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This accessible book explores the creative uses of photography with political purpose, both in terms of subject matter and of the political perspectives that have driven attitudes to viewing photographs.

The shorter Part I reviews twentieth-century thinking that has influenced attitudes to photography and the political. Part II identifies the political ideas that drive practical strategies in the twenty-first century. It considers the politics of photography by looking at what affects people’s lives and agency: attitudes to difference and identity; power relations between institutions, individuals, and communities; the impact of trauma and global change. With a focus on the exchange of ideas between visual practice and theories, a selection of projects are examined from a range of perspectives, such as post-colonial and feminist thinking, post-humanism, and cultural and social theory, with references ranging from Michel Foucault and Judith Butler to Achille Mbembe, Bruno Latour, and Chantal Mouffe. The pursuit of ‘political aesthetics’ borrows from Jacques Rancière’s ideas about cultural production. Photography and Political Aesthetics identifies photography as politically productive when positioned within political movements, and champions practices that perform, investigate, or give attention to presentation and public dissemination.

This book is ideally suited to students studying photography, art and aesthetics, visual politics, and cultural studies, and researchers across the fields of photography, media, art, and politics.

Jane Tormey is the co-editor of The Routledge Companion to Photography Theory (2020) and Art, Politics and the Pamphleteer (2021) and the author of Cities and Photography (2012) and Photographic Realism: Late Twentieth Century Aesthetics (2013). She is an independent scholar and Honorary Fellow of Loughborough University.




Photography and Political Aesthetics

Jane Tormey

[image: Logo: Published by Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, London, New York.]



Designed cover image: Oliver Ressler, “Stranded”, 2015. Courtesy of the artist; àngels, Barcelona; The Gallery Apart, Rome

First published 2024

by Routledge

4 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

and by Routledge

605 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10158

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2024 Jane Tormey

The right of Jane Tormey to be identified as author of this work has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: 978-0-367-60916-0 (hbk)

ISBN: 978-0-367-60915-3 (pbk)

ISBN: 978-1-003-10249-6 (ebk)

DOI: 10.4324/9781003102496

Typeset in Sabon

by Deanta Global Publishing Services, Chennai, India




Contents

List of figures

Introduction

Part I

1   Power relations

2   Representation, aesthetics, and documentary

3   Instrumental purpose and disruption

Part II

4   Image, knowledge, and argument

5   Immersive worlds

6   Citizen relations

7   Histories, archives, and fictions

8   Political aesthetics

  References

Index




Figures



	1.1
	Walker Evans, Mrs. Frank Tengle, Hale County, Alabama, 1936. Library of Congress, Prints & Photography, FSA/OWI Collection, LC-USF342-T01-8178



	1.2
	Destiny Deacon, I seen myself, 1991 – 2003. Courtesy of the artist and Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney.



	1.3
	D. F. Thomson, Dharrkiny, a Madarrpa woman, eastern Arnhem Land, Northern Territory, Australia. 1935. The Donald Thomson Ethnohistory Collection. Reproduced courtesy of the Thomson family and Museums Victoria. Captioned “From Her Tiara Dangle Six Crocodile Teeth” (1948)



	2.1
	Jacob A. Riis, ca. 1896 Lodger in a Pell Street lodging house, Happy Jack’s Canvas Palace. Library of Congress, Prints & Photography Division Washington, DC. LC-USZ62-31369



	2.2
	Humphrey Spender, Café, Bolton, possibly Collinson’s, 1938. Courtesy Bolton Library and Museum Services. © Bolton Council 



	2.3
	Humphrey Spender, Bolton’s open market, Thursday 23rd September 1937. Courtesy Bolton Library and Museum Services. © Bolton Council 



	2.4
	and 2.5 Jean Mohr, Jerusalem, 1979. © Jean Mohr, Photo Elysée, Lausanne



	2.6
	and 2.7 Allan Sekula, from the series Aerospace Folktales 1973. Columbus Museum of Art, Ohio: Museum Purchase Howald and Derby Funds, with additional funds provided by Sylvia L. Goldberg; and J. Ronald and Louisa Bertch Green. Copyright courtesy of the Allan Sekula Studio.



	3.1
	Peter Kennard, Crushed Missile, 1981, Gelatin silver prints, ink and gouache on card. First published as Poster for the Labour Party. Catalogue PK/156. Courtesy of the artist.



	3.2
	Jo Spence with Terry Dennett (Colonization. From Remodelling Photo History (The History Lesson),  (1979–1982), gelatin silver print. Jo Spence Memorial Archive, The Image Centre.



	3.3
	to 3.8 Stephen Willats (1978) from the series Inside an Ocean, Mile End, East London. Copyright Stephen Willats.



	4.1
	and 4.2 Yazan Khalili, installation shots Medusa, KW Institute for Contemporary Art, Berlin 2020. Courtesy of the artist.



	4.3
	to 4.5 Yazan Khalili, stills from On Love and Other Landscapes (2011) Courtesy of the artist.



	4.6
	to 4.9 Forensic Architecture, Cloud Studies, installation Whitworth, Gallery, Manchester, 2021. Author’s photographs.



	4.10
	Cloud Studies, 2021. Fluid dynamic simulation of tear gas in the air of Plaza de la Dignidad in Santiago, Chile on 20 December 2019. Tear Gas in Plaza de la Dignidad, 2020. © Forensic Architecture



	4.11
	Cloud Studies, 2021. An automated system helps identify the exact time and location of visible CS (tear gas) clouds. Analysis of teargas in Plaza de la Dignidad based on footage from Galer a CIMA. From Tear Gas in Plaza de la Dignidad, 2020. © Forensic Architecture



	4.12
	Cloud Studies, 2021. Still from The Bombing of Rafah, 2015.  © Forensic Architecture



	4.13  
	Cloud Studies, 2021. Simulation of spread of herbicides once sprayed conducted with support from Dr Salvador Navarro-Martinez to determine the extent and concentration of herbicide drift. From Herbicidal Warfare in Gaza, 2019. © Forensic Architecture



	5.1
	NOAA-18, London, 31 October 2021, 11:00 GMT. open-weather CC BY 4.0. Courtesy Sophie Dyer and Sasha Engelmann. 



	5.2
	Joana Moll, screenshot from Ultimate Solvers (2020). Courtesy of the artist.



	5.3
	and 5.4 Joana Moll, screen shots from The Virtual Watchers (2016). Courtesy of the artist.



	6.1
	Debbie Hill, Bedouin view the remains of houses (2017), Alamy Stock Photo.



	6.2
	Debbie Hill, Palestinian workers build new Jewish housing (2011), Alamy Stock Photo.



	6.3
	Anne Paq from the series The Checkpoint: a photo essay (2018). Copyright Anne Paq.



	6.4
	Anne Paq from the series Pending Generations (2014). Copyright Anne Paq.



	6.5
	to 6.7 Anne Paq, from the series of images of the al-Louh family, Obliterated Families (2017). Copyright Anne Paq. 



	7.1
	Emeka Okereke ‘You will know me when you hold me’, Deolotpur, Benapol, Bangladesh, from the series In Search of Intimacy, 2020. Copyright Emeka Okereke



	7.2
	Sammy Baloji, Funerary pottery from the Kingdom of Kongo and European porcelain from the 15th-18th century. Storage of the Institut des Musées nationaux du Congo, Kinshasa. From the series K (C)ongo Fragments of Interlaced Dialogues (2017). Copyright Sammy Baloji. Courtesy Twenty Nine Studio & Production



	7.3
	Sammy Baloji, from the series Mémoire (2004-6). Copyright Sammy Baloji. Courtesy Twenty Nine Studio & Production



	7.4
	Emeka Okereke ‘Ruptured Rapture, Hope Waddell Training Institution (Founded 1895), Calabar, from the series As We Recede, 2016. Copyright Emeka Okereke. 



	7.5
	Okereke talking to Solomon Nwankwo, from the series As We Recede, 2016. Copyright Emeka Okereke



	7.6
	Documents from the personal archive of Solomon Nwankwo from the series As We Recede, 2016. Copyright Emeka Okereke



	7.7
	Emeka Okereke  ‘Dilemma of a New Age 1, Aba’ (2012), from the series Exploring a Void. Copyright Emeka Okereke. 



	7.8
	Omar Victor Diop, Dom Nicolau, 2014. Signed, titled and numbered on label Pigment inkjet printing on Harman By Hahnemuhle paper 120 x 80 cm - 47 1/4 x 31 1/2 in Edition of 8 plus 2 AP © Omar Victor Diop. Courtesy Galerie MAGNIN-A, Paris.



	7.9
	Omar Victor Diop, Allegoria 6, 2021. Signed on Hahnemühle ‘Hologram System’ certificate Pigment inkjet print on Canson Infinity Arches 88 paper 50 x 75.6 cm - 19 3/4 x 29 3/4 inEdition of 7 + 1 artist’s proof. © Omar Victor Diop. Courtesy Galerie MAGNIN-A, Paris.



	8.1
	Oliver Ressler, Reclaiming Abundance, 2021. Courtesy of the artist; àngels, Barcelona; The Gallery Apart, Rome. 



	8.2
	Oliver Ressler, Reclaiming Abundance, digital print, 2021. Installation view: Kunsthalle Mainz, 2022. Photo: Norbert Miguletz. Courtesy of the artist; Kunsthalle Mainz.



	8.3
	Oliver Ressler, Stranded, 2015. Installation view: “Transnational Capitalism Examined: Border as Method”, The Gallery Apart, Rome, 2016. Photo: O. Ressler. Courtesy of the artist; The Gallery Apart, Rome.



	8.4
	Oliver Ressler, Stranded, billboards, 2015. Installation view: Artwall Gallery/Fotograf Festival Prague. Photo: O. Ressler. Courtesy of the artist; àngels, Barcelona; The Gallery Apart, Rome.



	8.5
	Oliver Ressler, ‘We are all learning about nature’s circulatory systems by poisoning them’, from Barricading the Ice Sheets. Digital print, 2021. Courtesy of the artist; àngels, Barcelona; The Gallery Apart, Rome. 



	8.6
	Oliver Ressler, ‘More than half of the carbon humanity has exhaled into the atmosphere in its entire history was emitted in just the last three decades’, from Barricading the Ice Sheets. Digital print, 2020. Courtesy of the artist.



	8.7
	Walid Raad, Epilogue: The Gold and Silver Stick, 2021. © Walid Raad. Courtesy Paula Cooper Gallery, New York. Photo: Steven Probert.



	8.8
	Walid Raad Epilogue: The Gold and Silver, 2021. 10 pigmented inkjet prints. © Walid Raad. Courtesy Paula Cooper Gallery, New York. Photo: Steven Probert.



	8.9
	Walid Raad / The Atlas Group, Comrade leader, comrade leader, how nice to see you _ I, 2022. © Walid Raad. Courtesy Paula Cooper Gallery, New York. Photo: Steven Probert.











Introduction

Photography and Political Aesthetics appraises creative uses of photography with political purpose. It discusses photography and its encounter with political issues, in terms of content and the perspectives that drive attitudes to viewing photographs. The aim has been to collate the many factors that influence discussions of photography that touch on the political, with regard to its historical and ideological positions and to aspects of twenty-first-century thinking. The book is motivated by my interest in the political potential of photographs, and the conflicting theoretical issues associated with that potential. And on a practical level, despite there being many texts addressing specific aspects relating to photography in political contexts, there appears to be no one book that appraises the central and recurring themes. My recent involvement in editing the Companion to Photography Theory recognised that nearly all the contributors talked about relationships between photography and politics in some way or other.

The politics of photography concerns what affects people’s lives and agency: attitudes to difference and identity; the power relations between institutions, individuals, and communities; the impact of trauma or hardship; local and global changes; capitalism, state policies, and individual behaviours; climate crisis and its impact; conflict and migration. The discussion of ‘looking’ in Chapter 1 establishes my underlying premise that social and political structures and events cannot be separated from individual and collective experience or levels of engagement and responsibility. Photography and the ‘political’ encompasses personal motivation and the broader frame of social investment: it doesn’t happen in an abstract sense somewhere beyond us. My examination of photography starts with cultural theories influenced by Walter Benjamin and Michel Foucault, and discusses the ideas of later commentators such as Ariella Azoulay, Judith Butler, Bruno Latour, Achille Mbembe, and Chantal Mouffe. The book’s pursuit of the many features of ‘political aesthetics’ borrows from Jacques Rancière’s ideas about cultural production.

Chapter content moves between examples of practice and theoretical ideas, but is rooted in artistic practice and visual culture, which is my background. I am interested in the intersection of different disciplines and how ideas are shared, expressed, and developed in visual practice. Starting with the assertion that visual practices parallel, rather than illustrate, theories, I consider a selection of photographic projects from a range of perspectives, including post-colonial and feminist thinking, philosophy, post-humanism, cultural, and social theories. My emphasis therefore considers the methodologies adopted by photographers in advance of, and in response to, changing philosophies and theories. The book appraises a number of central issues: the implications of photographing people, the impact of digital technology on attitudes, practices, and public consumption, and the visual politics of knowledge production. In promoting the many aspects of photography’s potential for political expression, and emphasising the methodologies that drive practical strategies, I identify the directions of contemporary political aesthetics.

Using the generic term ‘photography’ is unavoidable, but does tend to perpetuate a preoccupation with the nature of photography as a discrete discipline, which is unfortunate. And my interest is in practices that, in their concern with the social and political, contribute to breaking down this distinct identity. Photography may not be able to relinquish its histories, but as an evolving technology, it takes many cultural forms and is applied to many functions. I also use the term ‘image’ that better incorporates the new materiality indicated by the online image. In an earlier discussion about ‘post-structural aesthetics’ (2013), my references were those of photography discourse and philosophy – particularly that of Jacques Derrida. I determined then that, following post-structuralism and conceptualism, photography is more suitably considered in terms of the representation of thinking than the representation of objects. Here I broaden references to include perspectives relating to civil responsibility, decolonisation, political theories, and media studies. I look at the ways the paradigm has adjusted from a concern with what the photograph is, to what it does.

My use of the term ‘aesthetic’ refers to much more than what something looks like, or the conventions of form. It refers to the principles on which a work is based – the attitude taken in its making and the value put upon what is important. In its plural form ‘aesthetics’ refers to general characteristics of these principles and their study, and the many dimensions of experience – the sensations of human perception in all its forms, besides rational thought. ‘Aesthetics’, which originally concerned sensory experiences and perception, has become a vague term that denotes praxis that is generally not rational or useful, sometimes sensual and sometimes relating to merely formal attributes (such as depth or proportion) and sometimes any cultural form understood as ‘art’. As the late twentieth century began to conflate aesthetic procedures with political issues, twenty-first-century practices drive towards a more fully realised potential that repositions photography within political motivation and action. I argue that the insertion of the political fundamentally changes the nature of aesthetics.

The deliberate avoidance of too many contemporary examples from the West has resulted in a focus on the Middle East, Africa, and China. And as I commenced this project in early 2020, restrictions imposed by the pandemic and its aftermath forced a peculiar form of online research. Most of the photographic works discussed can be categorised as ‘art photography’, although I do avoid this description because it is laden with limited expectations of what photographs can do. And my sometimes interchangeable references to ‘art’ indicate that any creative use of photography is now embedded within the wider context of art. My attitude to photographic practice is allied to what is termed ‘visual studies’, which has been partly responsible for the expansion of cross-disciplinary approaches to looking at photographs. The discursive frame of visual studies centres methods of analysis around an issue – a cultural problematic rather than the constraint of traditional disciplines. So discussion of photography need not be confined to the narrow confines of the history of photography, but can be discussed not only from different theoretical perspectives but in more self-reflexive terms.

In discussing specific practices, I have tried to avoid indicating one model or other as being better or worse, as that perpetuates a reductive conception of photography. Inevitably, however, my choice of projects does betray a socialist bias and an interest in practices that are challenging and performative. I am interested in the way images tell stories, contribute knowledge, question situations, or make argument, and in how the use of photographic images can picture complex concerns, document experience, or investigate political issues. I assert the potential of visual discourse – ‘photography’ – that stands between the historic notion of an objective analogue representation and images updated in a digital world to encompass its immersive properties. And by visual discourse I do not mean a return to an inward-looking dialogue attempting to define the encounter with the algorithm and imagery – such as we had with ‘what is photography?’ I don’t argue that photographs have any direct political influence, and yet in this climate of socially engaged art, artists/photographers do try. I do argue however for its capacity to exceed verbal communication, for its performative potential, and to be politically useful in purposeful ways.


Structure

The book has two parts: Part I reviews twentieth-century ideas that have influenced attitudes to photography and the political; Part II identifies the political ideas that drive practical strategies in the twenty-first century. The chapters can be read in sequence to build a picture of contemporary political aesthetics. They also develop themes that track ideas and methods progressively through the book: for example Chapters 2, 6, and 7 discuss developments in documentary photography; Chapters 4 and 5 discuss changing attitudes as a result of digital photography; Chapters 3 and 8 grapple with the tensions between aesthetics and politics. Endnotes function as a form of glossary and to identify sources for further information.

Part I summarises historical and ideological influences affecting discussions of photography and the political and which provide a background to practices in the twenty-first century. Chapter 1, ‘Power Relations’, establishes the significance of photographing people and the critiques of representation derived from post-colonial thinking, feminism, and psychoanalysis that have influenced attitudes to the depiction of individuals and peoples. It establishes differences between people as a central issue, and the experience of looking at photographs as a form of matrix involving the photographer, the subject of the photograph, and the viewer. Chapter 2, ‘Representation, Aesthetics, and Documentary’, identifies the conflicts inherent in social documentary photography. It introduces debates concerning the tension between aesthetics and politics, and establishes Walter Benjamin and Allan Sekula as key influences who introduce central themes relating to photography’s political potential. It outlines historical assumptions and ideological aspects of photography that are implicit in documentary traditions, and the democratic strategies that confront them. Chapter 3, ‘Instrumental Purpose and Disruption’, focuses on arguments about the purpose of photography: whether it should be politically instrumental or aim for more affect. It provides an historical background of influences to later developments in practice this century: avant-garde photography movements in the 1920–30s and their resurgence in 1970s Britain; disturbance of modernist traditions of photography in the 1960–80s by conceptual art, text-based works, and feminist practices; the role of photography in works concerned with social structures and real lives.

Part II discusses a selection of projects from the twenty-first century. Outlining a series of perspectives that have shifted the paradigms established over decades, it situates theories in examples of practice, which test out some of these ideas. The underlying premise for discussion of contemporary photography is that of its capacity to present political discourse visually. Chapter 4, ‘Image, Knowledge, and Argument’, establishes the potential of photography for presenting complex political issues and argument. It considers the nature of visual knowledge and how the image and its figurative properties are adjusted in the light of ideas relating to non-human vision, non-representational theory, and perceptions of a post-truth era. The chapter presents different approaches to the instrumental use of visual information: discussing Bruno Latour’s philosophy advocating interdisciplinary enquiry, it features installations that assemble material from diverse perspectives; works by Forensic Architecture develop investigation as a political strategy. Chapter 5, ‘Immersive Worlds’, explains the qualitative difference made by digital processes as being immersive in two respects: their integration in everyday life, and their exploitation for onscreen viewing and installation. Selected practices reflect opposing views regarding the potential of digital materiality: works critiquing the hidden systems of the network society and social media; and digital worlds created by Asian artists whose posthuman approach displays a concern for the planet and alternative futures. Chapter 6, ‘Citizen Relations’, develops discussion initiated in Chapter 1 about the photography of people, with a focus here on the circumstances in the Middle East. It updates critiques of representation, outlines Ariella Azoulay’s civil imagination, and discusses questions relating to human rights, citizenship, agency, and spectatorship. It reviews compensatory strategies that challenge mainstream photojournalism, and which use participative approaches to documenting community experience in works by Anne Paq and ActiveStills. Chapter 7, ‘Histories, Archives, and Fictions’, features methodologies used by photographers from the African continent to challenge repressive historical narratives associated with colonialism. With reference to theorists Achille Mbembe and Felwine Sarr and to Afro-futurism, the chapter extends the possibility of ‘potential history’ discussed in Chapter 6. With works by Sammy Baloji, Emeka Okereke, and Omar Victor Diop, for example, it discusses strategies using archive and montage to redraw history, and performance and fictional staging to revise representation.

Chapter 8, ‘Political Aesthetics’, works as a form of conclusion as it pursues the properties and potential of photography’s political aesthetics. It identifies a significant feature of contemporary practice – that the intention, content, and values of many projects do not differentiate between aesthetics and politics. Community environmental projects in Ecuador and the theories of Jacques Rancière and Chantal Mouffe introduce a broader framework with which to consider political aesthetics. Referring to spaces of shared learning, and Kevin DeLuca’s ‘image politics’, it identifies photography as politically productive when positioned within political movements, and champions practices that argue, perform, and investigate, or make deliberate use of presentation and public dissemination.





Part I






1Power relations

DOI: 10.4324/9781003102496-2


Chapter 1 outlines the implications of photographing people. I consider the power relations that occur in the event of taking a photograph and the photographic ‘look’ that is phenomenological and ideological. I introduce critiques of representation derived from post-colonial thinking, feminism, and cultural politics, which have influenced attitudes to the depiction of individuals and peoples. I consider photography’s relation to power as a form of matrix involving the photographer, the subject of the photograph, and the viewer.

The camera, the eye, the lens, the photograph are referred to metaphorically on several levels. The camera is the one that looks – that exerts technological power over the one that is observed. The camera assumes the character of surveillance (literally and metaphorically), and the photograph represents evidence and is testimony to the power of looking.1 In starting this book with looking at others, I emphasise the agency and/or vulnerability of the individual and acknowledge that my underlying premise is of a small politics that starts with each of us – response, engagement, responsibility – rather than placing photography as happening in an abstract sense beyond us. Social and political structures and events cannot be separated from personal experience, and the politics of photography begins with personal motivation and the broader base of social investment.


Looking

The narrative of power relations for photography starts with looking at, and being looked at by, other people. The act of photography is affected by its purpose and the social position of each involved: the subject of the photograph, the photographer, and any institutions or interested parties represented. The procedure, which starts with the photographer looking, is complex and most often has consequences that are assumed or undeclared. In 1977, Victor Burgin describes four basic types of look in the photograph:


the look of the camera as it photographs the ‘pro-photographic’ event; the look of the viewer as he or she looks at the photograph; the ‘intra-diegetic’ looks exchanged between people (actors) depicted in the photograph … and the look the actors may direct to the camera.2


(
Burgin 1982: 148)



Burgin’s passage omits the looks exchanged between photographer and subject, which is where I start here. The photographic event between two people is, first, a phenomenological3 act of two people regarding each other; second, an imbalance of power because the photographer has an obvious advantage being in control of the camera; and third, likely to have implications of inequality or privilege. This looking may give rise to gentle manoeuvring or negotiation, or be more confrontational or voyeuristic depending on the situation of those individuals. The respective positions of vulnerability and power depend on the relationship at the point of taking the photograph, the expectations of those involved, and whether there is conflict or exchange: the photographer’s attitude (of sympathy, curiosity, amusement), the photographed subject’s attitude (of reluctance, acceptance, participation), and whether the photograph is taken with or without the subject’s knowledge.

Privilege operates through social position and class, as in this example. In 1936, James Agee and Walker Evans collaborated on an assignment for Fortune magazine to record the daily lives of tenant farmers, some of the poorest people in the southern states of America. In describing three families, Agee’s commentary details the looks exchanged between himself and individual family members. Aware of intruding on their privacy, Agee agonises over the meaning of particular looks and how his engagement with them may be interpreted. For example, with Fred Ricketts who talked incessantly to cover his fear of Agee’s true intentions (Agee 2001: 342), and with Louise who:
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FIGURE
1.1
Walker Evans, Mrs. Frank Tengle, Hale County, Alabama, 1936. Note: the book used pseudonyms – Fred Ricketts’ actual name was Frank Tengle and his wife Sadie was Flora Bee Tengle.




has not once taken her eyes off me since we entered the room: so that my own are drawn back more and more uncontrollably toward them and into them … I cannot look into them long at a time without panic and quick withdrawal, fear, whether for her or for myself, I don’t know.

(352–3)



As an extension of the eye, the camera has more aggressive associations – Agee considers the camera to be ‘a weapon, a stealer of images and souls, a 
gun, an evil eye’. The act of looking is amplified therefore with the presence of the large camera and ‘the terrible structure of the tripod’ used by Evans (320). During the photo session, Agee is uncomfortably aware of the ‘precariousness of balance’ and tries in vain – through his looks – to give Mrs. Ricketts some reassurance, but her eyes, ‘wild with fury and shame and fear’, seemed to say: ‘If you are our friend, lift this weight and piercing from us’ (323). As if speaking to her, he writes:


it was as if you and your children and your husband and these others were stood there naked in front of the cold absorption of the camera in all your shame and pitiableness to be pried into and laughed at … and there was not a thing you could do.

(321)



Agee’s commentary of these encounters is emotional and describes the complex balance of power held in the exchange of looks, and the likely imbalance in terms of control. It relates the experience of uncertainty and embarrassment that may be familiar to every one of us – how we manoeuvre ourselves in response to others, guess how we appear, and what others may think of us.4


This existential encounter is explained in accounts of the establishment of identity and consciousness, in terms of differentiating ourselves from others – who are different. Here it is characterised by Jean-Paul Sartre’s account of equating others with ‘objects’ [1943]:


I am fixing the people whom I see into objects; I am in relation to them as the Other is in relation to me. In looking at them I measure my power. But if the Other sees them and sees me, then my look loses its power.

(Sartre 2001: 266)



In order to sustain his sense of self and retain a measure of power, Sartre describes the interaction as a balance of looks, concessions, assertions, and conflict exchanged in the reciprocal process of self-determination (223). The imbalance can be extreme, emotionally felt, and historically marked, as demonstrated in the potent writing by Frantz Fanon, the philosopher from the French colony of Martinique.5 In his essay ‘The Fact of Blackness’ [1952], he expresses the experience of subject formation ‘in the eyes of the white man’, as being black, different, and Other and as ‘sealed into that crushing objecthood’ (Fanon 1988: 82–3). He situates the dynamic of power embodied in the ‘look’ within the oppositions of black and white, colonised and coloniser. Confronting this objectification, he searches for his place in the world in which his own customs have been eradicated for being different from the civilisation that has imposed itself on him. When meeting the white man’s eyes:


I subjected myself to an objective examination, I discovered my blackness, my ethnic characteristics; and I was battered down by tom-toms, cannibalism, intellectual deficiency, fetishism, racial defects, slave-ships … I took myself far off from my own presence, far indeed, and made myself an object.

(84–5)



Negotiations emerge in any exchange between oppositional positions. In Woman, Native Other (1989), the Vietnamese filmmaker Trinh T. Minh-ha writes of the power dynamic, not only between white hegemony and ‘others’, but between men and women. Asserting an alternative – female – way of thinking to the ‘anonymous all-male and predominantly white entity’ referred to as ‘he’, Trinh relates her experience – and from the position of ‘I’ – of being classified and subjugated by patriarchy:


I have wondered time and again about my reading myself as I feel he reads me and my false encounter with the other in me whose non-being/being he claims to have captured, solidified and pinned to a butterfly board … I fear and reprove classification and the death it entails, and I will not allow its clutches to lock down on me, although I realize I can never lure myself into simply escaping it.

(Trinh 1989: 48)



Her writing is simultaneously subjective and political and tells stories from the point of view of a cultural knowledge that manifests a different paradigm from logical thinking and chronological procedure. She characterises this by relating the procedures of a meeting in a village market in which the ‘heart of the matter’ is allowed to emerge ‘by letting it come when it is ready to come’: ‘There is no catching, no pushing, no directing, no breaking through, no need for linear progression which gives the comforting illusion that one knows where one goes’ (1–2).



Looking: objecthood

The experiences of objecthood, exampled above, are fundamental to the positions of power in photographic representations of people. In being photographed, we relinquish control of the purpose to which the image might be put. Applying Sartre’s existentialist view to the specific instance of encounter with the photographer,6 Roland Barthes [1980] describes the experience of being photographed as one in which his consciousness is disassociated from his identity, resulting in him becoming ‘object’ and ex‑posed (Sartre 2001: 260):


once I feel myself observed by the lens, everything changes: I constitute myself in the process of ‘posing’. I instantaneously make another body for myself. I transform myself in advance into an image.

(Barthes 1993a: 10)



He describes the precarious balance of control involved as being somewhere in-between self-possession and the photographer’s appropriation of him as fodder for his own purpose: being photographed ‘I am neither subject nor object but a subject who feels he is becoming object’ (Barthes 1993a: 14). As a photographed object s/he can be used to represent something more universal than an individual (a cipher), as an idea (motif) that expresses something for the photographer’s purpose, or to serve as a displacement of meaning (a fetish) for the benefit of the spectator.7 Following this objectifying process to a logical end, the person photographed loses their specific individuality and becomes a generalisation and dehumanised. The image is no longer to do with that individual’s identity or experience. In this way, Evans’ images of Fred Ricketts have become signifiers for ‘a typical share cropper’ or, even more generalised, ‘the poor of America in the Great Depression’.

Three implicit conditions of existentialism, which contribute to ideas of power and possession associated with photographing people, are advanced by Barthes and Susan Sontag and persist in photographic theory: the primacy of the individual, ‘I’; the suspicion of others; and the contradiction that we are differentiated by others. The photograph visualises the position of power that resides in the active role of the subject who ‘takes the picture’ and the passive role of the object ‘being taken’. Sontag points to the implicit violation in this language of photography (being ‘taken’ or ‘shot’) and asserts its predatory nature (Sontag 1979: 14). Ideas from psychoanalysis add another dimension to being photographed – that of functioning as a ‘picture’ for others, as a fetish for desire. As with film, the photograph distances the spectator from the observed subject and facilitates voyeurism (Metz 1975: 61–3). From a feminist perspective, and with specific regard to the stereotypical construction of women in film, Laura Mulvey [1975] considers the activity of looking as opposed to the passivity in being looked at. She describes a patriarchal world that identifies the male as active, whilst the female passively displays herself in such a way that ‘a man can live out his fantasies and obsessions’. Mulvey’s ‘to-be-looked-at-ness’ captured by ‘the gaze’ indicates the hierarchy of male/female dualism, and the significance of the image as bound to the processes of desire and display (Mulvey 1989: 15–25). The process provides a resource for male fantasy and perpetuates the expectation of women as passive participants in the constitution of meaningful life.8 Later [1981] Mulvey modifies this dualistic view to include the ‘female spectator’ (1989: 29–38), and Kaja Silverman qualifies it by explaining that the spectator’s ‘gaze’ identifies with the camera, rather than with the subject. It is a disembodied and ahistorical experience that removes the spectator (male or female) to a comfortable position, from which they can watch with pleasure (Silverman 1996: 126).9




Difference

A socio-political dimension to the interpretation of measuring oneself against others introduces the process of classification. First, in any encounter we will measure our difference from another by appearance: social position, colour, race, and class. Second, encountering people in different or less privileged situations has ethical implications with regard to exploitation, as is apparent in Agee’s descriptions. We make assumptions according to the ideological framework into which we are born. These are the ideologies by which people make sense of the social world and that establish attitudes and behaviour. Determined by structures of nation, family, and institution, they introduce a level of value judgement in seeing and generalising about other people. In discussing representation of people, the cultural theorist Stuart Hall describes how the terms used to denote colour, race, and ethnicity are relative to any particular ideological system.10 For example, use of the term ‘black’ varies according to where someone is described, and by whom. Relating his own experience, he illustrates how the same term can carry quite different connotations according to the different ideological system in which it is used.11 In Jamaica, where he grew up, he was referred to as ‘coloured’ and not ‘black’, because ‘the “blacks” were the rest – the vast majority of the people, the ordinary folk’. Having moved to Britain in the 1950s, he was also referred to as ‘coloured’ but because ‘as far as they could see I was “black”. It is how someone is categorised that determines what appearance ‘means’; there is no ‘literal, fixed correspondence between an isolated term and some denoted position in the colour spectrum’ (Hall 1985: 108). Attitudes are learnt and operate differently in different locations and times, so that the conditions of existence can always be understood from another point of view (92, 95). People can be defined in different terms, and if unacknowledged, such categorisations become assumptions – something like common sense – and lead to a whole series of subsequent assumptions, sometimes implicitly prejudiced. Consider the assumptions made by colonisers about ‘black’ people, and the subsequent religious ideas imposed on so many different cultures. Then consider how the ideological struggle of the black power movement in the 1960s subverted the meaning of ‘black’, changing it from the negative inference of being despised or inferior, to a positive construction of unity, power, and beauty (112–13). Thus the idea of ‘black’ is a politically and historically contested idea, and cultural identity is a process that continues to evolve. The Black Lives Matter protests in 2020, following the killing of George Floyd by police, bring yet another nuance to the term.12




[image: Left: A doll hangs above a carved crocodile on a shelf with a print of an Aboriginal girl in the background. Right: A bare-chested Aboriginal girl poses with her head bent slightly downwards. Text below reads, I seen ellipsis myself. The background has a broad yellow horizontal strip between narrow horizontal strips of black and red.]



FIGURE
1.2
Destiny Deacon, I seen myself, 1991–2003. Courtesy of the artist and Roslyn Oxley9 Gallery, Sydney.




[image: A bare-chested Dharrkiny turns sidewards and poses, looking into the camera.]



FIGURE
1.3
D.F. Thomson, Dharrkiny, a Madarrpa woman, eastern Arnhem Land, Northern Territory, Australia, 1935. Reproduced courtesy of the Thomson family and Museums Victoria, and the Buku-Larrnggay Mulka Centre in Nhulunbuy.



In contrast to Hall’s measured discussion of ideological framing, the Australian artist Destiny Deacon’s use of ‘blak’ in her photographic works, such as Blak lik mi (1991), is nuanced with reference to the history of racism in Australia, and the imagery of Aboriginal people as ‘kind of kitsch and … how we’re seen like not real people’ (2008).13 Her use of imagery presents a confrontational critique of representation and categorisation. I seen myself (1991) is constructed of two images – the one on the right (used also in Blak lik mi) is of a young Aboriginal girl, bare chested and looking down with her mouth slightly open. She might be speaking or perhaps just pondering something to herself. The left image shows an Aboriginal female doll hanging by the sleeve of its right arm. Behind it I can just make out a repeated print of the Aboriginal girl. On the shelf below is a carved wooden crocodile. Both images are placed on a piece of red and yellow cloth (the Australian Aboriginal flag is a horizontal bi-colour of black and red with a yellow disc in the centre). The title I seen myself tells me that the work concerns looking – at herself and how she thinks of herself – and it implies a contrast with how others might see her. When we know that Deacon is descended from the KuKu and Erub/Mer peoples of Australia, and that both the works described use a blurred version of an image reclaimed from reproductions from a photo essay Piccaninny Walkabout by Axel Poignant (1957), we understand that Deacon’s constructions make a pointed comment on the attitudes of anthropological representation.

I was struck by the superficial similarity – yet profound contrast – of Deacon’s image with another photograph of a young Aboriginal girl taken by Donald F. Thomson in 1935. Reproduced in National Geographical Magazine in 1948, the unnamed girl looks determinedly back at the photographer, whilst the caption ‘From Her Tiara Dangle Crocodile Teeth’ suggests that what is interesting for the photographer is, not the individual herself, but her position as a bride and what her demeanour and adornment signify for the cultural rituals of that region. We can only guess at the girl’s attitude to the photographer. Thomson’s image demonstrates how representations of people can be construed differently – not only concerning the complexities of attitude that follow colonialism, but the assumptions made when viewing images and the importance of understanding the specific historical circumstances. On viewing this article initially, I had no knowledge of Thomson’s political support for these people, which the images, following the tradition of anthropological conventions, seem to contradict. As Thomson was an anthropologist, we might suppose that the purpose of the photograph was to indicate the facts and signification of adornment for the benefit of viewers from a different culture. His article too is a reminder of persistent colonial attitudes that dictate the process of photographing people in the mid-twentieth century, which can be found in anthropological archives across the Western world, such as the Pitt Rivers, Fitzwilliam, and Getty Museums.14 The article starts with a contradictory statement by describing Arnhem Land as ‘an untamed no-man’s land’ discovered in 1623, and ‘home of the only Aboriginals who have persistently dared to defend their ways of life … these primitive nomads have battled white men and their rule’ (Thomson 1948: 403). Whilst Thomson was trained as an anthropologist and used photography for the purposes of documenting cultural detail, as this image and its caption confirm, his relationship with the people he photographed was motivated by a concern for the preservation of their way of life. Somewhat out of step with other anthropologists, he was politically committed to fighting for the rights and self-determination of Indigenous peoples in the face of the government’s assimilationist policies at the time.



Historical perspectives

From the mid-nineteenth century photography was used to support developments in the sciences. Understood as a physical process divorced from human intervention, the photograph’s alliance with science was considered to provide ‘objective truth’, lending criminal and cultural anthropology the weight of scientific fact.15 Allan Sekula’s analysis shows how the ‘instrumental realism’ of 1880s photography used systematic taxonomy to construct statistics. Using photography as evidence for political purpose, two projects attempted to codify social statistics by visually categorising social deviance and racial types (Sekula 1986: 7): the Parisian police official, Alphonse Bertillon, invented a system of criminal identification; Francis Galton, the founder of eugenics, constructed an abstract and ‘purely optical apparition’ of the ‘criminal type’ (19). Both projects indicate the philosophical premise that organises difference into manageable form for the purposes of control. While Bertillon relied on the photograph’s indexical trace as evidential fact,16 Galton’s composite imagery, made from a number of images of different individuals and removing their differential features, attempted to express ‘a general law’ (55). In 1986, Sekula argued that these ideas still persisted: Galton’s in the increasing political Right of Western democracies, such as Reaganism and Thatcherism, and Bertillon’s in the extensive surveillance that characterises everyday life (62).

Anthropological photography of the nineteenth century can be seen to visualise the cultural assumptions and power structures of colonial powers. Elizabeth Edwards’ examination of anthropological archives provides a thorough account of the issues associated with photography that reduced human experience to objects for scientific study or ‘visual dissection and interpretation’ (Edwards 1998: 31). She relates inconsistencies in the scientific approach to such studies, and carelessness in the way photographs were collated in relation to historic events. For example, in 1869, the evolutionary biologist Thomas H. Huxley’s project, to make a photographic record of different races across the British Empire, betrays a number of contradictions in attitude and production. Huxley’s criterion for gathering scientific knowledge was to have a uniform system of measurement for the purpose of comparing the ‘proportions and confirmation of the body’: the subject was to be at a precise distance from the camera, full figure unclothed, and the head both full face and profile. A measuring rod was to be placed alongside so that measurements could be easily read. In practice however, these instructions were resisted by communities or colonial administrators, particularly with regard to the required nudity. The story reveals inconsistence in the level of colonial power wielded by the authorities, and with regard to sensitivity to local feelings and beliefs (Edwards 2002: 137–9). Photographs that conformed most precisely to these instructions are dehumanising and discomfiting to look at, clearly aiming to appraise the subjects as passive objects for scientific study.17 Other photographs, not conforming to the instructions, are equally problematic as their intentions are unstated and the images nuanced with cultural assumptions. Hybrid forms of image – somewhere between specimen and social portrait – display the subjects as objects of curiosity and betray a fascination with ‘quaint’ difference or ‘primitive’ habits (1998: 31). Edwards points to a frequent (and unwitting) slippage of function, between the scientific and the aesthetic, cultural study and popular exoticism, that is confused and consequently insidious in its objectification (2002: 142–4).18


Edwards’ work exposes how careless documentation of a photograph’s origin can affect its subsequent interpretation due to the repetition of mistaken identity and/or incorrect sequencing of historical events. She quotes the social anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski, who in 1935 confesses to the arbitrary nature of his fieldwork photography: ‘I went by the principle … of picturesqueness and accessibility … If the picture looked nice in the camera and fitted well I snapped it … I put photography on the same level as the collecting of curios’ (Edwards 1998: 44). The example underlines the need to question the role that photographs play in constructing perceptions of history: what version of the past is inscribed here? And how do present attitudes projected onto the past affect interpretation? As with many post-structural critiques,19 Edwards asks: to what extent do photographs have their own agency, or become symbolic structures serving the ideologies of those making them, or are used for political end (2002: 5)? Photographs have a performative capacity that can be used to quantify ideologies and shape opinions: they can visualise differences; juxtapose the past and present; expose injustice or confirm prejudice.

Despite the failures of photographic evidence to provide quantifiable data, as Edwards describes, or reliable representation of type, as Sekula describes, the photograph persists in being associated with authenticity and its properties used for persuading opinion. The point is that photography can be used in the service of determining any version of truth. Attempts to categorise the ‘average man’ or to establish a permanent identity are examples of a positivist attitude trusting that truth can be found in generic categories, and an isolated image can be used as fact. However, the same image can be applied to various hypotheses and declared to be true. An alternative methodology selects an image, not as an example, but for the purposes of inspection (Sekula 1986: 18). This differentiation of use recognises wider systems than the eye and the camera, which include the whole apparatus – the politics of specific bureaucracies, clerical efficiency or error, statistical methods.20 The central artefact of the photographic system is ‘not the camera but the filing cabinet’ – within the whole operation in which the photograph is taken and the purpose of its use (16).



Post-colonial perspectives

The attitude of supremacy, implicit in using an image of one individual to represent a whole group or nation, has been evident in museum displays across the world – and can still be found. However, twentieth-century critiques of such photographic representations have reassessed the political and moral intentions involved. Theorists, such as Frantz Fanon (Black Skin, White Masks, 1952), Edward Said (Orientalism, 1978), and Valentin-Yves Mudimbe (Invention of Africa, 1988), have contributed to the radical adjustment to attitudes, by forcing recognition of the implicit powerbase of Westernism and its imposition of culture, politics, and society. Fanon speaks from the perspective of displaced and colonised peoples, Said from the perspective of long conflict in the contested lands of Palestine and the consequent diaspora of its people to all regions of the Middle East and beyond, and Mudimbe from an African perspective. Such theorists have scrutinised the experience of peoples following colonialism and developed an understanding of the relationship between individuals and the power structures that manage them. They have contributed to the reshaping of anthropology, history, and political science, and ultimately to changing our understanding of the representation of people. What is termed ‘post-colonial’ theory has come to represent a resistance and a political position in response to history, cultural dominance, and diaspora.21


Writing in 1978, Said’s critique points out dominant ideologies that have been assumed as the norm in society – specifically the European invention of ‘the Orient’ that differentiates Europeans from those who are seen as culturally ‘different’. He argues that ‘Orientalism’ maintains a prejudiced attitude to all peoples in the East. Originating in the European ascendency of the Renaissance and of colonial expansion, this attitude is continuously reconfirmed by history, religion, and war. ‘Orientalism’ is produced in the ‘uneven exchange with various kinds of power’ (political, moral, intellectual), and is distributed and developed across society, its economies, its institutions, and its aesthetic sensibilities (Said 1978: 20). In 1981, Said examines how images in the Western media of Arab culture are repeatedly limited to stereotypical characteristics, creating a timeless ‘orient’ and ‘an ideal other’ that stay the same and never develop. As a Palestinian, Said attests to the disparities between representations of Arabs and the experience of being an Arab; there is no ‘direct correspondence between the term “Islam” in common Western usage and the varied life that goes on within the world of Islam’ (Said 1997: I). As a highly generalised term, ‘Islam’, part fiction and part ideological label, has licensed inaccuracies, cultural ethno-centrism, and racial hatred (1997: I–Ii). Nineteenth-century photographs presented images as if they were objective knowledge, and present-day media continues to provide a picture of Islam that is likely to be uniform and reductive, for example, in images of ‘chanting Islam mobs’. This representation of Islam operates as a vehicle for implicit Western values and attitudes – the feelings, fears, and prejudices that it promotes in the beholder (1997: 47–9).22


The Indian theorist Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s influence on rethinking representations of people comes from a feminist perspective and a concern for political agency. Her methodology for fieldwork in Bengal has contributed to the development of participatory methods in anthropological study and in photographing people. Her term ‘subaltern’, introduced in her essay of 1988, refers to people without agency, access to social mobility or power, and who are not heard: ‘men and women among the illiterate peasantry, the tribals, the lowest strata of the urban subproletariat’ (Spivak 2013: 78). And ‘if you are poor, black and female you get it in three ways’ (90). Her thesis has developed alongside her working with people, the aim of which is twofold: to learn from communities, rather than to observe or ‘study’ them, and to devise a philosophy of education that empowers people to act as citizens. She promotes both a process of learning (anthropological), and process of change (political) in aiming to build practical infrastructures and to generate conditions of possibility that will facilitate agency. Her approach is practical and political, rather than abstract, and asserts the value of local knowledge and ideas that are unmarked by European institutions of learning. Critical of many of the assumptions that come with both post-colonial awareness and activism in the field, she charges privileged agencies working with such communities to not perpetuate the marginal position of the subaltern woman, but to learn to speak to her (rather than listen to, or speak for). She is critical of political actions that do things for the rural poor – not with. By speaking to people and involving them, the post-colonial intellectual can systematically ‘unlearn’ her privilege and learn to be critical of her own learning (91), rather than assuming that concerns and values are universally shared and denying the potential importance of difference (Spivak in Sharpe 2002: 617).

Respecting the differences between people in this way requires a more discursive approach to developing photographic strategies. In Spivak’s view, representing ‘peasant or working class’ workers in poverty, the photographer effectively speaks for them (Spivak 2013: 70–1). Her lesson then is to be wary of how the privileged position of photographer can merely reproduce what s/he thinks, and how representations can be confused by unspoken assumptions, rather than what can be learnt from a situation. This realignment to act with those who need help in a situation is something that is echoed across methods adopted by researchers, non-governmental organisations, and in photographic projects that involve their subjects in making the work.
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