John Berger The Ways Of Seeing 1

John Berger The
Ways Of Seeing

Downloaded from
John Berger everybodystreet.com

The Ways Of by Joshua &
Seeing Kaiser
INTRODUCTION:

THE VISIONARY
WHO CHANGED
HOW WE LOOK AT
ART

In 1972, a four-part
television series aired
on the BBC that would
fundamentally alter the
way Western
audiences understood
visual culture. Its
creator, the English art
critic, novelist, and
painter John Berger,
presented a radical
thesis in a program
called Ways of Seeing.
The series, and the
accompanying book,

became a landmark
text in art criticism and
media studies. When
we discuss John
Berger The Ways Of
Seeing, we are not
simply referencing a
documentary or a
book; we are engaging
with a paradigm shift
that challenged
centuries of
entrenched artistic and
social hierarchies.
Berger’'s work remains
as potent and relevant
today as it was in the
early 1970s, offering a
critical lens through
which to view
everything from
Renaissance oil
paintings to modern
advertising.


https://everybodystreet.com/

This article explores
the core arguments of
Ways of Seeing, its
historical context, its
profound influence on
cultural studies, and
why its message
continues to resonate
in our contemporary,
image-saturated world.
We will examine how
Berger deconstructed

the traditional art
historical narrative,
interrogated the

concept of the male
gaze, and connected
the ownership of art to
the ownership of
power.

THE
REVOLUTIONARY
PREMISE: SEEING
COMES BEFORE
WORDS

Berger opened Ways of
Seeing with the simple
yet profound
declaration: "Seeing
comes before words.
The child looks and

recognizes before it
can speak." This
statement is the
foundation upon which
the entire work is built.
Berger argued that our
way of seeing is not a
natural, innocent act.
Instead, it is a deeply
conditioned process,
shaped by habits,
conventions, and the
cultural environment in
which we live. What we
see and how we
interpret it are
products of a specific
historical and social
context.

This idea was a direct
challenge to the
prevailing notion of the
"discerning eye" in art
history. Traditional art
criticism often treated
the appreciation of a
masterpiece as a
timeless, almost
mystical experience.
Berger rejected this.
He insisted that we
never look at just one
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thing; we are always
looking at the
relationship between
things and ourselves.
Our perception is
constantly Dbeing
filtered by what we
know or what we
believe. By framing
John Berger The
Ways Of Seeing as a
guide to understanding
these filters, Berger
empowered the viewer,
stripping away the
mystique that elites
had built around high
art

The
Demystifi
cation of
Art

History

One of Berger's most
aggressive targets was
the mystification of the
art historical process.
He argued that
scholars and curators
had created an aura of
sacredness around
certain artworks,
placing them in a
realm beyond critical
analysis. By doing so,
they obscured the
material conditions
under which the art
was produced. A
painting by a Dutch
master, for example,
was often discussed in
terms of its
composition, light, and
the genius of the artist.
Berger, however,
insisted that we must
also consider it as a
record of wealth,
property, and social
status.

He famously analyzed



the oil painting
tradition, arguing that
it was not a
transparent window
onto the world, but
rather a specific form
of marketing for the
owning classes. Oil
painting, Berger
claimed, primarily
functioned to celebrate
private property. It was
a way for the wealthy
to display their
possessions—their
land, their livestock,
their wives, their
servants—and to
legitimize their status.
This materialist
analysis was a breath
of fresh air in the
often-stuffy world of art
criticism. It made art
history relevant to
social history and class
struggle, a connection
that most critics of the
era were reluctant to
make. The impact of
John Berger The
Ways Of Seeing in

this regard was to
democratize art,
making it a subject for

political discussion
rather than merely
aesthetic

contemplation.

THE MALE GAZE
AND THE FEMALE
SUBJECT

Perhaps the most
famous segment of the
Ways of Seeing series,
and the chapter that
has had the most
enduring legacy in
feminist theory, is
Berger's analysis of the
representation of
women in European
art. He introduces a
concept that would
later be developed
extensively by film
theorist Laura Mulvey:
the male gaze. Berger
states that, in
traditional European
painting, "men act and
women appear. Men
look at women. Women
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watch themselves
being looked at."

This observation was
revolutionary. Berger
argued that the nude
in Western art was
rarely about the
subject's own sexuality
or pleasure. Instead,
the female nude was
constructed as a
spectacle for a
presumed male
spectator. The woman
in the painting is aware
of being seen; her body
is positioned and her
expression is
modulated to appeal to
the male viewer who
owns her—either
literally as a wife or
mistress, or figuratively
as a patron who
purchased the
painting. Berger
dissected the
difference between
"nakedness" (being
oneself) and "nudity"
(being on display for
others). He asserted

that to be naked is to
be without disguise,
while to be nude is to
be seen by others and
yet not recognized for
oneself.

This analysis was not
confined to the past.
Berger masterfully
drew a direct line from
the oil paintings of the
16th century to the
photographs in
modern advertising.
He showed that the
same logic of the gaze
operates in
contemporary media.
Advertisements, he
argued, create a state
of perpetual
dissatisfaction. They
suggest that by
purchasing a product,
we can transform
ourselves into the
"glamorous" object of
the gaze. The
connection between
the historical female
nude and the modern
fashion model was laid



bare, revealing a
continuous thread of
objectification and
commodification. This
section of John Berger
The Ways Of Seeing
remains one of the
most essential texts for
understanding the
dynamics of visual
power in media.

THE OWNERSHIP
OF IMAGES: FROM
OIL PAINTING TO
PHOTOGRAPHY

Berger was acutely
aware of the
revolutionary power of
reproduction. In the
age of mechanical
reproduction, a
photograph of a
painting is no longer
the same object as the
painting itself. The
original has a unique
"presence" in time and
space, an "aura" (a
concept borrowed and
adapted from Walter
Benjamin). However,

when an image is
reproduced, its
meaning becomes fluid
and malleable. It can
be cropped, colored,
re-contextualized, and
used for different
purposes.

Berger used this
insight to devastating
effect. He
demonstrated how a
film or  television
program could
manipulate a painting
by moving the camera.
If the camera zooms in
on a detail—a hand, a
piece of jewelry, a
glance—the overall
meaning of the
painting changes. The
reproduction allows the
director to tell a new
story, to frame the
image according to a
modern narrative. This
is both a danger and
an opportunity. It is a
danger because it can
be used to falsify
history or create
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propaganda. It is an
opportunity because it
allows us to see things
we might have missed
and to break the
monopoly that
museums and scholars
have on interpretation.

The

Enduring
Power of
the Book

The format of the book
itself was a testament
to Berger's arguments.
Ways of Seeing is not a
traditional text with
illustrations separated
from the words.
Instead, images are
integrated directly into
the text, often
occupying whole
pages. Berger used
this layout to create a
visual argument that

runs parallel to the
written one. He
juxtaposed a
Renaissance nude with
a modern photograph,
or a painting of a
landscape with a
contemporary
advertisement. This
layout forces the
reader to make
connections, to "see"
the argument before
reading it. The book is
a multimedia
experience, a work of
art in its own right that
practices what it
preaches. To study
John Berger The
Ways Of Seeing is to
study a text that is
self-aware of its own
medium.

THE LEGACY:
WAYS OF SEEING
IN THE 21ST
CENTURY

Decades after its
publication, the
influence of Ways of



Seeing is ubiquitous. It
is required reading in
art schools, film
studies departments,
and sociology courses.
Its concepts have been

absorbed into the
mainstream, often
without people

realizing the source.
The critique of the
male gaze is now a

common tool for
analyzing film,
television, and

advertising. The idea
that art is a historical
document of power
rather than just a
repository of beauty is
widely accepted.

Furthermore, the rise
of social media has
given Berger's work a
stunning new
relevance. We live in a
world where everyone
is both a producer and
a consumer of images.
Platforms like
Instagram and TikTok
are built on the very

principles Berger
described: the curation
of identity, the
performance for an
invisible audience, and
the relentless
commodification of
daily life. The "selfie" is
the ultimate
expression of "women
watching themselves
being looked at" (a
dynamic now fully
applied to men as
well). The influencer
economy is a direct
descendant of the
spectacle Berger
critiqued in the final
episode of his series.

e Visual Literacy:
Berger’s work is
more important
than ever as a
tool for critical
visual literacy. In
an age of
deepfakes and
misinformation,
understanding
that images are
constructed
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LASTINGVAY OF
vital skill.

e Social Justice:
His analysis of
how power
structures are
encoded in
images informs
contemporary
discussions
about
representation,
diversity, and
decolonizing the
museum.

e Consumer
Culture: The link
he drew between
oil paintings and
advertising has
become even
more
pronounced with
the rise of
branded content
and the blurring
of lines between
commerce and
art.

CONCLUSION: A

SEEING

John Berger The
Ways Of Seeing is far
more than a historical
artifact. It is a living,
breathing methodology
for navigating the
modern world. Berger
taught us that to look
is not a passive act but
an active, critical
engagement with the
world. He gave us the
tools to question not
just what we see, but
how we see it. He
reminded us that every
image contains a point
of view, and that point
of view is often
political. By
demystifying the world
of art and connecting it
directly to the power
structures of society,
Berger created a work
of profound democratic
potential. His voice
remains a sharp, clear
guide for anyone trying



to make sense of the
constant flow of
images that defines
our daily lives. To read
Ways of Seeing is to

10

accept the
responsibility  of
looking—not just with
your eyes, but with
your mind.

10

John Berger The Ways Of Seeing 2022-07-26



