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CHAPTER 1  INTRODUCTION 
 

 
Figure 1. Robert Cornelius, head-and-shoulders [self-]portrait, facing front, with arms 
crossed. Approximate quarter plate daguerreotype, 1839. LC-USZC4-5001 DLC. 
 
 

The invention of the photograph gave us what Oliver Wendell Holmes called a 
mirror with a memory. This gave us a way to see surface structures of objects; 
thus, we can now see what Robert Cornelius looked like in the autumn of 1839 
(See Figure 1). However, surface appearance may not be the only way one 
chooses to represent oneself or what one thinks. New technologies enable 
manipulations in new ways, ways that can be accomplished individually and for 
individual needs. Naming practices within this new environment can also be 
individual.  

OôConnor, B. C. 2014. "Selfies and Public Knowledge"  
Founders Lecture in Proceedings of DOCAM 2014 

  
 
I pin what reflects me. This is me. If you see what I am doing, you will see the 
real me. I can see the real me. This is what I am thinking about at that time. 
 
Pinterest allows people to connect with others in an authentic way. This is who I 
am for real. Look what I can do, what I did. You can do this too, if you want. 
 
When I go back and look at all the stuff Iôve pinned, it kind of tells about me, of 
myself, it comes together. I canôt explain it . . . you have to see it. I donôt have to 
explain that to someone. It is just there in the pictures. 
 
Interview results from ñWhy do college students use Pinterest?ò Sashittal, 2014. 
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Translating images into words 

 

 A classic problem which continues to challenge information scientists involves 

the process of representing images using words. Word-based language does not 

necessarily provide adequate descriptions of visual experiences and the issues of 

transmedial translation continue to complicate investigations into how people 

communicate their reactions to visual stimuli. The variability of language itself 

contributes to a degree of information loss when visual encounters are rendered into 

words and this project is rooted in that dilemma: How do people share their individual 

interpretations of a visual experience when their representational tools are word-based? 

Collecting material memories 

One way people have attempted to represent (and potentially preserve) their 

thoughts, experiences and memories throughout history is by creating and handing 

down hybrid collections combining both images and words, compiled to reflect self-

selected aspects of themselves. Designating and saving representative illustrations, 

likenesses and written language into material remembrances continues to satisfy a 

basic human hunger. Examples of this urge to compile and perpetuate assemblages of 

personal meaning include Greek hypomnema (personal notebooks), 15th century Italian 

hodge-podge books and 17th century commonplace books (Curtis, 2011). 

Modern examples of this type of meaningful cultural ñmaterial memoryò collection 

tend to be divided between (a) personal collections of privately expressive documents 

(photo albums, family bibles, daily diaries, scrap books) and (b) public collections of 

culturally valued images, usually designated as either artistic archives with presumed 

didactic value (museum collections, for example) or commercial commodities purchased 
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for consumption only by an approved audience (corporate graphic art archives or 

municipal police mug shot catalogs). 

Large institutional image collections: Language and control issues 

The challenging relationship between language and images can be observed on 

a grand scale in large traditional image collections, in particular collections paid for and 

accessed by institutions such as museums or corporations which have traditionally been 

expensive to create and maintain, requiring sizable budgets to absorb the direct and 

indirect costs of curation and access.  

Because the expenses related to maintaining large collections of physical images 

have traditionally been greater than most individuals could afford (with a few historic 

exceptions), a majority of large public image collections have relied on institutional 

fundingï and have been subject to institutional controls  

Given the costs of curating large image collections, it is not surprising that the 

assumed use of a large institutional image collection would eventually become a factor 

in determining the complexity and semantic density of the indices provided (and the 

language involved). The needs of the users of large institutional image collections have 

intermittently been analyzed either formally or informally by image curators charged with 

providing access, although aiding the work of the collection user by providing accessible 

language has not necessarily had the highest priority in every instance.  

Public art museums are only one example of the financial expense historically 

associated with large culturally valued image collections. Other more pedestrian image 

collections such as metropolitan mug shot binders and corporate graphics archives also 

tend to acquire both cost and value as artifacts which may not be based on any 

quantifiable data directly correlated to either the images or the original use. In order to 
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remain economically viable, curators must assume that a public user of an art museum 

has a finite set of recognized and specific needs, just as the users of metropolitan police 

mug shot binders and the users approaching the corporate graphics archive are 

assumed to have a terminable set of needs when viewing those image collections. 

The resulting institutional image retrieval systems, based on language generated 

by curatorial notions of how users might approach any given large image collection, 

have historically produced varying results, sometimes providing effective image retrieval 

for users and sometimes only increasing the internal ease of use of the collection for the 

curators themselves. Constructing efficient descriptive inventory listings tends to be of 

paramount historic focus for curators of large institutional image collections, while 

improving retrieval measures for non-curatorial collection users frequently becomes a 

secondary benefit of maintaining a well-ordered inventory. The subtle and fluid ways in 

which people may be using language as they encounter images in large controlled 

collections is challenging to capture and difficult to interpret, so the focus of these 

collections has tended to remain on effective subject-driven inventories. 

In the past, the high costs of large institutional image archives virtually 

guaranteed that control of these collections would remain within organizations who 

could (a) afford the expenses of maintaining the images and (b) train the curators to 

inventory, index and provide access using institutionally-approved indices and 

vocabulary.  

Pinterest launch and growth 

The creation of sizable digital image collections is no longer exclusively 

controlled by officially-sanctioned institutional curator/gatekeepers. Large public non-

institutional digital image collections are a reality, and ordinary people have begun 
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creating and managing their own private image collections, using language in 

interesting ways in the process. 

Pinterest ( http://www.pinterest.com ) is a free web site which describes itself as 

ña beautiful visual discovery tool.ò (Madrigal, 2014). Since initial launch in 2009, seventy 

million users have created personal image collections using the siteôs minimalist 

platform, staying logged in for periods averaging up to 40 minutes per visit, with the 

intention of creating and managing their own image collections (Palis 2012). Average 

web site visit times are notoriously difficult to verify, but an April 2014 Agbeat report 

showed Pinterest users remained on the site longer than on any other social media site 

except Youtube. (Agbeat, 2014) 

Pinterest reached the 10 million monthly unique U.S. visitors milestone more 

rapidly than any other site previously monitored (TechCrunch, 2012) and became the 

third largest social network in the United States in March 2012 (Experian, 2012). 

Analysts estimate that Pinterest had approximately 7.5 million monthly visitors in 

December 2011 before jumping to 11.7 million in January 2012 (Pew Reports, 2013). 

As seen in Figure 2, traffic between January 2012 and February 2012 increased from 

11.7 million unique visitors in January to 17.8 million in February, representing an 

unusually large change (a 52% increase in one month) for a relatively young site 

(Walker, 2012). 

http://www.pinterest.com/
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Figure 2. Percentage change in unique visitors 
 

By July 2013, Pinterest reached 70 million registered users worldwide 

(Semiocast, 2013 ) with 24.9 million unique monthly U. S. desktop users reported in 

September 2013 (comScore, 2013). Through July 2014, Pinterest users have ñpinnedò 

30 billion images on 750 million ñboardsò  (Madrigal, 2014). Appendix C contains 

Pinterest user statistics from 2009 through 2014. 

Pinterest more than doubled its international audience in 2013, expanding to 

include 31 languages (Frier, 2014), and the company announced plans to launch in ten 

additional countries before the end of 2014 (Brustein, 2013). Horowitz (2013) found that 

international users could potentially surpass the aggregate number of American users 

by the end of 2015, based on current international user growth rates. 

As of May 2014, Pinterest reported receiving a total of $764 million in funding 

from investors who valued it at $5 billion, making it one of the most valuable venture-

capital-backed startups in the world (MacMillan, 2014).  
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Pinterest affordances 

Affordances are the aspects of interactivity within an interface which suggest 

available activities to users (Hocks, 2003). The affordances offered by Pinterest include 

the ability to fine tune the new images automatically displayed at login, selectively 

ñfollowò (collect) images and collections from other users and use an assortment of 

mechanisms to freely browse, ñlikeò, share on other social media sites, email to other 

users, download, comment and name images in real time, during any curating session.  

Unlike online image archival sites such as Flickr (http://flickr.com ), or real-time 

photo chatting apps such as SnapChat (http://snapchat.com ), Pinterest is not primarily 

designed as a image storage site or a content delivery platform, but rather a revolving 

exhibition of imagery related to each userôs personal interests. The stated mission of 

Pinterest is to "Connect everyone in the world through the 'things' they find interesting.ò 

(Cold Brew Labs, 2012).  

After creating and naming new empty ñboardsò to hold acquired images (ñpinsò), 

the new user-curator selects one image at a time from the login grid and views it on its 

originatorôs board. Next actions can include repinning the image to a board in their own 

collection, liking the image, sharing the image via various tools, commenting on the 

image to the original poster, or disregarding the image and returning to browsing the 

login grid, alternatively drilling into selected category postings. 

The login grid 

The basic Pinterest© user interface is the login grid, composed of the most 

recently uploaded random images from all users. This display is automatically 

presented to every logged in user visiting the http://www.pinterest.com URL.  

http://flickr.com/
http://snapchat.com/
http://www.pinterest.com/
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The login grid was designed by Evan Sharp, one of the site originators and an 

architecture student who admits to being fixated on the possibilities of an aesthetically 

pleasing interface: ñItôs a visual product about beautiful images of meaningful thingsé 

The way you draw something is intricately tied to how good your solution to a problem is 

or how well the product you ship turns out. I am very, very obsessed with this ideaò 

(Allen, 2014, p. 13). 

The role of aesthetics when measuring user engagement with content is an 

ongoing debate and Pinterest provides an example of a successful minimalist approach. 

Tufte (1983) states that ñThe best graphics are about the useful and important, about 

life and death, about the universe. Beautiful graphics do not traffic with the trivialò (p. 

177). As of 2014, there are no ads, instructions or unneeded text on the Pinterest login 

grid: only row after row of scrollable images, updated continuously. The relative 

starkness of this main display grid remains a unique feature of Pinterest, and has been 

credited by the siteôs originators with much of the sites visual appeal: ñThe grid is the 

thing that got us big. Pinterest is about browsing through objects and picking out the 

ones that are meaningful to you. And what the grid does is facilitate your ability to go 

through objects in an efficient way. Our job is to put the right objects in front of you to 

start withò (Madrigal, p. 6). 

Fine-tuning the Home Feed 

The home feed screen automatically updates itself every time a new ñfollowedò 

image is uploaded by another user. The navigational link to return to the home feed is 

included at the top of every page, on the drop down menu which provides available pre-

populated categories, as shown in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3. Screen shot of the Pinterest home feed drop down link. 
 

User-curators retain control over what they see by customizing this home feed 

and can choose to be exposed only to those collections they are interested in following. 

The distinction between viewing ñeverythingò on the login grid (every random upload 

from every user in real time without filtering) and viewing the personalized home feed 

(only the collections intentionally selected by that user for display on that particular 

home feed) is a central editing tool for effective Pinterest collection development  ñWhen 

you open up Pinterest, you should feel like youôve walked into a building full of stuff that 

only you are interested in. Everything should feel handpicked just for you,ò (Chafkin 

2012, p. 93). 

Because collecting images is the purpose of Pinterest, misunderstanding the 

basic mechanisms for image selection is a user oversight which limits Pinterest to a 

critical degree. Pinterest users who fail to take advantage of home feed filtering (which 

automatically occurs as soon as images from other users are followed) may have 
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erroneously concluded that the randomly unfiltered flow of indiscriminate images on an 

public login grid is all that Pinterest contains. Using a Facebook analogy, assuming that 

the unfiltered Pinterest login grid reflects all available content within Pinterest is similar 

to opening a Facebook account but then failing to add friends. The login page on either 

site rarely delivers value without some level of personalization and interaction on the 

part of the user. Pinterest users principally customize their home feeds by finding and 

following the images of others. 

Social collecting: The emergence of óuser-curatorsô 

Zarro and Hall (2012) define Pinterest as a ñsocial collectingò site, and describe 

how users become ñuser-curatorsò and ñpatron-curatorsò (p. 2). This user-centered 

perspective allows comparisons of pinner activities to traditional library service tasks as 

shown in Figure 4, but Zarro and Hall (2012) also note that ñthe cataloger and patron 

roles are one and the same in the social collecting modelò (p. 3). 

 

Figure 4. Pinterest activity and library technical services 
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The ability to arrogate cataloging authority is presumably not the central reason 

that millions of people create image collections on Pinterest each month. User-curators 

appear to employ Pinterest to collect and share concepts, large and small, which take 

the form of images linked either to other Pinterest collections, to sites outside Pinterest 

or to uploaded images from their personal collections. User-curators do not appear to 

be seeking people. Rather, they are seeking ideas. 

Although all Pinterest content is captured and uploaded by the members of the 

community, and all content is public, Pinterest users cannot be defined as purely 

ñsocialò users. Typical social site activities (which usually involve direct personal 

interactions between users such as chatting, liking or commenting) are not as pivotal to 

the Pinterest experience as the indirect, nonpersonal action of repinning images. Unlike 

genuinely social-based users such as those on Facebook or Twitter, Pinterest users 

tend to focus on creating and maintaining a personal image collection, rather than 

interacting with other users. The central purpose of Pinterest is to share images, not 

necessarily to make friends or connect with other people. It is common for Pinterest 

users to have no direct communication with other users at all. As shown in Figures 5 

and 6, a series of humorous pins has been widely circulated within Pinterest itself, 

acknowledging this characteristic: 
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Figure 5. "You don't have to talk to anyone." 
 

 
Figure 6. "We're Pindred spirits." 
 

Pinterest co-founder Evan Sharp emphasizes the powerfully ñnon-socialò aspects 

of the site, particularly when asked about similarities between Pinterest and other 

ñpurely socialò sites: ñPinterest isnôt about friendships. Itôs not a messaging app like most 

of these big startups. Itôs about culture, for lack of a better wordò (Summers, 2014). 

In their study on college students using Pinterest, Sashittal and Jassawalla 

(2014) note that ñThe focal cognitive process of Pinterest usage is not a conversation 

with others; it is a soliloquy. Pinterest users are not telling others about how interesting 
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they are; they are engaged in primarily defining for themselves, their deeply held, 

authentic interestsò (p. 25). The data in their 2014 study emphasized valuing 

óauthenticityô as a motivation for using Pinterest, and contrasts this quest for authentic 

self-exploration with the surface-focused ópopularity contestô aspects sometimes 

apparent on Facebook and Twitter: ñCollege students use Pinterest because the 

process of pinning and posting photographs on their pages, developing visual narratives 

and a deeply personal curated list is an experience of authenticity; a process that is 

closely aligned with the discovery, definition, development of an authentic sense of self. 

This experience stands in sharp contrast to one related to posing, posturing, or 

positioning oneself for the validation of othersò (p. 8). 

Expanding collections by ñfollowingò 

Despite the lack of emphasis on direct interaction between pinners, the most 

powerful method of developing a large and personalized digital image collection 

includes finding and following other users who are focused on similar topics. ñFollowingò 

is done by selecting an interesting image, and clicking that image to return to the 

originator's board. By visiting the originatorôs related boards, the user-curator can review 

the full collection of images posted by this originator and explore both their archives and 

other images posted by additional people who follow this originator. A new user-curator 

may discover that a fellow pinner has no further image boards of interest or they may 

discover rich resources, both of fellow pinners who have related collections and of 

boards full of related imagery. The number of pins collected within each board is 

displayed on every pinnerôs profile page, so a new user-curator may decide if they are 

interested in following an active board on a given topic (which may involve hundreds or 
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even thousands of images). Any user may be unfollowed or re-followed at will, and any 

number of boards may be followed or unfollowed, without loss of related pins. 

This process of branching through other curated boards on related images is one 

of the most powerful tools provided to the Pinterest user-curator. ñGoing down the rabbit 

holeò when visiting another pinners boards opens a variety of pathways to new search 

vocabulary, similar collections and peripherally related topics. For example, a general 

search on the terms ñClaude Monetò in September 2014 yielded several thousand 

images, all of which link (among other things) to reproductions of Monet paintings, 

biographical information on the artist, an essay on how the human eye processes UV 

light, photographs of the village of Vétheuil where Monet painted in 1880, a blog on 

gardening at Giverny, a free cross stitch pattern based on the painting Garden with 

Irises, an article on the new Claude Monet rose in the New York Botanical Garden, and 

a Claude Monet Word Search Worksheet for a home school unit on French 

Impressionism. Each of these diverse links, in turn, leads the user-curator forward to 

new boards and additional pinners, which contain further new materials, tied to 

additional images and links. 

 This richness of related content partially explains why Pinterest user-curators 

typically spend hours on each visit, versus minutes on Facebook or Twitter. As seen in 

Figures 7 and 8, a subcategory of recognizing how quickly time flows past while pinning 

has emerged, with contributors wryly noting skewed perceptions of time when they are 

involved in a curating session: 
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Figure 7. ñTime on Pinterestò 

 

Figure 8. "A person on Pinterest" 
 

The additional affordances of linking out to source images and using browser 

plug-ins to speed pinning reportedly encourage site-wide user behaviors that do not 

appear to be duplicated on this scale in other free public digital image collections. Hocks 

(2003) notes in particular that the Pinterest browser ñplug-inò called the Pin It Button 

shown in Figure 9 allows for an intensive and amplified layer of interactivity, because 

users can continue to interact with Pinterest even when they are not on the site. (p. 55) 

 

Figure 9. Pinterest affordance: The Pin It button 
 

Arguably, both images and language are being curated on Pinterest. While users 

are not required to create textual information for their images, the user-curators 

observed in this project are using language in their image names, presumably to 

annotate the content for themselves but also to attract other pinners interested in similar 

ideas: providing tags within the search tools provided on site, as well as illustrating, 
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amplifying and creatively expressing each user-curatorôs views. The layers of meaning 

added to the imagery with language (intended and inadvertent) contribute to the 

fascination many Pinterest users profess with the site. The depth and variation of the 

messages, both visual and verbal, available within the collections might explain why this 

site has so quickly become absorbing for millions of users on multiple levels. 

ñA crazy human indexing machineò: Pinterest as a search mechanism 

 Representatives of Pinterest have become consistent public missionaries for the 

concept that user-curators increase the depth and value of the site content through their 

independent use of language while collecting. Co-founder Sharp calls the site a ñhuman 

indexing machineò: 

HTML is the architecture of the web and it is about the presentation of text. Itôs 
Hyper Text Markup Language. And if youôre Google and youôre trying to index 
that world of text information, youôre really great at text because thatôs what the 
code on the Internet does. It marks up text. But if you want to get at objects or 
the things on web pages, we think you need humans to go in and do that for you. 
So we think of Pinterest some days as this crazy human indexing machine. 
Where millions and millions of people are hand indexing billions of objectsð30 
billion objectsðin a way thatôs personally meaningful to them. (Madrigal, p. 3) 
 
In a 2014 interview, another co-founders of the site explained that 

 ôSearchô for most people is web navigation, stitching together the human 
information on web pages. Or search is a tool for answering questions. We 
weave them together, but you could decompose those tasks on Pinterest in an 
interesting way if you were interested in solving search as a problemé [and] 
thereôs a whole world of search and discovering [on Pinterest] thatôs about the 
[search] process itself. And thatôs an interface driven experience: How users self-
describe their interests over time, rather than just the search technology we have 
today. (Madrigal, 2014, p. 8) 

 
Unique user behaviors when naming in Pinterest 

A striking affordance of Pinterest is the opportunity for each user-curator to name 

and re-name, to categorize and re-categorize, increasing the layers of possible meaning 

available to all viewers and allowing a level of interpretive expression and cognitive 
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association not possible in the static physical archives of the traditional art museum, the 

police mug shot binder collection or the corporate graphic archive. The complicated, 

innovative, expressive ways user-curators have evolved to use language within their 

collections, on all levels, have become part of the fun.  

While Pinterest is often referred to as a social media site, with public member 

collaboration producing the core of the image content, the process of creating pin 

names on the site has evolved into a personally expressive form of communication 

across the population of users. A core finding of this project confirmed this basic urge 

toward independent customization: Pinterest user-curators are not generally interested 

in applying any existing, predefined naming categories to their collections.  

The intensity of this creative, highly personalized naming activity is not 

exclusively focused on providing efficient image retrieval. Rather, users appear to be 

embedding meaning in the file names they create, adding one more layer of interest and 

expression to the way they present their Pinterest collections. Carefully crafted names 

become part of the meaning behind the concepts. Pin and board names are frequently 

entwined with the concepts being staged and might include puns, word art, alliteration, 

malapropisms, spoonerisms, obscure words, rhetorical excursions, oddly formed 

sentences, ASCII art, emoticons and double entendres. Unique uses of upper and lower 

case fonts are found, as are abbreviations and malformed sentence/word phrases, 

designed to convey an intended meaning of either a pin or a board. 

OôConnor and Greisdorf (2008) note ñé[O]ften the only messages available to 

the image collector are the intended messages based on the history and circumstances 

surrounding the creation of the imageò (p. 78). This statement leads to the questions 
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that sparked this project: What happens to the meaning of an image when the history 

and circumstance of its creation are no longer available to the collector? Considering 

individual Pinterest users as curators of their own large image collections, how 

significant is the naming of an individual image when examining the overall structure of 

such large uncontrolled image compilations?  

Analyzing the words used in names: Wittgensteinôs language games 

Examining how user-curators manipulate language when creating names for 

images in their collections highlights the particular slipperiness of defining ñmeaningò in 

language. Biletzki and Matar  (2014) note that ñTraditional theories of meaning (in the 

history of philosophy) were intent on pointing to something exterior to the proposition 

which endows it with senseò (p. 207). 

This view ï that the inherent message of a word is predetermined by some force 

outside the user ï is dissolved by Wittgensteinôsô later work on language games, a 

specialized way to think about active language use, involving the recognition of the 

layers of influence at work when language is constructed, including the ñnatural historyò 

of a given environment, the ñforms of lifeò in which language may or may not be required 

and the circumstances at play during any particular human activity. A language game 

can include giving orders, describing the appearance of an object, constructing an 

object from a description (a drawing), reporting an event, forming and testing a 

hypothesis, making up a story, telling a joke, cursing, greeting, and praying 

(Wittgenstein, 1958, p. 11-12). Such language game activities have evolved some 

generally recognizable steps and conventions, both stated and unstated, related to the 

activity at hand, and extending to the kinds of language usually used during each type 

of action.  
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The core of language games involves activity. Blair (2008) notes that ñWhat 

defines us as humans is not so much a common linguistic ability, but a common ability 

to engage in many simple and complex human activities. We can imagine people 

without language but not people without shared activitiesò (p. 163). Wittgenstein 

demonstrates that shared activities (rather than some hidden historical substructure) 

form the foundation of working language and clearly states, ñFor a large class of cases 

of the employment of the word ómeaningôðthough not for allðthe meaning of a word is 

its use in the languageò (Wittgenstein, PI 43). Blair (2006) reiterates this use-based 

theory of meaning in language:  

When we use words in a particular way that conveys our meaning 
unambiguously we understand this usage, not because the words have some 
common essential meaning to them, but because we share the activities or 
practices in which the words are used. (p.167) 

 
This action-oriented view of language will be referenced when analyzing the collected 

pin names in this project. Since language cannot be independent of the context and 

circumstances of its use, the words chosen for pin names may reflect some patterns 

and practice unique to the process of ñcollecting Pinterest images.ò Exploring the 

language game of ñnaming Pinterest imagesò (in this particular, limited sense, always 

remembering the other intricacies of Wittgensteinôs language game additional 

requirements) will provide a point of reference when observing how user-curators 

construct language within their image collections.  

Collecting the language used in names: Panofsky, Rosch and Shatford Layne matrix 

In order to begin analyzing the Pinterest names collected for this project, it was 

necessary to construct a matrix of the language chosen by user-curators. Three 

separate approaches were combined into one matrix: Panofskyôs strata of subject 
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matter, Roschôs levels of categorical abstraction and Shatford Layneôs divisions of 

image attributes. A brief summary of these approaches follows. A more detailed review 

follows in Chapter 2. 

Panofskyôs three strata of subject matter 

1. Primary subject matter (ñWhat is depicted?ò) can be described using 

elemental language (animals, people, settings) and does not require the 

viewer to have any knowledge of the culture related to the image.  

2. Secondary subject matter (ñWhat is the story?ò) notes the literary and cultural 

themes, concepts and allegories intentionally depicted in an image. This level 

demands some specific cultural knowledge related to the image on the part of 

the viewer.  

3. Intrinsic content (ñWhat does this all mean?ò) is the information available in an 

image representing the historical environment, including intentional (and 

unintentional) symbolical values related to the specific characteristics, 

technique and culture of the image and its creator.. Finding meaning in 

images on this level requires relatively in-depth knowledge of the culture and 

environment which produced both image and creator. 

Roschôs three levels of categorical abstraction 

Rosch proposed three levels of categorical abstraction which users may employ 

when associating selections of ñbasic level objectsò with the realities of actual observed 

environments.  

Roschôs basic image category is the most ñinclusiveò layer of classification 

because images here share the highest number of common attributes. A basic image 

category may include a wide variation of images which are all unique from one another, 
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but which all fit multiple common requirements of being identifiable as a car or a chair 

based on a high number of common ñcarò or ñchairò attributes. 

Roschôs superordinate image category is one level more abstract than the basic 

category. Images within this category commonly share only a few attributes. For 

example, images within the category of óvehiclesô (superordinate to cars) tend to have 

fewer common attributes than do images within the category of ó carsô (the basic 

category). 

Roschôs subordinate image category contains images which are subsets of the 

basic category. These individual images tend to share many overlapping, predictable 

attributes with other member images in this distinct category. If óvehicleô is the 

superordinate, and ócarô is the basic category, then ó1969 Chevrolet Camaro RSô would 

be an example of a subordinate category. 

Shatford Layneôs image attributes 

Shatford Layne developed a system of specific attributes of any given image which 

can be used to determine the types and density of meaning associated with that image: 

biographical attributes (how and where an image was created, including  how it has 

been used, sold or changed), subject attributes (what an image is of - which can be 

concrete and specific  - or what an image is about - which can be abstract and generic), 

exemplified attributes (characteristics of the image format, not related to subject matter) 

and relationship attributes (how this image is related to others, such as playing the role 

of a preliminary sketch or a final draft). 

Developing the Panofsky, Rosch and Shatford Layne matrix 

The combination of this particular set of strata, abstractions and attributes into one 

specific matrix for analyzing meaning in naming activity is unique to this project. While 
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all of these tools are routinely used as independent analysis mechanisms, combining 

these particular tools in this specifically limited matrix occurred as a natural offshoot of 

attempting to isolate the language being used in this study. Creating a matrix using a 

combination of Panofskyôs subject matter categories, Roschôs levels of abstraction and 

Shatford Layneôs attributes provided a framework to begin examining Pinterest image 

names, and to analyze the density and complexity of the language being used by user-

curators when naming images in their large, personal digital image collections. 

Statement of the problem 

The creation of sizable digital image collections is no longer exclusively 

controlled by officially-sanctioned institutional curator/gatekeepers. Large public non-

institutional digital image collections are a reality. 

In traditional institutional service models, the keepers of image collections were 

trained in complex and detailed systems to enable them to identify, store and locate 

images. The approaches being used by non-professional social image collectors (who 

presumably have limited formal training in collection development or indexing when 

managing large digital image collections) have yet to be studied in the online 

environment.  

Purpose of the study 

The goal of this project is to increase understanding of the specific naming 

behaviors present in an image collection when the categorization vocabulary and 

subject descriptors are uncontrolled. Other types of information-based behaviors are 

simultaneously taking place within Pinterest, of course, including various forms of 

browsing, seeking and tagging. The purpose of this study, however, is to observe and 

capture the forms of human behavior most closely related to image naming activity in 
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particular, and thus the findings from this project are offered to stimulate new thinking 

and research related specifically to Pinterest  image naming practices and not as 

generalizable theory.  

Significance of the study 

Greisdorf and OôConnor (2001) detailed the ultimate inability of language to 

universally translate visual experiences and concluded that ñNo individual or small 

group of individuals, no matter how professional or rule intensive the approach, could 

ever capture a full panoply of impressions evoked by an imageò (p. 7).  

By observing the characteristics of Pinterestôs relatively non-ruled based approach to 

image naming in action, this project explores the language practices of Pinterest user-

curators, isolating a sample of image names and considering where these names fit 

within a matrix of Panofskyôs subject matter categories, Roschôs levels of abstraction 

and Shatford Layneôs attributes. The types of words chosen, the number and format of 

the characters selected, the linguistic constructions applied to each name when 

individually organized by each user-curator and the patterns which emerge throughout 

the sample give a small but unique snapshot of human language behavior during digital 

image curation. 

Research questions 

The two research questions in this project run parallel with the two language 

exploration techniques selected for observing Pinterest naming behavior. 

 Research Question 1 centers on the Panofsky/Rosch/ Shatford Layne matrix in 

an effort to isolate the language being selected in pin naming. Assigning the collected 

sample of names to the matrix provides a way to detach and extract the resulting 

language, allowing the words to remain separate from the related images. The specific 
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question under consideration is: Where does the language used in creating image 

names in Pinterest tend to fit within the Panofsky/Rosch/ Shatford Layne matrix? 

 Research Question 2 concentrates on the facets of Wittgensteinôs language 

games which were observed in this sample. The question posed is: Which aspects of 

Wittgensteinôs language games including grammar construction were visible in the 

selected sample? 

Definitions of terms 

Å Panofskyôs three strata of subject matter or meaning:  

o Primary: Natural subject matter, described as the form of the image or 

subject, using factual information based on practical experience, requiring 

only a basic familiarity with ordinary objects and events. 

o Secondary: Conventional subject matter, described in specific themes, 

concepts, stories and allegories which require some insight into historical 

conditions, history of types and literary sources. 

o Intrinsic: Symbolic values which are culturally specific, interpretive or non-

contextually defined and involve intuition, personal psychology or 

knowledge of cultural symbols. 

Å Pin: Visual bookmark intended to link back to the originating site, created by 

uploading original content or ñre-pinningò from existing Pinterest collections. Pins 

are named by each user-curator, and the name can be the same as the 

originating pin, different from the originating pin or blank. 

Å Board: Collection point for pins, created and named by each user-curator. 
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Å Pinner: User-curator who creates a personal digital image collection by uploading 

new images, pinning existing images from web sites and/or repinning images 

from other pinners. 

Assumptions 

Pinterest was selected to exemplify large digital social image collections in this 

project based on the number of participants and the increase in the number of users 

from 2012 to 2014. The site is assumed to be stable and available for public use 

through the expected timeframe of this project. 

It is important to note that as of September 2014, all image posting and naming 

activity is public on Pinterest. All images are fully viewable as part of the larger site, and 

the implication is that all pinners are participating, voluntarily, in the larger community. 

This sense of community is maintained even when some pinners are collecting 

intensely personalized images with no defined meaning beyond their individual private 

messages, while other pinners are collecting images gleaned from mass media, 

advertising or merchandising, targeted at an audience of hundreds or thousands.  

A ñsecret boardò project was launched during December 2012 which allowed 

each user to create three non-public boards. This tool is still available as of September 

2014 but the support pages indicate current issues are limiting the expansion of this 

service. Since the stated goal of Pinterest is to allow users to share images and the 

default instructions for all basic Pinterest activity continue to define all pins as being 

publicly viewable, the assumption can be made that all default activity on Pinterest will 

remain public. 
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Limitations of the study 

Pinterest user-curators can choose to remain relatively anonymous in terms of 

reported demographic data. Very little individualized information about user-curators 

(such as gender, age, native language, educational background or online experience) 

can be deduced from normal Pinterest site activity. 

Pins can be deleted or edited by user-curators at any time. Once data collection 

has been completed, it is necessary to create a static reference copy, since pins may be 

removed or changed at any time without notice on the site. 

Summary 

This project considers how independent user-curators are adapting language 

while naming their images in personal digital collections within the social collecting site 

Pinterest, where no controlling vocabulary is enforced or provided. Self-curated image 

collections like Pinterest would seem to allow an opportunity for user-curators to break 

free from the traditional constraints of the pre-defined vocabularies assigned by 

institutional content gatekeepers.  

Pinterest user-curators appear to create collections as a collaborative expressive 

exercise, as a shared communication device and, frequently, as a private creative outlet 

thematically aimed at no other audience beyond themselves. Understanding how this 

personalization influences the way the images are categorized by the user-curator may 

lead to better methods for users in other image collections to contribute additional value 

to the collection in the form of meaningful image naming language, as well as reducing 

factors which appear to discourage existing users from contributing to the naming 

process in other large digital image collections.  
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CHAPTER 2  REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Visual categorization in image collection indexing 

Research on the methods used by curators to efficiently index visual images has 

been shaped by the human ability (and frequent inability) to communicate experiences 

with (and perceptions of) visual stimulation (Rose, 2001, p. 43). 

Attempts at analyzing human abilities to perceive and interpret visual stimuli have 

produced myriad academic landmines and hotly disputed, closely-held lexical theories 

revolving around the semantics of ñmeaningò (Mirzeoff, 2006, p. 18). For the purposes 

of this project, the intriguing but eternally complex issues related to defining terms such 

as ñvisual cultureò and ñmeaningò have been carefully skirted, since a clear and 

noncontroversial set of tools is needed to collect and sort the language used by 

Pinterest user-curators. As a final note on the semantics and semiotics entrenched in 

this project, it is interesting to note that Mirzeoff (2006) defines visual culture as ñ the 

product of the collision, intersection and interaction between capitalôs picturing of the 

world and that which cannot be commodified or disciplinedò (p 66). 

Since economic factors determined the existence of many large institutional 

image collections in the past, it is no surprise that the focus of image collection research 

in the twentieth century was generally directed toward increasing the ñefficiencyò of 

search and retrieval activities (Gombrich, 1999, p. 299). Those responsible for 

managing large institutional image collections traditionally focused on the tools needed 

to provide identified users with specific levels of image retrieval speed and perceived 

accuracy (Hibler, Leung & Mwara, 1992). 

Image indexing research evolved into considering how people looked for images: 

the language they used, the ways they organized their thinking, and/or the paths they 
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tried when the image was not easily described by ordinary language (Reed, 1972 ; 

Shatford, 1986; O'Connor, O'Connor, & Abbas, 1999; Shatford Layne, 2002). 

Creating a practical system to identify visual objects requires a wide range of 

interdisciplinary tools. Previous attempts have included aspects of cognitive psychology, 

library sciences, art history, content-based retrieval, semantics, semiotics, physiology 

and optics, among other fields (Jaimes & Chang, 2000; Hollink  et al., 2004; Rorissa, 

2005; Rorissa & Iyer, 2008). 

Oyarce (2012) further explored the related Greisdorf and OôConnor (2008) 

concept of cognitive synthesis and verbal expression, re- naming this tangled user 

experience the ñperception-conception interplayò and observing how subconscious 

memories and experiences add to the influences affecting every userôs reaction to any 

given image. (p. 9) 

Despite the known limitations of quantifying the visual experience, the act of 

categorizing what viewers perceive (and can communicate) when confronted with a 

particular image has been broken down into a variety of measurements, always rooted 

(with varying degrees of consensus) in what might constitute a more successful image 

retrieval system. Panofskyôs three strata of subject matter  

In 1939, the German art historian Erwin Panofsky introduced a controversial 

approach to analyzing the symbolic forms identified in Renaissance art. His ideas are 

the basis for much of modern iconology, having been challenged (and refined) by art 

historians for decades. Panofskyôs core proposal as shown in Table 2 suggests three 

distinct levels of meaning (some possibly unintended by the creator) which may be 

identified within an image.  
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Table 1 

Panofskyôs Three Strata of Subject Matter or Meaning 

 

 
Elsner and Lorenz (2012) note that Panofskyôs approach advocates these three levels 

of meaning in a work of art, and, further, includes ñthe three levels of interpretation 

needed to elicit themò (p. 485). The interpretive levels include the following: 

Å Primary subject matter (ñWhat is depicted?ò) can be described using elemental 

language (animals, people, settings) and does not require the viewer to have any 

knowledge of the culture related to the image. Panofsky labels this interpretation 

of primary subject matter as ópre-iconographical descriptionô within the three 

levels. 

Å Secondary subject matter (ñWhat is the story?ò) notes the literary and cultural 

themes, concepts and allegories intentionally depicted in an image. This level 

demands some specific cultural knowledge related to the image on the part of the 
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viewer. Panofsky labels this level of finding meaning as the óiconographical 

analysisô of an image. 

Å Intrinsic/symbolic content (ñWhat does this all mean?ò) is the information 

available in an image representing the historical environment, including 

intentional (and unintentional) symbolical values related to the specific 

characteristics, technique and culture of the image and its creator. This level of 

interpretation is Panofskyôs "iconographical synthesisô. Modern interpretations of 

this symbolic level of meaning include McAllisterôs (2013) definition of ñvisual 

reasoningò as literal depictions of the objects of the reasoning, as well as those 

characteristics which constitute ñmetaphoricalò depictions of objects. (p. 29) 

The matrix of Panofskyôs strata of meaning in images was first applied to examples 

of symbolism in classical, medieval and Renaissance art in the early twentieth century. 

Since 1955, when Panofskyôs lectures were published in English for the first time, this 

matrix has been used to examine a wide variety of fine art images and is valuable for art 

history students who wish to investigate the historical and cultural details within images 

from unfamiliar environments and time periods. Moxey (1986) notes that  

The system of checks and balances that characterizes Panofsky's iconological 
method has proven to be the door through which it has become possible to essay 
an interpretation of works of art that does justice to their complex historical 
particularity. [This] method still offers the discipline one of the most sensitive 
approaches to the understanding of the art of the past. (p. 272) 
 
Panofskyôs matrix has continued to be used when deciphering visual metaphors 

in the form of allegorical symbols such as the personifications of moral virtues and 

human attributes found in ancient, Renaissance, and Baroque painting and sculpture. 
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The matrix can also provide a useful way to describe simpler contemporary images as 

shown in Table 2. 

 

Table 2 

Examples of Panofskyôs Three Strata 

 

 

Primary:  
Pre-iconographical 
description 
 
What is depicted? 

Secondary: 
Iconographical 
description 
 
What is the story? 

Symbolic/Intrinsic: 
Iconographical 
Interpretation 
 
What does this mean? 

 Describes the form of 
the image or subject 

Requires familiarity 
with events or objects 

Requires insight into 
historical conditions 

 Natural subject 
matter 

Conventional subject 
matter 

Symbolic values 
 

 [Artistôs motifs] 
unshadowed color 
photo of wooden 
chair with a white 
background 

[Image Type] 
 20th century auction 
catalog ad  
[Themes] commercial, 
realistic, neutral 

[Synthetic intuition]  
Mass-manufactured 
object when displayed 
unoccupied can 
represent isolation or 
emptiness 

 
 

  At its most elemental, iconology is the study of logos (the words) of icons (the 

images). Iconology has been defined as the ñnotation of imageryò and the ñrhetoric of 

imagesò: ways of studying the tradition of writing about pictures, combined with looking 

at ñthe ways in which images seem to speak for themselvesò (Mitchell 1986). 

Iconology is not only the identification of visual content, but also includes the 

analysis of the meaning of visual content. Panofsky described his new approach as ñthe 

branch of the history of art which concerns itself with the subject matter or meaning of 

works of art, as opposed to formò (Panofsky 1972). 
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  Van Straten (1986) notes that iconology should not be seen as an all-comprising 

method or approach toward art objects for several reasons, including the fact that 

Panofsky believes there are categories of subjects within the visual arts which have no 

"secondary" subject matter. He proposes a ñrevised schemeò which introduces several 

variations the original model as detailed in Figure 10.  

 

Figure 10.Van Stratenôs proposed revision of Panofskyôs three strata 
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Woo (1994) notes that iconology as an interpretive tool has a variety of 

limitations, including the built-in problems of using written text to describe visual objects. 

Additionally, Panofskyôs symbolic/intrinsic level of interpretation contains a variety of 

pitfalls for traditional index creation, specifically for individual catalogers assigned to 

identify meaning in particular images within a large non-personal image collection. 

When trying to assign symbolic or intrinsic meaning to an image, direct correspondence 

between a complex concept and a specific term is generally not well-defined. Woo 

suggests that traditional indexing vocabulary itself has further limitations, since large 

professionally indexed corporate image collections ñdo not attempt to interpret ósymbolic 

valuesô and thus there is no available vocabulary for itò (p. 5). 

Social tagging and folksonomy 

 Traditionally, there has been a divide between the people who generate 

information and the people who consume it. This divide still exists on many levels, of 

course, but individuals can now sometimes choose to simultaneously generate and 

consume information, to become both creator and audience, interchanging the role of 

cataloger with that of patron by actively indexing their own personal collections, using 

their own choice of language in the process. 

This duality of roles available to the social digital image collector is rooted in the 

ability of a single user to assign a meaningful text label to a distinct online item. Naming 

(and renaming) ñis a means of restructuring reality. It imposes a pattern on the world 

that is meaningful to the namerò (Olson, 2002, p. 4). As new information sources 

became more widely distributed in the 1990ôs, users began to assign their own 

identifiers (widely referred to as ñtagsò) which Wichowski (2009) notes ñunwittingly gave 

rise to a new information organization systemò known as social tagging or folksonomy 
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(p. 3). Folksonomies were seen as one approach diverging from traditional 

classification, allowing users to create relatively brief pieces of text associated with a 

specific item in real-time, based on a decentralized cooperative view of the user 

community.  

Quintarelli (2005) notes that as the World Wide Web expanded, classification 

schemes were needed which could adapt to increasingly unstructured and 

nonhierarchical collaborative collections. Folksonomies were a vital part of the 

emergence of metadata (information about information made available by the creator of 

publicly shared materials) which became an contributing factor to the contemporary 

userôs ability to freely name and add meaning to social collections. For the sake of 

clarity in this project, the term metadata is limited to the more rigorously controlled back-

end content activities such as citation analysis, link structure studies, and 

recommendation systems (such as Amazonôs customer reviews) (Mathes, 2004). In 

contrast to a focus on pure metadata, systems implementing variations of folksonomy 

tagging, including Pinterest, tend to highlight a relatively unrestricted vocabulary as well 

as a generally decentralized and collaborative view of direct and personal collection 

management. 

A comparison of the characteristics of traditional taxonomies, folksonomies and 

Pinterestôs social curation process as shown in Table 3 highlights some important 

differences among these approaches: 
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Table 3 
 
Comparing  Characteristics: Taxonomies, Folksonomies and Social Curation 
 

Taxonomy/Ontology 
[controlled vocabulary] 

Folksonomy 
[user-generated tags] 

Social User Curation 
[collaborative descriptors] 

Traditional library print 
collection 

http://www.flickr.com  http://www.pinterest.com  

All items in a collection must 
be named from within 
predefined vocabularies and 
categories. Rules are 
provided to make new entries 
and headings. 

All items in a collection 
must have a text 
identifier, constructed 
using a relatively 
uncontrolled 
vocabulary. Rules tend 
to be limited. Item 
names cannot be ñleft 
blankò [untagged] 

Any item in a collection can be 
named (or re-named) using any 
combination of characters 
constructed at will using a relatively 
uncontrolled vocabulary, available in 
31 languages in addition to English. 
Any item can be "left blank" 
[untagged]  

Renaming a single item is 
complex and time-consuming 
but results in generally 
efficient retrieval measures 
when the catalog is accessed 
by expert users 

Renaming a single item 
is simple and quick but 
undefined tagging 
vocabulary can 
contribute to weak 
retrieval measures. 

Renaming a single item is simple 
and quick, but duplication, 
misspelling, undefined tagging 
vocabulary and ambiguity can 
contribute to weak retrieval 
measures. 

Professional experts try to 
guess the userôs needs and 
create categories in advance. 
 

Users opt to create tags 
as they catalog items in 
real time. 

Curators rename images from other 
collections in real time, choosing 
when or if they create their own 
tags. ñNewò uploaded images can 
be named in real time, left untagged 
or freely duplicated. 

An authoritative, centralized 
view requires items in the 
collection to be stable. Adding 
or removing large numbers of 
items to the collection requires 
time and effort. 

A decentralized 
collaborative view of all 
collections tends to 
emerge. Large scale 
changes to individual 
collections are relatively 
fast and easy. 
 

A decentralized collaborative view of 
all collections tends to emerge. 
Large scale changes to personal 
collections are relatively fast and 
easy. 
 

Ambiguity is actively 
recognized and avoided, with 
hierarchal structures designed 
to give context to terms. 
Large homogenous data sets 
can be progressively filtered. 

Tags are ñflatò (have no 
structural hierarchy), 
tend to be imprecise 
and frequently lack 
synonym control. 
 

Uncontrolled text-based naming 
conventions tends to produce 
imprecision, overlap, duplication, 
ambiguity, and erroneous 
identification. 

Multiple kinds of explicit 
relationships exist between 
terms. Subjects are broken 
into individual concepts and 
an explorative approach is 
suggested. 

There are no directly 
specified parent-child or 
sibling relationships 
between tags. 

Automatically generated ñrelatedò 
tags cluster items based on 
common URLs. 
Visual browsing can be more 
efficient than tag-based text 
inquiries. 

http://www.flickr.com/
http://www.pinterest.com/
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 ñBig, messy, organicò data sets 

Since the first folksonomy was observed, researchers have been intrigued by 

tagging behavior. Wichowski (2009) suggests that tags conform to power laws, where a 

few tags are used by a large population of users. Mathes (2004) notes that tags on 

particular types of folksonomies (such as http://www. del.icio.us ) are primarily from the 

users of documents that were written by someone else, while tags on other types of 

folksonomies (specifically Flickr) are primarily used by individuals to manage their own 

digital images, with the majority of users tagging photos they created themselves. 

Tonkin et al (2008) found that people seem to use different tags if sharing content with a 

community as opposed to identifying content for selfïuse later. Both Cattuto (2006) and 

Schifanella et al (2010) attempted to map some universal tagging behavior activity 

patterns but concluded that ñUncovering the mechanisms governing the emergence of 

shared categorizations or vocabularies in absence of global coordination is a key 

problem with significant scientific and technological potentialò (Cattuto, p. 1464). 

Mai (2011) introduces the entrepreneurial aspects of do-it-yourself tagging and 

suggests that encouraging this kind of innovative user activity adds the unique 

advantage of allowing ña plurality of viewpoints and opinionsò while continuing to provide 

an overarching organizational framework. (p. 7) Kim, Breslin, Chao and Shu (2013) 

propose that allowing users the ability to tag increases the strength of ties between 

group members and creates an ñobject-centered socialityò which ñmediates the ties 

between them and serves to indicate why people affiliate with others or participate in 

communities.ò (p. 252) 

Dismissing folksonomies and collaborative social image naming practices has a 

long history among catalogers concerned with the effort and time needed for creating 
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and maintaining viable user-generated tag systems, but Dotsika (2009) states, ñAgainst 

all odds and the belief that collaborative tagging is useless and chaotic, it [tagging] has 

proved to be effective for organizing personal and corporate information, blog 

searching, facilitating innovation and enabling the discovery of marginalized information 

such as in the area of the so-called long tailò (p. 409). 

 Shirky (2005) describes tagging as a more ñorganicò way to handle information, 

and suggests that ñthe strategy of tagging-free-form labeling, without regard to 

categorical constraints-seems like a recipe for disaster, but as the Web has shown us, 

you can extract a surprising amount of value from big messy organic data setsò (p. 44). 

The numerous ways in which Pinterest user-curators appear to be adapting 

language to create names for their image collections, especially in the midst of the big, 

messy, organic data sets that comprise Pinterest, seems to support the user-curator 

attraction for categorizing ñmarginalizedò content, even if the categorization is invented 

by each user-curator for their own collecting purposes. 

Visual categorization and interindexer consistency 

One measure of visual categorization efficiency is the degree of interindexer 

consistency: how frequently the index terms chosen by indexers overlap. Shatford 

Layne (1994) summarized various research done on interindexer consistency when 

working with image collections and concluded that ñThere will be interindexer 

consistency on certain aspects, perhaps the principal and more objective aspects, of the 

subject of an image, but that there will be less consistency on secondary and 

ñsubjectiveò aspectsò (p. 585). Somewhat less optimistically, Winget (2004) claims that 

ñProviding subject access tends to be too complex from an inter-cataloger consistency 

standpointò (p. 88). Little current research has been published examining interindexer 
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consistency in large uncontrolled public digital image collections, although applying 

Panofskyôs matrix of image meaning should allow a limited examination of interindexer 

consistency as a byproduct of data collection in this project. 

Automated annotated image data 

Non-human content identification in image indices has thus far not been proven 

to be the most effective method to increase the usefulness of a large image collection to 

a given user. Hanbury (2008) compares methods of improving the automated metadata 

generation for images, including automated image annotation and object recognition, 

and then notes that ñAutomated content description and annotation algorithms being 

developed cannot yet be expected to perform at the same level of detail as a human 

annotator.ò It is possible that the user-curator pin naming language games developing in 

Pinterest could eventually provide clues to a more flexible or inclusive human-based 

method to investigate image identification as it evolves. 

Cognitive economy and perceived world structure 

One goal of effective visual categorization is to supply viable information to a 

user with a minimum of effort. Rosch and Lloyd (1978) reinforce Panofskyôs first level of 

subjective meaning: ñThere is generally one level of abstraction at which the most basic 

category cuts can be madeò (p. 5) and then examine the aspects of image 

categorization in detail, equating categories with the number of objects that are 

considered equivalent, examining how users perceive structures in the real world, and 

suggesting the principle of ñcognitive economyò:  

The task of category systems is to provide maximum information with the least 
cognitive efforté Thus maximum information with least cognitive effort is 
achieved if categories map the perceived world structure as closely as 
possibleéThese two basic principles of categorization, a drive toward cognitive 
economy combined with structure in the perceived world, have implications both 
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for the level of abstraction of categories formed in a culture and for the internal 
structure of those categories once formed. (p. 82) 
 

Triads of visual categories: Basic, subordinate and superordinate 

Rosch (1978) proposes three levels of categorical abstraction which users may 

employ when associating selections of ñbasic level objectsò with the realities of actual 

observed environments.  

The basic image category as shown in Table 4 is defined by Rosch as the most 

ñinclusiveò layer of classification because images here share the highest number of 

common attributes. A basic image category may include a wide variation of images 

which are all unique from one another, but which all fit multiple common requirements 

of being identifiable as a car or a chair based on a high number of common ñcarò or 

ñchairò attributes. 

 

Table 4 
 
Roschôs Basic Image Category 
 

 
BASIC IMAGES: 
 
Å most inclusive 
Å individual images share many common attributes 

 
Example: images of two chairs 

Basic categories: 

 
cars 

 

 
chairs 

 
 

 
 

The superordinate image category is one level more abstract than the basic 

category, as detailed in Table 5. Images within this category commonly share only a few 

attributes. Rosch (1978) uses the example of vehicles and furniture to show how these 

more abstract categories allow fewer shared attributes among member images. Images 
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within the category of vehicles (superordinate to cars) tend to have fewer common 

attributes than do images within the category of cars (the basic category). 

 

Table 5 
 
Roschôs Superordinate Image Category 
 

 
SUPERORDINATE IMAGES: 
 
Å more abstract that images in the basic 

category 
Å individual images share few common 

attributes 
 

Example: images of two vehicles  

 

Superordinate: 
 

Basic: 

vehicles 
 

cars 

furniture 
 

chairs 

 

 
 

A subordinate image category as shown in Table 6 contains images which are 

subsets of the basic category. These individual images tend to share many overlapping, 

predictable attributes with other member images in this distinct category. 

 

Table 6 
 
Roschôs Subordinate Image Category 
 

 
SUBORDINATE IMAGES: 
 
Å subset of the basic 

category 
Å predictable attributes 

overlap 
 

Example: images of two 1969 
Chevrolet Camaro RSs 

 

Superordinate: Basic: Subordinate: 
 

vehicles 
 

cars 1969 Chevrolet 
Camaro RS 

 

furniture 
 

chairs black yew splat-
back George II 
1740 Windsor 

armchairs 
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Rosch (1978) summarizes the three levels of categorical abstraction: ñVery few 

attributes are usually listed for superordinate categories (ófurnitureô). Significantly greater 

numbers of attributes are assigned to basic level objects (óchairsô). Subordinate level 

objects ( óblack yew splat-back George II 1740 Windsor armchairô) do not have 

significantly more attributes assigned than do basic-level objects.ò 

 In a study conducted by Rorissa and Iyer (2008), user assignment of image 

category labels was found to generally be generic, interpretive and to belong to the 

superordinate to the basic level.  

In this project, patterns emerged in the pin names collected showing few image 

names had characteristics of the generic superordinate category (ófurnitureô). 

Significantly greater numbers of primary pin names are assigned to basic level objects 

(óchairsô) while similarly larger numbers of secondary pin names fit into the more 

specific, detailed subordinate levels. 

Two stage (primary versus secondary) subject matter categories 

Wingett (2004) suggests that viable image indexing might be accomplished using 

only two basic divisions: ñprimaryò subject matter (objective description including ñform, 

color, and pattern of visual images as a representation of the real worldò) and 

ñsecondaryò subject matter (ñidentifying cultural symbols based on the prior identification 

of primary subject matter.ò) The similarities in this two-part approach to Panofskyôs first 

two tiers are noted by Wingett. (p. 4) 

Markey (1983, p. 211) proposed a similar two part ñprimary-secondaryò indexing 

scheme as did Krause (1988, p. 10) who applied the terms ñsoftò and ñhardò to the 

secondary and primary designations.  
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Jaimes and Chang (2000) propose a ten-level structure to provide a systematic 

way of indexing images, but their extensive approach ultimately reverts to binary 

evaluations of meaning based on ñsyntaxò (the descriptions related to color, texture and 

other ñprimaryò attributes of an image) along with ñsemanticsò linked to ñobjects and 

eventsò (p. 156).  

All of these two-stage indexing systems (objective description followed by 

interpretive observations) neglect the third step Panofsky proposes: the recognition of 

ñdeeperò intrinsic, cultural-historic symbols and concepts, including ñessential human 

tendenciesò and ñrepresentations not explicitly intended by the image creatorò 

(Panofsky, 1939, p. 77). Identifying the intrinsic meaning of an image name may not 

prove viable within the limits of this project but an attempt to identify this level of 

meaning will be made, if only to further highlight which types of image iconology seem 

to continue to elude quantification. 

Defining image attributes 

A central difficulty in understanding how human image perception occurs is 

rooted in human language itself. Both written and spoken words have proven to be a 

barrier to accurate descriptions of what people think they see.  

Yoon and OôConnor (2010) note that because images are not easily represented 

with words, there can be no ñsimple algorithmic relationship between images and 

wordsò (p. 761). 

Studies related to how users appear to interact with images highlight the 

difficulties of limiting human visual responses to pre-defined terms. A variety of studies 

have evolved attempting to delineate how humans interpret and react to visual 
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stimulation, particularly when ñsimilarityò of images must be detected and weighed by 

searchers. (Beach, 1964; Tversky, 1977) 

Rosch and Lloyd (1978) state that users will apply attributes based on the way 

they view their current environment: ñOne influence on how attributes will be defined by 

humans is clearly the category system already existent in the culture at a given timeò (p. 

4). 

Shatford Layneôs image attributes 

Shatford Layne (1994) proposes a matrix for examining the specific attributes of 

any give image as shown in Table 7:  

 

Table 7 
 
Shatford Layne Images Attributes Used In This Project 
 

Biographical 

attributes: 

How and where an image was created; how it has been used, 
sold, changed 
 

Subject attributes:  What an image is OF (concrete, specific);  
What an image is ABOUT (abstract, generic) 
 

Exemplified attributes: Characteristics of the image (.jpg, .gif., mpeg) not related to 
subject matter 
 

Relationship 

attributes: 

How this image is related to others: preliminary sketch, final 
plan, illustration 
 

 
 
The Shatford Layne matrix provides a wealth of combinations for analyzing meaning in 

images. Not every attribute exists in every image, but Pinterest user-curators may be 

combining aspects of these attributes as they create original names for their images. 
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For example, analyzing meaning in an image using Shatford Layneôs image attributes 

as illustrated in Table 8 provides the following information: 

 
Table 8 
 
Example: Applying Shatford Layneôs Image Attributes to an Image 
 

 

Biographical 
attributes: 
Date of Creation:1784 
Height(cm):240.00 
Length(cm):148.00 
Medium: Oil 
Support: Canvas 
Subject: Figure 
Art Movement: 
Rococo 
Created by: 
Joshua Reynolds 
Current Location: 
San Marino, California 

Subject attributes: 
 
Generic Of 
Woman; Universal; 
vague signifier 
 
Specific About: 
Actress portraying a 
mythological 
character: 
Individual; concrete 
signifier  

Time : 
 
 Specific: 
1865; Generic: 
19th century England;  
 
About women and their 
roles in Edwardian 
Europe 
 

Space:  
 
Specific: 
highly 
shadowed 
ethereal 
location 
 
Generic: 
neutral 
background 
 
About the 
contrast 
between light 
and dark 

Activity:  
 
Specific: wealthy 
European woman 
wearing a classical 
gown for effect 
 
Generic: a person 
modeling a theatrical 
costume 
 
About how a woman 
of this period 
transmitted a sense of 
tragedy 

 
 

Creating a matrix using a combination of Panofskyôs subject matter categories, 

Roschôs levels of abstraction and Shatford Layneôs attributes provides a framework to 

begin examining Pinterest image names, and to analyze the density and complexity of 
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the language being used by user-curators when naming their large, personal digital 

image collections. The Panofsky/Rosch/Shatford-Layne matrix is used as a tool for 

identifying meaning in a pin name, in a way similar to the individual approaches 

traditionally used to describe meaning in images as shown in Table 9. (Given the 

uncontrolled nature of image naming within Pinterest, it is probable that any selected pin 

name may reflect a range of properties from the Panofsky/Rosch/Shatford-Layne 

meaning matrix. Since image retrieval is not necessarily the main purpose of pin name 

creation in Pinterest, it is possible that user-curators are evolving particular language 

patterns and devising personalized naming systems which may not become apparent 

even after extensive observation of naming activity.) 
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Table 9 
 
Applying the Panofsky/Rosch/Shatford-Layne Matrix 
 

 

Primary:  
Pre-iconographical description 

Secondary: 
Iconographical 
Analysis 

Symbolic: 
Iconographical 
Interpretation 

 Describes the form of the image or 
subject 

Requires familiarity w/ 
events or objects 

Requires insight 
into historical 
conditions 

Panofskyôs 
three strata 
of subject 
matter or 
meaning 

Primary or natural subject matter 
 
Artistôs motifs ( unshadowed color 
photo of wooden chair with white 
background) 

Secondary or 
conventional subject 
matter 
Types: 20th century 
auction catalog ad 
Themes: commercial, 
realistic, neutral 

Intrinsic 
meaning/symbolic 
value 
Synthetic intuition: 
Mass-
manufactured 
object which when 
displayed 
unoccupied can 
represent isolation 
or emptiness 
 

Roschôs 
levels of 
visual 
categorizati
on 

Basic object 
Members share most attributes 
 
Chair 

Superordinate object 
Shares some 
attributes 
 
Furniture 

Subordinate object 
Shares few/no 
attributes 
 
Stickley Brothers 
Mission Oak style 
quarter sawn oak 
side chair circa 
March 1923, tag 
number 54543 

Shatford 
Layneôs 
four 
categories 
of image 
attributes 
 

1. Subject Attribute: Of (photo OF 
a chair):  

2. OF = concrete, objective 
signifier 

3. Subject Attribute: Generic (not 
a unique chair) 

4. Biographical Attributes: Online 
digital image 

5. Exemplified Attributes: jpeg, 
low-res, color 

6. Relationship Attributes: online 
ad for chair store 

7. Time: unknown 
8. Space: unknown 
9. Activities: unknown 
10. Objects: unknown 

Subject Attribute: 
About (representing 
an object being) 
old) 

Subject Attribute: 
Specific (a unique 
chair) 
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User behavior in image naming 

Before large numbers of people had frequent access to online digital image 

collections, researchers were limited in the ways they could observe image file naming 

behavior. Previous studies collected and classified user image naming behaviors while 

users attempted activities such as retrieving pictures based on text narrative, captioning 

images, and annotating still photographs (Shatford, 1984; Hibler, Leung & Mwara, 1992; 

O'Connor, O'Connor, & Abbas,1999; Schreiber, Dubbeldam, Wielemaker, & Wielinga, 

2001; Hollink, 2004; Hanbury, 2008). 

Because digital image user-curators increasingly need to name their images 

outside of (and sometimes in place of) traditional static indexing formats (including 

flexible social media tools such as YouTube playlists and Pinterest boards) indexers 

who work exclusively with digital image collections have started to consider the 

implications of crowd-sourcing of search entomologies and other more collaborative 

approaches to constructing indexing tools (Harpring, 2010; Feinberg, 2012).  

Sandhaus and Boll (2010) considered how the semantic web might provide 

searchers with more options to retrieve images, specifically photographs and 

commercial images which may need to be accessed repeatedly or in high numbers. 

However, even in the presumably more flexible environment of digital image collections, 

the contrasting needs of the user versus the indexer remains an ongoing issue. 

Harpring (2010) notes a specific problem between vocabularies intended for digital 

image retrieval ñto accommodate nonexpert searchesò and vocabularies used for 

indexing, in which the assumption is that ñwarrant, correct usage, and authorized 

spelling of termsò is the over-riding concern of the indexer. (p. 81) 
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Image name iconology: Tools for assigning meaning 

Greisdorf and OôConnor (2008) state:  

 The problem with discussing meaning in association with images is that multiple 
definitions apply to the term. Meaning in the context of image engagement and 
complexity can stand for (1) the intended message of the image, (2) the 
expressed message of the image or (3) the signified message of the 
imageéOften the only messages available to the image collector are the 
intended message based on the history and circumstances surrounding the 
creation of the image, or the expressed messages attached to the image as 
communicated by its creator and/or its critics. (p. 79) 

 
For a variety of reasons, user-curators in Pinterest may not have access to the intended 

message, the expressed message or the signified message of the image creator when 

they name their images within their collection. Upon discovering that the history and 

circumstances of a collected Pinterest image are not available, how might the Pinterest 

user-curators assign meaning to an image? 

This leaves the assignment of meaning to any given image almost entirely in the 

hands of the user-curator, who is not subject to controlled vocabularies, naming 

conventions or even the constraints of providing retrieval access for other users.  

So where might a user-curator conceivably look for meaningful language to 

describe images? Traditional iconological tools exist for identifying symbols in fine art. 

Reference databases used by image collectors when identifying meaning in images 

include Groves Art Online, Oxford Art Online and the iconographic database Iconclass. 

Iconclass 

Within art history research, the evolution of large iconographic databases has 

encouraged the development of indexing terms related to fine art imagery. Iconclass (ña 

multilingual classification system for cultural contentò) is a database used by 

researchers for a systematic overview of subjects, themes and motifs in Western art. 
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The project began in the 1950s and after six decades of gradual technical evolution, the 

Iconclass 2100 Browser launched in 2009. As of 2014, the system contains 450 ñbasicò 

categories broken into ten ñmainò categories. There are approximately 28,000 

hierarchically ordered definitions, with each containing a unique ñnotationò along with a 

text description of the iconographic subject. The Iconclass index contains roughly 

14,000 keywords used for locating the notations, such as the example shown in Figure 

11.  

 

Figure 11.  Iconclass keyword search example 
 
 

Iconclass is generally used for academic projects such as classifying the master 

print collections of the Gemäldegalerie, Berlin and the German Marburger Index but the 

tools have also been useful outside of pure art history, including on sites like Flickr. 

(RKD, 2009) 

Iconology indices such as Iconclass are interesting practical examples of the 

strengths and weaknesses of a system constructed from words when used to organize 

and describe particular aspects of a given set of images (Couprie, 1978, p. 34). It is 

possible that new, adaptive uses will be discovered for such extended text systems 

when applied to large, international public digital image collections. However, when 



 

50 
 

millions of images from cultures unfamiliar with the Western canon of visual art analysis 

are suddenly included in a collection, will such a narrowly constructed index still have 

value or will Iconclass choose to adapt in some other way? 

Elkins (1999) suggests the problems with these kinds of systems are based in 

ñthe dual sense of picturesò in which viewers are ñconflicted about what they take 

pictures to be.ò Writing about images is basically broken into two opposing components 

in this view: writing that describes an image as a ñpure art objectò or writing that allows 

an image to be a ñsubstitute for writingò , which then makes the image a ñcarrier of 

determinate meaningò (p. 110). 

Wittgensteinôs rule-guided language-game analysis  

Wittgensteinôs rule-guided language-game analysis is ña specific way of looking 

at linguistic practices as operations governed by a set of discrete concepts that the 

analysis must seek to expressò (Xanthos, 2006,  212). Although Wittgenstein provided 

no single definition of his term ñlanguage gameò, a generally accepted central aspect of 

this concept concerns socially shared ways of using semiotic signs, of signifying and of 

representing. Wittgenstein used the examples shown in Figure 12  to illustrate the 

sense of "the multiplicity of language-games": 
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Figure 12. Wittgenstein (1958) Philosophical Investigations 
 

Blair (2006) expands Wittgensteinôs concept of language games by emphasizing 

how closely all human language is ñdefinedò by use. Language games evolve from 

activities that require a particular sort of communication. Over the course of his career, 

Wittgenstein changed his views on the importance of ñdeterminacyò or the precision by 

which meaning can be defined. Wittgensteinôs final view suggested that determinacy 

(such as strict inflexible permanent glossaries, specialized vocabulary lists and detailed 

definitions) were not only not vital for meaning to be shared, but were probably not even 

needed. Normal language, as used by ordinary people sharing particular tasks, is 

capable of carrying all of the meaning that is required to support the activities involved: 

ñWe can make language very precise if we want, not by bringing out some kind of 

hidden logical underpinning, but by looking at the context, circumstances and practices 

in which language is usedò (p. 17). 

The idea that language is ñnot so much a collection of ñmeaningsò but something 

that can be used to do thingsò (Blair, 2006, p. 221) helps explain how Pinterest user-

curators are evolving pin naming ñrulesò based on day-to-day activities and practices: 
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If we want to understand the meaning of a sentence we must look at how it used. 
This is the most basic level of analysis that we have in languageéWe cannot 
generally reduce ordinary language to more primitive components of meaning 
without losing some of the meaning that emerges from its useé Language needs 
no central authority to control usage. It needs only day-to-day interactions of its 
native speakers to establish and retain its meaning. (Blair, 2006, p. 14.) 

 
Pinterest user-curators appear to be creating language games as part of the 

activities involved in pin name creation. Analyzing the pin names generated may reveal 

some of the types of language games generated by the activity ñpinning an imageò and 

ñnaming a Pinterest pin.ò 

Observed existing non-user attitudes related to the pinterest site in general 

A variety of publicly published opinions from non-Pinterest users were observed 

during data collection for this project during 2014. Some highly visible attitudes toward 

Pinterest in 2014 included aspects of these four perceptions: 

1. Pinterest is (a) only used by women, thereby (b) reducing its technological 

sophistication and importance when compared to ñrealò technology sites used by 

other demographic segments online. 

2. Pinterest is a threat to feminism. 

3. Pinterest primarily exists to sell products, principally to women. 

4. Pinterest should be studied and discussed as if it were similar to other ñsocial 

mediaò sites including Twitter or Facebook. 

While this project is not focused on examining these attitudes in detail, it is important to 

note that these kinds of reactions to Pinterest existed as of October 2014. Although the 

Pinterest site itself does not appear to be blatantly oriented toward any single 

demographic, contains no commercial mechanisms (shopping carts, wish lists, credit 

card sales) and shares few observable characteristics with Facebook or Twitter in either 
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content, user base or delivery approach, the emergence of these attitudes about the site 

are important to consider and warrant a brief discussion in this literature review. 

Pinterest Is (a) only used by women, (b) reducing its importance. 

The two aspects of this attitude which require examination are the claim that 

women are the principal users of Pinterest and the related claim that technology used 

by women is inherently less sophisticated than technology used by other demographic 

groups. 

Claims in 2011 which implied that Pinterest was globally used primarily by 

women became entwined with the mythology of its record-setting growth. This 

continuing perception (combining a previously untapped market discovering a new 

ñkiller appò) may have contributed to unavoidable, chronic and exaggerated 

misconceptions about what Pinterest is, and what people typically do on the site.  

Despite vigorous promotion as a direct marketing tool for women, irrefutable 

evidence that any one particular demographic comprises the principal user of Pinterest 

can be difficult to find. Determining anything specific about Pinterest users from self-

defined profiles is challenging since pinners retain a high degree of anonymity. Pinterest 

does not require (or encourage) users to reveal gender identity, and users can choose 

to present a relatively blank personal profile., displaying only a self-generated user 

name. Users are not required to self define themselves in any way, and can create 

elaborate image collections with essentially no identifiers beyond their required user 

name, which can be purely nonrepresentational and even nontextual. 

Verifiable attempts at harvesting reliable data about users (including gender) 

from their names, activities or self descriptions appear to have had relatively limited 

results. For example, in Mittal's dataset of over 3 million users, less than 18% included 
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profile descriptions of any kind (information such as age, marital status or contact data): 

ñFrom our user profile dataset of 3,323,054 users, we found that only 17.73% of users 

had profile descriptions. The description field is where users reveal private details such 

as age, marital status, personal traits, email IDs, phone numbers, etcò (2014). Mittal 

then attempted to study those Facebook users who had both indentified their gender 

and linked their Pinterest accounts to Facebook, but this connection is suspect, as any 

similarities in activities between Facebook and Pinterest users remain undefined, and 

using gender as the only identifier between the two sites does not provide any 

measurable set of characteristics related to user behavior.  

While attempting to prove that one gender uses Pinterest more than another, 

Moore (2014) mapped user-provided Pinterest names to US Census Bureau data, 

stating ñPinterest doesnôt share gender data publicly, but they do share usersô names. 

About 75% of users supply a name that maps to a name as recognized by the US 

Census Bureau. We mapped name data to census data to arrive at gender.ò This is 

another intriguing but questionable approach to identifying user characteristics, since no 

information is given regarding the number of names mapped or the basis for 

determining which names were irrefutably gender-specific. Additionally, as in other 

social media platforms, an unknown percentage of user names appear to be generic, 

invented, nonsensical or non-content-based ( such as User123 or SwimTeam2014). 

The perception that women are the main users of Pinterest, whether accurate or 

not, leads to the dismissal of the site by some non-users. Tekkobe (2014) notes that 

ñrealò technology users have ñreinforced the hegemonic technology narrative that 
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women only consume technology, while men make technology, arguing that Pinterest is 

ówhat happens when you empower people not to create, but to shareô (p. 382). 

Along with raising the question of what constitutes valuable or ñrealò activity 

online, Tekkobe examines what happens when content and activity on a particular site 

is judged by nonusers as less relevant or less ñtechnicalò, observing that the role of 

arbitrator (deciding whether Pinterest is a valid application of networked technology) has 

been voluntarily assumed, by default, within a set of self-defined ñtechnicalò Internet 

users. In a tongue-in-cheek ñattackò on Pinterest in 2012, a tech blogger at the industry-

watch site Complextech.com announced his opinion that Pinterest is ñ The Most 

Regrettable Social Network Yet.ò While this blog entry is clearly aimed at creating an 

artificial ñcontroversyò for a particular commercial site, the blogger repeatedly 

emphasizes the personal aspect of Pinterest which most devalues it in his opinion: ñOn 

Pinterest, one merely co-opts and shares images. This, in a soft light, could be viewed 

as a kind of generosity. But the focus here is as much on the pinner as it is on that 

which was pinnedò (Ugwu, 2012). 

When discussing whether or not Pinterestôs content is a worthwhile use of the 

technologiesô affordances, Tekkobe states ñThese voices uncritically position 

themselves as arbitrators of the value of Pinterest as a social networking site, and the 

worthiness of the site content as saved and shared by the Pinterest community. These 

privileged voices assess Pinterest as a community of women who indulge in silly 

feminine daydreams rather than engage in the serious work of valuable content 

creationò (p. 5). 
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Examples of this level of dismissal appear in some research related to Pinterest. 

A small number of ostensibly credible academic research reports contain drastically 

simplified summations, undefined assumptions and remarkably small samples given the 

enormous user population: 

Authors of this work found that females on Pinterest make more use of 
lightweight interactions than males.(Mital, 2013, p. 2) 
 
Our participants prefer pins that catch their eye, are easily 
understandable, or are in a particular style. (Linder, 2014, p. 9) 
 
 Our analysis was based on a partial subgraph of the Pinterest 
network, and suggests that Pinterest is a social network dominated by 
ñfancy" topics like fashion, design, food, travel, love etc. across users, 
boards, and pinséSince there is not much prior work on Pinterest, we 
do not have enough academic literature to claim that our dataset is 
representative of the whole Pinterest population. (Mital, 2013, p. 11) 
 

Ultimately, the issues to consider in the case of who uses Pinterest are (a) why 

one largely undifferentiated demographic (ñwomenò) have been strenuously promoted 

as the principal users of a site which does not emphasize or volunteer any form of user 

data identifying that demographic and (b) how this assumption affects the evaluation of 

the site by various arbitrators of technical and cultural value.  

Pinterest is a threat to feminism 

Media focus on Pinterestôs reported use by women seems to have encouraged 

political reactions from various groups, both demonizing the site and extolling its 

expected commercial potential. As the number of Pinterest users grew in 2012, a 

perception of misogyny, principally rooted in claims of negative body image 

stereotyping, began to surface among various potential and existing user groups. 

Machirori summarizes one aspect of this perception of Pinterestôs genderfication: 
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Pinterest is a social media site that has largely leveraged itself through appealing 
to womenôs perceived normative domestic pursuits, such as cookery and fashion. 
It has come under fire from some feminists for peddling ókitchen pornô, placing 
unrealistic expectations of domesticity and beauty on women and therefore 
reinforcing patriarchy though ótrivializingô womenôs interests and catering narrowly 
to the private sphere of womenôs interactions. (Linder, 2014, p. 4) 
 

It is possible this equating of Pinterest with ñkitchen pornò is based on the first 

experience a new user may have when encountering the unfiltered main grid as a 

pinner for the first time. When a new user initially opens Pinterest, they view all images 

most recently posted by all users. This ñopenò flood of all posting activity by all users is 

not fine-tuned to the curator and is not limited to any particular topic or board, but is a 

fully randomized real time snap shot of all posting activity taking place at that instant. It 

is possible for a new user to assume this flow represents all of the content available in 

Pinterest, when in reality this open login view represents only an uncontrolled random 

snapshot of all data being uploaded at a given moment. This uncategorized flow of 

unrelated images is immediately refined as soon as the new curator chooses to follow 

any given pinnerôs images.  

Additionally, studies which support the ókitchen pornô theory of Pinterest content 

appear to base their conclusions on surveys of the most ñpopularò pins or users, 

reducing the complexity and depth of 70 million user experiences to the top eight 

pinners, for example. Simplifying a multifaceted image collection site, particularly one 

using 31 languages and including millions of curator-users, by reducing usage to 

ñpopularò participants suggests that the use of any collaborative site can be evaluated 

by averaging the heaviest users. This averaging approach does not take into 

consideration the size, depth and relevance of the Pinterest curator-user community 
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and seems to provide a ñquick and dirtyò method of supporting preexisting conclusions 

about Pinterest content, as well as Pinterest users.  

Machirori suggests that Pinterest user-curators are being manipulated ñby menò 

and details the perception that women remain content consumers, ( a pejorative role) 

while men retain the title of content owners (a more desirable position to attain): 

The arguments against womenôs wholesale uptake of Pinterest echo the body of 
western feminist rhetoric that places a premium on womenôs movement from 
more private and domestic spheres of interaction into more public, male-
dominated and politicized spaces. The debate is therefore not only about 
whether women own social media and technological innovations. But it is also 
about what they are using them for. Indeed, have Facebook, Pinterest and other 
sites provided the emancipatory cyberfeminist promise for women to explore the 
fluidity of their identities? Or have they merely served to further entrench 
womenôs position on the margins of public discourse? In essence, it appears that 
a limited range of interests and pursuits have been packaged and marketed to 
women, by men, so much so that the dominant use and consumption of social 
media lies with women, while ownership and innovation remains the preserve of 
menò (p. 112). 

 
This type of political rhetoric, particularly when broadly applied to a largely 

uncontrolled public image collection site, does not appear to be based on any 

observable behaviors of user-curator. Based on the data collected for this project, using 

the publicly available site resources in 2014, there was no observable ñlimited range of 

interests and pursuits packaged and marketed to womenò in terms of vocabulary, 

categorization or content. The undefined open Pinterest tool set is available to all users 

and contains no discernible political or commercial messages. All users default to 

generic undefined categories until they intentionally self-label themselves, their pins or 

their collections. Pinterest, as a web entity, promotes no apparent or conscious focus or 

agenda in site design, language use or tools.  
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It is possible, given the commercialized media surge surrounding the site, that 

researchers have approached Pinterest without questioning who actually uses the site, 

additionally inferring that detectable usage patterns can be accurately based on only (a) 

gendered definitions or (b) the usage patterns of the most ñactiveò users, based on 

number of pins, reducing the complex activity of millions of self-directed, non-socially 

oriented user-curators into a few simplified ñaverage userò categories.  

Pinterest is primarily for selling products, principally to women 

Compared to many ordinary commercial sites, including Facebook and Twitter, 

the Pinterest interface itself is not well designed for selling products. While ñpopularò 

random rankings on the initial ñeverythingò upload page may display a predictable 

number of images related to weight loss, cute shoes and recipes for cheese biscuits, 

the public forum of the login page does not reflect the content each user-curator 

chooses to recognize. Every user automatically customizes which pins they view (or do 

NOT view) as soon as they begin to participate by pinning and following. Additionally, as 

of 2014, there are no uncontrolled ñpostsò from vendors or from Pinterest inserted into 

users activities (such as ads posing as ñnewsò items which automatically occur within 

Facebook news feeds). In fact, this uniquely reduced intrusion from outside commercial 

interests allows user-curators to fine-tune their displays to include only images they are 

interested in, to a remarkable degree. Being ñad-freeò has been both a revered and a 

denigrated state for Pinterest since itôs launch, and apparent attempts to place more 

blatant purchasing tools on the main public Pinterest landing screens have so far failed. 

In an interesting twist, a project launched in 2014 is attempting to ñcrawlò 

Pinterest to allow data extraction from Pinterestôs millions of users. Four researchers 
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from the University of Toronto have developed the SerpentTI analytic system, 

specifically to ñextractò user data from Pinterest. They are deploying more than 200 

processes across a cluster of 16 machines to handle each of the different crawling 

tasks. As of July 2014, SerpentTI systems have crawled over 3 billion pins, and can 

update profiles of 96 million boards in under 45 days.(Cheng et al, 2014). Their 

published description of the project includes suggestions on how this data might be 

used commercially, including harvesting user data based on expressed interests, 

pinning ñauthorityò and other implied demographics. It will be intriguing to observe if the 

data collected by these systems contains viable commercial contact information, or 

whether the unpredictable nature of language use in Pinterest will stymie these types of 

aggressive bulk crawling and extraction. 

Pinterest should be studied and discussed like other ñsocial mediaò sites  

Pinterest is fundamentally different from other social media sites. It shares few 

traits with Facebook or Twitter, for example, although it is regularly discussed as if it 

were the same style of user experience. Although all content on Pinterest is provided by 

other members of the community, Pinterest users are only as social as they prefer to 

be, and can tightly control not only what they view, but what information they chose to 

reveal about themselves. Linder (2013) notes: 

Despite the public nature of boards, Pinterest users do not feel 
scrutinized as they pin. They are more interested in the pins 
themselves than where they came from, or who found them. This 
contributes to the feeling of anonymity in Pinterest users, which serves 
to dampen the kind of extrinsic motivation that is detrimental to 
creativity. (p. 5) 
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The purpose of Pinterest is not to make friends, but to share images. The high 

level of anonymity makes Pinterest different from other community-driven sites, and 

contributes to its uniqueness for users. While Pinterest images are available for 

everyone to search and share, and are posted by other members of the community, 

there is no incentive for users to connect or interact with each other. This suggests that 

curators primary impetus is to create and enlarge their own image collections: 

ñComments on Pinterest are rare, usually occurring among friends and family. Social 

actions mostly go unnoticed, removing inhibitions typically experienced when authoring 

social mediaò (Mital 8). 

ñFindingò other people and then forming social connections (beyond those which 

lead to additional collections to be repinned) is not a central focus of activity, since 

ordinary social connections can be formed in many alternate sites, whereas sharing 

images in a concentrated way can only be done on Pinterest. The closest related 

ñsocialò sites are image-based services such as Flickr and image sharing sites such as 

Imgur, although neither of these sites begin to rival Pinterest in user loyalty or ongoing 

growth rates.  

Studies of Pinterest behavior based on usage statistics show that few users 

participate in ñlikingò or ñcommentingò on images (available tools which allow 

communication directly between users) but a high percentage ñrepinò, (which allows a 

user to add the selected image to their personal collection). Mittal uncovered some 

intriguing aspects of the Pinterest dataset analyzed in 2013 as shown in Table 10: 
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Table 10 
 
Pinterest User Examples of Limited Social Interactions 
 

Approximately 80% of the pins studied were never repinned. 
 

Over 90% of pins were not ñliked" by anyone.  
 

Only a small fraction of people had large number of followers. 
 

The largest contributors of images on Pinterest were the users themselves. 
 

Users popular on Pinterest were not necessarily popular on Twitter (and vice versa) 
 

Only 9% of users connected their Twitter accounts with Pinterest 

Less than 4% of users had connected both Facebook and Twitter with Pinterest. 
 
 

Zhong et al. (2014) concludes that Pinterest users value the social aspect of the 

service principally in terms of how it helps them find people with similar tastes in 

pictures: although new Pinterest users tend to try the ñfriend finderò tool to copy close 

friends they know from established source networks like Facebook, when they discover 

new friends on Pinterest with shared visual preferences, they tend to prefer those new 

Pinterest users with similar tastes (p. 312).  
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CHAPTER 3  MATERIALS AND METHODS 
 

Introduction 

 

This chapter describes the data collection and analysis method used along with a 

discussion of the methodological issues involved, including scope and limitations, the 

expected results and a summary. 

This study is exploratory and descriptive in nature, using the Panofsky/Rosch/ 

Shatford Layne matrix as a framework to organize data, while Wittgensteinôs language-

game analysis provides a central structure for thinking about the data captured within 

the matrix. 

Based on Crottyôs three assumptions, a constructivist worldview is taken: 

Å Human beings actively develop meaning as they engage with their world. 

Å Context and setting is central to understanding behavior. 

Å Meaning is most efficiently generated from data collected in the field (Cresswell, 

2014, p. 9). 

Essentially, such a constructivist worldview suggests that Pinterest users may be 

adapting language to suit their needs, that the specific environment provided by 

Pinterest may be spurring particular types of user behaviors and that the most valuable 

information in this study may be gleaned from the user language collected, rather than 

from any outside interpretation or analysis. 

An exploratory, descriptive approach was selected in order to  identify and 

compile approximately 700 pin names, followed by assignment of the language used in 

each name to a strata of the Panofsky/Rosch/ Shatford Layne matrix. Language game 
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analysis was then completed, with conclusions proposed based on the combined results 

of the matrix assignments and the language game observations.  

A focus on qualitative research methods in this study will allow information to 

emerge from text directly generated by Pinterest participants, in the ñnatural settingò of 

Pinterest itself. Data collection will occur on the live site without a need for interviews or 

predetermined specific questions. Any interpretations of the meaning of the data, 

including themes or patterns that emerge, were made from the data sets, maintaining a 

central focus on observing how people were using language when naming visual 

images in large personal digital collections. The context of the unique community being 

studied (Pinterest) was integral to the user behavior being explored. 

Data collection approach 

 
 The process used to collect the pin names for this project was made up of these 
steps: 
 
1. Create 18 unrelated search terms, broken into six unique sets of Panofskyôs three 

strata of meaning. 

2. Search Pinterest using each of these 18 terms, capturing 40 images for each term. 

3. For each search term, save all related images, pin names and creator names 

4. For each search term, compile all pin names and save into a spreadsheet. 

5. Note examples of language games including puns, word art, alliteration, 

malapropisms, spoonerisms, obscure words, rhetorical excursions, oddly formed 

sentences, ASCII art, emoticons, double entendres, unique uses of upper and lower 

case fonts abbreviations, and malformed sentence/word phrases 

6. Interpret any patterns or themes using Wittgensteinôs rule-guided language-game 

analysis  
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7. Suggest potential conclusion: How do the pin names collected correspond to each of 

the levels in the Panofsky/Rosch/Shatford Layne matrix? 

Data collection method 

Pinterest is a public site and users are routinely made aware that all activity is 

socially shared. This public aspect of the research site allows observation of random 

activity to potentially yield a full spectrum of user behavior.  

Because this project is exploratory in nature, a relatively small sample size was 

developed and the intentionally restricted sample size did not warrant controls for 

intercoder reliability. 

The researcher was the primary instrument in data collection, rather than any 

remote mechanism. Observation of activities at the research site was achieved using 18 

English search terms to collect a cross section of non-repeating images. The search 

terms were organized as six independent data sets , containing three search terms per 

data set, with each term purposefully selected to represent an approximation of one of 

Panofskyôs primary, secondary or intrinsic levels of meaning. The search terms selected 

are shown in Table 11.  
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Table 11 
 
Final Search Terms 
 

Primary search term: Secondary search term: Intrinsic search term: 

Names which are 
factual, recognizable, 
and do not require the 
viewer to have 
specialized knowledge 

Names which rely on a 
theme, 
a literary allusion, specialized 
knowledge, formulas, 
allegories or other layers of 
meaning 

Names which are 
culturally specific, 
interpretive or are non-
contextually defined 

P1. tree [alpha] S1. American Civil War 
[alpha] 

I1. Saul Leiter [alpha] 

P2. bird (40 images) S2. Rome (40 images) I2. happiness (40 images) 

P3. man (40 images) S3. 1969 (40 images) I3. god (40 images) 

P4. water (40 images) S4. summer (40 images) I4. art (40 images) 

P5. woman (40 images) S5. absinthe (40 images) I5. dwelling (40 images) 

P6. Moon (40 images) S6. Mozart (40 images) I6. life (40 images) 

 

Image collection 

Each term was used as a search trigger in the default public Pinterest search 

window, capturing forty images for each search. The first forty non-repeating images 

produced by each search term were compiled, along with the pin creator information for 

later verification. The observational protocol for the alpha data set consisted of 

populating Word documents with all images captured under each search term. The 

observational protocol for the subsequent beta data set consisted of capturing the 

search results in a set of individual Pinterest boards, restricted to pins collected during 

this project. Additional field notes in Word were compiled while conducting observations 

during both data collection procedures. 
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 The limit of forty images per search term was chosen since one ñendless scroll ò 

Pinterest default display at 1200 x 800 resolution tends to yield approximately four rows 

of ten images each, as seen in Figure 13. 

 

Figure 13. Pinterest default display: Example of ñendless scrollò 
 
Duplicate images were discarded until all forty images for each of the 18 search terms 

were unique. Duplicate creators (pinners) were discarded until all images were created 

by unique users. Unique images with no names were discarded.  

Name collection 

For each of the 18 search terms, forty returned images were saved and 

compiled, along with the creators user names for verification purposes. For each of the 

saved images, the text from the related pin names was compiled into a spreadsheet.  

Each collected image has two potential user-curator-designated names: a board 

name - assigned entirely by the user although Pinterest provides a set of default board 

topics to adapt or ignore - and an individual pin name (unique to that image, always 


















































































































































































































