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INTRODUCTION: A
REVOLUTIONARY LENS ON ART
AND CULTURE

In  1972,  a seemingly unassuming BBC
television series  and its  accompanying
book  fundamentally  altered  how  we
discuss, interpret, and experience visual
culture.  That  series  was  Ways  of
Seeing,  and  its  author,  the  late  John
Berger, became a cultural touchstone for
artists,  critics,  and  everyday  viewers

alike. To utter the phrase Berger John
Ways Of Seeing is to invoke a seismic
shift in art criticism—a move away from
elitist,  jargon-laden  analysis  toward  a
democratic,  politically  charged,  and
deeply  humanist  way  of  looking  at
images. Even decades after its release,
the  ideas  presented  in  Berger's  work
remain  startlingly  relevant,  shaping
conversations about advertising, gender
representation, oil painting, and the very
act of looking itself. This article explores
the  core  arguments  of  this  landmark
work, its historical  context,  and why it
continues  to  resonate  in  our  image-
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saturated world.
The genius  of  Berger John Ways Of
Seeing  lies not in complex theoretical
models,  but  in  its  accessibility.  Berger
bel ieved  that  the  way  we  see  is
conditioned  by  habit  and  convention.
What we consider "natural" about art is,
in  fact,  a  set  of  deeply  embedded
cultural assumptions. By stripping away
these  assumptions,  Berger  invited  his
audience  to  reclaim  a  more  active,
critical,  and  personal  relationship  with
images. He argued that our perception is
never neutral;  it  is  always influenced by
our  knowledge,  our  beliefs,  and  our
position  in  society.  This  simple,  yet
profound, premise forms the bedrock of
his entire project.

THE CORE THESIS: SEEING IS NOT
BELIEVING, IT'S INTERPRETING

The  very  first  line  of  the  book  and  the
series is a powerful declaration: "Seeing
comes before words. The child looks and
recognizes  before  it  can  speak."  This
immediately establishes the primacy of
vision  in  human  experience.  However,
Berger  quickly  complicates  this  idea.
Whi le  see ing  i s  an  immedia te ,
physiological  act,  interpreting what  we
see  is  a  learned,  cultural  process.  He
argues that our way of seeing is shaped
by  a  vast,  invisible  framework  of
assumptions,  values,  and  historical
power structures. The central project of
Ways  of  Seeing  is  to  make  this
invisible framework visible.
Berger’s  methodology  was  innovative.
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The  television  program  often  featured
him  directly  addressing  the  camera,
cutting  between  different  images,  or
even, famously, cutting a section from a
Botticelli  painting  to  demonstrate  how
reproduction changes the meaning of an
artwork. This performative critique was
central to his argument. He wasn't just
telling us how to see; he was showing
us,  forcing  us  to  confront  our  own
conditioned  responses.  This  active,
participatory  approach  is  what  makes
the  work  of  Berger  John  Ways  Of
Seeing so enduring. It functions not as a
static  text,  but  as  a  set  of  tools  for
looking.

The Profound
Impact of
Mechanical
Reproduction
One  of  the  first  critical  insights  Berger
offers is about the nature of the original
artwork in the age of  its  reproduction.
Drawing on the earlier  work of  Walter
Benjamin,  Berger  argues  that  a
painting’s meaning was once intrinsically
l i n k e d  t o  i t s  u n i q u e  p h y s i c a l
presence—i ts  "aura . "  To  see  a
Renaissance  altarpiece,  you  had  to
travel  to  a  specific  church  in  a  specific
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city. Its meaning was tied to its location,
its  ritual  function,  and  its  singular
materiality.
With  the  advent  of  photography,  film,
and mass printing, this changed forever.
A painting could now be seen anywhere,
at  any  time,  in  an  infinite  number  of
contexts.  Berger  demonstrates  that
reproduction  destroys  the  unique
original, but it also liberates meaning. A
reproduced  image  can  be  used  in  an
advertisement, cropped for a textbook,
or set to music in a film. This process of
reproduction can create new meanings,
but it can also be used to manipulate.
Berger was acutely aware that the power
to reproduce images is a form of power
itself. The ability to strip an image of its
original context and place it into a new
one is a potent tool, used by advertisers

and  institutions  alike  to  shape  our
desires  and  beliefs.  This  argument
remains more relevant than ever in the
age  of  the  internet,  where  images
circulate with dizzying speed and often
without any connection to their original
purpose. Understanding this process is a
key takeaway from the work of Berger
John Ways Of Seeing.

DECONSTRUCTING THE OLD
MASTERS: OIL PAINTING AS
PROPERTY

Perhaps Berger’s most controversial and
influential  argument  concerns  the
tradition  of  European  oil  painting,
particularly from 1500 to 1900. Far from
being  a  pure  celebration  of  beauty  or
religious  devotion,  Berger  argues  that
this  tradition  is  fundamentally  an  art
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form about  ownership  and display.  He
famously declares, "Oil painting, before
it was anything else, was a celebration of
private property."
This is not to say that all oil paintings are
cynical  displays  of  wealth.  Rather,
Berger  identifies  a  deep  structural
relationship between the medium of oil
paint  and  the  capitalist,  possessive
worldview that was emerging during this
period. Oil paint, with its ability to render
textures—the sheen of silk, the gleam of
gold,  the  gloss  of  a  fruit's  skin—was
uniquely  suited  to  depicting  material
objects  as  desirable  possessions.  A
portrait  of  a landowner was not just a
representation  of  their  face;  it  was  a
visual  inventory  of  their  land,  their
clothes,  their  status.

Portraits of Power: The sitter is
not just a person, but a proprietor.
The landscape in the background
is a map of their estate.
Still Lifes of Consumption: A
table laden with exotic fruits, dead
game, and expensive glassware is
a celebration of colonial trade and
accumulated wealth.
Mythological and Religious
Scenes: Even these are often
painted with the same
materialistic gaze, turning
goddesses into fleshy, available
forms and saints into objects of
contemplation.

This  materialistic  gaze,  Berger  argues,
created  a  way  of  seeing  that  objectifies
the  world—turning  people,  places,  and
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things  into  commodities  to  be  owned
and  consumed.  This  was  a  direct
precursor to the psychology of modern
advertising, which Berger explores in the
final,  most  shocking  essay  of  the  book.
The core connection that Berger John
Ways  Of  Seeing  makes  between
Renaissance art and modern consumer
culture is one of the most brilliant and
unsettling  insights  in  twentieth-century
criticism.

THE MALE GAZE: WOMEN AS
IMAGE, MEN AS SPECTATOR

Without question, the most famous and
widely applied concept to emerge from
Ways of Seeing  is  that  of  the "male
gaze."  In  its  fourth  essay,  Berger
analyzes  a  specific  tradition  within
European oil painting: the female nude.

He argues that these paintings were not
made for the subjects themselves,  but
for  a  specific  spectator—a  heterosexual
male  owner.

Women as Objects of Sight:1.
The woman in the painting is
aware that she is being looked at.
She is often depicted looking at
herself in a mirror or glancing
coyly at the viewer. Berger claims
this is a key difference between
nudity and nakedness. To be
naked is to be oneself; to be nude
is to be displayed for the pleasure
of an onlooker.
The Surveyor and the2.
Surveyed: Berger’s crucial
formulation is that "men act and
women appear." Men look at
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women. Women watch themselves
being looked at. This creates a
split consciousness in women, who
are constantly aware of how they
appear to men. The paintings
codified this power dynamic,
turning the female body into a
landscape to be surveyed and
possessed.
The Ideal Spectator: The implied3.
spectator of these paintings is a
wealthy, powerful man. The
woman's body is presented for his
visual enjoyment, a symbol of his
status and his ability to possess
beauty. This tradition, Berger
argues, imposed a way of seeing
that objectified women, reducing
them to their appearance and their
availability to the male gaze.

This analysis of the Berger John Ways
Of  Seeing  f ramework  has  been
enormously  influential,  especially  in  film
theory and media studies. It provided a
language for critiquing how women are
depicted  in  cinema,  advertising,  and
social  media.  While  the  concept  has
been  refined  and  critiqued  over  the
years  (e.g.,  it  can  be  seen  as  overly
monolithic), its core insight—that looking
is  a  power  re la t ion—remains  a
fundamental tool for any critical viewer.

ADVERTISING: THE GLOSSY HEIR
TO OIL PAINTING

The final  essay in Ways of Seeing  is  a
stunning  and  damning  indictment  of
modern advertising,  which Berger calls
"publicity."  He sees  advertising as  the
direct  successor  to  the  tradition  of  oil
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painting,  but  with  a  crucial  difference.
The  oil  painting  celebrated  what  you
already owned.  Publicity,  on  the  other
hand, celebrates what you could own. It
c reates  a  sense  o f  anx iety  and
inadequacy, suggesting that your life is
incomplete without a specific product.

The Promise of a
Transformed Life
Berger  argues  that  advertising  doesn't
sell  products;  it  sells  a  vision  of  a
transformed life.  It  appeals  not  to  our
rational  needs,  but  to  our  deepest
anx ie t i es  and  asp i ra t i ons .  An
advertisement  for  a  luxury  car  is  not
about  transportation;  it  is  about
glamour,  power,  and  freedom.  A

perfume ad is not about a scent;  it  is
about  desirability  and  romance.  The
advertising  world  creates  a  parallel
"golden age" that is perpetually just out
of reach, a world in which you are happy,
successful, and loved, provided you buy
the right things. This is the "glamour" of
publicity.
Berger draws a direct line between this
glossy, constructed world and the world
of  the oil  painting.  Both use a  similar
visual  language  of  luxury,  possession,
and beauty.  Both present  an idealized
reality. But while the oil painting was a
record of ownership, an advertisement is
a  promise  of  ownership.  This  promise,
Berger argues, is inherently frustrating.
It  stokes envy and creates a sense of
personal  inadequacy  that  can  only  be
temporarily  soothed  by  the  act  of
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purchas ing .  The  deeper ,  more
permanent  satisfaction  it  promises  is
forever  deferred.  The  critique  of  the
Berger John Ways Of Seeing project
on  advert is ing  has  proven  to  be
prophetic,  outlining  the  psychological
mechanisms  that  drive  the  entire
modern  consumer  economy.

LEGACY AND ENDURING
RELEVANCE

Why  does  Berger  John  Ways  Of
Seeing continue to be read, taught, and
debated  over  fifty  years  after  its  initial
release? The answer lies in its enduring
relevance  to  our  current  v isual
environment.  We  now  live  in  a  world
where  we  are  bombarded  by  more
images in  a  single  day than a  person
from the 18th century might  see in  a

l i fe t ime.  The  too ls  that  Berger
provided—for questioning the source of
an  image,  for  analyzing  its  power
dynamics,  for  understanding  its
economic and social context—are more
essential than ever.
Think about social media. The selfie, the
influencer  post,  the  curated  Instagram
feed:  these  are  all  contemporary
versions  of  the  self-portrait  and  the
advertisement,  deeply  embedded  with
the same issues of the gaze, ownership,
and  self-representation  that  Berger
dissected.  The  concept  of  the  "male
gaze" is now a standard part of critical
analysis  for  film,  video  games,  and
comics.  The  idea  that  images  have  a
politics—that they are never innocent—is
now  a  widely  accepted  (if  sometimes
contested) premise in cultural studies.
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Criticisms and
Conversations
Of course,  the work  is  not  without  its
limitations.  Some  critics  argue  that
Berger’s  view of  the male gaze is  too
monolithic,  ignoring  the  possibility  of
female  spectatorship  or  homosexual
desire in historical art. Others point out
that his focus on the European tradition
is limited and does not account for non-
Western  ar t  forms.  H is  Marx is t
framework,  which  views  art  primarily
through the lens of class and property,
can also feel reductive to some.
However, the genius of Ways of Seeing
is that it invites these very criticisms. It
is not a closed, dogmatic system. It is an

opening  gambit,  a  way  to  start  a
conversation. It empowers the viewer to
disagree,  to  refine,  and  to  apply  the
principles to new contexts. Berger would
likely be the first to encourage a critical
reappraisal  of  his  own work.  He didn't
want  to  create  a  new  orthodoxy;  he
wanted to give people the confidence to
trust their own eyes and to understand
the social  forces that  shape what  and
h o w  t h e y  s e e .  T h e  o n g o i n g
conversations  about  the  Berger  John
Ways  Of  See ing  l egacy  a re  a
testament  to  i ts  v i ta l i ty  and  i ts
generative  power.

CONCLUSION: A WAY OF SEEING
FOR TODAY

John Berger’s Ways of Seeing is more
than just a book or a television series; it
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is a methodology, a mindset, and a call
to action. It teaches us that looking is an
act  of  engagement,  not  passive
reception.  It  asks  us  to  become more
conscious  of  the  hidden  ideologies
embedded in the images that surround

us—from the Old Masters hanging in a
museum to the advertisements flickering
on  our  screens.  Berger  demystified  art
criticism,  making  its  powerful  tools
accessible to everyone. He reminded us
that art is not a r


