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When | arrived at UCLA in 2009 to pursue a masters and a doctorate in information studies with
an emphasis on archives and visual literacy, | had been away from academic pursuits for over twenty
years. During that time | never knowingly read a scholarly paper or had much of a clue about the
epistemology of anything or the rigorous application of methods in research. | couldn’t provide you with
a coherent definition of what constituted a theory. Then all of a sudden I’'m being asked to write a
theory and a methods paper for written qualifying exams. Little wonder that despite earning 94% on the
GRE verbal exam | flunked qualifying exams not once but twice. Image everyone’s amazement when |
passed the third and final attempt with flying colors. The double-blind exam readers wrote: “Both
papers were excellent. They are creative, persuasive, and full of ideas.” What had changed? What
changed was that | had demanded, in a nice way, that the department provide all exam takers with a
tutorial which mapped out exactly what was expected for both papers, and exactly what we needed to

do to prepare. | was stymied because | just couldn’t visualize the process. | needed to be able to see it



on the board; to sit down and diagram it and put it down on paper and look at it. After | could see it, |
had no problem at all producing it. The doctoral students who took part in those original tutorial

sessions sooner or later passed their written qualifying exams.

My research into visual cognition began as an artist creating color compositions from black and
white photos. “I discovered that a simple but unchangeable formula was required to achieve the highest
levels of realism. In order to do justice to a black and white photo | had to determine what colors were
actual; which were plausible at the time; and choices without supporting evidence. | had accidentally
stumbled upon a theory which proposes that three primary states of mind make sense of visual
experience: know, believe, and imagine, or KBI. Compact but powerful.”* | had a name for my method
even before | went to UCLA. | called it the visual method of abstraction, or VMA. There was never a

need for a fourth variable.

Under the direction of John Richardson, Jr., my advisor, | explored the possibility that the
irreducible construct of VMA, now expressed more descriptively as KBI (know, believe, imagine), could
be established as the primary states of mind involved in visual knowledge production. In the real world,
such a theory had to operate not in the slow snail’s pace of colorizing, but sped up to the speed of light
where people make split second decisions often based on limited visual cues in the environment every
day called heuristic decisions. To arrive at the conclusion that KBI did indeed meet that requirement,
research from the field of cognitive psychology confirmed that fast and frugal heuristic decisions are not
fraught with error as a consequence of mental shortcuts needed for rapid decisions, but that they can
be as accurate, or even more so, than decisions based on time-consuming computations. “[A] strong
body of research in the fast and frugal tradition shows that in certain contexts, we make complex

decisions based on a single cue, and that this simple strategy, known as Take The Best [TTB], is as good

! Melvin Hale, “Beyond Colorizing - From Award-winning Art to a Ph.D.” vol. 1, ix, Pix2Canvas (self-published) 2022.

2



or even outperforms computation-intensive decision making.”> The visual paradigm is situated in these
cognitive processes which operate virtually at the speed of light, and consists of instantaneous
judgments. It is those instantaneous judgments that lead to agency. KBI refers to three distinct but

overlapping states of mind that make sense of visual stimuli, best illustrated in a Venn diagram.

Mental States

Know
Empirical

VISUAL PERCEPTION

(Paradigm)

Believe
Heuristic

Imagine
Aesthetic

| have come to call it the three-track mind. If the mind makes sense of visual imagery as a
ternary construct, then maybe it’s time to consider codifying data related to artifactual material in a
similar ternary fashion. At the very least, it is time to stop relegating visual experiences to binary
expressions. Visual information is consumed and digested into varying levels of conviction. A person
could say any of the following of a visual experience: What | saw was X; or, | believe that what | saw was
X; or, I’'m not sure what | saw, but it could have been X. In one aspect of my doctoral research |
constructed a simple chart to express what | saw in a particular real photo postcard (RPPC), and
described how facts, beliefs and imagination were mapped into the KBI construct, which boosts critical

thinking.

> Barton Beebe, “An Empirical Study of the Multifactor Tests for Trademark Infringement,” California Law Review
94, no. 6 (December 1, 2006): 1602, https://doi.org/10.2307/20439078.
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Palm Springs Hotel Swimming Pool, c. 1945

In the following table | will not name each and every object or element in the photograph. My

intent here is to depict the way in which data is mapped into the KBl model.

KNOW BELIEVE IMAGINE
Swimming pool water = blue
Several people One person
Pool ladder = chrome
Trees leaves = green Fruit trees
Fruit Oranges, Lemons, Limes Oranges and Lemons
Partial tree, right rear Green, Red Bougainvillea
Plants around pool Green, Red Bougainvillea
Outdoor umbrellas White fringe - Medium color | Blue and yellow and white
Swimsuit (foreground) Medium color Dark red
Tile roof = red/orange
Building in background White Beige
Mountain = reddish brown
People are socializing Solo




In the artistic rendition all of the people except for the girl with her foot in the swimming pool
have been removed. The addition of color fairly adheres to defined notions of know and believe, but
the context of the scene has changed from that of numerous people enjoying a poolside respite, to one
where the focus is exclusively on one person, seemingly enjoying the pleasures of the swimming pool
alone. The idea was to emphasize the serenity of Palm Springs as a desert oasis. This is an artistic

fantasy, but it is a fantasy made up of realistic colors.

Girl by the Pool at the Palm Springs Hotel, ca.1960

KBI can be used as an information framework in which to situate archival narratives. KBI
requires critical seeing, and is a rigorous platform for knowledge production from visual material, which
introduces it to the creation of archival descriptions. It is acceptable to include factual data, heuristic
data, and aesthetic data in archival description as long as each aspect is properly characterized. Such a

construct allows for richer and more inclusive narratives.



These are important questions, and becoming more so in the age of “fake news” and
“alternative facts” and hacking. KBl is a discursive system and framework which allows for an
appropriate way to situate all information sources, whether visual or not. If an assertion cannot be
empirically substantiated, but circumstantial evidence suggests that it is most likely true, then it does
not have to be discarded as lacking a factual foundation. It can be consigned to heuristic belief. If there
is no evidential foundation, the only choice left is imagination. Facts and falsehoods coexist within
human perception, so a unified theory of seeing and knowing must account for subjectivity. KBl accepts

the strengths and the frailties of the human actor as an integral component of visual ecology.

Why is this subject important and why should the discipline of archives embrace this theory and
its application? The topic of visual literacy is widely being discussed in academic circles, and the need for
a theoretical underpinning of visual thinking is desperately needed. If this discipline does not step up
and own this theory, it has failed to take the lead and the credit for creating something badly needed
and widely being sought. In an article entitled Visual Literacy in the K12 Classroom of the 21st Century:
From College Preparation to Finding One’s Own Voice the authors write that “visual literacy (VL) is
considered among the essential literacies of the 21st century not only due to its significance to most
subject areas and fields of knowledge, but also because without it we are the illiterati of today’s visually
saturated world, suffering any implications that come with this serious void.’ In a journal paper entitled
Toward a Cohesive Theory of Visual Literacy Maria D. Avgerinou of DePaul University, Chicago and Rune
Pettersson of Tullinge, Sweden set out to propose a framework for theorizing visual literacy (2011)." In
the abstract they write: “Despite the fact that to date Visual Literacy (VL) scholars have not arrived at a

general consensus for a theoretical organization of the VL field, important conceptual investigations

* Elizabeth Anderson et al., “Visual Literacy in the K12 Classroom of the 21st Century: From College Preparation to
Finding One’s Own Voice,” 2021.

* Maria D. Avgerinou and Rune Pettersson, “Toward a Cohesive Theory of Visual Literacy,” Journal of Visual Literacy
30, no. 2 (January 1, 2011): 1-19, https://doi.org/10.1080/23796529.2011.11674687.
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have emerged over the past four decades. In this paper we discuss and synthesize those studies. We
then present a first attempt toward a cohesive theory of VL.” The term visual literacy is used more in the
context of pedagogical practices and construction of visual teaching and learning aids, but the concern
for the need of visual literacy should have a home in the field of library studies and archives. In the
introduction to my dissertation | wrote that “The invention of the printing press and the resulting mass
production of literature in the fifteenth century presaged an immediate institutional commitment to
verbal literacy, as embodied in the field of Library and Information Studies (LIS). However, despite the
invention of technologies that have enabled the mass production of both still and moving images, a
parallel institutional commitment to visual literacy in the social sciences has not transpired.”” The
importance of KBI to the archival community is underscored by the fact it was vetted and approved by
someone with impeccable credentials in the archival community. That person is Dr. Anne Gilliland who
was a member of my doctoral committee and who suggested that “archives” be included in the title of

my dissertation.

Conclusion

The time has come for archives to accept the mantle of owning this theory of visual knowledge. |
do not view this as my theory. It was my method for creating art, but it not until | commenced doctoral
studies that | was shown that this method can be viewed as a model of visual thinking. Extensive

research in other domains grounded the theory.

Avgerinou and Pettersson ultimately proposed a theoretical model for visual literacy in 2020.

“The proposed theory of visual literacy is grounded on five areas of study. These areas serve as the main

> Melvin Hale, “Toward a Unified Theory of Visual Knowledge in Library, Archives and Information Studies: A Test of
the KBI Model Using Documentary Photographs” (Dissertation, Los Angeles, CA, University of Los Angeles,
California, 2014). https://escholarship.org/uc/item/4j86f3m1
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pillars for the theory. The areas are visual communication, visual language, visual learning, visual

perception, and visual thinking.”®

Avgerinou and Pettersson depict their theory of visual literacy graphically in this manner:

VL areas of knowledge

1. Visual communication.
2. Visual language.

3. Visual learning.

4. Visual perception.

5. Visual thinking.

In describing the model the authors write that “Visual thinking is always in the middle.” But the
authors do not describe the characteristics of visual thinking other than to describe it as a “Pictorial
superiority effect: Memory for pictures is superior to memory for words. Memory for a picture-word
combination is superior to memory for words alone, and for pictures alone.” Although visual thinking
resides at the heart of their model, it lacks a solid theoretical foundation. KBl is that theoretical

component that describes the behavior of visual thinking.

I am taking this opportunity to spur conversation and discussion around how a theory of visual
thinking can be brought into the canon of knowledge and praxis in the field of archives and library

science.

Thank you

® Maria Avgerinou and Rune Pettersson, Visual Literacy Theory, 2020,
https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.32374.22085.



