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Visual Culture: Ocularcentrism and its Connection to Internet Browsing Habbits
The presentation will analyse youth attitudes towards visual culture and its connections with the Internet browsing habits. Youth is the age group that stereotypically is associated with both Internet and visual culture – youth is the main target and user of culture industry production that in contemporary world always has a visual aspect and the main browser of the Internet. However, choice of visual culture in relation to phonic or textual ones is determined by privileged position of vision in western countries rather than exceptional youth position mentioned above or contemporary science focus on visual culture, expressed as plenty of texts analysing it.

Analysis of influence of virtual reality on personality and worldviews of browsers of computer networks started with emergence of local computer networks, a decade before the Internet in its contemporary form appeared. Virtual communities are broadly analysed both in foreign and Lithuanian social sciences. This research, on contrary, uses Internet browsing habits as indicators of interests and system of channels of information. 

Visual culture for a long time was privileged object of semiotics where meanings of objects of culture are analysed. Importance of visuality in Western European culture traditionally was analysed by culture studies. Cultural changes in 80’ies influenced shift in visual culture studies – focus moved from analysis of contents of artefacts to analysis of cohesion. 

Visual culture, more precisely focus on vision, – significant and exceptional feature of western culture. Martin Jay has used the term ocularcentrism to describe centrality of the visual in contemporary Western life. Although some authors historicise importance of visual claiming that it reached unprecedented levels influenced by development of mass media, especially the Internet, some of them see privileged position of vision over hearing, touch and other senses at least since Plato’s cave allegory.

There is no unique notion for visual culture in social sciences, nevertheless, there is rarely given a concrete formal definition for ‘visual object’ – important concept of this culture. Its formal definition is problematic – ‘what seems subjectively obvious is often the result of complex and subtle computations’ (Feldman, 2003: 252). It is related to cognition and experience. Although visual objects are usually defined through sense of vision – visual is what it is seen (in reality, art, dreams etc.), – visual object is always at least partly restored (reconstructed) from knowledge and experience. 

Contemporary visual culture analysis focused on production, reception and deployment. The position is common for most of present-day’s authors and may be briefed as ‘Act of looking and its aftermath’ (Bal, 2003b, p. 265). Analysing visual culture one should not forget that ‘the act of looking is profoundly impure’ (Bal, 2003a, p. 9). Like all other sense-based activities – e.g. listening, reading, tasting, smelling – ‘looking is inherently framed, faming, interpreting, affect-laden, cognitive and intellectual’ (Bal, 2003a, p. 9).
Generalising analytical models of visual culture, aspects of its analysis and its relations to the social processes, one may brief quoting Gillian Rose: ‘an image may have its own visual effects (so it is important to look very carefully at images); these effects, through the ways of seeing mobilized by the image, are crucial in the production and reproduction of visions of social difference; but these effects always intersect with the social context of its viewing and the visualities its spectators bring to their viewing’ (Rose, 2001, p. 15). The scheme describes how image, visual culture influences worldviews, identities and values of members of the society, although the influence depends on already constructed worldviews, identities and values.

Youth identity as a form of subculture has globalising or international influences form mass media, one of the main deployment channels for culture industries that, as Thompson states, became more central to economic and social life. As it was already stated, youth is the main target and user of culture industry production. This, and rapid formation of identity that is usual for youth (especially finishing years of school) makes them age group mostly undergoing the globalising influences that are best viewed in comparative analysis.

The object of the research is orientations toward visuality and its connections with the Internet browsing habits. The main hypothesis of the research is that there is relationship between direct connections to Western European culture and ocularcentrism, i.e. evaluation of visual aspects and importance of visuality in life. The field research was expected to give data about respondents’ attitudes toward visuality and their Internet browsing habits, especially related to culture industries that are most frequently associated with visuality – fashion, cinema and music.
For the analysis of attitudes toward visuality the cognitive aspect of value attitudes was used. The questions were formed to elucidate indirect experience and generalised observation rather than individual preferences. This on the first hand allows to avoid stereotype answers that may give the respondent possibility to portray him/her-self as having ‘good taste’ or being prudent person (what is usually happening if we ask about respondent’s own preferences). On the other hand, it allows extension of information validity, because respondents present not their own attitudes, but generalisation of their observations. For measurement of attitudes verbal statements of belief, affect and concerning behaviour were used. Cognitive aspect of value orientations does not always influence adequate behaviour. It rather shows widespread stereotypes and reflects worldviews that are common for community. On the other hand, value attitudes represent the situation of society. Possibility for gathering of such data appeared in the comparative research of identity, initiated and sponsored by PIPE project, conducted in Lithuania, Latvia and Norway in 2003. All selected countries are in peripheral position of Europe and are never named as a cradle of European culture. Lithuania and Latvia were separated from western European culture by the iron curtain and now are to enter the European Union. Norway, on contrary, has continuous relation with western European culture, has been a NATO member since the North Atlantic Treaty was signed in 1949 but is not intending to enter the European Union.

Data analysis shows the existence of the relation between behavioural and emotional attitudes towards artefacts of ocularcentrist culture and cognitive ocularcentrism in public and private spheres; even if it does not allow us to come to the conclusion about cause and effect relation. Regarding American culture as exported and modified version of European culture that is ocularcentrist as well, we may conclude that cognitive ocularcentrist orientations are related to emotional ones as preferences and behavioural ones as browsing habits of the international/ foreign Internet sites that predominately on the researched themes are American and Western European representing dominating culture industries of music, movies and fashion. Influence of the Internet is more related to its hypertextual form and variety or channels rather than importance of visuality as such in the Internet presentations. 

One of the most successful illustrations for ocularcentrism term is a statement of Camille Paglia: ‘The westerner knows by seeing’ (Paglia, 1995, p. 7). Contradictory position of style in the attitudes structure poses a question about differences in deconstruction of images, or ‘reading’ visual messages. 

Data analysis shows Norwegians to be more ocularcentrism oriented while Lithuanians are oriented to deconstruction of meanings. Latvians are in between. It may be result of differences in visuality of direct surroundings and the mediated one. As attitudes towards pledges of singer’s success show Lithuanians much more frequently think to be different pledges for local, national and world-wide success. While regarding local culture as a different one, Lithuanians may see need for deconstruction of meanings of visual materials that seem to be obvious for Norwegians.
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