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In the Conscience Economy, all business activity contributes to a global, upward spiral.
Contributing goodness into society is not just about reputation management, risk mitiga-
tion, or cause marketing. Contributing goodness opens up new markets for talent, inno-
vation, and customers. It stabilizes those markets and enables them to grow. It protects
and strengthens that which business requires in order to exist: people and resources.
Goodness is a wellspring of profit itself. (155)

If nothing else, one hopes that Overman’s optimistic “take” on millennials and the
effect that they are having on businesses will be a self-fulfilling prophecy, and as
such, prompt a virtuous cycle. Time will tell.
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Graphesis: visual forms of knowledge production, by Johanna Drucker, Cambridge,
MA, Harvard University Press, 2014, 215 pp., $23.95 (paperback), ISBN 978-0-674-
72493-8

Information is everywhere. Concepts such as big data, mass media, and so on have only
been present in our society for the past century or so. Humanity as a species is gather-
ing, creating, and storing knowledge, or, at the very least, data, at a terrific pace. But
how do we access such information? Data, as some may point out, do not necessarily
translate to knowledge.

As visual theorist Johanna Drucker explains in her book Graphesis: Visual Forms of
Knowledge Production, data are relative. It must be interpreted. “Data are capta, taken
not given, constructed as an interpretation of the phenomenal world, not inherent to it”
(128). This concept is fairly self-evident. A number, on its own, has no meaning. To
gather data, one must gather through comparison. To interpret data, one must interpret
through comparison. As a result, our ability to create, store, and convey knowledge is
entirely dependent on our ability to represent it. As Drucker points out, even such
things as tables and columns, even our most basic methods of structure and organization
had to be created at some point in history. Again, such methods seem so obvious, so fun-
damental to us now, but they were revolutionary concepts when they were invented.

Throughout history, we have invented countless methods by which to convey
knowledge, and we continually seek to improve and refine such techniques. These
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techniques have become exponentially more relevant in the modern age as our freedom
to create has expanded infinitely. PowerPoint slides, a revolutionary invention in their
time, have been refined into Prezis, which allow users to control the graphical represen-
tations of the “progress” or “flow” of ideas or arguments. Bar charts and other graphic
forms become increasingly more dynamic and interactive. But even as such innovations
allow us to express information in better ways, they can also lead us to express infor-
mation in significantly worse ways. The potential of such tools can lead to them being
egregiously misused – a simple Google search of “amateur powerpoint mistakes” will
give one plenty of entertaining examples. As we gain more and more forms and func-
tions with our ability to display and create, it is necessary to examine the functioning of
conveyance and the ways in which knowledge production can best be carried out, and it
is this purpose which is the primary focus of Drucker’s book.

Graphesis is broken up into four segments. The first section, titled “Image,
Interpretation, and Interface” focuses on the history and conception of translating
knowledge into a visual format. As Drucker points out, this is an act we more or less
take for granted in contemporary society, however, the visualization of something as
abstract as knowledge is a science unto itself. It is fitting therefore that Drucker provides
an effective base for understanding the history of visual representation.

The next segment, titled “Interpreting Visualization: Visualizing Interpretation,”
focuses more on the primary topic of the book, visual forms of knowledge production.
It is important to make a distinction between production and representation, for
although the two are closely related, knowledge production inherently relying on rep-
resentation, the focus of Drucker’s work is on knowledge production over represen-
tation. These two sections comprise the first half of the book, and are more or less
detailed histories of the topic at hand, providing both knowledge of the subject and
laying the groundwork for the second half of the book, which is focused on the theor-
etical proposals and concepts Drucker is advocating. This second half is likewise
broken up into two sections.

The first is “Interface and Interpretation,” which, like its predecessors, does consist
of a good amount of history on the subject, but as mentioned previously, also begins to
move more into the concepts that Drucker is proposing. The second, “Designing
Graphic Interpretation,” consists almost entirely of Drucker’s original work, and is
the exposition of the book’s thesis.

Graphesis: Visual Forms of Knowledge Production, as it states in its introduction,
attempts to offer a guide to the various critical languages of graphical knowledge.
Moreover, Drucker makes an argument for how the progression of graphical language
should proceed into the future. The book contains a fantastic amount of information,
particularly historic information. Examining graphical progression from among
dozens of distinct disciplines, cultures, and historical time periods, Drucker manages
to provide an effective guidebook for the course of graphical knowledge development
throughout human history. Like all guidebooks, Drucker’s work does not seek to
examine in undue depth each individual point, or to provide a comprehensive analysis
of the value of each of the historical contributions, but rather provides an overall,
inclusive look at the progression of various ideas and themes.

One of the largest criticisms, I would raise, however, would be concerning the
overall organization of the information itself, on a visual level. This is an ironic
point to make, as the main subject of the book itself is on the history of visual forms
of knowledge production and representation. This is an issue which is less significant
towards the end of the book, but which greatly afflicts the earlier portions. There is the
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unfortunate tendency for the reader to lose their place within the overall argument and
structure of the book. As each example and piece of information is presented in a con-
tinuous flow, there is little to explain where, either chronologically or within the
abstract structure of the progression, events take place. We are told repeatedly through-
out the book that certain individuals’ contributions are “pioneering” (45) or “influen-
tial” (68) – however, we are given no context as to what these words imply. Exactly
how “influential” are these works? While it would certainly be foolish to expect
some quantitative value, with the sheer volume of individuals, styles, forms, and the-
ories encompassed within Drucker’s work, it is not sufficient to merely claim that an
individual’s work was important. All of the subjects’ works and contributions are see-
mingly important, or else they would not have been included. But to what extent have
they shaped the discipline, and to what extent are they still evident in modern design
theory? Drucker does not provide clarity.

However, Drucker does not claim to. Graphesis, as mentioned previously, is intended
as a guide more so than an in-depth examination, and within that view, the book performs
its function quite well. However, given the scope of the information compiled within, and
its cross-disciplinary nature, it feels like a wasted opportunity to not cover the ways in
which the different pieces of graphical history interconnect and influence each other.

As far as imagery is concerned, the book contains a wide array of images; as well it
should, given the visual nature of its topic. In fact, I would have liked to see even more
illustrations, as so many of the points described in the book rely so heavily on visual-
ization, but I acknowledge that there must be limits to such, and within such limitations,
the book does an excellent job of displaying the most relevant imagery.

This brings us to the theoretical content of the book. Drucker’s work attempts to
divest itself from the primarily ergonomic view of graphical design, which has domi-
nated much of the academic work on the topic, and advocates heavily for what she
terms a “humanistic” approach to visual representations of knowledge. Drucker
argues that while current conceptions of visual knowledge production are focused on
usage, they fail to accurately represent the concepts to which they are assigned, or at
least, not to the extent to which they ought.

Drucker promotes accuracy, but she seems somewhat dismissive of the usability
aspect of visual forms of knowledge representation or production. If we acknowledge
that perfect conveyance of knowledge, much like perfect kinetic efficiency, is an
impossibility, a compromise must be made somewhere. And while Drucker moves
us closer to an understanding of perfect representation, she leaves out the critical vari-
able of interpretability. At a fundamental level, though, we must acknowledge that the
primary purpose of technology is to be used. A book is meant to be read. Usability is so
fundamental to this area that I feel it really should not be separated from the humanities
approach Drucker advocates quite to the extent that it is in the book. There is no section
dedicated to covering information representation from a usability standpoint, and as
such, this approach feels somewhat under-represented.

Admittedly, there is already significant, predominant research being conducted into
the field of ergonomics. As such, Drucker’s approach is a new, undeveloped view of the
subject. And, further, in the case of Graphesis, it is therefore more important to focus on
the new approach, the humanities approach, than an ergonomic, usage-oriented
approach, in which there is already an oversaturation of work. Thus, my statements
here are less a critique of her approach, but rather an expression of a desire to see
more integration on a theoretical level between the two approaches to this topic.

Book reviews 395



In conclusion, Drucker’s work is a critical addition to a rapidly emerging field. She
provides both a productive framework and an important direction for future research.
Graphesis builds a necessary foundation for an area of study which is becoming
ever more complex and ever more relevant with each passing day. I would, ultimately,
highly recommend Drucker’s book as a valuable addition to understanding visual
aspects of contemporary consumer culture, and how visual representation attempts to
convey information and produce knowledge.

Daniel Gallagher
School of Communication, Rochester Institute of Technology, Rochester, NY, USA

Email: dpg6430@rit.edu
# 2015, Daniel Gallagher

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10253866.2015.1046639

The marketplace of attention: how audiences take shape in a digital age, by James
G. Webster, Cambridge, MA, MIT Press, 2014, 268 pp., $29.95 (hardback), ISBN 978-
0-2620-27861

The Marketplace of Attention: How Audiences Take Shape in a Digital Age was borne
out of an experience James Webster had working within television audience research.
Having been involved with a TV series that was cancelled due to low viewership, the
author was left asking, “how do audiences take shape?” (ix). As Webster, a communi-
cation professor at Northwestern University, acknowledges, this question is growing in
importance. Understanding audience formations is not only central for the media indus-
try but other industries as well, including for-profit and non-profit sectors. Organiz-
ations are becoming aware that understanding behaviour in digital media can help
them meet their goals more effectively.

Webster tackles the question of audience formation step by step. The book is cohe-
sively structured, with each of the six chapters exploring a different facet of the ques-
tion. However, as this is a highly complex subject where there is no consensus on how
audiences form or behave on digital platforms, the book does not give a definite answer
to the question “how do audiences form?” The question becomes increasingly difficult
to answer when one considers an ever-changing technology that affects consumption
behaviour and markets. At least, it becomes increasingly difficult to answer with
only one explanation. However, such an answer was never the intention of the book;
Webster has explicitly stated in the preface that the book represents his “attempt to
sort through these competing claims and expectations and to provide a durable frame-
work for understanding the forces that shape people’s encounters with media” (x). In
this he has achieved his aim. Digital audience formation in particular, and audience be-
haviour in the digital landscape in general, is a subject where opposing arguments
appear to be capable of existing side by side. However, The Marketplace of Attention
does an excellent job of drawing upon several academic disciplines to look at the ques-
tion from different angles. Webster’s deliberate attempts to provide counterarguments
and alternative views ensure his book is well balanced.

Only time will tell whether his framework is durable. Nonetheless, it is of note that
utilising a variety of academic disciplines, alongside well-established and current
research, has created a framework, “The dynamic model of exposure” (140) that
looks to be promising as a method of explaining audience behaviour.
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