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To what extent is an uncontested photographic record an anachronism in the age of digital manipulation?
 
“We understand photography through a particular understanding of time: the instant ‘captured’ by photography being a more ‘real’ and ‘true’ statement than any other form of representation, such as painting, because it arrests and imprisons the moment.” - In an interview that was aired in 1979 with John Berger and Jean Mohr
Within this essay I will be exploring the truth of photography as it has been the one thing that people believed to be untouched and true, although people are beginning to question the reliability and authenticity of photos online and in the news, because of so many images turning out to be fake. This is mainly because of how far technology has come and therefore how easy it is for the computer or phone to change an image without you lifting a finger. However, I will be investigating whether that is the case and if we can actually trust photography at all? I will be looking into history; looking at famous images that turn out to be manipulated, why rulers and dictators manipulated photos, news: looking to Brian Walski and fake news and evidence: looking in to prison evidence and weather they are trustworthy records. I will also include examples of social media images. There are multiple photos around the world throughout history that have been manipulated to gain a different context of the final image. The end conclusion will be on if digital manipulation is acceptable in the world of photography through different examples.


Photos from history have been manipulated for a number of different reasons. Many people mainly people of power have manipulated photos in the sense of cutting people out for one reason or the other mainly if people feel out, committed a crime against the person in power or so the image would look better for example there could be a person of power in the image and so that person looks better some people have been cut out. Many of the famous historic photos such as Abraham Lincoln standing portrait in his study next to his desk, created after the Civil War. However the male in the image is actually a politician called John Calhoun. The image is of John Calhoun with Lincoln’s head cut and stuck onto Johns body. There doesn’t seem to be a reason why this happened other than for a portrait. There are loads of reasons why men of power remover people from their photos on the other hand.  Many dictators and rules did this manly because they had fallen out of favour with that person, for example Hitler removed Joseph Goebbels from the image below after a falling out. You can see in the “photo shopped” image where Goebbels was standing because of where someone has painted each strand of grass as accurate as they possibly could.
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(photographer unknown)
There are other rulers who have cut out their enemies such as mao tse tung and of course Stalin who cut out multiple people from loads of images, cutting people out doubled up as a warning to others not to cross the rulers as they could easily cut you out and could do a lot worse without others noticing. Photo shop was invented in 1988 so how did people use “photoshop” before this time, photographer and others edited the images would cut and stick the different elements that they want from each photo, however they would sand paper down the edges to feather and blend the edges to the background. An image which is quite interesting is a photo taken of Russian troops flying the red flag over Berlin in May 1945.
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(photographer unknown, published in Russian magazine Ogoniok, 1945)
The soldier in the foreground raising his fist is wearing a watch which has been removed but why remove such a small, small thing that not many people would notice? The simple answer is that the Russians wanted to have the watched removed because they wanted the nation as a whole to have a good name and the watch was on the right hand of the soldier implying that the man already had a watch on the left hand and so the watch must be stolen. This would have made the Russian army look bad if the public noticed.


Digital manipulation has been at the front of fake news since the beginning, a whole lot more now due to how easy it is to manipulate an image. Technology can do the majority of it for you along with the amount of programs and make digital so easily accessed and to use. “People use photographs to construct identities, investing them with “believability” (David Levi Strauss, 2015) People use digital manipulation everyday with phone apps such as snapchat, Instagram and so on, unlike photoshop where you have to use the different features and do them yourself while on these phone apps you just take a photo and the program automatically does it. People do this to as Strauss is saying in the previous quote, to gain a perfect their identities to more than just the people around them but the world, it’s like a fake person created by someone they wish to be. Although photos are being manipulated all over social networks these are all mainly ‘selfies’ and so it doesn’t matter as much. Within the world of news however manipulating photographs are frowned upon for example in LA Times published a photograph of a British soldier in a crown during the early Iraq invasion on the front page of the paper on 30th March 2003.
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(Brain Walski, 2003)
 The image was taken by Brian Walski but after publishing people realised that the faces in the crown were within the image multiple times, The paper accused Brian of manipulating the image which he confessed to the accusations. Brian believed that combining two images would create a better composed image, ultimately the final images context was changed even though the two different images were only taken seconds apart. The public believed this photo as they have no reason not to, it came from a reliable source and as many people believe, seeing is believing hence why it is so easy to start fake news and for people to believe it. In the end Brian Walski got a bad name for manipulating a photo but more because he lied to the public when the image was being published within a newspaper and therefore should be genuine, and then he lost his job.

Photos on social media are very different compared to the images taken for evidence for the police or asylums within the 19th century. “The goal of the crime expert, researcher or historian is to use the image’s evidentiary capacity for forensic purposes. The word forensics is defined as ‘the implementation of scientific and technical means for investigating the establishing facts in the courts or other public contexts.” (Images of Conviction, 2015) and therefore these photos and quite face on and have to be uncontested. They are made for one reason and that’s to refer to after a crime scene/body has been cleaned or removed. They all have the same style of being face on, flash so when referred back they are simple clean and straight on, easy for the court to see the evidence in the bested, clearest way. Although photos taken strictly for evidence and are real you have people who copy, recreate or make up their own murder scenes altogether which confuses and blurs the line between real and fake within the photographic world. There are a number of ways someone can manipulate a photo with and without photoshop, they could use a camera technique to create an unexplainable (unless know otherwise) affect such as a long shutter speed. In March 2017 Micah Risner and Nataleigh Schlette a couple from Ohio staged a murder.
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(Minyvonne Burke, 2017)
Micah “Risner sent the photo to their family members because he was trying to get his sister to come over to his house because she allegedly owed him money” (Minyvonne Burke, 2017) the image was staged and got the couple into trouble with the police and most probably Risners sister had words from the police as she was text advice and how to cover up back. The line is so blurred because of people like this creating images and re-creating such images, to tell what is real or fake is highly difficult.

So can we trust photos? The answer is quite controversial and unclear, many people use digital manipulation to their advantages, as discussed rulers scaring the people in to power, people on social media changing their ‘selfies’ to look better and police evidence. Many of historic photographs are uncontested for the simple reason that people assumed that there was no way to manipulate the photos and so people often believe them without question, the idea of photography is contested, as what you see is what you believe. take ghosts and the paranormal, the people who believe in them are the people who claim to have seen something paranormal. While in reality nothing is as it seems, there are so many different ways someone can manipulate an image other than photoshop, it could be staged they could use a camera technique such as a slow shutter speed to create a ghostly blur. Given the range of evidence for and against digital manipulation, it is uncertain whether manipulating an image is ethical. It’s a huge grey area where sometimes photoshopping or changing an image is acceptable but other times it’s not such as when reporting news and in evidence where the viewer trusts in the photographer to give true and reliably imagery. I don’t think anybody can just view an image now without questioning it, the world it so critical and fake that it’s what people have to do or they’ll end up believing a photo that is fake such as in Brain Walskis case. This is also a case where people should be able to trust his image because it was the front page of a newspaper, which should be a reliable source and 100% trustworthy with its materials both photographic and information. Therefore, people should criticise the mediums that we assume are reliable and not be so naive that when a photo of, let’s say ghosts come up on social media we believe it, we need to analysis imagery more. To say whether we should trust photos is to say we should trust God, we should be able to trust and believe them but that’s not always the case. No one can answer these questions as photography is such a huge topic and so many people use it for different reasons, it doesn’t help that photoshop is so accessible and easy for anybody to use. With everything considered, there is just too many factors to say if digital manipulation is right or wrong especially in present times. We are never just viewers, possibly some people who refuse to analyse and critique but the majority of us are detectives always looking closer at photos, inspecting them, figuring out what the image is about, hidden messages and if it’s genuine and true.
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The Actual Photos.
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