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[...] The political understanding that many Americans came to in the 1960s would
allow them, looking at the photographs Dorothea Lange took of Nisei on the West
Coast being transported to internment camps in 1942, to recognize their subject
for what it was - a crime committed by the government against a large group of
American citizens. Few people who saw those photographs in the 1940s could
have had so unequivocal a reaction; the grounds for such a judgement were
covered over by the pro-war consensus. Photographs cannot create a moral
position, but they can reinforce one - and can help build a nascent one.

Photographs may be more memorable than moving images, because they are
a neat slice of time, not a flow. Television is a stream of underselected images
each of which cancels its predecessor. Each still photograph is a E_.S_mmﬂd.
moment, turned into a slim object that one can keep and look at again.
Photographs like the one that made the front page of most newspapers in the
world in 1972 - a naked South Vietnamese child Jjust sprayed by American
napalm, running down a highway toward the camera, her arms open, screaming
with pain - probably did more to increase the public revulsion against the war
than a hundred hours of televised barbarities.

me would like to imagine that the American public would not have been so
unanimous in 5 acquiescence to the Korean War if it had been confronted
with photographic evidence of the devastation of Korea, an ecocide and
genocide in some respects even more thorough than those inflicted on Vietnam
a decade later. But the supposition is trivial. The public did not see such
photographs because there was,” .Emo_omm.nu:% no space for them. No one
brought back photographs of daily life in Pyongyang, to show that the enemy
had a human face, as Felix Greene and Marc Riboud brought back photographs
om Hanoi. Americans did have access to photographs of the mzmmm:m of the
Sm.EmEmmm (many of which came from military sources and were taken with
quite a different use in mind) because journalists felt backed in their efforts to
obtain those photographs, the event having been defined by a significant
:.:EUE of people as a savage colonialist war. The Korean War was understood
differently - as part of the just struggle of the Free World against the Soviet
Union and China - and, given that characterization, photographs of the cruelty
of unlimited American firepower would have been irrelevant.

Though an event has come to mean, precisely, something worth
photographing, it is still ideology (in the broadest sense) that determines what

constitutes an event. There can be no evidence, photographic or otherwise, of an
event until the event itself has been named and characterized. And it is never
photographic evidence which can construct — more properly, identify - events;
the contribution of photography always follows the naming of the event. What
determines the possibility of being affected morally by photographs is the
existence of a relevant political consciousness. Without a politics, photographs
of the slaughter-bench of history will most likely be experienced as, simply,
unreal or as a demoralizing emotional blow.

The quality of feeling, including moral outrage, that people can muster in
response to photographs of the oppressed, the exploited, the starving and the
massacred also depends on the degree of their familiarity with these images.
Don McCullin's photographs of emaciated Biafrans in the early 1970s had less
impact for some people than Werner Bischof’s photographs of Indian famine
victims in the early 1950s because those images had become banal, and the
photographs of Tuareg families dying of starvation in the sub-Sahara that
appeared in magazines everywhere in 1973 must have seemed to many like an
unbearable replay of a now familiar atrocity exhibition.

Photographs shock in so far as they show something novel. Unfortunately,
the ante keeps getting raised - partly through the very proliferation of such
images of horror. One’s first encounter with the photographic inventory of
ultimate horror is a kind of revelation, the prototypically modern revelation: a
negative epiphany. For me, it was photographs of Bergen-Belsen and Dachau
which I came across by chance in a bookstore in Santa Monica in July 1945.
Nothing ] have seen - in photographs or in real life - ever cut me as sharply,
deeply, instantaneously. Indeed, it seems plausible to me to divide my life into
two parts, before I saw those photographs (I was twelve) and after, though it
was several years before I understood fully what they were about. What good
was served by seeing them? They were only photographs — of an event [ had
scarcely heard of and could do nothing to affect, of suffering I could hardly
imagine and could do nothing to relieve. When I looked at those photographs,
something broke. Some limit had been reached, and not only that of horror; I

felt irrevocably grieved, wounded, but a part of my feelings started to tighten;
something went dead; something is still crying.

To suffer is one thing; another thing is living with the photographed images
of suffering, which does not necessarily strengthen conscience and the ability to
be compassionate. It can also corrupt them. Once one has seen such images; one
has started down the road of seeing more ~ and more. Images transfix. Images
anaesthetize. An event known through photographs certainly becomes more
real than it would have been if one had never seen the photographs — think of
the Vietnam War. (For a counter-examnple, think of the Gulag Archipelago, of



which we have no photographs.) But after repeated exposure to images it also
becomes less real.

The same law holds for evil as pornography. The shock of photographed
atrocities wears off with repeated viewings, just as the surprise and bemusement
felt the first time one sees a pornographic movie wear off after one sees a few
more. The sense of taboo which makes us indignant and sorrowful is not much
sturdier than the sense of taboo that regulates the definition of what is obscene,
And both have been sorely tried in recent years. The vast photographic catalogue
of misery and injustice throughout the world has given everyone a certain
familiarity with atrocity, making the horrible seem more ordinary - making it
appear familiar, remote (it's only a photograph'), inevitable. At the time of the
first photographs of the Nazi camps, there was nothing banal about these
images. After thirty years, a saturation point may have been reached. In these

last decades, ‘concerned’ photography has done at least as much to deaden
conscience as to arouse it.

The ethical content of Photographs is fragile. With the possible exception
of photographs of those horrors, like the Nazi camps, that have gained the status
of ethical reference points, most photographs do not keep their emotional
charge. A photograph of 1900 that was affecting then because of its subject
would, today, be more likely to move us because it is a photograph taken in
1900. The particular qualities and intentions of photographs tend to be
swallowed up in the generalized pathos of time past. Aesthetic distance seems
built into the very experience of looking at photographs, if not right away, then
certainly with the passage of time. Time eventually positions most photographs,
even the most amateurish, at the level of art.

The industrialization of photography permitted its rapid absorption into
rational - that is, bureaucratic — ways of running society. No longer toy images,
photographs became part of the general furniture of the environment -
touchstones and confirmations of that reductive approach to reality which is
considered realistic, Photographs were enrolled in the service of important
institutions of control, notably the family and the police, as symbolic objects and
as pieces of information. Thus, in _the bureaucratic cataloguing of the world,
many important documents are not valid unless they have, affixed to them, a
photograph-token of the citizen's face.

The ‘realistic’ view of the world compatible with bureaucracy redefines
knowledge - as techniques and information, Photographs are valued because
they give information, They tell one what there is; they make an inventory. To
spies, meteorologists, Coroners, archaeologists and other information
professionals, their value is inestimable. But in the situations in which most
people use photographs, their value as information is of the same order as fiction.

120//ACTIVE AND PASSIVE SPECTATORS

The information that photographs can give starts to seem very important at that
moment in cultural history when everyone is thought to have a right to something
called news. Photographs were seen as a way of giving information to people
who do not take easily to reading. The Daily News still calls itself ‘New York's
Picture Newspaper': its bid for populist identity. At the opposite end of the scale,
Le Monde, a newspaper designed for skilled, well-informed readers, runs no
photographs at all. The presumption is that, for such readers, a photograph could
only illustrate the analysis contained in an article.

A new sense of the notion of information has been constructed m:.m.:._:n_ the
photographic image. The photograph is a thin slice of mumnw as well as zE.m. Ina
world ruled by photographic images, all borders (‘framing’) mmmﬂ arbitrary.
Anything can be separated, can be made discontinuous, from m:ﬁ:_:.m else: all
EMH 1s necessary is to frame the subject differently. (Conversely, m.nui.::m .8: be
made adjacent to anything else.) Photography reinforces ,.m :oﬂn:m_aﬁ view of
social reality as consisting of small units of an apparently Em_ﬁm .z:B_umn - as
the number of photographs that could be taken of anything is :::B.;ma. ,E_..o:mm
photographs, the world becomes a series of unrelated, w.nmmmwm:m_nm particles;
and history, past and present, a set of anecdotes and faits divers. The nmeE
makes reality atomic, manageable and opaque. It is a view of the world which
denies interconnectedness, continuity, but which confers on mmnm moment the
character of a mystery. Any photograph has multiple meanings; E.n_mmn_..ﬂo see
something in the form of a photograph is to encounter a v.oﬁmuzm_ H.VEmnn ﬁ.:i
fascination. The ultimate wisdom of the photographic image is to say: Hzmﬁm. is
the surface. Now think - or rather feel, intuit — what is beyond it, what the Hmm:@
must be like if it looks this way.’ Photographs, which cannot H.:mEmmEmm explain
anything, are inexhaustible invitations to deduction, m_umn:._mzo: and mm_.:m&\.

Photography implies that we know about the world if we m.nnmwﬁ it as the

camera records it. But this is the opposite of understanding, S&._nc .mm:nw ?o.a
not accepting the world as it looks. All possibility of understanding mw rooted in
the ability to say no. Strictly speaking, one never understands m:ﬁ:_:m from a
phatograph. Of course, photographs fill in blanks in our mental pictures of Em
present and the past: for example, Jacob Riis's images of New York mn_cm.:oH in
the 1880s are sharply instructive to those unaware that urban poverty in late
nineteenth-century America was really that Dickensian. Nevertheless, the
camera’s rendering of reality must always hide more than it &mn_ommm.._»m Brecht
points out, a photograph of the Krupp works reveals <5=m=.< nothing about
that organization. In contrast to the amorous relation, which is based on how
something looks, understanding is based on how it functions. And .E:Q_o:_:m
takes place in time, and must be explained in time, Only that which narrates
can make us understand.
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.E.m limit of photographic knowledge of the world is that, while it can goad
conscience, it can, finally, never be ethical or political knowledge. The knowledge
gained through still photographs will always be some kind of sentimentalism,
whether cynical or humanist. It will be a knowledge at bargain prices - a
semblance of knowledge, a semblance of wisdom; as the act of taking pictures is
asemblance of appropriation, a semblance of rape. The very muteness of what is
hypothetically, comprehensible in photographs is what constitutes Emu.m
.mE.n._nso: and provocativeness. The omnipresence of photographs has an
incalculable effect on our ethical sensibility. By furnishing this already crowded
ﬁo:a with a duplicate one of images, photography makes us feel that the world
1s more available than it really is.

Needing to have reality confirmed and experience enhanced by photographs
is an aesthetic consumerism to which everyone is now addicted, Industrial
societies turn their citizens into image-junkies: it is the most irresistible form of
mental pollution. Poignant longings for beauty, for an end to probing below the
surface, for a redemption and celebration of the body of the world - all these
elements of erotic feeling are affirmed in the pleasure we take in photographs.
But other, less liberating feelings are expressed as well. It would not be wrong to
speak of people having a compulsion to photograph: to turn experience itself into
a way of seeing. Ultimately, having an experience becomes identical with taking
a photograph of it, and participating in a public event comes more and more to
be equivalent to looking at it in photographed form. [...]

Susan Sontag, extract from On Photography (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1977) 16-24.

gnnwn Rosler

in, around, and afterthoughts (on documentary
photography)//1981

[...] In The Making of an American, Jacob Riis wrote:

We used to go in the small hours of the morning to the worst tenements ... and
the sights I saw there gripped my heart until I felt that I must tell of them, or burst,
or turn anarchist, or something ... I wrote, but it seemed to make no impression.
One morning, scanning my newspaper at the breakfast table, I put it down with an
outcry that startled my wife, sitting opposite. There it was, the thing I had been
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looking for all those years. A four-line dispatch from somewhere in Germany, if 1
remember right, had it all. A way had been discovered, it ran, to take pictures by
flashlight. The darkest corner might be photographed that way.!

In contrast to the pure sensationalism of much of the journalistic attention to
working class, immigrant and slum life, the meliorism of Riis, Lewis Hine and
others involved in social-work propagandizing argued, through the presentation
of images combined with other forms of discourse, for the rectification of wrongs.
It did not perceive those wrongs as fundamental to the social system that
tolerated them - the assumption that they were tolerated rather than bred marks
a basic fallacy of social work. Reformers like Riis and Margaret Sanger strongly
appealed to the worry that the ravages of poverty - crime, immorality,
prostitution, disease, radicalism - would threaten the health and security of
polite society as well as to sympathy for the poor, and their appeals were often
meant to awaken the self-interest of the privileged. The notion of charity fiercely
argued for far outweighs any call for self-help. Charity is an argument for the
preservation of wealth, and reformist documentary (like the appeal for free and
compulsory education) represented an argument within a class about the need
to give a little in order to mollify the dangerous classes below, an argument
embedded in a matrix of Christian ethics.

Documentary photography has been much more comfortable in the company
of moralism than wedded to a rhetoric or programme of revolutionary politics.
Even the bulk of work of the US version of the (Workers') Film and Photo League
of the Depression era shared in the muted rhetoric of the popular front. Yet the
force of documentary surely derives in part from the fact that the images might
be more decisively unsettling than the arguments enveloping them. Arguments
for reform - threatening to the social order as they might seem to the unconvinced
- must have come as a relief from the potential arguments embedded in the
images: with the manifold possibilities for radical demands that photos of
poverty and degradation suggest, any coherent argument for reform is ultimately
both polite and negotiable. Odious, perhaps, but manageable; it is, after all,
social discourse. As such, these arguments were surrounded and institutionalized
into the very structures of the government; the newly created institutions,
however, began to prove their inadequacy - even to their own limited purpose
- almost as soon as they were erected.

If

[...] The liberal New Deal State has been dismantled piece by piece. The War on
Poverty has been called off. Utopia has been abandoned, and liberalism itself has
been deserted. Its vision of moral idealism spurring general social concern has
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