. 873–90; R. Andersen and F.M ̈oller, ‘Engaging the limits of visibility: Photography, security
and surveillance’, Security Dialogue, 44:3 (2013), pp. 203–21.

35Andersen and M ̈oller, ‘Engaging the limits’.
36Ibid., p. 204.
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been used by the state, supporting state narratives of security.37 Thephotographs they analyse chal-
lenge traditional war photography by ‘engaging the limits of visibility, the limits of the traditional
regime of seeing war and security’. For example, making visible security infrastructures in ordi-
nary spaces, drawing attention to the ways in which ‘both the war society and the security state are
either invisible or visible to such an extent that they have become invisible’. The photographs they
examine show that ‘security is not – or at least not always – out of the ordinary and that that visual
access to battlefields and precision bombs serves to hide less spectacular and more complicated
modulations of security’.38 Indeed, security can be ‘ordinary’, ‘routine’, or ‘boring’. Here photogra-
phy becomes a way to denaturalise common sense assumptions, to ask questions. By using such
‘counter-visualisations’, photography can be used to ‘challenge the workings of state power and cor-
porate interests’ in the politics of security,39 it can open up alternative ways of seeing. Debbie Lisle
raises a related point in her examination of photographs depicting the aftermath of war, suggesting
they invite the viewer into a ‘space of contemplation’ that can create a tenuous solidarity and a new
‘ethico-political viewing relation’.40

One of the final themes coming out of this work is the relationship between photography and the
everyday.M ̈oller and Shim argue that the everyday is particularly suitable for photography.41 There
is a connection here to normative possibilities raised by the everyday turn, much of which focuses
on taking what appears routine and showing how it is, in fact, political.42 Everyday images of war,
peace, and security have the potential to disturb and denaturalise the dominant vision or image
that we associate with each of these, creating counter-visuals or a visual counter-archive43 that
adds texture to our understanding of security. Before turning to methods of researcher-produced
photography in IR, we should also note that other disciplines have beenmuchmore open to exper-
imentation with photography as method. In particular visual anthropology, sociology, geography,
and urban studies:44 we draw on these more explicitly in the following section, where we set out
interpretive photography as method.

Photo documentation: Photo documentation is the most common variant of researcher-
produced photography. Here a researcher takes photographs to document a specific ‘visual phe-
nomenon’45 that can then be analysed later. The purpose of photography is data collection. Such
uses of photography are usually based on a realist approach to photographic representation, where
photographs are taken to represent a material reality46 and the focus of analysis is on the con-
tents of the photographs. The method is usually used alongside other methods. In IR, we see this
most clearly in the emergence of articles that include photographs from fieldwork or other research
practice for illustrative purposes, using the contents of the photograph as a source of additional
data or for illustration but without discussing photography as method. Examples here include
Stéphanie Perazzone’s fieldwork photography in Congo,47 Joanna Tidy and Joe Turner’s museum

37Y. Galai, ‘The victory image’, Security Dialogue, 50:4 (2019), pp. 295–313.
38Andersen and M ̈oller, ‘Engaging the limits’, pp. 212–16.
39Ibid., p. 205.
40Lisle, ‘The surprising detritus of leisure’, p. 889.
41M ̈oller and Shim, ‘Visions of peace’, p. 248.
42Nyman, ‘The everyday life of security’, p. 316.
43M. Shapiro, Studies in Trans-disciplinary Method (London, UK: Routledge, 2013), p. 85.
44J. J. Collier, ‘Photography in anthropology: A report on two experiments’, American Anthropologist, 59:5 (1957),

pp. 843–59; J. J. Collier and M. Collier, Visual Anthropology: Photography as a Research Method (Albuquerque, NM: University
of New Mexico Press, 1986); S. Pink, Doing Visual Ethnography (London, UK: Sage, 2013); G. Rose, Visual Methodologies: An
Introduction to Researching with Visual Materials (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publishing, 2016); M. Banks, Visual Methods in
Social Research (London, UK: Sage, 2001); D. Harper, Visual Sociology (Abingdon, UK and New York, UK: Routledge, 2012).

45Rose, Visual Methodologies, p. 308.
46Ibid., p. 310; Pink, Doing Visual Ethnography, p. 58.
47S. Perazzone, “‘Shouldn’t you be teaching me?” State mimicry in the Congo’, International Political Sociology, 13 (2019),

pp. 161–80.
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photographs,48 Martini Tazzioli’s photos49 of technical guidance for asylum-seekers, Jutta Bakonyi’s
photos of infrastructural power,50 and Nat O’Grady51 on security infrastructures.

Visual autoethnography: Visual autoethnography was introduced by Bleiker,52 who develops a
historical autoethnographic account of his own experiences in theKoreanDMZby reflecting on his
own photographs taken thirty years ago.53 His method is retrospective and the way his perspective
has changed over the intervening thirty years is central to the analysis.The photographs were taken
during previous work as a Swiss army officer rather than for research purposes. Here there are both
differences and overlaps with the method we set out in this article. To start with differences: we use
photography as a purposeful part of a package of researchmethods during ethnographic fieldwork.
We do not have the benefit of historical perspective, and while we reflect on and engage with our
own positionality we are not developing autoethnographic accounts. Bleiker’s use of everyday pho-
tographs and his reflections on the potential of photography as a critical method are closer to our
aims here. He combines the photographs with contemporary reflections to disrupt common visual
and political discourses.54 Crucially, security discourses about any situation are always partial, and
photography can reveal this by introducing alternative (themselves also partial) discourses. For
Bleiker, the way to do this is through visual positionality: using positionality to reveal alterna-
tive images that in turn reveal ‘the often arbitrary but largely concealed construction of political
discourses and practices’.55

Photo essay: IR scholars have used photo essays in different ways. It can be both (or either) a
research method or a format for dissemination. Debbie Lisle and Heather Johnson use a series of
photographs taken in a specific site alongside reflections by the authors.56 Here, photographs of
an abandoned hotel in in Greece are used to reflect on the migrant crisis. The authors reject the
idea of photographs as a representation of reality, seeing photographs instead as reflecting traces
that require interpretation. Like Bleiker, their method is guided by a desire to contest dominant
policy and official narratives (in this case, those that silence migrants) ‘to write against the official
story’.57 In contrast, LeneHansen and Johan Spanner’s photo essay takes a differentmethodological
approach, using photo essay to capture the seeing of a site, to convey the embodied experience
of a particular space. This also stresses the use of words to suggest readings of the images for a
reader.58 These uses of photo essay are distinct from photo-documentation in that the photos are
not used to straightforwardly illustrate the researchers’ arguments or data, but to convince the
reader that the argument is correct.59 It relies on a different epistemological strategy, using photos
not to show something but to make a broader argument. There are similarities with our method
here, andwe use a photo-essay format to present our photographs because of the benefits of ‘writing
to’ the photographs, providing context and argument as well as space to address that which isn’t
visible.60 We sit closer to Lisle and Johnson in seeing the photographs as traces of reality rather
than straightforward representations of the real in their own right. However, both these uses of

48J. Tidy and J. Turner, ‘The intimate international relations of museums: A method’, Millennium, 48:2 (2020), pp. 117–42.
49M. Tazzioli, ‘The technological obstructions of asylum: Asylum seekers as forced techno-users and governing through

disorientation’, Security Dialogue, 53:3 (2022), pp. 202–19.
50J. Bakonyi, ‘Modular sovereignty and infrastructural power:The elusivemateriality of international statebuilding’, Security

Dialogue, 53:3 (2022), pp. 256–78.
51N. O’Grady, ‘Automating security infrastructures: Practices, imaginaries, politics’, Security Dialogue, 52:3 (2021),

pp. 231–48.
52Bleiker, ‘Visual autoethnography’, pp. 274–99.
53Ibid., p. 277.
54Ibid., p. 298.
55Ibid., p. 278.
56Lisle and Johnson, ‘Lost in the aftermath’, pp. 20–39.
57Ibid., p. 36.
58L. Hansen and J. Spanner, ‘National and post-national performances at the Venice Biennale: Site-specific seeing through

the photo essay’, Millennium, 49:2 (2021), pp. 305–36 (p. 311).
59Ibid., p. 314.
60Ibid., p. 315.
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photo essay centre a specific site and site-specific seeing, which sets them apart from our approach
to security as three-dimensionally situated in everyday spaces, practices, and affect.

These methods all make significant departure from visual analysis but differ from our method
in distinct ways.

Interpretive photography as method
Our use of photography is rooted in interpretive visual ethnography.61 We used photography dur-
ing extended ethnographic fieldwork, as part of participant and non-participant observation. We
do not see photographs as representations of objective material reality or fact, but as representing
‘a point of view’.62 We use photography to explore the visuality of security rather than ‘images as a
topic in themselves’.63 As part of this process, we move beyond the more conventional focus areas
of the discipline (war, spectacular events) towards questioning what we see as security, placing our
method within an emergent shift from visual object to visuality.64 Photography used in this way
sheds light on and offers critical leverage on visuality: it draws attention to the differences ‘among
how we see, how we are able, allowed, or made to see, and how we see this seeing or the unseen
therein’.65 Put differently, photography puts what security actually looks like under critical pressure.

A reflexive ethnography ‘includes the account of its creation’.66 An account of power and power
relations is central to this: the power relations involved in the construction of the photograph,
but also the way in which power shapes the viewing of the photograph. Different audiences bring
different ways of seeing: ‘A specific visuality will make certain things visible in particular ways,
and other things unseeable …’.67 Here we draw on Bleiker’s use of visual positionality, recognis-
ing the partial nature of any photographic encounter and way of seeing.68 Seeing is complex and
socially constructed: it depends on the physical as well as the social position of the viewer.69 Using
photography in this way requires careful consideration of the relationship between the researcher-
photographer and the field.Howmight the researcher-photographer’s history, background, culture,
linguistic capacity, and personal characteristics like race, class, and gender shape their access to the
field, their experience in the field, and the photographs they take?

Interpretive Photography (IP) is a critical qualitative method that interacts with visuality in five
ways: seeing, capturing, making, sharing, and disrupting, contributing to the ‘visual construction
of international relations’:70

1. IP is a mode of seeing, an analytical strategy that serves to sharpen the gaze, to see what one
might not otherwise see. Photography here is not simply about recording something that exists out
there, it is an ‘act of transformation’71 in itself: it is part of the analysis (as opposed to capturing evi-
dence of what prior analysis has concluded). Understood as seeing, IP shapes our understanding of
the practices, spaces, objects, architectures, and feelings we are interested in. In our cases, it allowed
us to explore the visuality of security. In Harper’s words, ‘I like to take photos because I never am
sure what the camera is going to teach me about seeing.’72 Photography encouraged us both to
see things that are often excluded from the dominant narrower vision of security: day-to-day little

61See Pink, Doing Visual Ethnography; Rose, Visual Methodologies.
62D. Schwartz, Waucoma Twilight: Generations of the farm (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992), p. 14.
63R. S. Andersen, J. A, Vuori, and C. E.Mutlu, ‘Visuality’, in C. Aradau, J. Huysmans, A. Neal, and N. Voelkner (eds), Critical

Security Methods: New Frameworks for Analysis (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2015b), 85–117 (p. 90).
64Drawing on Andersen, Vuori, and Mutlu, ‘Visuality’, p. 91.
65Foster, ‘Preface’, p. ix.
66Harper, Visual Sociology, p. 47.
67Rose, Visual Methodologies, p. 220.
68Bleiker, ‘Visual autoethnography’.
69Harper, Visual Sociology, p. 4.
70M ̈oller, Bellmer, and Saugmann, ‘Visual appropriation’, p. 3.
71Tillmans and Hägglund, cited in M ̈oller, Bellmer, and Saugmann, ‘Visual appropriation’, p. 5.
72Harper, ‘Visual sociology’, p. 7.
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nothings that shape the circulation of people and dailymicro-behaviours. It forced us, as observers,
to look differently.

We both approached our respective field sites with an anthropological sensibility, planning to
spend longer periods of time ‘hanging out’73 immersed in our respective contexts (eight months
in total for Jonna Nyman, twelve months for Adam Ferhani). Rather than setting out with a list
of things to capture, an open mind and access to a camera served to sharpen the gaze by ‘fram-
ing the field in the viewfinder’.74 For Jonna, it drew focus to dimensions of security politics I had
not considered at the outset of the project. My photographic encounters with street-level security
checkpoints, personnel, and architectures drew my attention to the (re)production of security in
mundane spaces all around me.75 Elsewhere, I have written of my use of photography as an ambu-
latory method, drawing on walking methods more common in urban studies and geography.76
Walking was central to my encounters and engagement with the field, forcing me to continually
reflect on where security happens, how, by who and what means, and how it feels (and how the
feeling changed as I moved from observer to participant). Photography made me reflect on peo-
ple/practices/architectures I initially did not see as security, expanding my own vision. For Adam,
photography as an analytical device forced me, as an outsider or observer, to ‘look differently’ dur-
ing my time in the field – to bracket my gaze and see things that I otherwise would have missed.
Impalpable material elements of everyday security – the striking use of black uniforms, or barely
noticeable smiles, shrugs, and gestures – would have been ignored entirely. Photography forced us
to continuallymake choices about what we do and do not photograph, pushing analytical questions
about what is ‘relevant’ to the fore.

2. Interpretive photography is also a mode of capturing visual artefacts, practices, phenomena,
and experiences. In this mode it is a form of data collection that can be used to capture significant
moments in the field. In our respective projects, it allowed us to capture security in real time:
in everyday spaces, practices, and lived experiences during our participant and non-participant
observation. Here there are also overlaps with photo-documentation. We both used photography
alongside conventional field notes. Field notes are difficult to produce in real time, so often end up
as summaries at the end of the day.They felt flat in comparison to our experiences and struggled to
capture what was happening in the moment: especially visual, material, and affective dimensions.
For Adam, photography was a way to capture the materiality of everyday security politics in the
moment – either through non-human objects or through the corporeality of embodiments. For
Jonna, it became a way to capture the everyday security landscapes she was walking through day-
to-day.

3. A form of making, IP can be used to create a unique visual dataset that can be used (often
in combination with field notes and reflections) to show and/or further analyse phenomena. It
can be used to create a more nuanced story and build a picture of the field. Here it acts both as
a memory aid to assist thick description and as data in its own right. There are similarities here
with photo essay methods, but also with visual appropriation’s notion of the scholar as ‘image-
actor’. Here we are producing our own images rather than acting-on appropriated images already
in the digital space, but the agency of the scholar-as-actor is key to both methods. We are both
academics without prior training in photography and can claim no particular artistic merits in our
photographs, but producing our own original photographs as part of our ethnographic fieldwork
has become an important part of our interrogations into the visuality of security.

4. The photographs produced through IP are an essential part of sharing the research, closing
the gap between the viewer and the field. They play an important role in research dissemination,

73C. Geertz, ‘Deep hanging out’, The New York Review of Books, 45:16 (1998), p. 69.
74N. Emmel and A. Clark, ‘Learning to use visual methodologies in our research: A dialogue between two researchers’,

Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung / Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 12:1 (2011).
75Nyman, ‘The everyday life of security’.
76Jonna Nyman
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Table 2. Modes of interpretive photography.

1. Seeing IP is a mode of seeing, an analytical strategy that serves to sharpen the gaze

2. Capturing IP is a form of data collection, capturing significant moments in the field as part of non-participant
or participant observation

3. Making Creates a unique visual dataset that can be used to show and/or further analyse particular
phenomena

4. Sharing The photographs are an essential part of disseminating the research, closing the gap between the
viewer and the field

5. Disrupting Photography can reveal alternative points of view, making new images of international relations
that serve to disrupt dominant visions and construct international relations

inviting the viewer into a ‘space of contemplation’77 provoking reflection beyond the deceptively
simple question of what security looks like, towards what security is. Here our method works in a
similar way to other visual methods. We both use our photographs in written publications as well
as when we give talks to fellow scholars, policy audiences, students, or the general public.

5. Making new images of international relations can disturb and disrupt visual facts, to untan-
gle dominant visions. This is central to the critical potential of interpretive photography. Creating
a visual ‘counter-archive’ of phenomena under study has concrete effects, challenging the domi-
nant images we see in more widely circulated photographs of security and revealing the normative
potential of photography.78 In this way, IP also contributes to the visual construction of interna-
tional relations:79 what do we see of security, what do we see as security? Photography used in a
way that enables its critical potential can reveal multiple alternative points of view, opening space
for reflection on visuality, in/visibility, and power relations. By showing that which we don’t usually
see, ‘photography can serve as encouragement for resistance to taken-for-granted and increasingly
invisible forms of security governance’.80 Photography used in this way raises the agency of secu-
rity scholars, image-making to disrupt visual facts and add texture to security.81 Here words help,
because we can write about that which is not in the picture (see Table 2).

By introducing new points of view, we can engage with questions of visibility: what do we see?
What do we not see? Is what we are seeing consonant with what we were expecting? How does this
contrast with images of security we might be more used to seeing? While we are not claiming pho-
tography as method is necessarily emancipatory, it does open space to consider questions of power
and power relations: to reflect on what is made visible and what is not in turn requires asking who
is able to see andwho cannot.82 Here visual positionality is helpful: we can use positionality to show
alternative images that in turn reveal the ‘largely concealed construction of political discourses and
practices’,83 to ask: ‘what kind of ‘reality’ is being depicted by the prevailing view? Who is viewing
and with what purpose and interests? Who has the power to determine what can and cannot be
seen and, thus, what can and cannot be thought? What are the consequences?’84

Photography used in the research process entails a responsibility of some sort. Photographs
are also ‘an interpretation of the world’.85 Indeed, ‘just because something appears to be visible …
doesn’t necessarily mean it’s true’.86 Here we again emphasise the importance of an interpretive
approach that engages power relations explicitly, which is where ‘writing (or speaking) to’ the

77Lisle, ‘The surprising detritus of leisure’.
78See also M ̈oller and Shim, ‘Visions of peace’.
79M ̈oller, Bellmer, and Saugmann, ‘Visual appropriation’, p. 3.
80Andersen and M ̈oller, ‘Engaging the limits’, p. 217.
81See also M ̈oller, Bellmer, and Saugmann, ‘Visual appropriation’.
82Van Veeren, ‘Invisibility’, p. 196
83Bleiker, ‘Visual autoethnography’, p. 278.
84Ibid., p. 296.
85Songtag, On Photography, p. 7.
86Pink, Doing Visual Ethnography, p. 3.
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photographs is particularly helpful. More photo-realist approaches risk deemphasising the role,
positionality, and power of the observer.There are important questions around participation: ‘what
right do we have to film, photograph or videotape those we work with?’87 Photography as research
method requires decisions about how to engage with those photographed, questions around con-
sent, participation, even co-production. What role will the subjects play, if there are subjects? This
is even more so the case with research that engages with images of human suffering, there is no
‘always ethical’ option or easy answer when it comes to looking/not looking.88 Here collaborative
projects like Harman’s film Pili set an excellent example.

Photography requires deep understanding of the visual culture of the context in which you are
photographing: whether this be an institution, a professional culture, an ethnic or linguistic or
other kind of culture. Photography also requires serious sustained consideration of the potential
short, medium, and long-term consequences for the people photographed, especially where photos
may later be disseminated or used in research outputs. In some spaces photography is illegal.These
are questions and problems that need to be continually negotiated and renegotiated throughout the
research process. Here we draw on Gillian Rose’s notion of ‘reflexive vigilance’, which stresses the
importance of ‘the careful and consistent awareness of what the researcher is doing, why, and with
what possible consequences in terms of the power relations between researcher and researched.’89
In Nyman’s case, it has required careful selection of photos reproduced in any outputs tomake sure
individuals cannot be recognised, and in some cases, anonymisation of individual photos.

There are also practical questions to consider. Photography can be useful when access and/or
participant observation is difficult or impossible, it can be done from afar without involving sub-
jects directly. Constructing images requires ‘reflexivity about composition, framing, lighting, and
perspective and so on’, and considering ethical decisions about ‘accuracy, authenticity, and repre-
sentation’ when editing and selecting images.90 Photography cannot capture everything: it loses
movement, smell, sound, atmosphere, as well as context, that which is just beyond the frame. At
the same time, photography can be a space for exploring the dividing line between the mundane
and accessible, and the extraordinary or secretive.This is in turn shaped by what elites and security
practitioners see as sensitive in different contexts. Both of our projects (see next section) include
photographs that interrogate the line between the mundane and the sensitive. Photography also
opened up questions around the politics of who can see, what, and where. In this way, it helps to
visualise the politics of the everyday, to make political that which has often been considered out-
side the realm of politics.The politics in/of these scenes is often simmering under the surface rather
than explicit, but photography can serve as a useful tool for reflecting on such ‘infrapolitics’.91

What does security look like? An invitation to the field
The existing representational codes governing how security is depicted are historically situated and
draw on visual language developed by photojournalists in the mid-twentieth century.92 However,
adhering to these codes can obscuremuch of whatmakes up contemporary security practice.93 The
discipline’s ongoing focus on the spectacular has served to overlook that which is less visible. Jon
Coaffee et al. point to a ‘spectrum of visible security’ ranging from the very visible to the stealthy,
and then the invisible.94 The invisible contains both that which is secret – the purposefully hidden
– and that which is so visible it becomes unseen. Here we draw on the everyday turn to visualise

87Banks, Visual Methods, p. 129.
88M ̈oller, ‘The looking/not looking dilemma’.
89Rose, Visual Methodologies, p. 253.
90L. Shepherd, ‘Aesthetics, ethics, and visual research in the digital age’, Millennium, 45:2 (2017), pp. 214–22 (pp. 218–19).
91J. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1990), p. 184.
92Andersen and M ̈oller, ‘Engaging the limits of visibility’, p. 204.
93Ibid.
94J. Coaffee, P.O’Hare, andM.Hawkesworth, ‘The visibility of (in)security:The aesthetics of planning urban defences against

terrorism’, Security Dialogue, 40:4–5 (2009), pp. 489–511.
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the unseen: security as everyday practice and lived experience, happening in mundane spaces all
around us.The rest of this section presents our photos: we open with JonnaNyman’s photos, before
moving on to Adam Ferhani’s. Both sets of photographs challenge the focus on the spectacular but
in different ways. Jonna’s photos visualise the exception made everyday, in spaces, practices, and
lived experiences, while Adam’s photos present security as ordinary, boring, and routine. Together,
the photographs show that the everyday matters: they tell us something about what security looks
like, how it is made, where we might find it, and what it feels like.

Photographing security in China: The exception made everyday (Jonna Nyman)
Existing research on security in China can be split into two categories. Mainstream security
research largely takes a realist understanding of security-as-survival of the state in the face of exter-
nal threat. Here key work focuses primarily on foreign policy or China’s relations with the near
abroad.95 Critical security studies has engaged less with China and has had little uptake within
China. Most of the existing work has drawn on securitisation theory,96 drawing attention to the
process of securitisation in the Chinese context. Here work on Xinjiang in particular stands out
for unpacking how this plays out in everyday practices.97 Together, this leaves a dominant image of
security in China as either centred on: (1) ‘high politics’ and foreign policy, visible in international
summits and bilateral visits but taking place mostly behind closed doors; (2) elite security speech-
acts, visible in key texts and legislation; or (3) policing, visible in recruitment statistics. None of
this work engages with images98 or the visuality of security in China, or with the everyday life of
security.99

My interest in the everyday life of security in China began with a growing obsession with
the country’s ‘National Security Education Day’. I started watching national security propaganda
videos featuring characters as diverse and unexpected as the Joker from Batman and Adolf Hitler,
and developed a fixation with administrative and uniform changes within the Chinese police.
During my fieldwork I traced the growing intensification of national security measures in the
changes I saw all around me: increasing numbers of security checkpoints across city locations,
ID checks, intensifying surveillance and monitoring. My fieldwork for this project was carried out
over eight months in 2017 and 2018, but having worked on China since 2010 I was also compar-
ing these changes with my previous experiences. I was based in Beijing but travelled widely to get
a sense of how practice varied across the country. The photos discussed here are from Xinjiang,
a province in the northwest of China, which has been the subject of particularly intense security
measures. They are a small subset of a large collection of photos taken during my research, chosen
here in the hope of both showing the possibilities of interpretive photography and to present an
alternative image of security in China.

When I arrived in Hotan my first impression was of dust. An oasis town in the Taklamakan
desert, it used to be famous for jade production but now conjures up darker associations for many
Chinese. In 2011 it was the site of a terror attack, and unrest simmers. My second impression was
of police. The city is full police roadblocks and patrolling police, many of whom are in full riot
gear (carrying heavy weaponry, protective vests, and shields). Looking back, I think I saw my first
armoured tank at Hotan airport, a dark grey-green vehicle with ‘military police’ stamped on the

95A. J. Nathan and A. Scobell, China’s Search for Security (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2012); L. Dittmer and
M. Yu, Routledge Handbook of Chinese Security (London, UK and New York, NY: Routledge, 2015).

96J. Vuori, Critical Security and Chinese Politics: The Anti-Falun Gong Campaign (London, UK: Routledge, 2014); J. Nyman
and J. Zeng, ‘Securitization in Chinese energy and climate politics’, WIREs Climate Change, 7:2 (2016).

97A. Zenz and J. Leibold, ‘Securitizing Xinjiang: Police recruitment, informal policing and ethnic minority co-optation’, The
China Quarterly, 242 (2020), pp. 324–48; T. Liu and Z. Yuan, ‘Making a safer space? Rethinking space and securitization in the
old town redevelopment project of Kashgar, China’, Political Geography, 69 (2019), pp. 30–42.

98For visual research on China (that doesn’t explicitly engage with security), see W. Callahan, China: the Pessoptimist Nation
(Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2010).

99But see Nyman, ‘The everyday life of security’; Nyman, ‘(In)visible security politics’.
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Figure 1. Restriction/Protection 1, Hotan, Xinjiang, 2018.

side in white. Less than five minutes after leaving the airport, our taxi ground to a halt. Our fellow
passengers shifted uncomfortably in their seats, and the driver informed us that we had been pulled
over for a security check. We were asked to hand over our IDs, and me and my friend were asked
to exit the vehicle and bring our luggage as we followed an officer carrying our passports into the
police compound. We heard the metal fence and gate clink shut behind us (see Figure 1).

Such checkpoints are everywhere in Xinjiang – at least, I encountered them in each of the four
cities I visited, as well as on the highways and in train stations while travelling between cities.
Movement of people is closely monitored, registered, and in many cases, heavily restricted. ID
cards are routinely scanned, allowing authorities to track themovement of people across the region
but also as they go about their daily lives within their hometowns. Here state security agendas are
visible and felt in everyday practices of control, monitoring, and restriction, as ordinary people
move, or are stopped from moving, in and between the ordinary spaces in which they live their
lives.The visual omnipresence of security personnel, checkpoints, CCTVand surveillance create an
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Figure 2. Restriction/Protection 2, Hotan, Xinjiang, 2018.

atmosphere of control but also of tension. The photograph carries at least some of this atmosphere,
themetal gate and fence topped with barbed wire occupyingmuch of the visible space, conveying a
feeling of restriction, of being closed in. In the background, we see a largely abandoned city street.

The photograph Restriction/Protection 2 (Figure 2) was taken at a popular market in Hotan and
shows three members of the security police back-to-back in triangle formation, each holding a
separate piece of the riot equipment I had by now become used to seeing in mundane spaces all
around me. Security personnel all around the city were in a constant state of readiness, creating a
strange atmosphere of juxtapositions: a mundane ongoing crisis, a state of exceptionmade routine.
Around them, locals make their purchases of fruit, bread, honey, seeming to notice the security
presence only when they had to walk around them.

Here security is about controlling movement, about permanent exceptions and a constant state
of readiness, all of which feels familiar to most of us who study security politics. But these are
security practices we tend to associate with the border or war zones. The control of flows and
circulation of people inside states, in times of peace and stability, is not given much attention in IR
or security studies. This brings us back to questions of visuality and positionality. The exception
made mundane, occurring day to day in ordinary spaces, is rarely seen in dominant visions of
security, or indeed in explorations of everyday IR. Security is either exceptional or everyday, but
rarely both. The title Restriction/Protection evokes a tension at the heart of security politics. The
process of ‘making safe’ necessitates making threats, something to be made safe from. At the same
time, it inscribes lines around those or that which is worthy of protection. The photographs show
the materiality of protection: the gate, the barbed wire, the uniforms, the riot gear. But they also
hint at the lived experience, at the atmosphere and feelings of restriction produced by the security
regime.

Reflecting on positionality and photography in turn opens up questions around invisibility, what
we cannot see. Here ‘writing to’ photographs is crucial. Foreigners and locals are treated differently
by security personnel, but security also impacts the local population differently. The Chinese state
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Figure 3. Participation/Co-optation 1, Kashgar, Xinjiang, 2018.

has developed increasingly restrictive and violent policies towards ethnicminorities in the name of
security. While travel in Xinjiang is severely restricted and monitored, as a white foreign traveller
with a European passport I benefited from significant privilege. This privilege also enabled me
to photograph what could be considered sensitive from a place of relative safety. Briefly detained
and interrogated by heavily armed security personnel, my passport inspected and scanned, I was
eventually released from the police compound and allowed to continue my journey.

I took Participation/Co-optation 1 (Figure 3) while walking through an underpass in Kashgar,
Xinjiang. It portrays an ID check, bag scan, and metal detector, which all passers-through must
use. The screen on the open laptop shows the scanned IDs of those who have recently passed
through, likely storing their information in a centralised database.The security check is juxtaposed
against the beauty stores in the background, where women stand around chatting. These practices
have become routine and unexceptional for many of those who encounter them daily, normalising
extreme monitoring of civilian movement. Photography raises the question of what is made visible
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Figure 4. Participation/Co-optation 2, Kashgar, Xinjiang, 2018.

here, and what is not. In the photograph we see the state’s attempts to quell what they would call
terrorism or extremism. We see ordinary people participating-in/submitting-to monitoring. We
don’t see the complex power relations between a centralised state and its restive borderlands. No
one can opt out of monitoring. It is impossible to move through the city without participating to
some degree in the security regime. We don’t see the violence faced by those who do attempt to
resist the state. Of course, it is possible to photograph this violence, and photographs from China’s
prison camps in Xinjiang have circulated widely in internationalmedia. Photography raises impor-
tant questions about ethics and complicity when addressing political violence. Here I have chosen
not to show photos where individuals can be identified, for example, to protect their identity. At
the same time, not looking, or ignoring violence, is in itself a form of complicity.100

Using photography during my fieldwork deepened my understanding of agency. It forced me
to think about mass mobilisation and who ‘does’ security in contemporary China, here presented
in stark visual contrast with the dominant image centred on elite politics and foreign policy. The
dominant vision of security in both mainstream and critical security studies is one of a deeply pro-
fessionalised field: it is performed by authorised agents of the state. In the process of my fieldwork
I kept coming across instances where the line between who does security and who is the sub-
ject of security was more blurred, complicating questions of agency and participation, and raising
questions about what is see-able and what is not in the frame.

Participation/Co-optation 2 (Figure 4) shows a group of civilians patrolling a street in Kashgar
carrying heavy wooden bats. They all wear red armbands indicating their status as ‘security volun-
teers’. It was not the first time I observed such exercises, though on previous occasions I had stayed
further away. The first time I noticed them was in a small square in Urumqi, which suddenly filled
up with uniformed security officers while I was eating breakfast. In dark blue/black uniforms and
riot gear, they were variably labelled ‘SWAT’ (in English) and ‘teqin’ (special duty), and they lined
up to listen to a supervisor for instructions before setting out to inspect the shops around the
square. On this occasion, too, one of the first things I noticed was the incongruous nature of the
uniforms, the exercise itself, and the participants: some looked a little lost, others were elderly or

100See M ̈oller, ‘The looking/not looking dilemma’.
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even frail looking. It seemed like a random collection of ordinary people, and nothing like a SWAT
team.

Participation in these exercises is usually compulsory. This in turn reflects the darker side of the
participatory nature of China’s security state, the co-optation of the people in their own surveillance
and monitoring, a process that effectively makes the people part of the state. The pervasive and
mundane atmosphere of these exercises, together with the ordinariness of the participants, stand
in stark contrast to their wooden clubs and the imagined calamity they are supposedly designed
to prevent. There is an incongruity here, these things do not ‘fit’ naturally together. It represents
an enveloping security paranoia that plays out as a form of everyday violence. Both literally, in the
forced placing of wooden bats in the hands of random citizens, but also indirectly, in the enforced
participation through which people become the state. They represent a stark new division of roles
into ‘the state’ and ‘the threat’: there are no other parts available here. It also raises questions about
the purpose of visibility when it comes to security. States can use overt security infrastructure to
reassure, but also to ‘calibrate public anxiety’,101 capitalising on the sense of insecurity to justify
increased control.

Photography helps to make visible these everyday spaces, practices, and lived experiences that
are rarely considered in academic research on security or on Chinese security, working to untan-
gle and disrupt the dominant vision. It shows that security doesn’t just happen in elite spaces, as
rupture/event, or behind closed doors, visualising the unseen. These counter-visualisations show
that security-as-exception happens everyday, which in turn can open alternative ways of seeing
and awareness of experiences that are not our own. It tells us something about who does security,
raising questions around participation, power, and violence, and about where and when security
happens: on regular city streets, on ordinary days. It invites the viewer to think about the lived
experience of security in contemporary Xinjiang.

Photographing health security: Beyond face masks (Adam Ferhani)
My research grew out of frustration with the reliance on securitisation theory in the health secu-
rity literature: not there is anything necessarily ‘wrong’ with securitisation, but the prevalence of
securitisation has resulted in research largely focusing on the framing of, and response to, major
outbreak events. The upshot of this is that very little is known about the everyday and what (if any-
thing) happens between major events such the 2014/15 West African Ebola outbreak, the 2015/16
Zika outbreak in Latin America, and the (at the time of writing ongoing) SARS-CoV-2 pandemic.
The literature is full of productive and edifying analyses of discrete health crises through the lens
of securitisation, which – as is well known – attend to securitising actors, speech acts, exceptional
measures, referent objects, and audience acceptance. Perhaps because of this prevalence of securi-
tisation – which is built on Schmittian presentism and decisionism – the dominant ‘view’ of health
security is one of crisis and drama: of deserted streets and closed airports, of emergency evacua-
tions and temperature checks, of face masks, vaccination centres and field hospitals, of eerie plastic
clad emergency workers. As Polly Pallister-Wilkins notes of personal protective equipment (PPE)
and the West African Ebola outbreak: ‘humanitarian workers clad in plastic clothing with their
faces obscured by masks [were] an easy visual cue for the virus itself and the complexities of the
public health and biosecurity response.’102

In an attempt to move analysis of health security away from securitisation theory,103 I spent
twelve months (between October 2018 and October 2019) undertaking non-participant obser-
vation at ports and airports of Port Health Officers (PHOs), who are responsible for routine

101Coaffee, O’Hare, and Hawkesworth, ‘The visibility of (in)security’, p. 489.
102P. Pallister-Wilkins, ‘Personal Protective Equipment in the humanitarian governance of Ebola: Between individual patient

care and global biosecurity’, Third World Quarterly, 37:3 (2016), p. 507, emphasis added.
103See, for example, C. McInnes and S. Rushton, ‘HIV/AIDS and securitization theory’, European Journal of International

Relations, 19:1 (2013), pp. 115–38; C. Wenham and D. B. L. Farias, ‘Securitizing Zika: The case of Brazil’, Security Dialogue,
50:5 (2019), pp. 398–415.
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Figure 5. Hinterland, Runcorn Docks, 2018.

preventative/prophylactic work at theUKBorder.While next to nothing has beenmade of PHOs in
the IR engagement with health security, they are central to the quotidian workings of International
Health Regulations (IHR) (2005) in the UK. The IHR are crucial as the ‘primary international
instrument and governance mechanism that guides collective behaviour in the event of a disease
outbreak’.104

Figure 5 is a photograph is of a PHOboarding a general cargo ship at RuncornDocks.The image
captures what is at the heart of the day-to-day business of the IHR, and Ship Sanitation inspections
as a routine practice: an unspectacular, though nonetheless consequential, embodied movement.
The minor and ‘overlooked’ act of moving and boarding a ship is one of myriad everyday practices
that contribute to the contemporary constitution of health security. Donning a high visibility jacket
and hardhatwork boots, and black trousers – curiously none of the PPEwemight expect – the PHO
could easily be mistaken for a longshoreman – or else a member of the ship’s crew, an engineer,
surveyor, or similar – rather than necessarily a health security professional. The ‘one way’ and
speed limit signs (complete with the solitary, random traffic cone), functional clothing give the

104S. E. Davies and C. Wenham, ‘Why the COVID-19 response needs International Relations’, International Affairs, 96:5
(2020), pp. 1227–51 (p. 1235); see A. J. Ferhani, “‘Yeah, this one will be a good one”, or tacit knowledge, prophylaxis and the
border: Exploring everyday health security decisionmaking’, Security Dialogue, 53:6 (2022), pp. 497–514.
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impression of a building site or similar, not that of a supposedly exceptional space – the border –
where health security takes place. Behind me, out of the frame, the operations continue, and the
docks are a hive of activity: paperwork is being exchanged, amber beacons flash, clouds of dust
rise as earthmovers are buzzing around moving cargo into dump trucks for onward ‘inland’ travel.
Salty ozone mixes with an acrid chemical whiff in the air – most likely carried by the wind from
refineries or chemical plants upstream. A rather bleak, but by no means hostile place.

It is almost clichéd in IR to suggest that the border is frequently seen and understood as an
exceptional site – one of intense securitisation. Here, there was no real sense of that – far from it
in fact. The border was perhaps not a cosy space, but here there was no sense of it being a securi-
tised one: here, the border felt incredibly ‘normal’. Admittedly, thework of PHOs is about infectious
disease control and prophylaxis, rather than criminality or (im)migration. Yet this space is the con-
temporary border. Moreover, the above shows a rather traditional, orthodox view of the border.
One of the clearest expressions of the ‘state’ of the contemporary border comes from Balibar:105
‘We are living in a conjecture of the vacillation of borders … borders are no longer at the bor-
der, an institutionalised site that could be marginalised on the ground and inscribed on the map,
where one sovereignty ends and another begins.’ Maybe so, but Hinterland is at odds with the
view of the contemporary border being dispersed and heterogeneous: here a security professional
is carrying out their work at a geopolitical borderline. The border is very much at the border. In
addition, despite the growing shift in security practice towards automation (manifest in machine
learning, algorithms, and so on),Hinterland is a stark reminder of the continued agency of humans
in contemporary security: here, pen and paper are the tools of the trade.

Hinterland is fromearly on inmy time in the field, and one of the first photographs I took. I recall
taking this photo as if it were yesterday and over two years down the line – among the most boring
photographs I have ever taken (and probably worst: blurred lines, poor light, poor colours) – it
still provokes a wry smile. The beauty and politics of Hinterland lies in its nothingness. My first
thought getting out of the PHO’s car at Runcorn was ‘is this really it?’ followed swiftly by ‘well,
this isn’t what I was expecting.’ I remember standing on the dock under a sky the colour of an old
bruise, a vaguely industrial, low frequency hum and clatter of dump trucks in the distance looking
around and thinking to myself I was barking up the wrong tree. I was meant to be researching
health security, spending a year immersed in the heat of practice with security professionals, not
spending a year spotting ships in the hinterland.There is something important to be said about hin-
terland though. In many respects the word crystallises the broader significance of this photograph.
On a literal level I did spend the best part of a year in the hinterland, though not necessarily spot-
ting ships, and Hinterland depicts this: a year interloping in the land immediately inland from the
coast.

I also spent a year in the metaphorical hinterland: that which is frequently obscured or hidden.
Why was the scene in this photograph not consonant with my expectations of everyday health
security? What did I expect to find, to see? The view of health security (and something made par-
ticularly acute at the time ofwriting by the SARS-COV-2 pandemic) is one fromabove: the visuality
of health security (and therefore our knowledge of it) is typically characterised by outbreaks and
defined by moments of drama and rupture, and seen through visual modalities depicting face-
masks, the hermetic isolation of hazmat suits, of makeshift field hospitals. Moreover, Hinterland
allows us to see the humdrum visuality of everyday health security, provoking us to question one
of the other core assumptions in the interdisciplinary literature on health security. The point of
view here (and indeed in the previous and following photographs) is conspicuously one of the rou-
tine, rather than the exception, but it is also one taken onboard a ship. The alternative view here,
then, is not consonant with the dominant one that stresses the interplay between the spread of
(and attempts to control) infectious disease and (commercial) air travel, and typically overlooks

105E. Balibar, ‘The borders of Europe’, in P. Cheah and B. Robbins (eds), Cosmopolitics: Thinking and Feeling beyond the
Nation (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1998), pp. 216–233 (pp. 217–18).
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Figure 6. Waiting, Eastham Docks, 2019.

the connections between international maritime intercourse and health security: the daily doings
of health security (in theUK at least) are, for themost part, not concernedwith temperature screen-
ing, quarantine, passenger locator cards, or spraying aircraft cabins to kill mosquitoes. The result
of proximity, of immersion, of actually being there, Hinterland disrupts and questions what health
security looks like. Photography, then, is able to render visible that which is not normally seen – in
this case the everyday ‘doing’ of health security and its locality.

I never took Waiting (Figure 6) with a view to it coming to define or show routine (health) secu-
rity – I just happened to think it would make an attractive photograph. Maybe something about
the Mersey Estuary and the Manchester Ship Canal framed by the ship’s windows in the frame of
the photograph appealed to me. In retrospect, though, Waiting is one of many photographs that
do not really show anything pertaining to routine (health) security practices (doings).106 What
does it show then? What does it tell us? Waiting raises questions about the spaces and temporality
of everyday/routine security: ‘routine, repetitive, habitual daily doings that are often fleeting and
seem insignificant [that] take place outside the spaces of formal politics or security governance’.107
The body of literature attending to security and the everyday attests to sociopolitical effects of
the mundane and the unremarkable: impalpable doings, or Huysmans’ ‘little security nothings’.
Implicit in most of this literature is the idea that security is made up of processes and activities,

106The photographs used here are broadly reflective of the larger set of images taken during the research.
107Nyman, ‘The everyday life of security’, p. 6.
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and is ‘continually doing things’.108 Thepoint of view in Waiting does not necessarily challenge this.
It does, however, highlight that a nuanced understanding of continual doing is needed: Waiting is
characterised by its ‘non-doing’ and its nothingness, and is one of innumerable photographs from
my fieldwork that show, well, not a great deal really. Inordinate periods of time spent in the field
entailed observing absolutely nothing, quite simply sitting around, waiting, though not necessarily
waiting for something to happen as such. By this, I mean that we were never waiting in a pre-
emptive, future-oriented ‘act[ing] in the face of uncertainty’109 sense of the word. We were never
waiting for something ‘bad’ to happen, we just happened to be doing nothing. Waiting, then, dis-
rupts the idea that everyday security is somehow continually doing, and is in fact characterised by
eddies as much as it is by ebb and flow.

These photographs all challenge the traditional representational codes of security, though
Nyman and Ferhani’s photos present rather different challenges. Nyman’s photos disrupt the idea of
the spectacular exception with images of the exception-made-everyday, seen in mundane spaces,
routine practices, and lived experience. They also disrupt the image of security as a purely profes-
sionalised practice, by capturing ordinary people co-opted into security practice. Ferhani’s photos
disturb the idea of the security spectacle by rejecting the exception, showing instead the unseen
routines of health security. They are not beautiful photographs: the practicalities of research pho-
tography, with limited time to capture phenomena, practices, objects before they disappear ormove
on, leaves images that are rarely sharp or well composed.

Conclusion
So what does all of this tell us about what security looks like? We have used this question as a
springboard to interrogate visuality: what is seen and how, what is not seen, and the implications.
In the process, the article challenges the narrow dominant vision of security. Although we have
limited space here and therefore have included only a small number of photographs, they work
to illustrate the potential of interpretive photography as method in IR. The article demonstrates
that interpretive photography can disrupt how ‘we’ – as researchers – go about engaging with the
field and the subjects or objects under study, in our case security. It enables us to see what we
might not otherwise see: it forces us to look differently, capturing alternative points of view.Making
photographs therefore reveals other ways of seeing, disrupting the dominant vision and exposing
the critical potential of interpretive photography as method in IR.

This in turn draws attention to what is visible and what is hidden in analyses of security, includ-
ing the everyday, creating a deeper and richer account of security. Our photographs challenge
the dominant image of security, showing on the one hand, the exception-made-routine, and on
the other, rejecting the exception by drawing attention to banal routines. They work as counter-
visualisations of what security looks like, challenging both the discipline and disrupting state
narratives about security. In the process we suggest reflecting onwhat kind of reality is produced by
the dominant view, whose reality? Who is viewing, for what purpose? In developing an alternative
exploratory interrogation of the visuality of security, the article has opened space for reflection: on
how security is made visible, where one might look for it, and how one might go about producing
knowledge about it. In this way, photography can change how ‘we’ – as a discipline – see security
differently in different ways, and on different scales. In the words of Ailsa Winton, ‘[the] act of
looking can change the way the world is seen.’110

108A. Pickering, The Mangle of Practice: Time, Agency, and Science (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 1995),
p. 6, emphasis added.

109L. Amoore, The Politics of Possibility: Risk and Security Beyond Probability (Durham, NC and London, UK: Duke
University Press, 2013), p. 62.

110A. Winton, ‘Using photography as a creative, collaborative research tool’, The Qualitative Report, 21:2 (2016), pp. 428–49
(p. 432).
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