

	Kaylee Francis
	Research Practices
	16th May 2019



Kaylee Francis 1704112


Research Practices 

Practices in Context
ADAD5001


Paul Duerinckx 
16th May 2019 

Word count with quotes =2993
Word count without quotes = 2457

REPRESENTATION – THE OTHER – INSIDER/OUT

This essay explores three keywords in order to gain a deeper understanding towards my own photographic practice.  I wish to examine theories about Representation/Other/Inside- Outside and how they affect the reading of images. This will illustrate, inform and explain concepts to apply to my ideas; I aim to find self-understanding, relate this information to my work, and implement this in my practice to communicate visually more effectively.  I want to understand more about how complicated it is to take a picture of any subject and why it is that we can’t just take a picture that just bears witness? Roland Barthes has said ‘A photographic image - is a message without a code’ (Moriarty, 2014)   this sits well with me, yet it seems that no matter what I take a picture of it is always up for scrutinization. I want to understand why taking an image of a family member, a disabled person cannot be just recording a moment?  
I will explore the work of Diane Arbus, Nan Goldin and Richard Billingham also theorist such as Abigail Solomon-Godeau, Susan Sontag and critic Gerry Badger.

Representation.
Documentary photography is thought to provide viewers with an accurate representation of society, people, places, objects events and so on, this type of photography is often used in reportage and up until the mid- twentieth century was a vital way to bear witness to the world. Around the same time artists began to use photography to show light on injustice and inequality intended to impose social change.  Social documentary photographers are continuously looking for new subjects to show viewers, they often seek more extreme sides of society to reveal to the world. 
Representation of society, such as social, cultural, gender, ethnicity, disability and so on are continually being presented to audiences, the approach needs to be considered closely, being aware of one's own representation biases and perspectives and the viewers. In photography representation refers to the use of images to create meaning about the world yet this reality is as varied and unique as each one of us.  It is personal and subjective and holds such responsibility if it is to be put out into the public realm. ’Photography, as a powerful medium of expression and communications, offers an infinite variety of perception, interpretation and execution.’ Ansel Adams (Adams and Land, 1974)
Philosophers and art critics are often consumed by the discourse of whether photography is an independent artform and if it is able to represent objectively or subjectively. It is to say photography can't be an independent art form when it captures the world in a moment in time. Everything viewers see in an image is a representation, as a form of portraying different things in a particular way, these representations are carefully constructed by the photographer in order for it to have the desired impression on the viewers. 
‘The camera makes everyone a tourist in other people's reality and eventually in one's own’. (Sontag, 1978)
Diane Arbus’s images earned her two Guggenheim Fellowships yet these same images provoked heated and negative debate. ‘The cruel seem to out-way the tender’ (O’Hagan, 2011) but whatever her intent, her images have been criticised for singling out marginalised people, representing them as odd and unflattering, her work may be designed to evoke emotion, but critics believe her images leave the viewer wondering if the subjects are being exploited; we question, does she empower or dehumanise her subjects?
‘I really believe there are things nobody would see if I didn’t photograph them’ Diane Arbus. (Bosworth, 2005)

[image: ]FIG1.Diane Arbus, Untitled (6), 1970–71.
In this image we see three girls who have been confined to a home for having down syndrome, they are playing in a field laughing uncontrollably with a complete lack of self-awareness, just like any other group of friends might do. This was taken from a series of images of people on the margins of society.  By giving them gallery space and deliberately thrusting the unseen into the faces of those that shut them away automatically gives importance to Arbus’s subjects. 
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FIG2.Diane Arbus- Russian midget friends in a living room on 100th Street, N.Y.C., 1963
These three-look comfortable and at ease with their lives despite having a disability, they appear to be capable of living a ‘normal’ lifestyle. The images show a combination of the abnormal with the normal. 
Arbus swapped from being a fashion photographer making images of society's view of what is ‘beautiful’ to images of what is thought to be the odd looking and abnormal. Her images question if society contributes to disable these individuals by putting them into groups such as abnormal weird and other. Arbus spoke about her admiration for the unusual people she photographed:


“There’s a quality of legend about freaks. Like a person in a fairy tale who stops you and demands that you answer a riddle. Most people go through life dreading they’ll have a traumatic experience. Freaks were born with their trauma. They’ve already passed their test in life. They’re aristocrats”
(Arbus,1976)

For Susan Sontag, Arbus’s photos were based on ‘distance, privilege and a feeling at what the viewer is asked to look at is really other.” (Sontag, 1973) from her essay entitled ‘Freak Show’, 1973 she continues ‘In photographing dwarfs, you don't get majesty & beauty. You get dwarfs’. (Sontag,1973).
 ‘What I’m trying to describe is that it’s impossible to get out of your skin into somebody else’s, That somebody else’s tragedy is not the same as your own.’ Diane Arbus (Entity, 2019). Most of the time we see an image we look for a personal connection, we correlate it to ourselves and our own lives.  ‘Photography is a small voice, at best, but sometimes one photograph, or a group of them, can lure our sense of awareness.’ W.Eugene Smith (Magnum Photos, 2019)

The other-otherness
GWF Hegel (1770 - 1831) a German philosopher was one of the earliest thinkers to elaborate on the notion of ‘The Other’, it was based on the assumption that an individual can only become fully aware of them self when recognised by others. The idea of ‘otherness’ can be focused on how majority and minority identities are established. In phenomenology ‘the other’ describes the other human being for his or her differences from the self. The term ‘othering’ describes the action of labelling and defining a person as someone who belongs to the socially subordinate category of the ‘other’. The practice of ‘othering’ excludes people who do not fit the norm of a social group, which is a version of the Self, means to exclude them from the social group to the margins of society.
Social identities are believed to reflect the way individuals and groups internalise established social categories within their societies, such as their cultural/gender/class identities, and so on. These social categories shape our ideas about who we think we are, how we want to be seen by others, and the groups to which we belong.
The other is a complex subject but to understand the other you must first broaden understanding of the self, the self is how we define our unique identity or personality and as the self cannot exist without the other, as the self, of us and of the same as opposite or dissimilar to the other, nor can our identity exist without another and life as a whole mirrors this. 
Our identity is determined by many things from DNA, culture, religion, race, gender, sexual orientation and our social experiences. We are brought up with a basic blueprint that shaped our social experiences with other personalities and because we shape one another through our experiences (memories) the self is also reliant on the other. 
However throughout history whether politics, class, race, religion, sexual orientation or gender people have been grouped together and labelled with a negative xenophobic stigma through propaganda and lies that pray on the differences between the self and the other that has caused some of the worse moments in human history. This is known as ‘othering’. Even in modern society othering is committed everyday throughout the world to label groups such as refugees, Muslims, the LGBT community and therefore segregate them from the rest of the social structure of society due to a difference of ‘the self’ when in reality it is difference that defines the self.
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FIG.3. Untitled (1) DIANE ARBUS (1923-1971)
Returning to Diane Arbus, where her images depict people that have been referred to as freaks /other, most of the people she photographed were living as outcasts in segregated communities, the reality is that these people have been physically excluded from society - otherness.
In many of the images, the subjects, who are in close proximity to the camera, stare back, seemingly unfazed, bold even, as if they were a part of the construction of the image. It is hard not to feel that there may have been some level of exploitation involved because of the developmental disability of the people she has photographed. Yet these may be our assumptions, based on our attitudes towards developmental disabilities in society more than fact. Is it our own discomfort when viewing the images that we seek in them the other, and therefore accuse Arbus for this, or is it part of our own subjective prejudices? We continue to stare as we become absorbed in the world she presents, which is different to the one we know. The otherness of the images draws our curiosity and causes us to measure our self through the differences we see between the self and the subject, this is very commonly misunderstood in modern society as being a bad thing but it is due to the extended time it takes to process and understand the differences between the self and the other that Arbus is exploiting, not the subjects in question.
Arbus could be trying to soften the divide between the ‘other’, between groups, to disseminate the effects of othering and bring about uniting people. 
As outlined, our identity is completely depended on the other, who and how we measure ourselves against. But there are no two exact parallel lives so whatever subject we approach no matter how close we think we are we are always the other and by taking an image and noting them we must therefore be othering them.
I’ve always thought photography is not so much of an art form but a way of communicating and passing on information’ Don McCullin (Evans and Sontag, 2003)

Inside/outsider 
Abigale Solomon-Godeau explores what she refers to as insider/outsider positions photographers take in relation to their subjects. She discusses that outsider photographers such as Diane Arbus ‘are voyeurs, essentially stealing something from their subjects’, (Strange Fire, 2019) insiders such as Nan Goldin are seen as ‘subjective and confessional’, both have come under criticism. 
‘My desire is to preserve the sense of people’s lives, to endow them with the strength and beauty I see in them. I want the people in my pictures to stare back.’ (Goldin, 2012)
Sontag criticises Arbus, who for her, ‘adopts an outsider perspective which leads to an unsympathetic, objectifying, voyeuristic attitude to those photographed.’
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Fig 4. Diane Arbus' "Jewish Giant" (1970) 

Critic Gerry Badger states that:

 ‘something is often forgotten in analysing her work. Arbus, focused particularly upon the sometimes grotesque, efforts in which we indulge in order to mitigate life’s inequities and inequalities, homing in upon those institutions of mutual comfort.’ (Badger,1998) 

Arbus saw her subjects as forced into the positions they found themselves. Badger regards Arbus as ‘both an insider and an outsider’, believing that she maintained the level of detachment needed, but like many of her subjects ‘she existed in the world precariously and could empathise with them.’ (Badger,1998)
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FIG 5. Nan Goldin - Nan and Brian in bed, NY, 1983
In the image Goldin is lying in bed showing us an inside, an intimate view of her life. She is joined by what seems to be her lover, he stares outside the frame thinking and smoking a cigarette, being highlighted by natural window light. Through this close view of her life, we feel an authentic and personal connection with her and the lives of her family and friends. Her images reveal the unseen relationships between other people and instills a trust between viewer and subject with these personal insights.
“For me it is not a detachment to take a picture. It's a way of touching somebody - it's a caress… I think that you can actually give people access to their own soul.” (Google Arts & Culture, 2019)
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FIG 6. Nan Goldin, Gotscho kissing Gilles.1993
Nan Golding images have often been criticized as voyeuristic; they highlight the struggles of her subjects deemed by society as an unnecessarily over personal way. Her images show a previously un-seen reality into the subcultures of the 70’s and 80’s. This image shows an incredibly intimate and beautiful moment between two men, one who’s dying in a hospital bed while being comforted by his lover.  One viewpoint is that this can be seen as voyeuristic, however this image shows the true painful reality of what society choses to ignore and is othered. Her images show the desperation of their situations and the need for creating social impact and awareness in order to provoke social change within society.
‘There is a popular notion, that the photographer is by nature a voyeur, the last one invited to the party.  But I’m not crashing; this is my party.  this is my family, my history.’ (Goldin, 2012)

[image: ]FIG 6. Jimmy Paulette and Tabboo! in the bathroom, NYC, 1991.
Nan Goldings photographic journey through the subcultures of New York led her to take personal photographs of Cross dressers, gays, lesbians, drug-addicts and all that society deemed as outcasts. Her photographs evoke conflicting emotions due to the inside personal insight of the subclasses as she identified with the social alienation of AIDS sufferers, transvestites and homosexuals because ‘she shared their space on the margins of society in both a physical and metaphorical sense’.(Mountford,2001) 
Solomon-Godeau refers to Nan Goldin as an insider photographer due to her personal connection to the subjects photographed and often being in the images herself. She compares Goldin’s experience with her subjects as that of a ‘confessional mode’ one in which ‘the photographer has privileged knowledge and an engaged experience’. (Strangefire, 2019)
Discussing the binaristic viewpoints, Solomon sees the foundation of the much-debated questions of politics and ethics in photography and questions the relationship between photography and the truth. 

“ On the one hand, we frequently assume authenticity and truth to be located on the inside (the truth of the subject), and, at the same time, we routinely - culturally - locate and define objectivity (as in repertorial, journalistic or juridical objectivity) in conditions of exteriority, of noncomplication.” Abigail Solomon-Godeau (Strangefire, 2019)
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FIG.7. Richard Billingham - Untitled (RAL 25)
In this image Richard Billingham has captured a personal interaction between his parents, it feels we are intruding on a moment of frustration and anger between his mother while his father sits brow beaten and nonchalant, unfazed by the anger directed towards him. Billingham’s work invites us into a personal insight of their lives. The image explores family functions and shows a true representation of the flaws instead of what is often photographed a perfect moment in the family album. We see the Billingham family through the privileged view of their son, Billingham is an insider because he is a part of the situation that is presented in the images.  All the struggles and truths are his own, a manifestation of his alcoholic father and the frustrations of his mum. Everything these moments capture affects Billingham himself and has consequences on his personal life. We are learning about the photographer and understanding what he is communicating by him sharing what he sees, while at the same time he is exploring himself by measuring himself as both a part of and apart of his parents arguing. 

Within my research I aimed to explore and challenge my understanding and perceptions of documentary photography as being an accurate straight-forward representation of the world and all that inhabit it by looking at past and current academic theoretical writings of Photographic Representation/Other/Inside/Outside.  As photographers we have a responsibility to create images that represent accurately and are true and authentic. 
I am now aware that representation is not as straight-forward as I once thought, in order to fairly depict a subject we need to be aware of our own perspectives and the different perspectives of our viewer; I am also now aware of the complicated influence of whether we are an insider or outsider to our subject and the risk of othering by both the photographer and the viewer.
All images hold meaning and interpretation, these readings varies from person to person depending on their social experiences/culture/perceptions/views, through investigating insider/outsider positions I can now acknowledge that the representation of my subjects is  a representation of ‘the other’ which differs from the self and no matter how close we view ourselves as a part of the same subculture we will always be the other to our subjects, an outsider. I am now mindful that there is an almost infinite number of anomalies in the representation/reading of an image which will continually make it a challenge to be able to create an all-inclusive perfect representation of any subject. 
Taking all this into account I will strive to research further and grow my understanding to enable me to make as accurate a depiction of my subject as possible for the viewer to interpret to be as close to a truth as it can be, to create work to the best of my abilities always being aware of the fine line between representation and othering of my subjects. 

Question:
[bookmark: _GoBack]What are some of the complications faced by a photographer when approaching a photographic project representing ‘the other’ and is there a way to escape the binary of insider/outsider?
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