
A tool 

for systematic research

Looking over the Shoulder of.. offers a glimpse 
into the working lives of professional photographers. 
Over the past five years, FOTODOK has shared their 
inspiration, ways of working, research and behind-
the-scenes experiences through essays, observations, 
interviews, publications, exhibitions, master classes and 
talk shows; live, in print or on FOTODOK’s website. The 
common starting point was a desire to highlight different 
documentary practices and, in so doing, to provide an insight 
into contemporary photography and pressing social issues. 
Last year, we looked over the shoulders of Fred Ritchin 
and ED at (inter)national documentary photography 
and shared their thoughts on its development. The 
result was Octagon, an inclusive online research tool, 
and this manual with topical handles to help you 
choose your own position, conduct research and 
apply it to your own (photographic) practice, 
as a (prospective) professional, amateur or 
photography enthusiast. 
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The Profligacy of Photography and the Reinvented Universe
Why are there so many billions 

of photographs being produced 
today? Is it because they cost almost 

nothing to make? Or because they 
are so easy to make? Or is it because 

by photographing we think that we take 
ourselves outside of our own lives for a 

moment, becoming privileged witnesses? 
Or do we make so many photographs, and 

star in them, because we are convinced that 
appearing as image is somehow more important, 

and more enduring, than simply living our lives? 

And why do we not similarly concern ourselves with 
the enormous number of words being uttered? Are 

there too many words? Not enough? Are they the “right” 
words? 

Words, of course, can be ignored — the letters that populate 
them are abstract signifiers that must be deciphered, not as 

immediately referential as photographs. (And, fortunately, words 
are articulated in languages that many do not understand — 

photographs are thought to be universally and, for the most part, 
immediately understood, although this is a serious fallacy.) 

Words are associated with issues of syntax and of context — how are 
words put together, in which sequence? It is not that someone has chosen 

the word “apple,” but that it is used to characterize someone as “the apple 
of my eye” rather than referring to one’s lunch finishing with “apple sauce.” We 
certainly do not give the same thought to photographic syntax and context - 
when media literacy is taught, it is almost always about words.
               
We all know the famous quotation, “If I had more time I would have written 
a shorter letter.” Why don’t we say the same of photographs —“If I had more 
time I would have made fewer photographs”?

Photographs are thought to demand less attention. We scan them quickly, 
treating them as a fast food in the world of online culture (many are now even 
produced to disappear in seconds). They take little time for the one wielding 
the camera to compose, and can be published and distributed immediately. 
Pointing the lens, all that their authors require is the visible, no longer the 
momentous. Everything has become fodder for the camera, including, quite 
frequently, the most trivial. 

But such digitally-derived imagery may have met its match in digitally-
derived words — not just any words, but those generated by computers. 
Recently, in a Google experiment, computers have taught themselves to 
“read” and caption photographs. Finally, the emperor, as it were, may be 
seen as having no clothes — “An apparently bored, thin boy with glasses sits 
behind a plate filled with breakfast items surrounded by people of a similar 
age known to him as his friends,” or “Yet another cat somersaults in the air.” 
There is something to the impersonal and matter of fact, although of course 
such captioning will be undoubtedly “personalized” in the near future (with 
perhaps a button allowing for the “user’s” predilection for more animated 
adjectives). 

There is also enormous poetic potential here. My favorite of the captioned 
photographs released so far is the one, captioned by a human as “A green 
monster kite soaring in a sunny sky,” that was captioned quite differently 
by the computer: “A man flying through the air while riding a snowboard.” 
Somehow the software seems to have more surreal, Chagall-like points of 
reference. 

What then would happen if computers re-captioned the entire history of 
photography? Not only what would the computer perceive, but also what 
information might it add? For example, would it further contextualize a 
sensuous Edward Weston nude to let the reader know that it was made at the 

same time that the Spanish Civil War was going on, and that Fascism would 
win? Or might it caption the famous photograph by Nick Ut of a young, nude 
Vietnamese girl, Kim Phuc, her skin burning from napalm, and include the 
various ways in which the publication of that image profoundly changed her 
life? Or, more broadly, might the computer, equipped with face-recognition 
software, help to finally write a history of photography from the points of 
view of the subjects of all of these famous photographs, not just the image-
makers themselves?

We can then ask again why are so many photographs being produced ? No 
one would argue that we are more photogenic today, more exotic, more 
distinguished. Some would argue, on the other hand, that we are more needy, 
less assured of our own importance, or increasingly unable to grasp our roles 
as part of a larger cycle of life. Or perhaps, as Andy Warhol suggested, we are 
all seeking our own fifteen minutes of fame (at a shutter release of 1/100 of a 
second, it would take 90,000 pictures to cover our fifteen minutes of fleeting 
celebrity - an idiosyncratic way to justify our addiction to a voluminous 
photography).

Undoubtedly, if we stopped photographing (or, more importantly, stopped 
so frequently looking for situations to photograph) we could allow ourselves 
to look more intently inside of ourselves and to reflect upon our existential 
situations; to avoid doing just that may be another reason why we photograph 
so much. What, for example, might have happened to Meursault and his 
questioning stance in Camus’ The Stranger if he was carrying a “smartphone” 
(and not a gun)? Or to Holden Caulfield and his growing pains in Salinger’s 
Catcher in the Rye? Would they have tried to photograph away their distress? 
Or text the minutiae of their lives? More broadly, is it possible today to have 
a deeply introspective life while feeling pressured to supply one’s Facebook 
and Twitter followers with new material?

This explosive use of digital media is also indicative of something much 
deeper in our culture and in ourselves than the number of photographs or 
words produced. The invention of code-based media in the same era that 
we re-conceptualized ourselves as code, via DNA, is certainly no accident. 
And, like other media inventions before, as a civilization we are asking for a 
revolution that far transcends any specific use of digital media.

For example, when the printing press was invented, it allowed us to eventually 
evolve   into   nation-states,  and for   the  Protestant  Reformation  to  occur 
(no more quill pens and manuscripts in the hands of a small, secretive elite, 
etc.). The importance was not just in what was printed, but in the various 
political and social movements that emerged in its wake. The transformations 
that followed Gutenberg’s invention, including a more widespread literacy 
and easier access to various kinds of knowledge, can be seen as prefiguring 
our contemporary social media revolution. 

Digital media take us much farther. The architecture of digital photography, 
for example, represents a conceptual leap transitioning from a concentration 
on appearance (phenotype) to the underlying code and related processes 
(genotype), in which the metadata increasingly vies with the image for 
importance (from a largely commercial angle, look at Getty Images’ recent 
decision to release 35 million photographs for free use, while asserting that 
their metadata is more valuable to advertisers). Digital, code-based media is 
a key driver in the re-conceptualization of humans and other living things as 
expressions of their genes. 

As part of this re-conceptualization, seeds and the ways in which they can grow 
algorithmically can be viewed as more valuable than their manifestations. 
(One horrific example was the killing of a healthy, crowd-pleasing young 
giraffe named Marius in a Copenhagen zoo last year because its genes were 
thought by authorities to be already well-represented). Or, as artist Brian Eno 
suggested twenty-five years ago, referring to his own music as essentially an 
algorithm that is capable of forever transforming, even beyond his death: “Say 
you like Brahms and Brian Eno. You could get the two of them to collaborate 
on something, see what happens if you allowed them to hybridize. The 
possibilities for this are fabulous.” 

Digital media then bring us to 
membership in a larger coded 
universe that manifests itself in a 
variety of ways — biological, social, 
political, spiritual, philosophical. 
We become part of a myriad of 
relationships based upon codes (sexual, 
ethical, quantum, religious, etc.) that are 
contemporary and also trans-national and 
trans-species, while negotiating a variety of 
passages between human and machine. (This 
is where the cyborg comes in, a status that many 
of us have already attained in, among things, our 
marriage to our smartphones.) In this shift, past and 
future are allowed to conflate as we simultaneously 
recognize within our coded selves both our ancestors 
and our progeny. One day digital media will be recognized 
for helping to bring us to this other place. 

And, conceptually, we can also recognize another, related shift, 
provoked in part by digital media, from a Newtonian to a quantum 
worldview. The digital revolution has us moving from the reassuring 
continuity of analog media, largely anchored by a cause-and-effect 
Newtonian universe (aided by the printing press), to a more volatile 
quantum worldview of digital media with its discontinuities and non-
linearities (hypertext), based upon an infrastructure of discrete integers 
and pixels that echo the quantum infrastructure powered by discrete, 
discontinuous packets of energy. The quantum emphasis on probabilities, 
the ambiguous superpositions of states (light as both wave and particle, for 
example, until it is observed), and the intermingling of distant forces, among 
other factors, will find a more welcoming environment in the digital. 

Might we progress to a quantum government, or a quantum economy —
and if so, what would they be? Could voting, as well as releasing the camera’s 
shutter, be viewed as the quantum collapse of multiple states? In this 
emerging universe will the photograph be able to mutate? Might it combine 
with other images and produce offspring? Or with musical algorithms and 
our own DNA? Or with distant particles spinning somewhere in the cosmos?

Much of this emerging worldview can be traced to photographs — discrete 
rectangles that foreshadowed the discrete digital, fragmenting the universe so 
that it became something less continuous, less the result of cause and effect, 
and more mysterious. It is not what is depicted within each photograph that 
matters in this transformation, but the ways in which photography functions. 
As Susan Sontag put it in 1977, “The camera makes reality atomic, manageable, 
and opaque. It is a view of the world which denies interconnectedness, 
continuity, but which confers on each moment the character of a mystery.”

So, to return once again to the original question posed here, why do we have 
so many photographs? The answer is actually quite simple: so that our world 
can be reinvented. Coded now so as to be able to link to each other and to all 
other digital media in diverse ways, to respond to events and to emotions, to 
parallel our DNA, to configure and reconfigure old and emerging conceptions 
of time and space, the photograph, which served to render our worldview as 
discrete and fragmented, now opens up new portals for re-conceptualization. 
And, one might suggest, this digital revolution may have occurred to allow us 
to re-discover, and re-invent, our universe as more holistic.

As we ready for the transition, “Octagon: A pocket manual for a systematic 
research tool,” conceived by an ethicist, image editor, and artist, helps to 
determine what of value we have already created, what is obfuscation, and 
what allows us to reflect more clearly. “Octagon” can be viewed as a response 
to Borges’ “Aleph,” the mystical tool that allowed one to see too much. And 
it helps to answer the pivotal question — as we are leaving one conceptual 
space, what is it that we want to take with us? What from our past will serve 
us well?

Recent cultural developments, worn-

out traditional media and changes 

in globalised communication have 

made it increasingly difficult to navigate 

independently through information 

overload. The Octagon was developed to 

bring order to and create new possibilities 

for gathering and understanding the wealth 

of information on offer. Inclusive in design, 

this research tool provides a structure for 

exploring multiple perspectives on the same 

subject and can be used for investigations 

of any kind. It is as suitable for artistic 

and social research as it is for those 

looking for a personal guide 

through unstructured information 

environments.

Meekijken over de Schouder [Looking over the Shoulder] 

is a project of FOTODOK, Space for Documentary Photography, Utrecht www.fotodok.org Meekijken is generously supported by

Femke Lutgerink 
artistic director FOTODOK
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W
e 

believe 

that using 

O
ctagon as a 

tool for research 

and as a personal guide 

for navigating inform
ation 

overload will lead to the 

following:

Greater latitude of thought.

Curiosity for one’s surroundings.

A richer experience of the use of information.

Critical thinking rather than superficial perception.

A feeling of satisfaction brought about by understanding.

The emergence of ideas, possibilities and solutions for problems.

Increased personal knowledge by absorbing the knowledge of others.

Pointing 
the camera is 
the new writing

 

“w
e are 

ready for
 

the tran
sition


...”



 In the case study 
reviewed, roughly 40 

different observations on 
documentary photography 

were collected in the Octagon. 
Investigators reflected on eight 

concepts from various angles. The 
investigation can still grow and unfold, 

but an important insight into the value of the 
Octagon has been established. 

A structure makes it possible to gather and organise 
the knowledge obtained during the investigation 

process. It is essential to find an appropriate 
structure and for all investigators to agree 

on it to prevent valuable discoveries 
from being lost. There are numerous 
possibilities for such a structure, be 

it a digital platform, collective 
discussions, letters etc. A 

digital platform can be 
useful if investigators 

are situated 
in different 
locations.

Everything done up to this point serves as 

preparation for the actual research. After the 

structure has been built, it is tim
e to collect 

the m
aterial. It can take tim

e, so patience is 

required. Every investigator looks at the 

problem
 from

 their ow
n perspective, 

applying their expertise and 

experience to reflect upon it. 

The chosen structure should 

ensure that prelim
inary 

outcom
es are visible 

throughout the 

w
hole process.

The conclusion is intended to explain why the 
investigation was performed and why it matters. 

It is also meant for people who were not 
involved in the process and must therefore 

be clear. It is not merely a summary 
but an analysis and reflection. The 

hypothesis is a useful guide 
in drawing a conclusion. It 
acts as a reminder of the 

initial motivation but is 
reconsidered based on 

the new knowledge 
acquired during 

the process.

The crucial 
moment when 
the desire to 

understand inspires 
us to start research. A 

problem is a statement about 
an area of concern; a condition 

to be improved upon; a difficulty 
to be eliminated; a troubling question 
that points to the need for meaningful 

understanding and deliberate investigation. 
Motivation to start an investigation can vary from 

theoretical and social interest to personal curiosity.

A variety 
of people 

with different 
backgrounds 

all bring a unique 
perspective. Collective 

involvement ensures general 
excitement, guarantees sharing 
and extension of the personal 

vision, provides open-mindedness and 
objectivity. Particular investigators with 

special expertise can be invited to participate, 
but they can also emerge during the process if it 

seems relevant to the author of the research.

A case 

study is a 

detailed and 

extensive inquiry that 

analyses the chosen 

problem
 w

ithin its real-life 

context. A
n exam

ple suitable 

for use as a case study can 

usually be identified w
hen thinking 

about the problem
 and assum

ing 

future investigation. The focal point of the 

research becom
es apparent w

hen setting up 

a case study. At this stage, the transition from
 

abstract thinking to concrete action is m
ade.

International space 
for documentary 

photography based in 
Utrecht, The Netherlands 

The inventor of 
the Octagon tool. 
A collective of young 
professionals with 
different specialities in 
the field of images, made 
up of applied ethicist Nikki 
Brörmann, image editor Sterre 
Sprengers and visual artist Ola 
Lanko.

Dean of the 
International 

Center of 
Photography in New 

York. Photo editor, 
curator, writer, and 

professor at New York 
University’s Tisch School of 

the Arts, author of numerous 
books on photographic 

innovation.
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Intuition and 

prelim
inary 

know
ledge are 

essential for form
ulating a 

hypothesis. It is a statem
ent, 

not a question. In form
ulating 

a hypothesis, one should not 

consider w
hether it is true or false. 

At this stage, it is required to set the 

im
agination free. U

nrealistic and am
plified 

hypotheses expand personal borders and allow
 

new
 discoveries to be m

ade.

 fo
r

m
u

late a h
ypo

th
esis

The realisation that it has been reached can 

becom
e apparent in different w

ays. It m
ay be 

determ
ined by tim

e pressure, questions m
ay 

seem
 to be answ

ered or solutions are 

found. W
hile thinking together about 

the sam
e subjects, investigators 

share their discoveries and 

thoughts, extending and 

structuring each other’s 

know
ledge. W

ithout 

final reflection, 

how
ever, the 

investigation 
loses its 
value.

The m
ost 

notable outcom
e 

of this investigation 

w
as the discovery of 

the O
ctagon, an inclusive 

research tool that can be 

applied to investigations of any 

kind. Photography is a good exam
ple 

to illustrate the necessity of a m
ulti-

faceted research approach thanks to its 

prevalence in everyday life. C
onsequently, 

any investigation of photography requires various 

points of view
 to be taken into account in order to 

understand the role and position of the m
edium

 in the 

contem
porary visual landscape. To investigate 

docum
entary 

photography, ED
 

form
ulated eight filters: 

ethics, realness, collectivity, 

use, beauty, process, im
m

ediacy 

and presence. After review
ing 

several best practices in docum
entary 

photography, these concepts em
erged 

as im
portant considerations around w

hich 

to build the investigation. Each investigator 

reflected upon these filters from
 a professional 

point of view
, thereby creating the angles of the 

O
ctagon. 
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There is no 
longer such a 

thing as one kind 
of photography. The 

medium has become 
a tool that can be used for 

such diverse purposes that it is 
difficult to define. Photography has 

also become so ubiquitous that it is at 
risk of losing its value. The ability to write 

does not make one a writer. Having a camera 
does not make one a photographer. Pointing a 

camera is the new writing: many have the tools but 
few have the skills.

ED
 filled the 

O
ctagon over a 

five-m
onth period, 

by investigating different 

approaches to docum
entary 

photography and exploring future 

possibilities of the m
edium

. They 

created videos, w
rote texts and analysed 

im
ages that reflected upon the chosen 

filters. The prelim
inary outcom

es are presented 

as a virtual m
ind m

ap and can be exam
ined on: 

 

octagon.editingstandard.com
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Research
The systematic investigation into 

any subject or occurrence in order 
to achieve understanding, gain 

knowledge and enrich an experience.

Problem
A question raised for inquiry, consideration 

or solution. A problem should not be seen as 
an obstacle but rather as a subject or occurrence 

that triggers research. 

Octagon
A tool that can be used to conduct inclusive, structured 

research. The name is also a reference to a polygon 
which has eight sides, all of equal value and length. 

Hypothesis 
The supposition or proposed explanation made on 

the basis of limited evidence as a starting point for 
further investigation.

Investigator 
A person, group of people or organisation 

that performs the research. The best results 
are achieved if the group is made up 

of at least three people with different 
specialities. 

Focus 
The main subject of an 

investigation. 

Angle
Unique perspective 

provided by the different 
investigators involved 

in the research. All 
angles are of equal 

importance, every 
opinion counts. 

The more 
perspectives 
that are 

present, the 
better: they 

broaden the 
investigators’ views 

and introduce multiple 
possibilities. 

Filter
A key concept found in the 

subject of the research used 
to structure the information and 

divide the subject into smaller parts. 
A filter describes an important aspect 

of the analysed problem. 

Source 
The reservoir of information so complex 

that it becomes difficult to process, 
understand and use as it is. The source is used 

as material to feed the investigation.

Structure
A framework that makes it possible to collect, 

organise and share knowledge.

Process must be visible and accessible.

Personal input is expected of each investigator. 

Research is done according to established system.

Research is done by more than three investigators.

Investigators must be able to justify their actions.

A desire to discover, share and understand is essential.

Everyone involved in the process is treated with respect.

Sincerity, openness and engagement are directing forces.

The knowledge obtained from experience and common sense.

The imagination should be given free rein to explore the limits. 

Personal preferences are considered, but never overrule the purpose.

related to photography

ED advocates a conscious use of the medium. 

ED suggests thinking before taking a picture. 

ED encourages deleting photographs. 

ED alerts for the capacity of an image to carry knowledge. 

ED believes in the power of one image representing many.

ED stimulates critical reflection on an image. 

ED discourages the careless use of photography.

ED values timeless qualities in pictures.

ED advises experiencing a moment before capturing it. 

ED supports an innovative attitude to and desire for the medium. 

ED differentiates between images as a means of communication and a means of 

preservation. 

ED criticises the consumption of ‘fast food imagery’ and advises visual dieting.

related to the tool

Octagon explores multiple perspectives to a single occurrence.   

Octagon aims to choose the best possibility out of many. 

Octagon values practices that contribute to visual heritage 

more than those that pollute it. 

Octagon stresses the importance of discovering the essence rather 

than an average.

Octagon assumes that research can carry personal 

ideas and qualities. 

Octagon requires all results to fit the investigation criteria. 

Octagon embraces the special and unique perspective that every 

investigator contributes. 

Octagon extends the personal knowledge through the others, 

encourages open-mindedness and objectivity.

The Octagon 
can be applied 
to any type 
of subject or 
occurrence. ED*** 
selected photography 
as a case study to 
illustrate the medium’s 
structure and working 
mechanisms. Using the 
tool, ED explored new 
approaches to documentary 
photography. Elements of the 
case study will be used as an 
example in this manual. For an 
expanded version visit:

octagon.editingstandard.com

Poster can be folded to a three-dimensional octagon figure. For instructions visit editingstandard.com/folding 

A tool 

for systematic research

OCTAGON


