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Abstract. When we are interested in the image of a social object, we are interested in
what individuals have perceived about that object, the ways in which they have interpreted
those perceptions, and what they think about that object. Fully agreeing with the idea that
the use of iconographic stimuli can enhance the traditional methods and techniques that are
used to study any social representation, in this article, two techniques will be presented.
The first, the prototypical stimuli technique, was proposed in the second half of the 1980s by
Galli and Nigro. The second technique, iconographic stimuli, creatively integrate images and
words in a single tool, was designed more recently to study the social representation of culture
by Galli, Fasanelli, and Schember. Researches here reviewed clearly shows that the image has
the great power to attract to itself the very objects depicted, a power that the word often does
not possess. It is images that make people reflect, help them to think about issues concerning
the fundamental aspects of everyday life. The work here presented, carried out in first person
by the writer, as well as by all the other authors who are concentrating their efforts in this di-
rection, only represents a starting point of reflection. New and more articulated studies will be
able to support with heuristic evidence what so far seems to be configured as a suggestive
hypothesis, which in any case will require a wider and shared interdisciplinary effort.

Key words: social representations, prototypical stimuli, iconographic stimuli, multi-
methods approach

Introduction

As Barale (2009) reminds us, the famous iconologist Aby Warburg was
convinced that the distancing allowed by an image is a prerequisite for the capaci-
ty of reflection. In Warburg’s opinion, thought needs a space — a space between
the self and the object. The creation of distance between the self and the external
world can be described as “the fundamental act of human civilization”, that is,
a kind of interval between the stimulus and the action or a pause between the im-
pulse and the consequent behavior. For Warburg, the loss of this distance between
signified and signifier, between observer and object, identifies the central problem
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of science or, rather, of the link between art and science, where the latter is always
considered to be at a higher level than the former. As the author himself points out
in the fragments of Symbolismus al Umfangsbestimmung, “The work of art is
the result of the repeated effort, on the part of the subject, to establish a distance
between himself and the object” (Warburg, 1896-1901. P. 23).

Science has always tried to establish a distance between itself and what or-
dinary people do on a daily basis, such as using a pictorial image to identify a dei-
ty or, more recently, looking for a known image to anchor an unknown and dis-
turbing concept.

Serge Moscovici has devoted his scholarly career to understanding this com-
plex interplay between science and common sense. Through the Social Representa-
tions Theory (SRT), he has offered an explanation for this constant and continuous
work, carried out by social groups, aimed at finding the best way to prefigure, or ra-
ther refigure, any attempt to deal with a problem, a cataclysm or, contrarily, a joyful
event for the community. This is what usually happens within the processes of
the naturalization of cognitions, which help make new and unusual notions seem si-
milar to other notions and other scientific names, giving them a “palpable” existence.
Naturalization tends to provide an autonomous figurative model and a status of evi-
dence for the complex reality of “common sense” (Moscovici, 1961. Pp. 316-317).

We often employ vivid images, aware as we are of their explanatory power:
we look for them inside our minds to explain concepts or ideas that, because of
their abstract nature, cannot be easily understood. We are also aware that the use
of an image does not merely ensure the simplification of information, but it fami-
liarizes us with a concept, correlating it with the knowledge that we have learned
through listening in everyday life. Everyday language and common knowledge are
particularly rich in their representational ability, precisely because they assimilate and
complete the transformation from concept to image. The study of images, as pointed
out by Abric (1987), has a long history in the psychological literature, although it
mostly appears as a perceptual model, within which the image is seen as a reflection
of the surrounding world, with a clear separation between subject and object. The in-
terpretation of the image that we present here derives from the concept of representa-
tion and assumes, on the contrary, a constitutive relationship between subject and ob-
ject. In these terms, the image is not a mere reflection of an object but the product of
a complex relationship — whether real or imaginary, objective or symbolic — that
the subject projects onto a specific object (Molinari, Emiliani, 1990).

In reflecting on the relationship between images and collective beliefs, Mo-
liner (2008), inspired by Moscovici (1961), studied the role of icons as identifying
tools of social representation, stating that iconography must be considered the
source, medium, and product of representation. According to Moliner, when we
are interested in the image of a social object, we are interested in how individuals
perceive that object, the ways in which they have interpreted those perceptions,
and what they think about that object. This is why “the notion of image as a phe-
nomenon of collective opinion cannot be unrelated to the notions of visual image,
mental image, and symbolic image” (Moliner, 1996. P. 111). Therefore, as it is,
images must necessarily be part of that small nucleus (central core) of elements
that gives rise to any social representation, as shown by scholars of Aix-en-
Provence University.
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According to de Rosa and Farr (2001), although images can be an important
source of communication, scientific thought has often underestimated them, con-
sidering them a harbinger of errors and falsehoods. In the literature, in fact,
the prejudice towards images is demonstrated by the scarce attention given to
them by sociologists and social psychologists — this is a paradox for these disci-
plines in a society where visual information dominates written and spoken infor-
mation in terms of impact. Only in developmental or clinical psychology, and of
course in the psychology of the arts, does attention to figurative language, as well
as to perception, testify to the existence of an interest in alternative forms of lan-
guage to verbalcentrism.

In his comparative study of figurative and visual thinking, for example, Dar-
ras (1998 as cited in Moliner, 2016) proposes a useful taxonomy for classifying
images, focusing on four main types: similis, which have a stronger relationship
of analogy with their object; schémas, are images which take one or more figura-
tive characters of the object, without it being necessary to include all the details
that characterize it; iconotypes, which result in the repeated and recognized use of
a given pattern; pictogrammes, coinciding with an iconotype validated by a com-
munity of users (Darras, 1998. P. 92). These consistently represent the figurative
characteristics of each object, thus identifying the sociological or cultural specific-
ity of individuals. It is important to note that objects represented through dia-
grams, iconotypes, and pictograms do not necessarily belong to the visibly per-
ceptible physical world. This is true, for example, in the graphic representation of
a process (the evolutionary stages of man), a system of relationships (the Catholic
hierarchy), or a phenomenon (the seismogram). In any case, the diagram remains
the only possible way to reproduce an image of the object, since it would be diffi-
cult to produce an analog image, a simile according to the previous terminology
(Moliner, 2016). Reflecting on the relationship between images and collective be-
liefs, Moliner (2008) investigated the role of icons as tools for identifying a social
representation, stating that iconography must be considered a source, means and
product of a representation.

Starting from a reflection on the role that the image can play in overcoming
the bottlenecks of “verbal exclusivity”, we could begin to assert that the same word
“image” contains within itself a wide variety of phenomena. Mitchell (2005) sug-
gests a distinction between two English words: picture and image. In particular,
he points out that picture is an iconographic representation, a particular form of
form. Furthermore, as Moliner (2016) argues, image relates to the concrete objects
that offer themselves to our perception. These objects exist independent of our per-
ceptual identity. As stated by de Rosa and Farr (2001), within the human species,
speech is a privileged channel for defining, objectifying, and constructing reality;
however, reality cannot be defined exclusively through speech: images, sounds, and
behaviors are other ways of generating and communicating 'multiform' (not neces-
sarily complementary and, in some cases, antagonistic) aspects of social representa-
tions. For these reasons, it seems appropriate to explore social representation using
methodologies and techniques that involve the use of iconographic, as well as ver-
bal, stimuli. This is also in line with the constant exposure that complex images
have undergone in recent years, transforming the myriad of icons on our devices,
which identify and summarize objects, processes and emotions.
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From prototypical stimuli to iconographic stimuli

Fully agreeing with the idea that the use of iconographic stimuli can en-
hance the traditional methods and techniques that are used to study any social rep-
resentation, two techniques will be presented below: the prototypical stimuli and
iconographic stimuli used in a series of studies that have taken as their focus
“power” and “culture”.

The first, called the prototypical stimuli technique, was proposed in the se-
cond half of the 1980s by Galli and Nigro (Galli, Nigro, 1989).

At that time, the authors intended to study the social representation of
“power”, but they soon realized that a simple interview would not be enough to
make the interviewees overcome the taboo inherent in the very idea of power.
What was needed was a strategy that could overcome this impasse. This gave rise
to the idea of enriching the interview with the presentation of 6 black and white
photographs (Figure 1), created ad hoc, as prototypical stimuli; three of the photo-
graphs were related to dyadic power relationships (mother/son, husband/wife, doctor/
patient), and three were related to one-to-many power relationships (Pope/believers,
university teacher/students, officer/troop). Each image represented an asymmet-
rical power situation about which respondents were asked to make judgments.

Figure 1. Prototypical stimuli
(Galli, Nigro, 1989)

The descriptions and judgments made about the photographs allowed for
a better understanding of how people represent themselves as either holding po-
wer or being subjected to it, as well as the relationships defined by the power situ-
ation more generally. At the end of the task, the respondents were asked to place
the 6 photographs in hierarchical order from the one that most clearly expressed
power to the one that expressed it the least. The main function of prototypical
stimuli is to make “visible” certain manifestations that help define the object
of representation so that the subjects’ discourse moves from the abstract to the
concrete: prototypical stimuli, in fact, induce subjects to confront specific situa-
tions. This technique can be advantageously used for the collection of both quali-
tative and quantitative information. In fact, prototypical stimuli can be used in
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the course of a qualitative interview, as well as within data collection tools that
involve the use of scalar items. In the first case, the use of prototypical stimuli is
particularly useful, first, because it helps reduce the incidence of those responses
in terms of social desirability, which pollutes even the most sophisticated and
well-structured questionnaires and interviews (Fasanelli et al., 2020; Galli et al.,
2019). Second, by having subjects express their evaluation on any interval scale,
it is possible to reconstruct in a very precise way the “attitude” component of
the social representation one intends to study. Prototypical stimuli undoubtedly
offer the advantage of allowing the transposition of the object of social representa-
tion from the abstract to the concrete. By making the object of representation visi-
ble, it is, in fact, possible to “force” the subject to confront it directly and to be,
in the end, less evasive in expressing him or herself.

The research on power SRs, carried out using prototypical stimuli, was rep-
licated in the first decade of the 2000s in an intercultural project financed by
LEPS and directed by Moscovici, who oversaw the involvement of French, Indo-
nesian, Mexican and Romanian colleagues. In this case, too, the technique showed
its value. However, to avoid Eurocentric bias, the necessity of constructing ad hoc
visual stimuli was highlighted, anchoring those stimuli to the stylistic features re-
lated to phenotypes, settings and ornaments characteristic of the cultures of refer-
ence in the data-construction context. The results of these reflections, impossible
to adequately summarize here, are contained in the text edited by Ida Galli (2008):
“Del potere e di altri démoni”.

The second technique that creatively integrated images and words into a sin-
gle tool was designed by Galli, Fasanelli, and Schember (2018) to study the social
representation of culture. Inspired by prototypical stimuli, this data construction
strategy was named iconographic stimuli.

The iconographic stimuli technique consists of asking a group of indepen-
dent judges to provide a number of icons (functional to the objectives of the re-
search being conducted) that represent, from their perspective, the object of study.
The resulting icons (from physical or telematic archives or from ad hoc creations,
both manual and computerized) are categorized into semantic areas and related
categories using content analysis of the graphic materials. The result of this classi-
fication is then submitted to a group of judges. The judges have the preliminary
task of eliminating all polysemic, duplicate or strongly similar images and, finally,
of choosing the icon that best represents each of the identified semantic areas.
The icons selected to be used as stimuli are those on which at least 70% of
the judges agree. The set of icons thus selected is randomized and integrated into
a questionnaire constructed in line with those used for the analysis of prototypica-
lity and similarity. Basically, the instrument comprises the following: a section
dedicated to the presentation of all the icons, each identified with a letter of
the alphabet (Figure 2); a section dedicated to the explanation, by the participants,
of the motivation that led them to the choice of each specific icon; and a section
dedicated to the classification of the icons in hierarchical order of attributed im-
portance (Fasanelli, Galli, Piscitelli, 2020; Galli, Fasanelli, 2020).

The goal of the iconographic stimuli technique is to explore an object of so-
cial representation using images situated in a communication process. The images
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do not necessarily have the same relationship to the object because they may be
symbolic images, representing one thing and signifying something else. In con-
trast to pictograms, whose relationship to the object merges with the consensual
recognition of certain figurative forms, the symbolic image derives its meaning
from a system of correspondences, which goes far beyond the realm of mere rep-
resentation: “In other words, images are translated and selected by individuals
other than those for whom they are intended” (Moliner, 2016. P. 14).

Among those proposed, choose the first 5

images that in your opinion most represent
CULTURE

Figure 2. Iconographic stimuli
(Galli, Fasanelli, Schember, 2018)

The methodological strategy described above shows the possibility of iden-
tifying the iconographic dimension of each central element, which cannot neces-
sarily be evoked by the participants. Moreover, the use of the subjective choice
motivation within the questionnaire offers the researcher the possibility of clearly
understanding the meaning of each icon associated with the stimulus in a wide
number of cases: when the icon might suggest other meanings, when cases the icon
seems to be completely unrelated to the inducing term, when an icon is used with
a double meaning to understand the articulation of the reasoning underlying its
selection, or when the subjective meaning attributed to the icon itself is the focus.

Concluding remarks

There is a widespread belief that the language of images is more natural and
spontaneous than the language of words and that words are learned, and figures
recognized naturally, but this belief is completely unfounded. Languages, all lan-
guages, are cultural media that allow the senses, affections and intellect to collabo-
rate in the exercising of one’s intelligence. Verbal language and the language of ima-
ges are both legitimately definable as media insofar as they do not merely transcribe
the products of thought but are themselves a thought and the work of thought.
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An image, according to Cacciari (2017), has the great power to attract to it-
self the very objects depicted, a power that a word often does not possess. Civili-
zation has needed, since the beginning of time, physical and, more importantly,
mental representations. Even the most abstract thoughts of humankind need repre-
sentation along a sensitive and aesthetic dimension. It is images that should make
people reflect and help them think about issues concerning the fundamental as-
pects of everyday life.

Jean Frangois Lyotard (2008), in the book Discourse, Figure, argues the need
to integrate words and images to reveal and overcome the deception of a model of
thought and knowledge based only on a language of words. Having at one's dis-
posal a wealth of quality images capable of interacting and collaborating with
words serves mainly to help one look and think about oneself and the world with
greater clarity and lucidity.

Neuroscience studies, as Dallari (2018) points out, have shown the partial
distinguishability of areas of the brain devoted to image processing from those
involved in linguistic processes. However, this does not justify a cultural and epis-
temological separation of the two categories since, from the point of view of
the construction of knowledge, representation, thought and intersubjective rela-
tions, these different areas are interconnected. However, it is precisely scholars
and researchers from the cognitive area who support the superiority of the uni-
verse of images over that of words in the creation of knowledge and representa-
tion in the contemporary world. Gottfried Boehm (2009) uses the term iconic turn
to indicate what he believes is a real change in characterizing the contemporary
world through images.

Psychosocial reflection on these issues includes the work of Moliner (2008),
who argues that the social image of an object is the result of a process of activa-
tion of multiple mental images obtained through sensitive experiences related to
the object through communication with different social groups with which the in-
dividual interacts through different media. The latter, today, are much more nu-
merous than the sources of diffusion evoked by Serge Moscovici in the second
half of the last century. Today, the individual is “captured” by a society governed
by the screen. These screens come in many forms: televisions, computers, tablets
and even smartphones. These new forms of communication, whose “medium is
the message”, are likely to have a major impact on the process of objectification,
giving a collective character to the mental images of social groups. It now seems
difficult to study social phenomena without iconographic techniques. One could,
in fact, reproach the methodologies generally employed that distance themselves
from the object of study. We agree with Moliner when he states that it seems dif-
ficult to avoid using iconographic techniques for studying social phenomena.
Iconographic stimuli, on the other hand, have shown their capacity to unveil
the mental images of social groups, showing new and more fruitful relationships not
only between subject and object but also, above all, between object and concept.
Referring to the seminal work of Moscovici (1961. P. 315), we can say that the
“concept is an intellectual instrument that allows to order a series of phenomena and
to perceive their relations in an approximate and essential way. The relationship of
the concept with reality is neither immediate nor univocal. The leap into the imagi-
nary prepares a fundamental change of status and function. The concept is no longer
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a pure idea or even an image, but an entity. Naturalization draws all its meaning
from this insofar as it gives a full reality to what was an abstraction.”

It seems evident that what has been described so far is nothing more than
a greater and more precise operationalization not only of that generative process
of every social representation, called objectification, but, above all, of the original
intuition of the existence of a figurative nucleus. The process of objectification, as
described by the author of the Social Representations Theory, “seems to break
down into two distinct phases or cover two converging movements: one goes from
theory to its image, the other goes from this to the construction of social reality.
The first phase is that in which the scientific conception, compared to other value
systems and other representations, sees a choice being made between its elements;
their movement to a concrete level is concomitant. The result is certainly not
an aggregation of separate data, but an ordered, coherent and relatively correct
whole. At the end of this stage, the theory is found schematized in a twofold sense
of a complete selection and stylization of its terms. In this way the imaginative
nucleus of a social representation, or figurative model, is constituted... From
the scientific theory to the figurative model, the content is schematized and allows
some concrete elements to be isolated. In turn, these elements are generalized in
a double direction: social, as categories that orient reality, and psychological,
as general forms that reflect reality. These two directions are inseparable” (Mos-
covici, 1961. P. 336).

Italo Calvino (as cited in Dallari, 2018), reflecting on his own work as
a story inventor, writes, “We can distinguish two types of imaginative processes:
the one that starts from the word and arrives at the visual image and the one that
starts from the visual image and arrives at verbal expression”. Calvino also points
out that “in the conception of a story, the first thing that comes to my mind is an
image and for some reason it presents itself to me as full of meaning, even if I do
not know how to formulate this meaning in discursive or conceptual terms... it is
the images themselves that develop their implicit potential, the story they carry
within themselves” (Calvino, 1988. P. 93). For Italo Calvino, thinking words
(to say them, to write them) is a process that constantly dialogues with the visual
image even when it is not visible in the text: a story is often conceived starting
from an image or a series of images born in the author's mind and then generates
images in the mind of the reader or the listener.

The work presented in this article, carried out in first person by the writer,
as well as by other authors focusing their efforts on this direction, show that this
process, admirably described by Calvino, can be completely superimposed upon
the one that common sense, the so-called collective mind, carries out whenever it
has to deal with an unknown and, for this reason, disturbing phenomenon. New
and more articulated studies will be able to support heuristic evidence that thus far
seems to be configured as a suggestive hypothesis, which, in any case, will require
wider and shared interdisciplinary effort.
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Yal0T, YTO JIOAH AYMAIOT 00 3TOM 00BEKTe, KaK BOCIIPUHSIIN €T0, KaK MPOHHTEPIPETHPOBAIH
3T0 BocnpusarHe. [lodHOCTBIO cornamasichk ¢ uaeei o TOM, 4TO MPUMEHeHNe UKOHOTpadmde-
CKUX CTHMYJIOB MOXET YCHJIUTh TPAIULUOHHBIE METOABI, IPUEMBI U TEXHHUKH, KOTOpPhIE UC-
MOJB3YIOTCS ISl U3Y4YEHHs] COLIMAIBHOIO MPECTaBIEHNs, B HACTOSIILEM HCCIIEAOBAHUU aBTO-
PBI IPEACTABUNN ABE TEXHUKH: 1) IPOTOTUMHMYECKUX CTUMYJIOB, IPEII0XKEHHYIO BO BTOPOM
nonoBuHe 1980-x ronos I'ammu u Hurpo; 2) ukoHorpaduueckux CTUMYNIOB, TBOPUECKU HHTE-
TPUPYIONTYI0 00pa3sl M CJIOBA B €IUHBIM MHCTPYMEHT, HeaBHO pa3paboTanHyio amnmm, Pa-
3aHenu U IllemGepoM it M3ydeHHs COLMANBHOTO MPECTABIEHUs O KyabType. Mccnenosa-
HHs1, 0030p KOTOPBIX TPEACTABNIEH B CTAThe, SICHO IEMOHCTPUPYIOT, YTO 00pa3 00IagaeT OrpoM-
HOW MIPUTATATEIHHON CHJIOH, CHIIOH, KOTOPYIO 9acTo HE MMEET CI0BO. MIMeHHO 00pa3sl 3acTaB-
JAIOT JMIOAEH 3aayMaThesl, IOMOTAIOT MM Pa3MbIIUIATh HAJ BOIPOCAMH, KacalomuMuUcs QyH-
JAMEHTAJBHBIX ACIEKTOB MOBCEIHEBHON >KU3HU. IIpeaoskeHHas B cTaThe pa3spaboTKa MyJIbTH-
METOJIMUYECKOr0 MOAX0Aa K MCCIEI0BaHUIO COLMANIBHBIX MPEACTaBICHUN SBJISETCS JMIIb OT-
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Heanommranckoro yausepcurera mveHn Opunprxa Il (Hearroms, Mtamms). 3anumana T0mK-
HOCTb JUPEKTOPA IO HAy4YHBIM UcClenoBaHusIM B Jlome Hayku B Ilapwxke. B HacTosee
BpeMs SIBISIETCs TUpeKTopoM Cpeau3eMHOMOPCKOTO [IEHTpa U3Y4YeHHs COLMAIbHBIX Mpe/-
craBieHuii, cesazanHoro ¢ REMOSCO (Reseau Mondial Serge Moscovici). ABTop He-
CKOJILKUX MOHoOrpaduii u Ooinee cTa crarei, OMyOJMKOBaHHBIX B CHEIHATU3UPOBAHHBIX
KypHanax. Ee uccienoBaTensCKiue HHTEPECHl B OCHOBHOM CBSI3aHBI C TEOPHEW COLMAb-
HBIX MIPEACTaBJICHHUM, a TAKXKE C M3yUYECHHEM IICUXOJOTHUECKON aHAPOTMHHOCTH, TeHAepa
U MaKuaBeJUIN3Ma, TPEBOXKHOCTH, JIOKYyCa KOHTPOJIA U CTPAaTeTHil MEXHHIUBHIYaIbHOU
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@aszanennu Pobepmo, Ph.D. B 005acTy ICUXOJOTHH 3I0POBBS, TPEAOTBPALICHHUS HHIIH-
BUAYQJIBHBIX U COLMAJIbHBIX PUCKOB, IOLEHT KadeAphl COLUATIBHOM IICUXOJOIHH U IICH-
XOJIOTHH PHCKa JerapTaMeHTa COIMaJIbHBIX HayK HeamoauTaHCKOTO YHHUBEpCUTETa HMe-
uu @punpuxa Il (Heanons, Utanust). bein npurnamensasiM npodeccopom B SlcckoMm yHU-
Bepcurere umeHn A.M. Kysbr (Pymeraus) u 8 HanmonansHoM yauBepcurere Komymoun
(borota). Ero wuccnemoBaTenbCKH€ HHTEPECHl B OCHOBHOM CBSI3aHBI C 3IIHCTEMO-
METOJIOJIOTHYECKON CTPYKTYpOH COIMAIBHBIX MPEACTABICHUN, a TaKXKe IMOCBALIEHBI CO-
LUATBHON MICUXOJIOTHHU 3I0POBbS, ICUXOJIOTHU OKPY’KAIOIIEH Cpelbl, ICUXO0JIOTUH PHCKa
1 OLIEHOYHBIM HcciteoBanmsiM. OH Takke sBisieTcs KoHcyipTanToM ONG/opraHoB rocyaap-
CTBEHHOTO YIPaBJICHUS, BEAYIIUM TPEHHHIOB IO KOMaHI000pa30BaHUIO LIS CTapTare-
POB M BeAyLIMM TPEHUHI'OB ISl COLIMAIBHBIX PAOOTHUKOB MO PoOIeMaM TeHIEpHOro pas-
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