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Resumen
Este artículo presenta algunas de las contribuciones 
de la perspectiva visual al análisis de la realidad so-
cial, así como sus ventajas y limitaciones en compa-
ración con el uso de otras técnicas sociológicas más 
habituales, en una investigación donde se encuen-
tran presentes la aproximación multi-método y la 
triangulación. En este artículo describimos la des-
igualdad entre dos ciudades concretas en Camerún 
(África) y en España (Europa) a través de la observa-
ción de fotografías. Se ha combinado la información 
visual con la procedente de entrevistas, grupos de 
discusión y otras fuentes. Como resultados, se su-
braya que el uso de la fotografía supone una contri-
bución para la sociología visual que aporta algunos 
matices que otras fuentes o técnicas de investiga-
ción no aprecian de la misma forma, y ello podría ser 
de utilidad para la intervención social. Las imágenes 
parecen identificar otros aspectos invisibles de los 
datos, o clarificar o proporcionar información no-
vedosa sobre los aspectos de la desigualdad que no 
aparecen explícitamente a través de otros medios 
como estadísticas, entrevistas, grupos de discusión, 
prensa, etcétera. Haber recogido en el proceso de 
investigación discursos sobre las fotos a través de 
las entrevistas también ayudó al proceso de investi-
gación en sí mismo y al diagnóstico social.   
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abstract
This article presents some advantages and limita-
tions of a visual perspective for the analysis of social 
reality in comparison with the use of more common 
sociological techniques, for which a multi-method 
approach and methodological triangulation were 
used. In this article we describe inequalities existing 
between pictures of two particular towns in Camero-
on (Africa) and Spain (Europe). We combined visual 
information with that of interviews, focus groups 
and other sources. The results show that the use of 
photography for a visual sociology provides nuances 
that other sources or techniques do not render and 
that could be useful for social intervention. Images 
seem to identify other invisible aspects of data, or 
clarify or provide new information on aspects of in-
equality that do not appear explicitly through other 
means such as statistics, interviews, focus groups, 
the press, and so on. Collecting discourses about 
pictures through interviews helped the process of 
research itself and also the social diagnosis.
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Introduction 

Images and communication play a very impor-
tant role in today’s world. Consumer society is a so-
ciety built on images; images move money, shape our 
awareness of the world and affect our perceptions of 
it through processes to construct social reality (De 
Miguel & Pinto, 2002). The world always had colo-
urs. The visual always existed. But why visual is so 
attractive today? Images are nowadays a key piece 
of our sociological understanding of the World, and 
Western cultures have became visual cultures, whe-
re due to the massive access to new information and 
communication technologies, citizens of developed 
countries continuously live together with the visual, 
as images produced by human beings through diver-
se resources as photography, video, television, etc. 

The impregnation of society with new technolo-
gies, that happens in daily life in all spheres of pu-
blic and private worlds, has also been reflected in the 
academic world.  One could say that a clear –but for 
the moment limited- sensitivity to the revision and 
adaptation of methods and techniques of research 
has been awaked these days, improving the visual 
sociology. This focus in the visual has also been 
common in other social and human sciences. In this 
article, though main attention is paid to visual so-
ciology, some reflections are useful for other social 
sciences where the visual could be a technique of 
great interest for social diagnosis and intervention. 

If Sociology has usually employed words and 
numbers as sources of research, and even this has 
marked the differences between qualitative and 
quantitative approaches, a visual focus or a focus on 
visual sociology involves working with pictures and 
videos, as static and dynamic images. This suppo-
ses, on the one hand, considering the image for the 
analysis as a data itself; and such data, for its special 
nature, shows society with other shades. Moreover, 
it could enrich our knowledge of the world. On the 
other hand, due to the production of new types of 
data for the analysis, new tools for social research 
are introduced.

Our article is organised around two connected 
thematic axis: visual sociology and the diagnosis of 
inequality as an area of intervention. With regard to 
the first, we are interested in the contributions of 
the visual perspective to the analysis of social reality, 
its advantages and limitations compared to the use 
of other more common sociological techniques. Re-
garding the second axis, the diagnosis of inequality, 
what is interesting for us is discussing about what 

kind of visual approximations –specifically here the 
use of pictures – contribute to our understanding of 
this phenomenon, in comparison with that observed 
using techniques that are more conventional. In a 
sense, the value of images is incorporated to num-
bers and words as data-, because images show other 
aspects of reality. 

With the aim of studying the contributions of vi-
sual sociology to the knowledge of inequality and 
its diagnosis, a study between two towns has been 
carried out. One of these towns is placed in Came-
roon (Santchou), while the other in Spain (San Bar-
tolomé de la Torre). Santchou is located in Western 
Cameroon in the Department of the Menoua in the 
Mbo plain administrative district. The urban area 
of Santchou comprises twenty-seven rural villages 
and has around 20,000 inhabitants. San Bartolomé 
de la Torre is one of the 79 towns of the province 
of Huelva (Andalusia, Spain) and has 3,205 inha-
bitants. These two study areas were chosen within 
a larger framework for cooperation in which this 
research study was carried out; specifically a town 
twinning partnership between San Bartolomé de la 
Torre in Huelva, Spain and Santchou in Cameroon. 
This partnership should be understood as one of the 
technical and political channels for bilateral and di-
rect decentralised cooperation which permits local 
entities from different nations to establish ties with 
one another (Confederación de Fondos de Coopera-
ción y Solidaridad, 2001). 

The value of the work that we present here is 
the incorporation of visual issues as research tech-
nique (in different moments: the fieldwork, and the 
analysis), serving as complement to other techni-
ques usually applied in social and human sciences 
research. The use of photography has allowed us 
the visualization of new details about inequality, de-
tails that are very difficult to find and to interpret 
through data of other nature and that can be useful 
for diagnosis and social intervention. 

Visual sociology as framework: introducing visual 
methods

Visual Sociology is a subdiscipline of Sociology 
particularly concerned with visible dimensions of 
social life. Nevertheless, visual research is not only 
focused on the visual or video-recorded images, it 
also includes audible components as well as visual 
representations. Visual sociology is being used to 
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explore sensory experience, emotions and embo-
diment more broadly. As we further expose, visual 
images through photography are crucial in our re-
search. 

Today, visual sociology must be understood in a 
socio-cultural context marked by the development 
and spread of new technologies in visually oriented 
societies in which images have an increasingly grea-
ter impact.  Nonetheless, the use of images in social 
research dates back to the nineteenth century thanks 
to the work of anthropologists at that time, among 
them Franz Boas (1895) and Bronislaw Malinowski 
(1922), who documented their fieldwork with pho-
tographs.  As Prosser and Loxley (2008) explain in 
their recent paper, visual sociology got off to a more 
promising start with the publication of photographs 
in the American Journal of Sociology. This approach, 
however, met with criticism due to the lack of me-
thodological rigor or the use of photography as mere 
illustration. Indeed, according to these authors, litt-
le visual sociology was worthwhile until the 1970s.  
After that time, some visual research was particu-
larly important to the development of this subdis-
cipline of sociology, namely that of Becker (1974) 
or Goffman (1979), among others, who stressed 
the importance of rigor, criticism and theory in the 
practice of visual sociology. Today the importance 
of images in constructing reality is widely accepted: 
‘Photography substantially contributes to the cons-
truction of social reality… images in the ideas one 
has about society, social roles and social norms are 
becoming increasingly more important’ (De Miguel 
& Pinto, 2002: 51).

While the use of images as a research method is 
relatively new in comparison to other methods em-
ployed in social sciences, visually based approaches 
have come to be of enormous importance to qua-
litative methodology. Therefore, if in their origin, 
because of the prevalence of the written word over 
any other way of expression, social sciences some-
how ignored visual world, nowadays it is almost 
impossible to understand social sciences renewed 
without the use of images and sounds. Bolton and 
Pole (2001) have argumented that visual methods 
such as photography are still under-used in the ac-
tive process of sociological research. Nevertheless, 
numerous authors have pointed to the value of ima-
ges for the study and analysis of social and cultural 
aspects of social groups and concrete geographical 
spaces (Martin and Martin, 2004); their usefulness 
as an assessment tool (Hurworth, 2004) and their 
contribution to the theoretical and conceptual de-

velopment of the social sciences (Stanczak, 2007). 
In Spain, for example, De Miguel has underlined the 
importance of interpreting societies from a visual 
perspective, particularly when analysing processes 
of social inequality in a global world (2003). Sarabia 
(2006) refers to the growing importance of visual 
sociology as a tool for obtaining data and the value 
of images for analysing society.

Through images, we are able to ‘see’ what cannot 
be perceived through the written word or numbers. 
Today, visual analysis is an interdisciplinary method 
employed in many disciplines. Indeed, the use of vi-
sual representations has become increasingly wides-
pread in fields from sociology to anthropology, social 
work or psychology. As Halford and Knowles (2005) 
argue, one of the clearest advantages to the visual 
approach in sociological research is the bridging of 
the gap between the researcher and the subject. This 
shortened distance between the two permits the so-
cial scientist to enter the universe he or she wishes 
to analyse. Another advantage of using visual me-
diums in the research is the ease with which they 
could be disseminated in a global world in which 
images ‘move like the wind’ and the fact that a clo-
sed space is no longer needed to exhibit them.

Some of the first studies to employ visual so-
ciology as a research method appeared as early as 
the 1960s and focused precisely on the third world 
(Harper, 1994). Many and diverse social phenome-
na are now studied using this approach, although vi-
sual methods are particularly useful in research stu-
dies focusing on everyday social life. Indeed, a wide 
range of aspects of the African continent have been 
studied using visual methods including education 
(Karlsson, 2001), the life of women prisoners (Gib-
bons, 1998) or health education (Brouwer, 1995). 

Following the line of other works, our study uses 
photography as a medium to observe differences in 
social inequality between a town in Spain and ano-
ther in Cameroon in a qualitative manner. Empha-
sis is on the importance of visual methods placed 
to gain better insight into specific features of daily 
life and basic aspects of each country in a variety 
of spheres including infrastructures, education or 
healthcare, among others. As said above, one of the 
merits of visual analysis is that it provides an alter-
native approach to a text-based analysis or quanti-
tative data, permitting researchers to gain a better 
understanding of a particular reality. 
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Objectives and initial hypothesis2

As we explained in the introduction, our paper is 
around two intertwined themes articulated: the visual 
sociology and the diagnosis of inequality. Regarding 
the former, we are interested in the contributions of 
the visual perspective to the analysis of social reality, 
its advantages and limitations in comparison to the 
use of other more common techniques, as part of an 
investigation with a methodological design, which 
makes value on the visual approach, in a context 
where a multimethod approach and triangulation 
are present. On the second axis, the diagnosis of in-
equality, what is interesting to us is to discuss what 
is bringing the visual approach, in this case the use 
of photographs, to our understanding of this pheno-
menon, and its implications for social intervention.

These broad objectives can be into specific is-
sues divided such as knowing, through statistical 
data, the macro-social context of these two places 
(Santchou and San Bartolomé de la Torre), obser-
ve the inequality between Cameroon and Spain and 
show some of the areas where inequality is located, 
through a visual approach. Then, the main idea is to 
observe some social inequalities that exist between 
these two towns, without losing sight of regional or 
national contexts. 

Specifically our goal is to analyze these differen-
ces through images, visualise social differences and 
inequalities in diverse social scenarios. To this end, 
we were interested in exploring through the pictures 
specific spheres of inequality such as urban infras-
tructures, healthcare and education, technology and 
daily life, as well as other differential aspects such 
as gender, in order to understand patterns of social 
organisation and some of the basic motivations that 
drive these patterns.

The initial hypothesis with which we have wor-
ked is that the use of photography in the study of 
inequality allows seeing some nuances that by other 
sources are not noticed. And that, they are comple-
mentary in a multi-method design, and it is expec-
ted through the photographed images to identify 
other invisible aspects of data, or clarify or provide 
new information on aspects of inequality that do not 
appear explicitly through other means such as sta-
tistics, interviews, focus groups or press. 

Methods, techniques and data 

Our methodological design is framed inside these 
new approaches that try to use visual documents (as 

photographies) as particular tools for the research, 
using image as a provider of discourses about socie-
ty and constructing social and cultural meanings. In 
this sense, we used images, not only to illustrate, but 
as documents to analyse and interpret our object of 
study, in a frame of theoretical and methodological 
pluralistic that also make use of triangulation (Bel-
trán, 2000; Brewer & Hunter, 1989; Bryman, 1995; 
Pourtois & Desmet, 1992), and  that emphasises the 
need for coherency between research methods and 
the object of study.

Nonetheless, as Sontag (1996) states, photogra-
phs do not provide complete truths, only partial 
ones. Yet something also remains unseen in a pho-
tograph. We must not forget that when researchers 
(like professional photographers) take photographs, 
they also leave their mark. In van Dijk’s words (1999: 
22), semiotic messages such as photographs can ex-
press underlying ideologies. On the other hand, fo-
llowing Sontag (1996), ideology is what marks that 
which constitutes an “event” and makes it worthy of 
being photographed. For some people this could be a 
limitation for the use of pictures in social research, for 
there is always a subjective perspective behind any 
selection, but, as Aguilar (2006) underlines, this look 
is no more subjective than that implicit in other tech-
niques for the collection of data. That is, we are aware 
of our marks. It also happens regarding the partici-
pation of other researchers in our team. This traces 
stay in the pictures after doing the fieldwork. This is a 
clear limitation, and we must be conscious of it.

The selection of pictures for this work was gui-
ded by a previous work with primary and secondary 
sources: comparative social indicators between Spain 
and Cameroon showed some of the fields where in-
equality is more evident (see The Human Develop-
ment Reports issued by the United Nations Develo-
pment Programme, 2007 and 2009), and so did the 
qualitative fieldwork (interviews, focus groups).

At the beginning of the research, hundreds of 
photos on multiplicity of settings and social situa-
tions were in Santchou and San Bartolomé de la Torre 
taken, most of them are not going to be mentioned 
in this work, but may be subject to future publica-
tions, concerning religion, marriage, children, child-
hood and other issues. Then, in a more targeted se-
lection process to focus on how the photographed 
images make visible aspects of inequality that other 
data do not, is when we established ‘equivalent so-
cial spaces’ to be compared across the images (from 
which social indicators, interviews and focus groups 
highlighted). The result was the selection of some 
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meaningful photos representative for social spheres, 
which is going to be presented in this text.

This research benefited itself from the use of diffe-
rent techniques for the production and analysis of data: 
from primary sources (photography, focus groups, 
in-depth interviews, life histories), to secondary ones 
(statistics or reports). In the following paragraphs, we 
explain what is concerning the use of photography for 
this article, due to its centrality in this work.

Two types of pictures were in the fieldwork for 
this visual approximation carried out. We took spon-
taneous and natural images from daily life and social 
spheres, and posed images to show some particular 
aspects of reality. For the analysis of data, depending 
on the technique that was employed every time, con-
ventional procedures for a qualitative analysis were 
used, that is, through visual and textual information 
we applied usual procedures as selecting, clasifying, 
coding, and so on. These intellectual operations 
were applied similarly to the data, regardless of the 
technique by which they were obtained, although 
the visual material is of different features to the text. 
We used these procedures with the exception of pu-
rely quantitative data from different reports, that we 
have used descriptively to contextualize the research. 
In addition, pictures were taken and afterwards were 
shown to experts from both countries, with whom 
we discussed about them to guide and improve the 
interpretation of images.

At least in our work, the value of visual is specia-
lly achieved in relation to the contents that appear 
regarding inequality, because they give us new nuan-
ces of it –as we will highlight in the next sections-, 
than to the fact of having used different techniques in 
analyzing the data. However, if we make the distinc-
tion between production techniques and data analy-
sis ones, the visual appears as an additional technique 
of production of data that is complementary to the 
interviews, focus groups and life histories used.

Finally, we would like to comment that the use of 
visual methods and the use of photography involve 
attention to ethical issues. In our case, it was taken 
into account applying for permits at any time, parti-
cularly with regard to minors in Spain and Africa.

North-South inequalities visualised through two 
local spaces (Santchou, Cameroon and San Bar-
tolomé de la Torre, Spain)

In what follows we will provide a comparative 
description of the patterns of inequality and basic 
differences that were found between the two towns 

in a variety of social spheres. These social spheres 
were visually represented through a series of photo-
graphs that have been selected from those taken for 
the broader project.  

Urban structure

As many experts have described, the urban struc-
ture of developed countries differs from that of less 
developed countries and is tied to different activi-
ties of daily life (Giddens, 1991; Manzini and Jégou, 
2003). And this is linked to the percentage of po-
pulation residing in urban and rural areas, which is 
an expression on the degree of modernisation and 
technological development. Comparing Cameroon 
and Spain, this difference is shown through some 
indicators. For instance, in 2012, 77.6% of the Spa-
nish population resided in urban areas, compared 
to 45.5% of the population in Cameroon. Related to 
the electrification rate, the Spanish one is of 99.7% 
whereas in Cameroon is only 48.7% in 2012 which 
means that almost half of the population had no 
access to electricity (UNDP, 2013). The AARD3 in 
the proportion of the population without access to 
improved drinking water – sources, was of 23% in 
Cameroon contrasting with the low level (<2%) in 
Spain (World Health Organisation, 2012).

In our study, we found differences between the 
two twin towns Santchou and San Bartolomé de la 
Torre in terms of modernisation as well as urban fa-
cilities and infrastructures. Such differences can be 
found in transport, urban design and planning and 
the socioeconomic activities that take place in both 
spheres. Urban planning usually reflects the needs 
of a given area. During the fieldwork carried out 
in Cameroon and Spain, we found that both towns 
have main streets where a large part of public, so-
cial and commercial life is conducted. The images 
show the differences between basic aspects such as 
asphalting, buildings (which were always one-storey 
in Santchou), traffic or cleanliness. Housing is ra-
dically different as well. While San Bartolomé has 
modern brick buildings in neighbourhoods with 
running water, electricity and sewer systems as 
well as other facilities and services, the situation in 
Santchou is bleak with wooden structures lacking 
electricity and water as well as other basic elements  
(Figure 1).

Viewing a landscape full of traffic signs, and pa-
ved roads in a residential area, leads us directly to 
a formal regulatory system that explicitly regulates 
the traffic, even outside of urban areas. The fact that 
most of the houses in Santchou lack of delimitation 
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of the land occupied, the less we could talk about 
privacy and security, and about different means of 
regulating the ownership and urban structure. To-
day cities absent of electrical installations or urban 
boundaries are distinctly uncommon in Spain, even 
in small rural towns. The same could be said about 
the anecdotal presence of a chicken in the street (Fi-
gure 1).

Urban structure

Figure 1. A street in Santchou (Cameroon)

Source: Gualda and Ruiz, 2007.

Women, technology and daily life 

Women are a fundamental element of any so-
ciety, albeit their achievements vary depending on 
the society in question. According to Fonchingong 
& Ngwa (2005), women in Cameroon continue to 
play a fundamental role in ensuring access to food. 
The majority of food consumed by families in Sant-
chou comes from products cultivated by the families 

themselves, products that the women must transport 
to their homes as shown in Figure 2A of a woman ca-
rrying bananas and wood to cook in her hote. In con-
trast, in San Bartolomé de la Torre the daily shopping 
is transported in trolleys to facilitate a domestic task 
that is also much lighter. In the centre of Santchou it 
is common to see women transporting large loads to 
sell at the market or for family consumption.  These 
women must often travel long distances on foot, as 
the main street is located far from their households 
or from the land where the food is grown.  Although 
it is also common to see the women of San Barto-
lomé travelling to do their shopping, the distances 
are shorter and the loads they carry are lighter. As a 
result of processes of modernisation and the presen-
ce of household technologies throughout Spain, wo-
men no longer spend time on domestic tasks such as 
fetching water or washing clothes by hand (Durán, 
2007; Demométrica, 2007). Through Figure 2A and 
2B, one could easily visualize not only gender in-
equality (very well measured by statistics), but also 
the hardest aspects of the conditions in which is 
developed domestic work, the type of work women 
do, the ease or difficulty to execute them, the tech-
nological means available or not to perform these 
tasks, and so on. While several years ago a process 
of generalization of consumption to medium class 
was in consumer societies described –see for the 
case of Spain in Alonso y Conde (1994)-, a visual 
observation of other scenarios, makes very evident 
the inequality of the scope of this process. This kind 
of nuances easily observed through the images, are 
not measured by statistical indicators as, for instan-
ce, the Gender Inequality Index, that reports wide 
differences between Spain which ranks 15th  (value 
0.103) and Cameroon that holds the 137st position 
(value 0.628) (UNDP, 2013).

Women, technology and daily life

Access to water is another aspect of daily life that 
sets the developed world apart from the less develo-
ped world (Figure 2B). While in the developed world 
water is considered a public good for cleaning, per-
sonal hygiene and cooking, obtaining water in the 
underdeveloped world involves travelling outside 
the home to the nearest well (owned either by the 
family, a neighbour or a public well) and transpor-
ting the water. This task is usually the responsibility 
of women or girls who are in charge of cooking and 
cleaning. It is not difficult to understand Nana-Fabu 
(2006) when she states that women in Cameroon 
have long been the economic backbone of the coun-
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try and yet remain marginalised in society and in 
the economy. These aspects must be modernised in 
order to gain better access and control over resour-
ces (education, loans) and if global development is 
to occur in the country.

Infrastructures and healthcare 

Healthcare is one of the areas where underdeve-
lopment is most evident. This is particularly impor-
tant if we take into account the Acquired immune 
deficiency syndrome (AIDS) epidemic affecting not 
only Cameroon (Unaids/ Who, 2004), but other 
countries of Africa as well. This is one of the aspects 
that is a clear indicator of the enormous differences 
that exist between Cameroon and Spain. The Human 
Development Reports issued by the United Nations 
Development Programme (2007, 2009, 2013) and 
World Health Statistics reports (2009, 2012) reflects 
the differences between both countries, through in-
dicators such as life expectancy at birth and morta-

lity rates, health expenditures, and others. It is very 
significative, for instance, that the public spending 
in health (% of GDP) in Cameroon was of 1.5 in 
2010 while in Spain was of 6.9% (UNDP, 2013).

The healthcare system in Spain is structured and 
organised in a complex manner (Donati, 1994; Ro-
dríguez, 1987) to account for a wide array of aspects 
such as the functions of the different agents in the 
system, access to health services, patients’ rights or 
the assessment of the quality of the services, among 
others. Unlike the hospitals of Huelva and San Bar-
tolomé de la Torre, the healthcare facilities of the two 
hospitals in Santchou (a public and a private one) 
are very deficient, and pictures give good account 
of it. Differences in infraestructure, and others are 
also clearly reflected in photos taken at local level. 
For example, the delivery rooms of the hospital in 
Santchou are a long shot from those of the Juan Ra-
món Jiménez Hospital, which is equipped with mo-
dern devices to assist and monitor births, as well as 
to provide primary care for newborns (Figure 3C). 

Figure 2A. Woman carrying bananas and wood in  
her hote

Source: Gualda and Ruiz, 2007.

Figure 2B. Woman drewing water from the well

Source: Gualda and Ruiz, 2007.
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Although maybe there are best hospitals in Camero-
on, it is inconceivable to find a delivery room of this 
kind in Spain (Figure 3B), where health control me-
chanisms and even mass media immediately could 
denounce the existence of such facilities. 

The differences in colours that predominate in 
the photos are also expressive of aspects that have 
to do with modern health culture that enhances the 
health, welfare of the patient, their families and pro-
fessionals, the quality of care, etc. Thus, while in the 
Figure 3B all of these elements are absent, in the Fi-
gure 3C, we see signs of concern not only for health 
but for social psychological aspects of health as may 
be the comfort, aesthetics, etc. The predominant 
green colour in the delivery room, or in general in 
the operating room: bed linen, uniforms or gowns, 
disposable material, etc., expresses the concern (sin-
ce 1941) that blood to pass a little more unnoticed 
and that environment provide an visual break for 
both patients and professionals4.

Some photos clearly show us the differences in 
the organisation and distribution of medicines and 
healthcare material. The poor hygienic conditions 
in which medicines are kept in some hospitals of 
Santchou (Figure 3A) contrast with the procedures 
followed at Juan Ramón Jiménez Hospital to ensu-
re high standards of quality and safety of the me-
dicines. At this hospital, medicines are prepared in 
single doses and kept on trolleys in each ward of 
the hospital. The prescribed medicines are classified 
in drawers that are labelled with the name of each 
patient, room number and bed number. Similar pro-
cedures are used in health centres and local offices, 
to ensure hygiene, disease prevention, etc. 

Education

Like other underdeveloped countries, the formal 
educational system of Cameroon has largely been the 
result of efforts by Christian missionaries (Molindo, 
1984), sometimes in conflicts with the governmet 
(Akoko and Oben, 2006). The presence of religious 
institutions in the educational system of Cameroon 
explains why part of the country’s population is lite-
rate, although not on a par with Spain as the Human 
Development Report of the United Nations Develo-
pment Programme (2013) reflects. Moreover, as oc-
curs in Africa in general, there are marked internal 
inequalities in education in Cameroon (Eloundou-
Enyegue Parfait and Shapiro, 2005). Certain indi-
cators such as infrastructures, school facilities and 
equipment, school materials, quality of teaching, 
human resources and expenditure on education, 

Figure 3A. Pharmacy in a hospital in Santchou (Ca-
meroon)

Source: Gualda and Ruiz, 2007.

Figure 3B. Delivery room in a hospital in Santchou 
(Cameroon)

Source: Gualda and Ruiz, 2007.

Figure 3C. Delivery room in a hospital in Huelva 
(Spain)

Source: Gualda and Ruiz, 2007.
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among others, clearly demonstrate this fact. For 
instance, regarding public expending on education, 
the percentage of Gross Domestic Product in Came-
roon was of 3.5, while Spain invested 5.0% (2005-
2010). Concerning inequality of gender, only 21.1% 
of women achieved at least secondary education 
(% 25 and older, 2006-2010) while 63.3% of wo-
men reached that education level in Spain (UNDP, 
2013). In sharp contrast to Spain, where schooling 
is compulsory until the age of 16 (Carabaña, 2007), 
students in Cameroon must continue to work in the 
countryside or do domestic chores while attending 
school; activities which are common among the 
young boys and girls of Santchou. Enormous gen-
der differences also exist in the educational sphere 
due to the fact that the traditional culture of Came-
roon continues to make education a priority among 
males (Fonchingong and Ngwa, 2006); a bias that 
has disappeared in Spain due to the introduction of 
compulsory education.

Schools in Santchou face serious obstacles ran-
ging from overcrowded classrooms to the lack of 
facilities and equipment (see Figure 4A). They also 
have problems to pay teachers, difficulties in obtai-
ning school materials or these are in a poor state 
or must be reused5, and even, according to Abadzi 
(2007), some Cameroon schools dedicate less time 
to teaching than it has been by the government esta-
blished, particularly in low-income areas. 

Perhaps one of the most striking aspects of the 
educational system of Santchou is the precarious-
ness of the schools themselves, clearly visualized in 
Figure 4A, where, for instance, satchels do not hang 
on hangers, but on tables, all reflecting the limited 
public investment in education. Many of the school 
buildings are in a state of ruin and built out of in-

adequate materials. Toilets are often located outsi-
de the main building and are dirty and unsafe. This 
contrasts sharply with the schools in San Bartolomé 
that are equipped with excellent, well-maintained 
facilities (Figure 4B). 

Discussion and Conclusion

At the end of this route, we agree with Prosser 
and Loxley (2008) concerning the potential for 
using image-based methodologies to gain knowled-
ge about social reality. Images and communication 
play a very important role in today’s world. By con-
tributing to the construction of social life, images 
provide information about the world to aid profes-
sionals and researchers alike to gain a better unders-
tanding of it. However, we cannot forget that the act 
of taking photographs, as Sontag explained (1996), 
involves an ideological or culturally guided selec-
tion. In our study, we have taken photographs that 
highlight striking aspects of the inequality between 
Spain and Africa; and particularly between the two 
twin-towns; inequalities that are in turn reflected 
objectively in international social indicators. Yet the 
image goes beyond the data to express details that 
mere numbers and other data and sources cannot 
display. Remember the satchels that do not hang on 
hangers, but on tables; or the typical green colour 
in modern hospitals. Nevertheless, the visual (as 
numbers, texts and others) is but a simplification of 
a more complex reality, never attainable in its com-
plexity. Aware of this limitation, we have aimed to 
highlight basic differences around the notion of in-
equality and difference.

Following Berger (1974), advertising, in its par-
ticular interpretation of the world, persuades, fasci-

Figure 4A. Classroom in a school in Santchou (Ca-
meroon)

Source: Gualda and Ruiz, 2007.

Figure 4B. Classroom in a school in San Bartolomé 
de la Torre (Huelva, Spain)

Source: Gualda and Ruiz, 2007.
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nates and causes the sensation of almost touching 
and owning, awakening our desire to buy. Drawing 
on this idea in our research, we believe that the clear 
visualisation of differences or inequalities through 
images can be a useful tool for promoting action and 
raising awareness among citizens about the need to 
overcome inequality. In this context, it makes sound 
sense to conduct an integral research project based 
on the use of images at all stages including the re-
search design, fieldwork, and, especially since the 
advent of internet, with which they can be dissemi-
nated and presented publicly for the purpose of both 
research and intervention. It can be very useful in 
projects for international cooperation. 

Indeed, the results of a research study based on 
visual approaches can be useful for raising aware-
ness among a wide range of social groups including 
children and the elderly about aspects such as the 
situation in which a large part of the planet lives and 
the tremendous gap that divides Africa and the wes-
tern world. At the same time, such awareness can 
contribute to designing different actions for coope-
ration and the promotion of development6, and also 
suggest new proffesional fields for social interven-
tors and agents.

In conclusion, the results described above clearly 
supports the usefulness of employing visual me-
diums for purposes of research and intervention, 
and even dissemination. However, photography as a 
methodological tool is not a panacea. For us the use 
of photography in this work has acquired its full me-
aning to be used as part of a strategy of triangulation 
of different research techniques.

References

Abadzi, H. (2007). Instructional Time Loss and Local-
Level Governance, Prospects: Quarterly Review of 
Comparative Education; v37 (1), 3-16.

Aguilar, M.J. (2006).  Nuevas fronteras teóricas y meto-
dológicas en la investigación social: aplicaciones de 
la sociología visual y la investigación-acción-parti-
cipativa en el campo de las migraciones, Acciones e 
investigaciones sociales, nº extra 1, 35-48.

Akoko, R.M. and Oben, T.M. (2006). Christian 
Churches and the Democratization Conundrum in 
Cameroon, Africa Today, vol. 52, 3, 25-48.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1353/at.2006.0020
Alonso, L.E. and Conde, F. (1994). Historia del consu-

mo en España: una aproximación a sus orígenes y 
primer desarrollo, Madrid: Debate.

Becker, H.S. (1974). Photography and Sociology. Stud-
ies in Visual Anthropology of Visual Communica-
tion, vol. 1, 1, 3.26.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1525/var.1974.1.1.3
Beltrán, M. (2000). Perspectivas sociales y conoci-

miento, México: Anthropos. 
Berger, J. (1974). Modos de ver, Barcelona: Gili Gaya.
Boas, F. (1895). The Social Organization and the secret 

societies of the Kwakiutl Indians. Report on Nation-
al Museum. http://ia311035.us.archive.org/3/items/
cihm_14300/cihm_14300.pdf (6 June 2010).

Bolton A. and Pole, C. (2001). Picture this: Researching 
Child Workers  Sociology, vol. 35, 2, 501-518.

Brewer, J. and Hunter, A. (1989). Multimethod re-
search. A syntesis of styles, California: Sage.

Bryman, A. (1995). Quantity and quality in social re-
search, New York: Routledge.

Brouwer, H. (1995).  Communicating with Pictures: 
The Role of Pictures in Health Education in Outpa-
tient Clinics of Rural African Hospitals, Visual So-
ciology, vol. 10, 1-2, 15-27.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14725869508583746
Carabaña, J. (2007).  Estado y Educación en la Es-

paña Democrática, Alvaro Espina (coord.) Esta-
do de Bienestar y Competitividad. La experiencia 
europea, Madrid: Fundación Carolina-Siglo XXI, 
189-230.

Confederación de Fondos de Cooperación y Solida-
ridad. (2001). Municipalismo y Solidaridad. Guía 
sobre la Cooperación Descentralizada. Barcelona: 
Confederación de Fondos de Cooperación y Soli-
daridad.

De Miguel, J. and Pinto, C. (2002). Sociología Visual, 
Madrid: Centro de

Investigaciones Sociológicas-Siglo XXI.
De Miguel, J. (2003).  El ojo sociológico, Revista Espa-

ñola de Investigaciones Sociológicas, 10, 49-88.
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/40184451
Demométrica. (2007). Usos del tiempo, estereotipos, 

valores y actitudes, Madrid: Instituto de la Mujer.
Dijk, T.van. (1999). Ideología. Una aproximación mul-

tidisciplinaria. Barcelona: Gedisa.
Donati, P. (1994). Manual de Sociología de la Salud, 

Madrid: Díaz de Santos.
Durán, M.Á. (2007). El valor del tiempo: ¿cuántas ho-

ras te faltan al día?, Espasa-Calpe, SA.: Madrid.
Eloundou-Enyegue, P.M. and Shapiro, D. (2005). 

Child Fostering and the Leveling of Educational 
Inequalities in Cameroon, 1960-1995, Cahiers 
Quebecois de demographie, vol. 34, 1, 47-75.

http://dx.doi.org/10.7202/012516ar



Portularia Vol. XIV, Nº 1, [3-14] issn 1578-0236

El uso de los métodos visuales para el diagnóstico y la intervención social a través del estudio de dos ciudades en España y Camerún

13

Fonchingong, C.C.; Ngwa, C.A. (2005).  Grassroots 
Participation for Infrastructural Provisioning in 
Northwest Cameroon: Are Village Development 
Associations the Panacea?, Canadian Journal of 
Development Studies/Revue canadienne d’etudes du 
developpement, vol. 26, 3, 443-460.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02255189.2005.9669065
Fonchingong, C.C. (2005).  The Mechanics of Com-

munitarianism and Social Capital in North-West, 
Cameroon, International Development Planning 
Review, Vol. 27, 4, 427-449.

http://dx.doi.org/10.3828/idpr.27.4.3
Giddens, A. (1991). The Consequences of Modernity, 

Cambridge: Polity Press.
Gibons, J. (1998). Ladies  lace-making and Imprison-

ment, Visual Sociology, vol. 13, 2, 91-103.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14725869808583796
Goffman, E. (1979). Gender Advertisements, New 

York: Harper&Row.
Gualda, E. and Ruiz, M. (2007). África y Occidente: 

Sociología Visual de la Desigualdad, Valencia: Diá-
logos-Red.

Harper, D. (1994). On the Authority of the Image: Visual 
Methods at the Crossroads, Handbook of Qualitative 
Research, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 403-412.

Halford, S. and Knowles, C. (2005). More than Words: 
Some Reflections on Working Visually, Sociological 
Research Online, vol. 10, 1.

http://dx.doi.org/10.5153/sro.1067
Hurworth, R. (2004). The Use of the Visual Medium 

for Program Evaluation, Studies in Qualitative Me-
thodology, vol. 7, 163-181.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S1042-3192(04)07010-7
Karlsson, J. (2001).  Doing Visual research with School 

Learners in South Africa, Visual Sociology, vol. 16, 
2, 23-37.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14725860108583833
Malinowski, B. (1922). Argonauts of the Western Pa-

cific, London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.
Manzini, E. and Jégou, F. (2003). Sustainable Every-

day. Scenarios of Urban Life, Milan: Fondazione La 
Triennale di Milano/Edizioni Ambiente.

Martin, J. and Martin, R. (2004). History through the 
Lens: Every Picture Tells a Story, Studies in Quali-
tative Methodology, vol. 7, 9-22.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S1042-3192(04)07002-8
Molindo Kwo, E. (1984). Community Education and 

Community Development in Cameroon: the Bri-
tish colonial experience, 1922-1961, Community 
Development Journal, 19, 204-213.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/cdj/19.4.204

Nana-Fabu, S. (2006). An Analysis of the Economic 
Status of Women in Cameroon, Journal of Interna-
tional Women’s Studies, Vol. 8, 1, 148-162.

Pourtois, J.P. and Desmet, H. (1992). Epistemología 
e instrumentación en ciencias humanas, Barcelona: 
Herder.  

Prosser, J. and Loxley, A. (2008). Introducing Visual 
Methods. Discussion Paper. National Centre for Re-
search Methods. NCRM Review Papers. NCRM/010 
http://eprints.ncrm.ac.uk/420/1/MethodsReview-
PaperNCRM-010.pdf (6 June 2010).

Rodríguez, J. (1987). Salud y sociedad. Análisis so-
ciológico de la estructura y la dinámica del sector 
sanitario español, Madrid: Tecnos. 

Sarabia, B. (2006). Imagen y texto como agua y aceite: 
la sociedad visualizada. http://www.ojosdepapel.
com (5 May 2009).

Sontag, S. (1996). Sobre la fotografía, Barcelona: Edhasa.
Stanczak, G.C. (2007). Visual Research Methods: Ima-

ge, Society, and Representation, Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage.

Unaids/ Who. (2004). UNAIDS/WHO epidemiological 
fact sheets on HIV/AIDS and Sexually Transmitted 
Infections, 2004 Update. http://data.unaids.org/
Publications/ Fact-Sheets01/cameroon_en.pdf (10 
June 2009).

IDS/WHO Epidemiological Fact Sheet - 2004 Update
United Nations Development Programme, UNDP. 

(2007). Human Development Report 2007/2008. 
Fighting climate change: Human solidarity in a di-
vided world

New York, Palgrave Macmillan. http://www.undp.org 
(3 March 2009).

United Nations Development Programme, UNDP. 
(2009). Human Development Report 2009. Over-
coming barriers: Human mobility and development, 
New York: Palgrave Macmillan. http://www.undp.
org (1 June 2010).

United Nations Development Programme, UNDP. 
(2013). Human Development Report 2013. The rise 
of the South: Human Progress in a Diverse World, 
New York. http://hdr.undp.org/en/reports/global/
hdr2013/ (1 April 2013).

World Health Organization. (2009). World Health 
Statistics 2009. Ginebra: Who Press. http://www.
who.int/gho/publications/world_health_statistics/
EN_WHS09_Full.pdf (16 October 2012).

World Health Organization. (2012). World Health 
Statistics 2012. Ginebra: Who Press. http://www.
who.int/gho/publications/world_health_statistics/
EN_WHS2012_Full.pdf (16 October 2012).



Portularia Vol. XIV, Nº 1, [3-14] issn 1578-0236

Estrella Gualda • Marta Ruiz-García

14

Notes

1 	 ESEIS, Research Team on ‘Social Studies and So-
cial Intervention’ (www.eseis.es)/ CIM, Centre for 
Migration Studies (www.uhu.es/cim).

2 	 This research study was conducted under an agre-
ement signed with the European Foundation for 
the North-South Cooperation (www.fecons.org).

3 	 Average Annual rate of Decline since 1990 up to 
the latest available year.

4 	 See in http://enfermeradequirofano.iespana.es/in-
dumentaria.htm.

5 	 All of this was also reported by interviewed ex-
perts in Santchou.

6 	 A larger collection of photographs than those 
shown here were exhibited at the City Hall of San 
Bartolomé de la Torre during the 1st International 
Conference on Africa and the Western World: See-
king New Relations held in Huelva in November 
2007 (Gualda and Ruiz, 2007). 


