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THE VISUAL POLITICS OF PORTRAYING POWER:
IMAGES OF THE POLICE AND MILITARY IN STOCK
PHOTOGRAPHY
| 276
Michaelene Cox1
Abstract
Visualizing power is an imaginative and multifaceted undertaking. Those
who can use imagery to harness and transform cultural expectations
about authority can influence how societies face current and future
challenges. For instance, we find a concern with security to be one of
the most pressing issues at the individual, state and international levels.
Perceptions of law enforcement and the armed services certainly have
bearing on our confidence in those institutions to safeguard lives,
property and cultural values. We understand that impressions mirror
reality to varying degree and are manipulated by a myriad of forces,
including nonverbal communication. It is valuable then to consider the
nature of images furnished today for public consumption. Photographs
from one of the world’s largest electronic image banks reveal attributes
of contemporary representations of the military and police. Although
such collections have not been mined by many scholars yet, the study
herein finds room for considerable investigation and reflection across
disciplines about the role of stock photography in shaping and reflecting
cultural norms and identities.
Key Terms: visual culture, photography, portraits of authority, military,
police
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.12959/issn.1855-0541.IIASS-2016-no1-art15
Introduction
The persuasive power of imagery to shape and to reinforce public
opinion is incontrovertible. The potency of commercial stock
photography is particularly keen when it provides editorial and illustrative
material to government agencies, media outlets, corporations and other
institutions for public consumption. This paper examines the manner in
which two authoritative bodies, the police and military, are represented
in one of the world’s largest image databases. More than 80 million still
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images are stockpiled for sale by Getty Images, a conglomerate that
dominates the global market. Because it is embedded with meta-data,
keyword searches in the Getty Images online database can generate
results closely matching chosen criteria, including conceptual topics and
demographic features such as gender. Close attention in this paper is
paid to the ‘faces’ of the police and military. To some extent, content
analysis of the nearly 4,000 images of police personnel and more than
8,000 images of military personnel that are currently indexed in the
database and offered for sale reflect conventional wisdom and key
studies about authority and the role of gender. For instance, more than
three times more police officers and military portrayed are men than
women. There are a few surprises, however, between police and military
portrayals of men and women especially when narrowing photographs
by activities or context such as those illustrating aggression, domination,
protection, and security.
Portraiture offers appreciable insights into cultural norms and
expectations, sense of self and cultural identity. To what degree,
however, do photographic illustrations reflect the range of opportunities
and possibilities inherent in such social construction? More precisely,
how are images of authority figures represented to the public? The study
undertaken here offers a novel approach to examining the role of
commercial photography in shaping and reflecting norms and identities
across gender lines. We already understand that perceptions of people,
institutions and processes are shaped to significant degree by the visual
images that permeate our daily lives. Images certainly can provide
strong clues as to where power and influence rest. We nevertheless
question to what extent commercial photography merely reflects existing
attitudes, or helps construct those perceptions in the first place. A twist
offered herein to the well-worn thesis that commercial stock photography
creates and maintains widespread cultural perceptions is that now
support for the argument comes from a unique resource—the electronic
stock photo database. The theoretical context in which this argument
primarily falls is in keeping with critical studies of visual imagery. This
suggests that there is considerable room in many fields for further
interdisciplinary work. Because relatively little of the literature examines
the role of stock photography in the commoditization of the military and
police, the contributions of this study rest primarily on reporting content
analysis of visual data. Culling images of men and women in those
professions from an enormous database of stock photographs will
perhaps establish lay of the land so to speak, and provide impetus for
more varied investigations. After a summary of relevant literature and
brief description of stock photography, the methodology and analysis of
the study follows.
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Studies in Cultural Production: The Image
Issues of self-esteem, how we perceive ourselves and how others
perceive us, are critical facets to studying the sources and expressions
of power. What are those perceptions, and how are identities shaped by
the visual images permeating our daily lives? In general, the relationship
between the body and culture engages a full complement of theoretical
literature. That the photographic image is an objective and faithful copy
of the object or event it depicts is fairly obsolete thinking. Even theories
that liken photography with vision or human perception are
unsatisfactory since the retinal image received by an eye is received and
reproduced very differently in the mechanical body of a camera. Thus
some critics argue that unlike other art media the photographic process
holds value as an object of study primarily through human reaction to the
photograph itself (Snyder and Allen, 1975: 153). There is then the
essential feature of photography as denoting two experiential
relationships, one between the photographer and his/her encounter with
reality, and one between the audience and resulting image. This latter
exchange exemplifies a reaction solicited by commercial stock
photography agencies. Viewers are tempted to regard generic
portraiture in image banks, even if categorized as creative art by the
vendor, as documentary rather than fine art. We do this partly because
the portrait is supposedly authentic or real, but also because its value is
traceable to the meanings and purposes of other so-called documentary
projects. That is, we regard generic portraiture for sale as representative
and so standing in for many other similar types of subjects. A
considerable overlap in the reception of pure documentary and fine art
photography within the past few decades erases wholly distinctive
approaches to evaluating either genre, and so a variety of critical
approaches previously reserved for discussing traditional art is
appropriate to this form of commercial portraiture.
Discussions about stock photography from social science perspectives
are few and far between. This relative gap in the literature is puzzling
since critical analysis and aesthetic evaluations of commercial
photography may enhance appreciation of the medium itself.
Commercial or advertising photographs stockpiled in global agencies
function much like other visual art forms as signifiers of meaning and
modes to express and influence social experiences. Since, however,
photography itself has only fairly recently entered scholastic discourse
we might expect that the various disciplines will soon broaden their
reach to embrace stock photography more fully. In the meanwhile, the
literature on imagery as it pertains to stock photography might be
grouped into two broad camps.
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The first approach to evaluating commercial photography looks at the
generation and dissemination of generic images and conceptual themes
as an instrument of cultural commoditization. Paul Frosh (2001) explains
that the standardization and systematization of the industry is intimately
connected with the process of shaping contemporary culture. Images
commissioned and/or purchased by cultural mediators such as corporate
art directors, newspaper photo editors, or artists appropriating photos for
their own creations, are recontextualized and fed to consumers to
influence identity, attitude and behavior. The production cycle of images
is not one way, however. Audiences and tastes change over time, and
so these mediators must anticipate the shifting winds of receptivity and
demands and return to the stock agency with new requests for
imbedding altered cultural references into photographs. In short, the
‘industry produces culture and culture produces an industry’ (Negus,
1998: 359). The relationship between image and culture is therefore so
tight as to make causal connections ambiguous.
The second approach to evaluating such images takes a theoretical turn
closely related to pragmatics in the study of language, and has made
considerable inroads in understanding the dynamics of different media.
Here, one branch of visual culture studies suggests that signs and
signification can play an important role in reading visual images as text
and that images can be viewed as intentional or indexical. With artistic
vision and command over the camera, the photographer produces an
image to communicate a particular message (Sekula, 1981). He or she
intentionally constructs a specific effect for the viewer to receive. At the
same time, the image-as-sign points to the object to which it refers. The
representative image is artificial and not the solid form it captures, and
so possesses meaning produced independently by the viewer (Barthes,
1984).
Without doubt, photographic images of the body are powerful signs.
Featherstone and Wernick (1995) argue that photographs of the body
simultaneously increase the degree of indexicality and demonstrate the
artful ‘distortion and refashioning’ efforts of the photographer or editor (34). Most simply put, the image is a product of perception and conception,
and whether with hidden or overt meanings, requires interpretation. In
addition to any artistic expression, stock photography as record and
witness possesses the potential to awaken consciousness and establish
new meaning for the viewer. Michael Shanks is an archaeologist who
draws upon the interpretative capabilities of photography in establishing
narratives about artifacts and culture. He is one of a legion of critical
theorists who maintain that the pictorial structure of subject matter
creates a particular discourse that allows us to visually read and

| 279

Innovative Issues and Approaches in Social Sciences, Vol. 9, No. 1

understand the ideas and networks of people as well as we do physical
structures (Shanks, 1997; Fox and Geichman, 2001; Frosh, 2001; Smith,
2003; Negash, 2004; Belting, 2005; Azmitia and Radmacher, 2008).
Thus we can examine the structure of stock portraiture, such as physical
attributes of the subject and compositional features, to sense what the
image is saying. We can also extend our analysis outside the single
image to look at the archive and to make comparisons and contrasts
with other portraiture. Even further, we can look at images of
authoritative figures, such as the police and military, in context of cultural
attitudes and other modes of cultural representations. The significance
of embedding messages into pictorial works is certainly not lost to those
institutions themselves.
Image control is a weighty enterprise for both military and police
institutions. An award-winning American photojournalist recounts his
experiences covering the Iraqi conflict:
My editors at the time advised me to pick any subject in the world
other than Iraq: ‘The images just won’t sell,’ they claimed.
‘There’s compassion fatigue…no one will publish something this
depressing…’ During the entire Iraq war, only five images have
been published showing dead US service members. Two of
those are mine…With over 4,000 US service members dead, and
countless Iraqi civilians, it is shocking how little of this reality has
been presented to the public. With rules that make photographing
and reporting from war zones seem a security threat, we can
expect what little news comes out of such areas to be highly
questionable at best. The media has become an entertainment
industry...(Miller, 2008).
With public tastes and military decision-makers both controlling how
military personnel are portrayed, we would not expect then to find stock
photography agencies offering other than what is marketable. The
commoditization of the military and the police would likely include
palatable images of men and women in expected roles and models of
integrity, strength and compassion—not as victims or aggressors.
Promulgating vibrant and confident portraits of both law enforcement
and the armed services then becomes a strategy of image management
by sophisticated marketers. By extension, portraits of public figures
represent a country and its citizens—and so ourselves. Photographic
images that produce and/or reflect an attractive consumer identity are
more profitable. This identity is constructed largely on appearance.
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Personal and social identity development, and the intersection of the
two, is too complex a subject to attempt to summarize or simplify here.
Yet it is important to note that an interdisciplinary corpus of literature
finds that the self and body are inextricably linked, with appearance now
an important signifier of the self. A Western culture dominated by the
veneration of ‘heroes’ leads producer and consumer alike to foreswear
the denigration to our ideals and to our acceptability of self that comes
with photographs of authority figures in disturbing contexts.
We witness careful image management of police personnel in
commercial photography for the same reasons and with similar effects
as that of the military. That is, images of uniformed personnel influence
the ways consumers regard authority figures and they shape
consumer/public self-image. Such portraits, even if generic, also
undoubtedly influence the way police and military personnel perceive
themselves and plan and conduct their jobs. Considerable research has
found that positive self-image among the police and perceived public
images are related (Brown, Benedict and Bower, 1998; Cao, Stack, and
Sun, 1998; Peak et al., 1992; Tuch and Weitzer, 1997; Brown and
Benedict, 2002). A study conducted among U.S. police officers in the
Midwest, for example, found that they did not believe their community
generally regarded them in a positive light, and in turn, the officers’ job
satisfaction was significantly related to those perceptions (Youngyol and
Schafer, 2009). The reciprocal nature of self-image and occupational
performance among Swedish armed forces is also supported by a study
that found those military personnel identify themselves as peacekeepers
and not warriors, which subsequently impacted their missions in Liberia
and Kosovo (Hedlund and Soeters, 2010). Understanding the manner in
which self and public images are constructed through photography and
importantly, read, is essential to appreciating the force with which
commercial stock photography wields. Speaking to the heroic
associations appended to the British soldier, one critical study notes
that,
The representations that proliferate through print media cannot
be read purely in terms of the content of the image itself, but
have to be understood in terms of the range of processes of
production and circulation that enable these images to be seen.
The visual content of individual images, then, is only part of the
story…In the process of production and circulation of images,
restrictions emerge as to what can and cannot be shown. Those
photographs that we see—the images that get viewed by the
civilian public—shape the possibilities for our responses to the
conflicts they represent (Woodward, Winter, and Jenkins, 2009).
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Print media in most societies traditionally revere patriots in uniform and
generally those in power, and so show images that reflect more positive
than negative perceptions of the police and military. What is needed now
is attention to the electronic photo banks that cater to insatiable global
demands for fresh images to determine to what degree images of such
power vary from our expectations.
Frosh begins to address this relative dearth in critical assessments of
stock photography. He briefly considers both image-production and
meaning-creation through a theoretical lens, and then makes the
observation that a significant change in the industry of stock
photography is afoot (Frosh 2001, 643). He suggests that stock imagery
being produced now is becoming less centered on generic stereotypes
and is instead becoming increasingly concept-based. For instance, we
might see more visual representations of friendship, happiness, death or
despair. The shift, he says, is a result in part of changes in the
relationship between culture and economy. The consolidation of stock
agencies into global giant corporations requires attention to a diversity of
national and cultural markets. Where the generic image requires shared
cultural assumptions among viewers about meaning, the concept-based
image conjures more universally-experienced metaphorical meanings.
After all, the concept conveys ideas and emotions that immediately and
most simply interpret an image for the audience, and is generally behind
the most successful commercial photography efforts (Heron, 1996;
Wilkinson, 1997). Frosh argues that a global stock agency chases more
than markets and profits. It crafts a cultural identity for itself as an
‘imagined empire,’ and its concept-based products fuel the agency’s
power to transcend physical and social boundaries ‘for the good of all’
(Frosh, 2001: 632-33). The argument here is certainly in keeping with
the concentration of power and global reach of other media industries
within recent decades. He recounts the history and transformation of the
pioneering Image Bank as evidence of imperial tendencies. The New
York-based stock agency was established in the mid-1970s and quickly
professionalized and modernized the business. It aggressively sought to
open new markets for technical and aesthetically high-quality images
which reflected and reinforced cultural stereotypes, and which were
catalogued into general categories for world-wide distribution. Frosh
notes that subsequent stock agencies did not necessarily adopt the
corporate identity of this classic model; for instance, some struck out to
claim specialized territories of image production. We are not provided
with evidence, however, accounting for the shift in an industry dominated
by the generic image in the 1970s to a conceptual-based one today. We
might find support for that thesis down the road, though, by interviewing
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photographers and stock agency employees, or by engaging in content
analysis of agency portfolios over time—an ambitious task but one that
might yield important insight into the use of stock photography to reflect
and shape cultural identity and meaning.
In short, stock portraiture is a generic stereotype or conceptual
expression and so is an abstraction. Its meaning or identity is linked
necessarily to the physical and cultural context in which it appears—to
accompanying text, images of products, socially situated surroundings,
and the like. Portrait photography is as much a cultural representation as
it is a finger pointing to an individual. In her analysis of the impact of
digital technology on family portraiture, one scholar aptly captures the
pervasiveness and complexity of the genre:
It has the ability to manifest conventions of behavior and
appearance appropriate to the members of a society in any given
era...Each age possesses deviation of hair, dress, posture, and
lighting; a viewer from unlike periods of history likely will have a
different interpretation of the ‘self’ portrayed…Even if portraits
appear to have little or nothing to do with the underlying social
conflicts or makeovers of their age, they are nonetheless
responsive to changes whether as direct commentaries, thinly
disguised allegories, or emphatic attempts at escapism (King,
2008: 66-67).
The next step to looking at portraiture as a social construction, and to
determining if powerful global conglomerates do indeed still reflect and
perpetuate stereotypes of authoritative figures such as the police and
military along lines of gender, is to briefly consider the history of stock
photography.
Stockpiling Portraits
The industry of producing and selling photographic images through stock
agencies is nearly as old as the medium. We recall that nineteenth
century European agencies employed staff photographers or
commissioned camera men to supply American circuit lecturers with
glass plates to illustrate important personages and architecture of the
region. By courtesy of agencies mushrooming around the globe, generic
photographs of ethnic ‘types’ of people populated many scientific and
artistic publications, and pictorial illustrations of products and services
increasingly found their way into advertisements wherever a consumer
class took root. Such agencies often owned reproduction rights of
certain photographs, and became adept at profiting by recycling their
banks of images. The global consolidation, however, of photographic

| 283

Innovative Issues and Approaches in Social Sciences, Vol. 9, No. 1

production and stockpiling is a relatively new phenomenon having
congealed in the 1990s. The dramatic development of the modern image
factory and how it evolved to assume the heady function of cultural
production was noted previously. As a postscript to that observation, we
note that today there is evidence of splinter niche-marketing enabled by
digital production and storage technology. Nevertheless, the market is
still dominated by two large powerhouses.
The Corbis and the Getty visual media banks control the world’s largest
web based collections of photography. Both global corporations are
based in Seattle and commission and distribute more stock
photography, digital or otherwise, to consumers than any other. They
also provide a free gallery of more thumbnail images to the general
public than any other. Corbis, founded in 1989 by Bill Gates, serves as a
clearinghouse for more than 100 million images, while Getty Images,
founded in 1995 by Jonathan Klein and Mark Getty, houses more than
80 million images. Gates claims that he early foresaw the transformation
of image management with the advent of the electronic age. To date his
privately-held corporation has gobbled up at least a dozen other
photography agencies and sizeable existing photo archives (The
Independent, 2004). Getty Images is similarly if not better positioned. In
fact, together the agencies account for more than two billion dollars of
digital image brokering (Levine, 2007). The recent worldwide economic
turndown, however, portends a less lucrative future in the next few years
for stock photo industries as a whole and for stock photographers, too,
as royalty rates are slashed (Lang, 2008). Despite this gloomy forecast,
the portfolio of digital stock photography in both agencies is unparalleled
in breadth of scope in terms of images and influence. The ever-growing
inventory of Getty Images available to ever-growing commercial and
non-commercial markets is particularly astounding. It is surely
illuminating to consider a boast made by one of these global media
banks more than fifteen years ago:
There is a good chance that the next time you see a television
commercial, read an annual report, glance at a poster, visit a
website, or choose a greetings card, the image that catches
your eye will have been supplied by us (Getty Images, 1998).
Aside from their mammoth collections, what makes these electronic
databases unique is that they are embedded with meta-data. This
means that keyword searches can produce images closely matching
criteria dictated by the user, and so can be particularly useful for the
academic researcher. As noted above, the literature in both fields is
spare to non-existent in investigating the impact that electronic image
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banks may have in shaping our perception and representation of the
world around us. Those banks are currently used not by scholars, but by
the media, corporate interests, and to a smaller degree, individuals such
as artists who tap this resource for their own work. What can the
researcher expect to find? Both Corbis and Getty cross-reference their
images by a multitude of categories and subjects. For example, one can
conduct a key word search for all photographic portraits that reference
particular themes or concepts, such as power and authority, or subjects
such as animals or people. Those images can further be narrowed by
demographic features such as gender, age, and ethnicity, by the
environment in which those subjects are placed, and can be culled from
a creative and/or an editorial bank. Researchers will find even more
dazzling options. Getty Images illustrates the potency of its electronic
stock photography most clearly; it is the first to employ in-house
researchers to use those images to analyze trends in marketing and
other demographic and behavioral patterns. The reports subsequently
generated by Getty therefore claim to ‘anticipate the visual content
needs of the world’s communicators’ as stated on the company’s
website. Thus it is to the Getty image bank that this inquiry turns in order
to probe portraiture of power in stock photography.
Reading Stock Photography
Narratives flow from images. Art in all its forms suggests intentions and
improvisations, constructions and reconstructions, of ideas and
meanings but the photographic image is in a privileged position for
contemporary story-telling. It is, above all other mediums, arguably the
most persuasive in elaborating upon human experience. Portraiture
particularly offers appreciable insights into cultural norms and
expectations, sense of self and cultural identity. To what degree,
however, do photographic portraits reflect the range of opportunities and
possibilities inherent in such social construction? More precisely, how
are images of men and women in the police and military portrayed?
Groundwork to excavating one of the world’s largest image banks yields
a tentative response, with its methodology described below.
A fairly systematic collection of stock portraiture was recently extracted
from the on-line Getty image bank. First, the decision was made to
select photographs from one of the two main categories within the site. A
quick key search for images of police and military personnel revealed
that the editorial category contained the fewest samples of generic
portraiture since it focused on current events, sports, entertainment, and
celebrity pictures. On the other hand, the creative category was the
repository of many contemporary photographs, illustrations, and archival
images likely to be tapped for consumer marketing and magazine
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features dealing with related issues. Within the creative category, a
multitude of configurations in key search terms could generate a
bewildering array of collections therefore the decision was made to
concentrate on three broad topics, power, police and military, and to
narrow the search to images that contained human figures. Eliminating
images that contained no people, such as those simply of handcuffs or a
gun, places focus on the individual as a source and target of identity
development. Lastly, and most pragmatically, it also narrows the body of
images considerably. Searching thus for the concept of power yields
almost 62,000 portraits and searching for images relating to the military
and police produces more than 8500 and 3500 portraits respectively.
Next, gender is specified along with contextual issues/features such as
partnership or destruction. Frequencies among men and women are
noted on those contextual issues. Contextual variables are intriguing and
suggest potential for much meaningful research in the future. The Getty
bank yields about 400 concepts cross-referenced with the military and
police, which are associated in varying degrees with views of men and
women in those professions. Twenty-one features are selected for this
study that are typically associated with our perceptions of police and
military personnel, tasks and performance, as well as the concept of
power itself. At the time of this writing, the creative category in the Getty
online photography database offers nearly 9 million images, of which
about 4.8 million contain images of one or more people. The proportion
of women represented is slightly higher than that of men by about
100,000 more.
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Table 1. Images of Power
People

%
People

Men

% Men

Women

%
Women

% Diff

32,245

52.4%

29,334

0.48

4.7%

POWER

61,579

Aggression

3,405

5.5%

2,523

74.1%

882

0.26

48.2%

Authority

23,670

38.4%

14,355

60.6%

9,315

0.39

21.3%

Conflict

2,292

3.7%

1,739

75.9%

553

0.24

51.7%

Confrontation

1,095

1.8%

820

74.9%

275

0.25

49.8%

Control

3,605

5.9%

2,490

69.1%

1115

0.31

38.1%

Cooperation

6,698

10.9%

3967

59.2%

2731

0.41

18.5%

Danger

2,669

4.3%

1,977

74.1%

692

0.26

48.1%

Destruction

116

0.2%

88

75.9%

28

0.24

51.7%

Determination

11,989

19.5%

7301

60.9%

4688

0.39

21.8%

Domination

1,037

1.7%

729

70.3%

308

0.30

40.6%

Effort

10,060

16.3%

6300

62.6%

3760

0.37

25.2%

Expertise

8,598

14.0%

5120

59.5%

3478

0.40

19.1%

Leadership

6,612

10.7%

4201

63.5%

2411

0.36

27.1%

Partnership

4,818

7.8%

2774

57.6%

2044

0.42

15.2%

Protection

5,553

9.0%

4152

74.8%

1401

0.25

49.5%

Rescue

440

0.7%

277

63.0%

163

0.37

25.9%

Responsibility

5,870

9.5%

3277

55.8%

2593

0.44

11.7%

Safety

4,449

7.2%

3342

75.1%

1107

0.25

50.2%

Security

1,682

2.7%

1277

75.9%

405

0.24

51.8%

Success

8,431

13.7%

5120

60.7%

3311

0.39

21.5%

Teamwork

11,701

19.0%

6874

58.7%

4827

0.41

17.5%

Table 1 indicates that searching for images of ‘power’ yields just over
60,000 photographs of men and women who illustrate that term in some
fashion, as determined by the stock photography agency. For instance,
after narrowing the search to men only, the first illustration shows a man
in a business suit sitting at a conference table on which there are models
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of wind turbines. His hands are on the table and he is confidently leaning
back in his chair. When searching for women only, the first illustration is
of a woman sitting at the same conference table. She is not in a
business suit but is wearing casual dress and could easily be viewed as
support staff. She poses with her hand under her chin. While the
percentage of men representing power is only slightly higher than
women, we are immediately put on guard that perhaps gender
stereotyping occurs when portraying the concept of power. This is made
more evident by considering differences in the numbers and proportion
of men and women represented when the concept of power is further
refined by context or features. There is greater equity in representation,
with less than 20 percent gap, when ideas such as responsibility,
partnership, teamwork, cooperation, and expertise are considered. On
the other end of the spectrum, we see gaps exceeding 50 percent when
notions such as safety, destruction, conflict, and security are employed.
That is, as a percentage of people who are depicted in scenes
conveying danger, aggression, and so on, women will be far less likely
to be included in those images. Thus, stereotypes of female and male
societal roles are reinforced (and/or created) when we look at how
power is illustrated. Women appear more frequently when soft power is
in play; men dominate the scene when hard power is exercised. It is
important to note that these generic images do not attempt to capture
any one country or geographic profile; photographs are funneled through
a global network of sources and do not purport to serve any one regional
market. Search options do not include nationality. The results do
substantiate, however, other studies that find minorities, especially
females, underrepresented in media. It is interesting to note that
concepts of authority are strongly tied to that of power. More than 38
percent of people associated with power are also categorized as
exhibiting authority.
Table. Images of Police
People

%
People

Men

% Men

Women

%
Women

% Diff

2,830

77.0%

843

0.23

54.1%

POLICE

3,673

Aggression

251

6.8%

218

86.9%

33

0.13

73.7%

Authority

1,050

28.6%

878

83.6%

172

0.16

67.2%

Conflict

153

4.2%

115

75.2%

38

0.25

50.3%

Confrontation

68

1.9%

47

69.1%

21

0.31

38.2%

Control

378

10.3%

316

83.6%

62

0.16

67.2%

Cooperation

87

2.4%

62

71.3%

25

0.29

42.5%
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Danger

351

9.6%

281

80.1%

70

0.20

60.1%

Destruction

11

0.3%

10

90.9%

1

0.09

81.8%

Determination

206

5.6%

196

95.1%

10

0.05

90.3%

Domination

18

0.5%

13

72.2%

5

0.28

44.4%

Effort

33

0.9%

21

63.6%

12

0.36

27.3%

Expertise

176

4.8%

113

64.2%

63

0.36

28.4%

Leadership

53

1.4%

39

73.6%

14

0.26

47.2%

Partnership

30

0.8%

20

66.7%

10

0.33

33.3%

Protection

1,093

29.8%

902

82.5%

191

0.17

65.1%

Rescue

86

2.3%

57

66.3%

29

0.34

32.6%

Responsibility

320

8.7%

283

88.4%

37

0.12

76.9%

Safety

725

19.7%

602

83.0%

123

0.17

66.1%

Security

957

26.1%

763

79.7%

194

0.20

59.5%

Success

74

2.0%

47

63.5%

27

0.36

27.0%

Teamwork

198

5.4%

142

71.7%

56

0.28

43.4%

Table 2 indicates frequencies when searching for images of the police.
Again, authority is closely correlated with images of police, but so are
features of protection and security. Few images portray the police in
context of confrontation or conflict or otherwise disturbing fashion.
Instead, Getty has chosen to portray police officers in a friendly ‘to serve
and protect’ light, one that is more a marketable image. Unlike the
concept of power in which the numbers of men and women portrayed
were quite comparable overall, there are far fewer female police officers
portrayed here. Three-fourths of the photographs of police depict only
men. When women do appear, they are portrayed in conventional light;
that is, a greater share of them is associated with features of success
and effort. There are very, very few images of female police officers
engaged in illustrations of aggression or domination, for example.
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Table 3. Images of Military
People

%
People

Men

% Men

Women

%
Women

% Diff

6,726

78.2%

1,879

0.22

56.3%

MILITARY

8,605

Aggression

512

6.0%

432

84.4%

80

0.16

68.8%

Authority

542

6.3%

464

85.6%

78

0.14

71.2%

Conflict

1,005

11.7%

870

86.6%

135

0.13

73.1%

Confrontation

118

1.4%

101

85.6%

17

0.14

71.2%

Control

117

1.4%

106

90.6%

11

0.09

81.2%

Cooperation

51

0.6%

44

86.3%

7

0.14

72.5%

Danger

262

3.0%

229

87.4%

33

0.13

74.8%

Destruction

136

1.6%

112

82.4%

24

0.18

64.7%

Determination

233

2.7%

196

84.1%

37

0.16

68.2%

Domination

74

0.9%

68

91.9%

6

0.08

83.8%

Effort

55

0.6%

45

81.8%

10

0.18

63.6%

Expertise

164

1.9%

132

80.5%

32

0.20

61.0%

Leadership

328

3.8%

283

86.3%

45

0.14

72.6%

Partnership

28

0.3%

23

82.1%

5

0.18

64.3%

Protection

1,001

11.6%

845

84.4%

156

0.16

68.8%

Rescue

78

0.9%

53

67.9%

25

0.32

35.9%

Responsibility

340

4.0%

288

84.7%

52

0.15

69.4%

Safety

206

2.4%

183

88.8%

23

0.11

77.7%

Security

498

5.8%

431

86.5%

67

0.13

73.1%

Success

218

2.5%

140

64.2%

78

0.36

28.4%

Teamwork

235

2.7%

199

84.7%

36

0.15

69.4%

Table 3 provides frequencies when searching for images of the military.
Unlike police, about the same percent of military personnel are found in
images depicting protection and conflict. We do not, however, find many
instances of them in situations portraying overt destruction or
domination. There are only a few images of the human costs of conflict
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such as death or injury. At the same time, there are scant instances in
which we will see members of the armed services represented in acts of
partnership and cooperation. As in the case of police representation, we
find only men present in more than three-fourths of the images of the
military. There is less of a gender gap in military personnel representing
success and rescue, with about a third of the total people in those
categories being female. The greatest gap between men and women
military personnel is in the expected categories such as danger, control,
and domination, with less than 10 percent of the images depicting
females.
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Table 4. Differences between Military and Police in Portrayals of Men
and Women
% Diff M-W

% Diff M-W

% Diff M-W

Military

Police

Military-Police

Success

28.4%

27.0%

1.4%

Rescue

35.9%

32.6%

3.3%

Protection

68.8%

65.1%

3.8%

Authority

71.2%

67.2%

4.0%

Aggression

68.8%

73.7%

-5.0%

Responsibility

69.4%

76.9%

-7.5%

Safety

77.7%

66.1%

11.6%

Security

73.1%

59.5%

13.6%

Control

81.2%

67.2%

14.0%

Danger

74.8%

60.1%

14.7%

Destruction

64.7%

81.8%

-17.1%

Determination

68.2%

90.3%

-22.1%

Conflict

73.1%

50.3%

22.8%

Leadership

72.6%

47.2%

25.4%

Teamwork

69.4%

43.4%

25.9%

Cooperation

72.5%

42.5%

30.0%

Partnership

64.3%

33.3%

31.0%

Expertise

61.0%

28.4%

32.6%

Confrontation

71.2%

38.2%

33.0%

Effort

63.6%

27.3%

36.4%

Domination

83.8%

44.4%

39.3%

Lastly, Table 4 compares gender differences between images of the
police and the military. One of the greatest differences in how men and
women are depicted in the two professions is in context of domination,
with inequity in representation in the military nearly twice as that found in
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the police. Differences in portrayals of men and women are only slight in
context of success, rescue, and protection. Overall, gender gaps
between image of the military and police are not great when considering
many of the features or expressions of power.
Buying and Selling Power
If the stock photography produced and sold by Getty Images is any
indication of the inventory of another major image bank such as Corbis,
there is no question that such representations generally reflect gender
stereotypes. They also reflect a sense of public taste, institutional
controls, and idealistic notions of how men and women in uniform, and
those in power, should appear. The police and military are almost
always cast in an optimistic and positive light, and with heroic
associations. Few appear slovenly, old, corrupt or self-serving. While
this study does not report percentages by ethnicity or race, most are
white. They are, in short, models for conservative mainstream
enterprise. These are the faces of power and influence sold to us; they
are consumers and products both.
One wonders, however, if collections produced by image powerhouses
such as Getty and Corbis simply mirror Stepford characters already
existing in our minds and in political, economic and social realms. That
is, do these portraits reflect our biases and social profiling? Or, is it
possible that the agencies indeed play a significant role in consciously
creating trends and consumer demands along gendered structural
disparities? Although it does not reference the men and women in
uniform, a hint about how influence and authority is portrayed may be
found in this excerpt from a fairly recent Getty report. ‘With
businessmen, the imagery emerging is around certainty and conviction,
playing into the theme of individual heroism. Imagery around
businesswomen will display women who are more relaxed and
easygoing and exude personal pride’ (Getty Images, 2007). Keeping in
mind that many of the images analyzed here are commissioned by Getty
itself, the report describes a direction that imagery will take. It indicates
no uncertain role in shaping consumer demand and identity. Cultural
identity itself is inseparable from consumer identity in a capitalistic
economy and modern society. Thus, concepts of the self and body, and
our relationship with others, are controlled in large part by these
powerful image brokers.
Portraits discussed in this analysis represent some of the faces of the
powerful currently channeled into contemporary culture. Will such
collections continue to perpetuate and/or create stereotypes? How do
we tackle the challenge to reshape public attitudes through stock
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photography? The potential force of these image banks on media and
contemporary consciousness is unprecedented, and so the discussion of
social responsibility is a timely one. Certainly the matter requires more
comprehensive investigation of the image bank.
Looking Forward
Photography as a tool for investigating the physical, social and
psychological dimensions of identity and other ethnographical and
political matters is already a matter of longstanding interest to scholars
of visual communication and culture. The photographic process and the
image itself continue to generate considerable theoretical and aesthetic
debate in studies dealing with gender, for instance. But the potential for
the medium to illuminate our understanding of the concept of power is
not yet widely appreciated in the social sciences. Turning an eye toward
the portrayal in commercial stock photography of authoritative bodies
such as the military and police offers promising avenues for research.
Visualizing power is more than an exercise of imagination. It draws upon
a wealth of scholarly literature and art forms, some of which has been
underscored here. This study serves to introduce us to a gap in research
highlighted by the introduction of electronic image banks within the past
decade or so. It concludes with the suggestion for further content
analysis of generic photographic portraiture. Any preliminary
investigation necessarily leaves loose ends. Additional attention to the
theoretical mechanisms linking cultural production and commercial
photography is needed. In particular we might focus on the role of
generic portraiture in shaping gender identities—developing a discussion
on the ‘gaze’ in stock photography might also be a worthwhile
contribution. Turning our attention to exposing practices or patterns in
the stockpiling of portraiture itself poses other challenges. For example,
both Corbis and Getty image banks regularly generate untold numbers
of new photographs, dispose of others, and recycle or re-categorize still
more. A series of content analyses over time, and a look behind the
curtain of image brokers, would produce the most reliable picture of
those archives and their management. In respect to fine-tuning this
current exploration of power, military and police by scrutinizing stock
portraiture, it would be fruitful to perform visual analysis of individuals
and of pairs or larger groups of men and women for what it may tell us
about power relations. Whether executed by in-house photographers or
commissioned to freelancers, the body of work in the Getty data base is
of a highly professional quality. Some of the portraits are apparently shot
in a studio, others contrived outdoors, and a few even seemingly
unposed or candid action shots. Thus, critique of such stock work would
include technical and/or aesthetic evaluations as well as readings for

| 294

Innovative Issues and Approaches in Social Sciences, Vol. 9, No. 1

narrative or meaning in the image. Besides noting significant differences
in the portrayal of power along gender lines, this preliminary exploration
finds that stock imagery—particularly photographic portraiture— is still
focused on generic stereotypes. All in all, there is still much room for
discovery and critique in considering the (re)constructed and
commoditized portrayal of power—not the least of which entails a visual
exploration.
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