
	
 

 
 
	

														
	

	
	

					
 

“Wow! Your Picture Looks So Different Compared to Mine”: 
Using Instagram to Illustrate the Subjectivity of Image Production 

 
 

Description: 
Image reproduction and alteration have become virtually limitless with the ubiquity of digital editing 
software. Despite this, “the myth of photographic truth,” where photos are perceived to be an unmediated 
copy of the world, continues to prevail (Sturken & Cartwright, 2009). In order to debunk this myth and 
demonstrate the subjectivity of image production, this activity incorporates Instagram, the popular social 
networking application where users take pictures and videos, edit them however they choose, and share 
their results with friends, followers, and/or fans on Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr, Instagram, and more.  
 

Course Requirements 
This activity is ideal for students in media, art, and/or visual literacy courses.   
 

Materials Needed 
• ½ of the students will need smartphones or tablets with the Instagram application installed. 
• The instructor will need to have a computer that is Internet accessible and linked to a projector in 

the classroom. 
 
Instructions 

1. Divide students into groups of two. One person in each group must be familiar with Instagram and 
have the application downloaded onto their phone or tablet.  

2. Ask the entire class to choose one sight on campus, such as a sculpture, to feature in a photo.  
3. Ask each group to leave the classroom and take a picture of the chosen sight using Instagram. Allow 

groups to edit the photo however they choose prior to posting.  
4. Once each group has posted their photo, they will e-mail it to the instructor who then downloads 

the photos onto a computer in the classroom.  
5. When students return, the instructor displays each group’s photo via a projector and asks everyone 

in the class to pinpoint the differences between them. Though each of the photos may feature the 
same sight, the differences that emerge (e.g. frame, filter, color, angle, and more) demonstrate how 
the creation of an image through a camera lens always involves some degree of subjective choice.  
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Discussion Prompts 
• What choices did you make when creating your photo? Why did you make these choices? 
• What are the differences between the photos created by each group, and how do these differences 

support the “myth of photographic truth”? 
• Does the “myth of photographic truth” change the way you perceive images? Why or why not? 

 
The Perks 

• Because students were able to enact subjective choice when posting their photo to Instagram, they 
begin to understand not only the concept of subjectivity, but its practice as well, particularly in the 
realm of image production. With this new understanding, “the myth of photographic truth” is 
debunked and visual literacy among students is increased.  

• According to Smith (2013), over 90% of people on Instagram are under the age of 35; 
MarketingCharts (2013) adds that most of these people are between the ages of 18 and 29. Because 
traditional college students fit within this demographic, most of them are familiar with Instagram. 
The opportunity for students to use something in class that they often use to entertain themselves 
is appealing. Furthermore, the fact that they are asked to take a picture of a sight on campus adds a 
sense of familiarity. The relevancy embedded in this activity is a key pedagogical tool because, as 
Frymier (2002) indicates, the more relevant the content, the more motivated students are to learn. 

• Students who can grasp the concept of subjectivity, and how it applies to image production, will 
have a solid foundation to build upon as they continue their coursework—a foundation that will 
enable them to become wiser, more critical consumers of the images to which they are exposed.  
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