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Abstract
With the rise of social media, forms of communication emerge that are increasingly defined 
by the use of images. From the perspective of biographical research and visual sociology, 
the article addresses the question in how far biographical work becomes visible while 
visual biographies are formed in digitalized visual communication. It proposes a way how 
these processes can be studied with interpretive biographical and visual methodologies. 
Based on empirical material from Austria, we show how biographical performances in 
social media differ, in form and content, from conventional verbal-narratives, and how 
they simultaneously relate to each other. We present a case study that shows in depth 
how images on Facebook and Instagram become biographically relevant and what kind 
of biographical work takes place there. The methodological procedure consists of an 
innovative triangulation that combines visual analyses, biographical-narrative interviews 
and media interviews. The aim of this article is to give insights into the biographical 
significance and biographical work of visual biographies in social media, and to propose 
by triangulation of different data analysis a way of exploring the intertwining of narrative 
and visual biographies.
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Introduction

With the rise of social media, emerging forms of communication practices increasingly 
enable image-based new arenas of self-expression and self-presentation, which, in turn, 
become relevant for biographical construction processes. Starting from the sociological 
concept of biography, complemented by media studies on social media, in this article we 
raise the questions of how visual biographies emerge in social media, what kind of bio-
graphical work (Inowlocki and Lutz, 2000; Schütze, 2008) is connected to them and how 
this relates to narrated life stories.

Biographies have always been mediatized, which is reflected in the many forms of 
biographical expression, namely, narratives, diaries, letters, photo albums, videos, films. 
Until now, however, biographies have been researched primarily in the form of written 
and oral narratives and in sociology mostly by using narrative-biographical interviews 
(Kohler-Riessman, 2008; Schütze, 2008). With social media emerging as new arenas for 
biographical performance, visual practices of sense-making with mainly digital photos 
are becoming increasingly pertinent. This is particularly visible on Facebook and 
Instagram that support a chronological, temporal and thematic order, such as timelines, 
stories and self-curated photo albums or series of images.

Based on an ongoing research project,1 we intend to show the extent to which bio-
graphical construction processes visually take place in social media as well as the specif-
ics about emerging visual biographies in comparison to and in connection with narrated 
life stories, which is still largely unexplored. In order to grasp the interrelations of visual 
and narrated biographies, we apply an innovative triangulation of different methodolo-
gies of data collection and analysis as a complex reconstructive in-depth case analysis, 
based on the logic of theoretical sampling (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).

In this article, we first discuss the theoretical and conceptual frameworks related to 
biographical work in social media (part 2), give a short insight into the methodological 
approach (part 3), and subsequently show in a case study how images in social media can 
be biographically significant and how visual and narrative biographical constructions are 
related (part 4). Finally, in the conclusion, we summarize our findings and point out why 
it makes sense to include images especially from social media in biographical research 
(part 5).

Biographical work in social media

From a sociological perspective, biography is understood as a form of social order that 
has been established in modern societies since the 19th century (Breckner, 2015; Fischer-
Rosenthal, 2000; Kohli, 2007; Rosenthal, 2004). Since normative institutional contexts 
like ‘family’, ‘nation’ or ‘class’ have been changing profoundly and did not fully deter-
mine biographical options any longer, people were organizing their experiences and pat-
terns of orientation in biographical frameworks (Fischer-Rosenthal, 2000). Institutional 
life courses (Kohli, 2007) and the social form of biography evolved as a realm where 
sense-making, orientation, continuation and change in one’s own life could be related to 
generational, societal and historical time. Thus, biographies became an important dimen-
sion of social formation and a theoretical concept relating to experiences, practices and 
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discourses in the temporal frame of a lifetime. Biographical processes of making sense 
are especially intense during periods of radical social change, when institutionalized 
ways of interpreting and orienting in social situations are questioned and new ones need 
to be built. Thus, the concept of biography allows us to consider societal processes of 
change and how they are dealt with biographically.

The processes in which individuals narratively deal with societal as well as personal 
challenges and changes conceptionally have been coined as biographical work. 
Biographical work in general means the effort that is undertaken in order to integrate 
different experiences and aspects of our life, especially if they are challenging or tense, 
disparate or even contradicting. Thus, biographical work becomes specifically intense in 
life crisis where orientations and action patterns have to be developed in complex life 
situations, or restored if they are shaken or even destroyed, or only altered in order to 
adjust to changing circumstances in different periods of life. In the words of Fritz 
Schütze, biographical work

follows up the task of reconciling the expectations and urgencies of social differences and 
resulting otherness (the ‘reality principle’) on the one hand and the preconditions and the logic 
of production for constructing a unique personal self (the ‘creativity and self-empowerment 
principle’) on the other. The product will be a biographical identity that is both realistic and 
permanently striving for personal autonomy. For this it is important to learn to see oneself as a 
developing personal and social entity that matters. (Schütze, 2008: 26; see also Inowlocki and 
Lutz, 2000)

To date, the conceptualization of biography has been based primarily on linguistic 
patterns in which relations of experiences, actions and discourses are constituted while 
narrating one’s life that has taken shape in specific historical and social contexts 
(Breckner, 2015, 2017; Rosenthal and Fischer-Rosenthal, 2004; Schütze, 2008). This 
theoretical and methodological approach allows us to explore the time-specific relation 
between experience and narratives in the sense that experience is formed in a situation of 
acting under certain circumstances in certain contexts and is developing and changing 
over time in relation to other experiences while it is narratively formed in an overall 
biographical structuring with which we make sense of our life (Schütze, 2008). The ana-
lytical differentiation and connection between lived life and life story addresses this 
relation between past, present and future perspectives on our experiences and orienta-
tions while narrating our life history (Rosenthal and Fischer-Rosenthal, 2004).

It is only recently that sociological biography researchers have become aware that 
biographical work in the sense of meaning-making and orientation in one’s life-time also 
takes place visually, for example, through picture compilations like photo albums and 
boxes, files on a computer, through images we carry with us or that are placed promi-
nently in our homes. Therefore, when exploring visual biographies, further approaches 
are required since their structuration is different from those constructed in narratives.

In order to investigate the specific relation between the ongoing life and its visual 
expression, concepts from image science (Boehm, 2007; Imdahl, 1994; Mitchell, 1994) 
and photo theory (Barthes, 1981; Hirsch, 1997) are specifically helpful. According to 
image science, pictorial meaning is not primarily constituted by the various representa-
tional references to external objects, events, texts, but by the inherent pictorial meaning 
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that arises from both its compositional form and its use in specific contexts (Boehm, 
2007; Imdahl, 1994; Rose, 2007). Pictures show something not linguistically by words 
and sentences but rather by relations of lines, forms, colours in a composition on a pic-
ture plane in a simultaneously and, at the same time, successively perceived presence. 
Even though images unfold multiple external references by mimetically depicting per-
sons, objects and situations, they also create meaning beyond similarities to the existing 
material world, for example, by purely symbolic references, or as a trace like, for exam-
ple, scars on the skin that are connected to a certain situation or event without depicting 
it. According to these views, images are thus not only media for representing a reality 
created independently of them, but are themselves creators of reality in the production of 
perspectives and pictorial references for action orientation and generally for developing 
an attitude towards the world (Merleau-Ponty, 1984). Ambiguity, ambivalence and con-
tradictions can be expressed specifically well with images (see especially Imdahl, 1994), 
because all different aspects involved can be simultaneously part of the same picture 
without prioritizing or even ruling out one of them discursively.

Compared to painted and other kinds of images, photography takes on a special role 
because it can be all, mimetic, indexical and imaginative while it is embedded in multiple 
coded sign references (Barthes, 1998; Peirce, 1983: 64–67). As a material trace of a past, 
photos show something that we may not remember or remember in a different way. As a 
materiality fixed in a certain time, from a certain perspective, we believe in their indexi-
cality. According to Roland Barthes, photos are, however, not a copy, but an ‘emanation 
of past reality’ (Barthes, 1981: 82) that confronts us with something inaccessible. 
Following him, photography carries the noema of ‘that-has-been’ (Barthes, 1981: 77), 
based on which we can state in a slight modification that in relation to ourselves photo-
graphs carry the noema of ‘how we have been’ (Breckner, 2017; see already Chalfen, 
1987). This holds true, for example, for photos from our first years of life, which are 
barely accessible via memory. Photos of ourselves in different life periods can generate 
an image in our minds that might differ from the one we gain through our own or other 
people’s narrations. Thus, photos in general allow us to perceive different embodied 
selves also in relation to others (Davis, 1995; Müller, 2011). This not least applies to the 
construction of multi-generational family relations, where constellations of people, 
places and things can be perceived in embodied ways, even though they may not be 
remembered or may even be explicitly excluded from narrations (Hirsch and Spitzer, 
2009; Pohn-Lauggas, 2016). In this way, and in our cultural contexts, photographs are an 
essential part of our biographical imagination, also created by the way we store, curate 
and trace our appearance and the changes and circumstances of our life, thus visually 
performing ourselves to others (Goffman, 1979). In that photos are a means of biographi-
cal work that is dealing with past experiences in a present while envisaging a future, 
trying to come across its different, diverging or even contradicting aspects in certain 
periods of life. Therefore, a specific relation between our life and its photographic images 
emerges (Breckner, 2010, 2017).

These concepts and findings mainly refer to analogue photography and do not yet 
consider the specifics of digital photography and biographical work in social media. But 
how is digital – compared to analogue – photography connected to lived life and bio-
graphical construction processes?
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With the emergence of digital photography and particularly with the rise and spread 
of social media, the indexicality has changed and with it the possibilities of modification 
of photography, so that the material relation between a photo and a ‘real’ object, person 
or situation is no longer that evident. As a result, the scope for creativity in creating pho-
tographic images has become much greater. Countless editing and filtering functions in 
Photoshop, Instagram or Snapchat have appeared with which images of ourselves can be 
created far from our appearance in our offline everyday life. Also new image formats, 
such as the selfie (Frosh, 2015) and portrait photography as an identifying icon of a 
social media account came up (Astheimer et al., 2011: 15–59), which have given rise to 
new styles and aesthetics of visual self-presentation (Müller, 2018; Murray, 2008; 
Schreiber, 2017). However, these are still oriented towards normative expectations, now 
performed in specific media displays (Autenrieth and Neumann-Braun, 2011; Goffman, 
1979; Müller, 2020; van Dijck, 2013). Furthermore, in everyday use of digital photo-
graphs, we still generally assume that the people, scenes, spaces and temporal contexts 
captured were in one way or another ‘present’ at the time the photograph was taken. 
These photos also show perspectives, views, ideas with which they are made, which go 
beyond the intention of the producer of the picture. Last not least, by the respective 
devices of the different platforms, snapshots are set into temporal, spatial, social and 
thematic relations with each other, which are comprehensible for others. Also transi-
tional situations and ritual passages are addressed, sometimes combined with normative 
border crossings, which now partly take place in the semi-public sphere of the Internet 
(Astheimer, 2011; Breckner, 2021). Consequently, digital photographs in social media 
are still connected in many ways to the lives of those who take them, view them, share 
them, keep them, put them together and thus create meaning beyond the individual photo 
(Autenrieth, 2011; Gómez Cruz and Lehmuskallio, 2016; Jurgenson, 2019; Keightley 
and Pickering, 2014; Müller, 2020; Van House, 2011). Especially creating photo albums 
or other picture compilations is a way of curating and commenting on photos from dif-
ferent periods of life and ordering them such that life events and phases overlap and 
reference each other. Thus, social media open up new possibilities of self-expression and 
biographical work, which becomes visible especially on Facebook and Instagram where 
the creation of photo albums, timelines, ongoing feeds and ‘stories’ is supported and 
even asked for.

To explore different biographical constructions in different media contexts, we devel-
oped a research design that allows us to capture the complexity of visual biographies in 
social media.

A methodological approach for exploring visual biographies

Our research is focused on visual, verbal and written dimensions in biographically rele-
vant processes of online and offline activities, and how they refer to each other. The 
whole methodology is based on principles of case reconstruction, developed mainly in 
interpretive sociology (Oevermann et al., 1987), grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 
1967) and biographical research (Rosenthal and Fischer-Rosenthal, 2004; Schütze, 
2008). Interpretive approaches are crucial for understanding biographical implications of 
visual communication in social media. They aim to reconstruct complex relations of 
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online and offline practices and how they are related to biographical orientation and 
action patterns. The goal is to empirically identify theoretically interesting patterns of 
this intertwining and to generate and generalize concepts based on these findings (Glaser 
and Strauss, 1967).

With our research design we address three different age groups situated in different 
biographical periods, which we consider to be different media generations.2 A case from 
the generation that experienced the advent of social media in their youth and now aged 
between 30 and 40 years is presented in this article.

In order to grasp various forms of biographical articulation, we use a multi-method 
approach. In our research procedures, the extensive collection of data is accompanied by 
a complex design for analysis. In an innovative combination of narrative and visual 
methodologies we collect social media data as well as analogue photos which are made 
available by our research participants, conduct narrative biographical interviews 
(Schütze, 2008) and additional interviews dedicated primarily to the images that become 
relevant in the biographies (analogue as well as digital). These are complemented with 
ethnographic field notes from the interviewers. The data analysis includes Image Cluster 
Analysis (Müller, 2020), Visual Segment Analysis (Breckner, 2010, 2021), and 
Biographical Case Reconstruction (Rosenthal, 2004). All cases are globally analysed, 
starting with image analyses, which is subsequently followed by analyses of the narra-
tives. For the cases chosen for an in-depth-analysis, extensive analyses of their commu-
nication on Facebook and Instagram with a focus on images are undertaken and then 
compared with analyses of the related narrative biographical and media interviews as 
well as the participant observations (Breckner, 2021).

In the following we give an insight into a case study as to illustrate how the visual 
dimension of biographical construction connects to the narrative one.

Exemplary case study

Simon, born 1990, agreed end of December 2018 to participate in the VIS_BIO-project. 
We first looked at his Facebook and Instagram account with a rough analysis of his 
images in order to get an impression of his visual performance also independently of 
what he would tell about them. The interviews took place the same month on 3 different 
days and lasted about 6 hours in total.

Simon joined Facebook in 2009 and used Instagram mainly for 2 years from 2015 to 
2017. His Facebook images3 give the impression of a very multifaceted person: Simon 
presents himself dressed up, but also wearing casually sunglasses inside; he shows him-
self disguised, with and without make-up. He also refers to familiar conventions of pres-
entation, for example, when he sends kissing hands into the camera or drapes rose petals 
around himself while lying in bed. Numerous portrait photos stand out, as they account 
for about half of all Facebook images. By contrast, he is almost only pictured in groups 
in the self-created album ‘pure self-presentation’, which suggests a party context. On 
Instagram,4 also the many portrait photos stand out in numbers. In contrast to Facebook, 
situations seem to be made especially for the photo: while on Facebook, for example, a 
Christmas tinsel chain could still be interpreted as an accessory present in the situation, 
on Instagram it is deliberately used for the photo as such in an arranged form, wrapped 
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around the legs. The images seem disorganized due to the diverse self-presentations and 
subjects – one does not recognize at first glance what this account is about, as no primary 
montage principle emerges and the further sequence of images is not conceivable. What 
does visual self-presentation mean to Simon and in what way does it play a role to be 
shown alone or with a group in the photo? The question remains, at first glance, open.

This first structural description allows us to get an overview and first analytic impres-
sion of the image compilations. The following reconstruction of Simon’s images in social 
media showed that even though their biographical references were not clear at first 
glance and the number of photos is compared to other accounts rather small, we can see 
that they are a significant part of the biographical construction of Simon. This shows 
specifically in the portrait photos, on which we focus in the presentation of the results of 
our analysis,5 and in comparison to Simon’s narrated biography, which, by reconstruct-
ing the relevance systems (Schütz, 1982) of the interviewees, allows us to embed in a 
more complex way biographical themes already visible through the image analysis.

In Simon’s case, two conflicting biographical orientations remain side by side, with-
out him prioritizing one or the other – he is living parallel existing biographical pros-
pects. We will come back later to the question of how they are structured and related to 
each other. First, we want to show how biographical work becomes visible especially in 
and with his social media images and how what we coin as ‘biographical parallel mon-
tage’ expresses itself. The aim is, according to the methodological approach, to let the 
images speak first, independently of the biographical narration, in order to emphasize 
clearly why looking at images is relevant for biographical research.

The visual biography – handling different persona with ambiguity

The result of the image analysis shows that two biographical references emerge in 
Simon’s visual social media biography. On the one hand, his images are about dealing 
with his gender presentation and, on the other hand, with the presentation of his milieu 
affiliation. In Simon’s image compilation, ambiguity is an important means both to com-
bine and separate his involvement in diverging social milieus in which he was socialized, 
on the one hand, and in one where a play on gender presentations that are not inherent in 
his milieu of origin is possible, on the other. Thus, his social media biography can be 
seen as an attempt to bridge diverging milieus while keeping distance between them, for 
example, by revealing diverse aspects of himself, which he allows to coexist visually, 
giving the impression that different personas emerge.

The gender play.  Simon’s Facebook profile pictures focus on his face. While in initial 
posts he shows himself rather from an ‘ordinary side’ and stages a certain normality as 
a young man (Figure 1), in the course of posting he starts to play with the presentation 
of his gender identity. Already in the first Facebook years, Simon tries out more ‘femi-
nine’ connoted forms of presentation by, for example, photographing his face from 
above (Figure 1).

Another photo from that time stands out as a more explicit self-presentation as a 
woman in this context, namely the one where he shows himself as a ‘glitter princess’ 
wearing a crown, which could still be seen as a playful disguise (Figure 2).
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He also increasingly shows himself – even though he now has a beard – wearing black 
eyeliner (Figures 3 and 5).

Figure 1.  Facebook photos Simon, posted in 2009 and 2011 (use with consent).

Figure 2.  Facebook photo Simon, posted in 2009 (use with consent).
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The aestheticization of one’s own body, especially of the face, suggests a homosexual 
background here, or at least these images trigger a specific, partly stereotypical idea with 
regard to the presentation of homosexual men. However, while in these profile pictures 
Simon, despite his increasingly ‘feminine’ appearance, can ‘still be a man’ or, in two-
gender thinking, ‘still be both’, this balance tilts in the image in which the aestheticiza-
tion reaches its climax and his play with gender identity simultaneously ends in a dream 
world. Now let us take a closer look at this particular image, on which Simon is lying on 
a bed, rose petals draped around him, his dreamy gaze lost in the void, looking at us 
without the gaze coming through (Figure 4).

The image is reminiscent of a stereotypical feminine performance in the sense that 
Simon presents himself with flowers, in white sheets and shows softness, which can be 
seen, for example, through his hand gesture. In relation to his feminine gender presenta-
tion and sexual orientation, Simon evokes the impression of longing for an imaginative 
dream world and is situating himself within it, where he can now explicitly perform his 
feminine side. This biographical performance becomes visible with and through the 

Figure 3.  Facebook photo Simon, posted in 2017 (use with consent).
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Figure 5.  Instagram photos Simon, posted in 2017 (use with consent).

Figure 4.  Facebook and Instagram photos Simon, posted in 2016 (use with consent).

image, but above all through his gradually approaching to this form of visual self-pres-
entation, as the Facebook chronology of posting images shows.
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Let us now take a look at the Instagram photos, especially since Simon also chose the 
rose picture as his Instagram profile picture. There is a recognizable structural continua-
tion of the portrait theme and gender play on Instagram: While Simon’s Facebook images 
indicate a development towards the ‘feminine’, a few years later on Instagram an oscil-
lation between the performance of a ‘glitter princess’ and a more heterosexual way of 
presenting himself becomes apparent. Accordingly, portrait photos can also be found on 
Instagram, which, on the one hand, show Simon with a hair band, flowers and makeup. 
There is also an aesthetic enhancement: the glitter crown on Facebook, for example, is 
replaced by a glitter necklace, which is now combined with further accessories (Figure 
5). The chain can now no longer be seen as just an accessory or a possible disguise. 
Rather, it becomes recognizable in a certain way as a means of expression of a ‘feminine’ 
performance.

At the same time, Simon, on the other hand, refers to more ‘masculine’ visual presen-
tations that now include full-body selfies in addition to portrait photos. He increasingly 
presents himself with masculine connoted symbols, for example, by posing broad-legged 
and with a long stick between his legs or as the mirror selfie shows in which he is wear-
ing a black leather coat and sunglasses. The impression of a more ‘masculine’ perfor-
mance is also evoked by Hercules poses newly added on Instagram, for example, when 
Simon gazes into the distance with his naked chest raised, like a Greek athlete (Figure 6).

In comparison with these rather more masculine presentations, it becomes apparent 
that Simon not only plays with his feminine side, but also with his masculine side in a 
contrasting and oscillating way, and thus visually locates himself in different gender 
worlds: he shows himself not only as a, ‘cool man dressed in black with sunglasses’ but 
also as a ‘male thinker looking into the distance’ and, at the same time, as someone who 
sometimes likes to opt for a world with glitter and accessories and other forms of pres-
entation that are stereotypically described as feminine. While Simon tries out different 
gender presentations in a rather implicit way on Facebook in his late teens, he increas-
ingly uses social media as an arena where he can imagine the gender play and create a 
dream world in which, from young adulthood on, he allows various forms of gender 

Figure 6.  Facebook (on the left) and Instagram photos Simon, posted in 2017 (use with 
consent).
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presentation to coexist. The oscillation between diverse gender presentations visible 
especially in the portrait photos on Facebook as well as on Instagram, creates ambiguity 
that makes it difficult to classify Simon into existing gender orders.

Already when first looking at the images, the question arose which role group presen-
tations play in Simon’s visual performance. Let us now take a closer look at the connec-
tion between gender and milieu that has become visible through the image analysis.

Gender positioning in the milieu of origin.  In group presentations on Facebook and Insta-
gram, the play with different gender performances doesn’t continue in its diversity and 
ambiguity. Rather, Simon usually presents himself in a heterosexual way as the ‘coveted 
cock of the walk’ among many women (Figure 7).

It is striking that there is only one image showing a slightly intimate situation with 
another man. The intimate references to women succeed in presenting a masculine iden-
tity that doesn’t make Simon appear suspicious as a homosexual man in his milieu of 
origin. Rather, with these images he adapts to heterosexual social norms and, in the con-
text of social gatherings, becomes a ‘subject of desire’ as a man who is kissed by two 
women, for example.

Three images in Simon’s Facebook and Instagram compilation can be interpreted as 
further milieu anchors, which at first glance stand out from the sample and can be inter-
preted as dealing with the construct of family (Figure 8).

One image on Facebook is a group photo reminiscent of a family reunion. However, 
Simon doesn’t locate himself in his own milieu with a photo of his own family, but with 
a fictional family from the TV series Dallas.6 In Simon’s visual self-presentation, the 
media reference to the series family possibly enables a fictive family positioning that can 
also be seen, like the rose image, as an imaginative dream world, in which it becomes 
possible to position himself now in a traditional gender display. In the second image on 
Facebook, Simon is presenting himself as attached to caring for a baby, which is imagi-
natively connected to a family situation, too. Also, on the third image on Instagram he 
shows himself in a context, with which family is symbolically associated, namely as a 

Figure 7.  Facebook (on the right, posted in 2009) and Instagram (on the left, posted in 2017) 
photos Simon (use with consent).



Breckner and Mayer	 13

‘straight business accountant’ as breadwinner. With these last-mentioned images, it 
becomes clear that Simon visually negotiates traditional gender roles as a counterbalance 
to the more fluid gender boundaries that have become visible in the portrait photos, and 
that all these ambiguous visual performances constitute his persona repertoire.

So far, portrait photos have been the focus of the visual analysis. In this way, we 
wanted to show to what extent images are relevant for biographical articulations, as 
became visible in this case along gender presentation and milieu affiliation. The structure 
of the visual performance on Instagram and Facebook – namely, to show something and, 
at the same time, not to show it and thus to connect and imagine different worlds – is also 
continued in Simon’s other images on social media that at first glance seem to have noth-
ing biographical about them. Using the following landscape image as an example, we 
finally would like to show the extent to which these images are nevertheless of bio-
graphical relevance (Figure 9).

Under a photo showing water (Figure 9), Simon posts the information that the Danube 
is so beautiful that the picture does not need a filter. That in return would be the reason, as 
he further explains in the comment, why he uses a filter. He thus uses the potential of visual 
communication to ‘speak’ contradictorily according to the motto ‘It’s not what it looks 
like’. Through the play with captions and comments, which we call text-image montages 
(Mitchell, 1994), Simon also creates ambiguity resulting in continuous shifts in meaning. 
In other words, Simon is undermining any presumptions one might have about the images. 
As a consequence, different image interpretations and, in a further step, also self-presenta-
tions – as we have also seen along the gender and milieu theme – coexist in parallel.

In order to understand this finding of the visual analysis even more clearly as a bio-
graphical articulation, it is important to now turn to the narrated biography and to ask 
how it relates to the topics and experiences that the visual biography reveals.

The narrated biography – from heteronomy to (partial) autonomy

Living one’s own individuality without having to completely reject the world of the fam-
ily of origin, but to ‘make them believe’ that he is still part of it, is the challenge that 

Figure 8.  Facebook (posted in 2010, 2012) and Instagram (on the right, posted in 2017) 
photos Simon (use with consent).
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characterizes Simon’s biography. In his life story, this theme is reflected in his presenta-
tion of how he has partially succeeded in becoming autonomous by leaving an overpro-
tected religious family environment and by emphasizing the feeling of otherness, 
especially with regard to his sexual orientation. In the structure of the life story this is 
shown by frequently pointing at the difference ‘me versus other children’ and ‘me versus 
the parents’ plan’ which both refer to his homosexuality. Especially his Coming Out is 
highlighted as an autonomous decision against his parents’ expectations. In contrast, 
education and profession are rather presented as those areas where he has succeeded in 
building a bridge between the expected and his own way of living. That this act of bal-
ancing different biographical orientations is not easy shows not least in the mostly argu-
mentative pattern of Simon’s self-presentation in the interview (see Schütze, 2008). Why 
it is difficult for Simon to present a life story in which connections between events, 
experiences and orientations can be smoothly developed narratively, becomes under-
standable by following his life history.

Simon was born into a family in which there is a professional tradition concerning the 
men of the family who work in a gas and oil refinery company. His parents lived with the 
grandparents in a municipal building in Vienna and were looking forward to build a 
house for themselves and Simon’s future family. Thus, in order to develop and live his 
own biographical prospects, Simon is faced, on the one hand, with the difficulty of not 
fulfilling the parents’ plan, which entails job, house, wife, and children. On the other 
hand, he is confronted with the challenge of disengaging from a religious environment 
that imposes clear traditions, rules, conventions which result from the parents’ member-
ship in Jehovah’s Witnesses which they joined when Simon was 3 years old in 1993.7 At 
the Montessori primary school that he attended, half of his classmates were members of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses as well, including the class teacher, who is also a friend of the fam-
ily. Therefore, a strong integration into this community is shown by the close spatial 

Figure 9.  Instagram photos Simon, posted in 2017 (use with consent).
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intergenerational contact as well as in social relations, which goes hand in hand with an 
entanglement of private space and institution.

The action schemes at hand in his family are in tension with situations in which 
Simon experienced himself as ‘different’, starting in secondary school where he was 
classified as an ‘integration child’ due to his asthma condition and where he was called 
gay for the first time by peers without being clear about his own sexual orientation. In 
this school, that had the special status of a ‘social hotspot school’, police operations 
often occurred. Simon responded to these experiences as an adolescent, not fearfully, or 
by backing away into the familiar family and religious environment, but by slowly 
detaching from his family and searching for autonomy. A detachment from his own faith 
community took place through a religious disaffiliation, which was not officially 
labelled as such. Simon thus risked being shunned by the religious social contacts, but 
also obtained a special position there, since he succeeded in leaving without being cast 
out. At the age of 17 years, he embarked on a relationship with a man and thus created 
the greatest possible distance from all the sexual and religious conventions that had 
previously affected him. Furthermore, he distanced himself from the family through 
educational ascent while staying in close contact: Simon took a different career path 
than men in his family when he was the first in his family to begin studying in 2009, but 
he also decided to stay in the community building and to join the family lunch at his 
grandparents’ every Sunday. In 2017, he completed his bachelor’s degree in economics 
and started a full-time job in a finance department, where he is responsible for account-
ing tasks – a job his parents were finally wishing for. In terms of his sexual orientation, 
Simon hardly makes any compromise. In his life- and work-related actions, in contrast, 
the acts of balancing different biographical orientations become very clear. He tries to 
lead an autonomous life by fulfilling some, but now self-selected, familial ideas in his 
own decisive way.

The visual and narrated biography seen as interrelated

With regard to the questions what kind of biographical work images can do and what 
becomes visible with and through the images compared to the narrated biography and 
vice versa, we can conclude the following: In this case, images on social media and the 
narrated biography are complementary to each other. The underlying biographical chal-
lenge – dealing with the gender presentation, on the one hand, and with the presentation 
of the milieu affiliation, on the other hand – is dealt with in both media, but the way in 
which this is done is different.

In the narrated biography, it becomes apparent that neither the life orientation anchored 
in the milieu of origin nor one that follows a completely different path is rejected or 
problematized, even if they are difficult to integrate. The biographer pursues his own 
path through his Coming Out and an educational ascent and rejects to move in with his 
parents or to actively live their religion, but at the same time approaches their proposed 
field of work and remains in the initial socio-economic living environment of the com-
munity building close to his grandparents. It is mainly through the narrated biography 
that the milieu background can be clearly understood, while it is hinted at in the images 
but remains vague.
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However, the image analysis reveals, even before having analysed the narrated biog-
raphy, the biographical work on the same biographical themes. Although the gender 
theme also characterizes the narrated biography, the play with different gender presenta-
tions only becomes visible in the visual performance. In the narrated biography the biog-
rapher rather positions himself very clearly through his Coming Out, but without 
elaborating more precisely on any ambivalences associated with regard to his self-per-
formance. This can be explained by narrative theory as narratives take place retrospec-
tively, which means that ambiguities are erased or have often already passed by the time 
of the interview. Images, on the contrast, are more tied to processes at the time they take 
place. The chronological posting of the portrait photos clearly shows the gender play in 
its development and also the moment when homosexuality could also be performed (see 
the rose profile picture, Figure 4). At the same time, however, we can observe that in the 
Instagram portrait photos the biographer opposes ‘feminine’ connoted presentations with 
‘masculine’ ones which lead to the impression of different persona. The ambiguity that 
becomes apparent here is due to the fact that the biographer oscillates between various 
self-performances and therefore, becomes neither clearly assignable to a single gender 
presentation nor to the milieu – he plays with what is shown and what is not shown and 
thus suggests different interpretations. In this way, there is also place for group photos in 
which the biographer rather draws on heterosexual presentations that are compatible 
with his milieu and thus shows that he partly visually picks up biographical prospects 
from his milieu with regard to family and work.

In this way, Simon solves a biographical challenge by visually allowing two conflict-
ing biographical prospects to coexist without betraying the one or the other, as we also 
see in the narrated biography. The images in social media, however, open up a visual 
space in which it is possible to try out various self-presentations over a certain period of 
time, to negotiate ambiguities and to imagine and perform various gender presentations 
with a different life.

Conclusion

In this article, we have discussed how images in social media serve as a means of visual 
self-performance and biographical work, and how the emerging visual biographies relate 
to narrated biographies. We have first addressed the theoretical concepts of biographical 
research with regard to the connection between the lived and narrated lives, in order to 
then explain how biographical articulations become visible through photographs. While 
visual biographies are highly selective in what they show, and in social media even 
remain largely ephemeral or relate to single life periods or spheres, a narrated biography 
is created retrospectively at once from a certain present perspective forming an overall 
biographical structuring (Schütze, 2008). Biographical work with images means not 
looking back from a present perspective like in a narrative, but letting see how the per-
spective on one’s own biography evolves in time – trying out different ways of self-
presentations, specially ambivalent and even contradictory ones, thus pulling together 
what normatively seems to be set apart. Thus, visual biographies are documents of 
change and transformation at the time they take place.

We see this very clearly in the case analysis presented, where a visual biography in 
social media emerges that appears ambiguous, without allowing a clear affiliation to one 
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single self-presentation – it is rather about living different persona. The structure of vis-
ual performance allows different self-presentations to coexist, thus connecting different 
worlds. Even images that are not recognizable at first glance as biographical articulations 
are embedded in biographical forms of self-presentation, as a structural homology con-
cerning ambiguity becomes visible in that they problematize what one shows and doesn’t 
show.

This visual practice, as the image analysis focused on portraits has shown, relates to 
two biographical themes: on the one hand, it is about the negotiation of Simon’s gender 
presentation and, on the other, it is about the presentation of his milieu affiliation. This 
becomes visible through the methodological approach in both the visual and narrated 
biography, but the way in which it is dealt with differs even though the biographical 
articulations still remain complementary to each other.

While the narrated biography reveals important additional insight in terms of milieu 
affiliation, which has become less visible in the images, the play with fluid gender pres-
entations only shows up in the visual self-performance in social media. And only through 
this, we can see the biographical work in relation to gender in its development and how 
the biographer through oscillating between co-existing gender performances creates and 
negotiates ambiguities. Furthermore, dream worlds can be seen as imaginations of one-
self in contrast to recounting the ‘lived life’. In our case, images as well as references to 
popular culture like the Dallas series therefore can be seen as an attempt to open up a 
space of imagination that allows the biographer to build a bridge to his parents’ milieu 
while at the same time distancing himself from it.

In this way and in more general terms, we see the emergence of new phenomena such 
as creating iconic imaginations and phantasies about oneself (Müller, 2018) and at the 
same time documenting one’s life in the time it takes place. This applies, for example, to 
showing contexts of experiences and life situations that are no longer relevant at the time 
of the interview, thus literally making very different biographical contexts and periods 
and their respective modes of self-performance visible. But it also concerns the possibil-
ity of leaving biographical orientations that are difficult to reconcile to stand in a kind of 
parallel montage next to each other. And finally, as we see it in other cases, it concerns 
the possibility of creating a counter-horizon to stressful or even traumatic biographical 
experiences with ‘beautiful pictures’ of nature or animals, for example. In doing that, 
some kind of control over one’s biographical performance is tried to achieve in life situ-
ations that, due to present societal challenges of transformations, are not easy to manage 
especially building a biography in a perspective of a lifetime. Generally speaking, we see 
biographies in the making in a world of uncertainty and increasing options while norma-
tive constraints, for example, concerning the heterosexual gender order, milieu bounda-
ries and other social structures are still in place. This has to be tackled also by imagining 
new or yet unfamiliar worlds – and the images in social media are a suitable tool to do 
so, which not least explains their popularity.
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Notes

1.	 The research project ‘Biographies in the making in a connected lifeworld. Exploring visual 
and verbal constructions of life stories’ (PI: Roswitha Breckner) is funded by the Austrian 
Science Fund (2020–2023; P 32957-G) and was based on a previous project called ‘Visual 
biographies in a connected lifeworld’ (2017–2019, funded by the Anniversary Fund of the 
City of Vienna for the Austrian Academy of Science. The research participants in both pro-
jects agreed to the scholarly analysis of their biography and to the publication of the results 
with a declaration of consent. In the first project Maria Schreiber, Elisabeth Mayer and Anna 
Weisser participated. Johannes Marent joined the second project in place of Maria Schreiber. 
For more details, see: https://visbio.univie.ac.at/en/.

2.	 We have asked 15–20 people each who are between 30 and 40 years old and between 14 and 
20 years old to participate in our study. Interviews with social media users at the age of 60+ 
years are still ongoing.

3.	 Simon posted a total of 42 photos on Facebook. Most of his albums, namely, cover photos, 
timeline photos and profile pictures are already predefined by Facebook. He has 25 portrait 
pictures. His only self-created photo album contains 14 images.

4.	 On his Instagram account, which contains 74 pictures, the portrait theme continues (32 pho-
tos), even if not quite as strongly as on Facebook because another 8 images show him in group 
settings, while another 5 images focus on landscapes and 14 images on objects or food. Seven 
images reveal attempts to place images in an artistic context, two images show Simon with a 
flag and six images are about his cats.

5.	 That this is a worthwhile focusing strategy is also shown by the work of Astheimer et al. 
(2011).

6.	 This television series (produced from 1978 to 1991) fits the soap opera genre and is about the 
fictional Ewing family in Texas.

7.	 The religious community is characterized by its missionary activity as well as morally clear 
values; a compulsory cohesion like in a sect, which makes passive belonging hardly possible. 
Sexual misconduct can lead to expulsion, which at the same time implies cutting off social 
relations with the members of the community.
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Résumé
Avec l’essor des médias sociaux, on assiste à l’émergence de formes de communication qui 
sont de plus en plus définies par l’utilisation d’images. Dans la perspective de la recherche 
biographique et de la sociologie visuelle, l’article aborde la question de savoir dans quelle 
mesure le travail biographique devient visible alors que des biographies visuelles se 
forment dans la communication visuelle numérique. Il propose une façon d’étudier ces 
processus à l’aide de méthodologies biographiques et visuelles interprétatives. À partir de 
données empiriques collectées en Autriche, nous montrons comment les performances 
biographiques dans les médias sociaux se distinguent des narrations verbales dans leur 
forme et leur contenu, et comment elles sont simultanément liées les unes aux autres. 
Nous présentons une étude de cas qui montre en profondeur comment les images sur 
Facebook et Instagram deviennent biographiquement pertinentes et quel est le travail 
biographique qui s’y réalise. L’approche méthodologique consiste en une triangulation 
innovante qui combine des analyses visuelles, des entretiens biographiques-narratifs et 
des entretiens avec les médias. L’objectif de cet article est de fournir un aperçu de la 
dimension biographique et du travail biographique des biographies visuelles dans les 
médias sociaux, et de proposer, par la triangulation de différentes analyses de données, 
une manière d’explorer le lien entre les biographies narratives et visuelles.

Mots-clés
biographies visuelles - travail biographique - médias sociaux - sociologie visuelle - 
triangulation des données visuelles et narratives

Resumen
Con el auge de los medios sociales, surgen formas de comunicación que se definen 
cada vez más por el uso de imágenes. Desde la perspectiva de la investigación biográfica 
y la sociología visual, el artículo aborda la cuestión de hasta qué punto el trabajo 
biográfico se hace visible mientras las biografías visuales se forman en la comunicación 
visual digitalizada. Propone una forma de estudiar estos procesos con metodologías 
biográficas y visuales interpretativas. Basándonos en datos empíricos recopilados en 
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Austria, mostramos cómo las actuaciones biográficas en los medios sociales difieren 
de las narraciones verbales en cuanto a forma y contenido, y cómo se relacionan 
simultáneamente entre sí. Presentamos un estudio de caso que muestra en detalle 
cómo las imágenes en Facebook e Instagram adquieren relevancia biográfica y qué 
tipo de trabajo biográfico se lleva a cabo allí. El enfoque metodológico consiste en 
una innovadora triangulación que combina análisis visuales, entrevistas biográfico-
narrativas y entrevistas con los medios de comunicación. El objetivo de este artículo es 
proporcionar una visión general de la dimensión biográfica y del trabajo biográfico de 
las biografías visuales en los medios sociales, y proponer, mediante la triangulación de 
diferentes análisis de datos, una forma de explorar el entrelazamiento de las biografías 
narrativas y visuales.

Palabras clave
biografías visuales - trabajo biográfico - medios sociales - sociología visual - 
triangulación de datos visuales y narrativos


