“~—

.

Towards An An“chropo’logy 0f Photography

°

&

ENe N

TR S
,

»
By - ' N

~P

v
£
e
.
‘

b i ‘ -




TOWARDS AN ANTHROFOLOGY OF PHOTOGRAPHY :
FRAMEWORKS OF ANALYSIS

by
s ' , Rochelle L. Kolodny
W . ’
‘ ) . .
v ¢ é, e
A

A Thedis Submitted in Partial .

Fulfillment of the Requiremeénts R
, For the Degfee cf Master of Arts

: ‘ Faculty of Graduate Studies—zzi/gfgwggmiLm
- " McGill University, Montreal

Department of Anthropology

°

TN T B Ty Ly

)
¥ . August, 1978 '
n t \ ! . ' : ’ ‘ . ‘
‘ — < . :
Y . e T G




3

.
Towards An Anthropology of Photography- ' .
Frameworks of ‘Analysis ' - Ce

Department of Anthropology :
M.&, Thesis - :

Rochelle L.-Kolodny
* ABSTRACT L g

The evolution of photography during the 19%th and
20th centuries poses a major subject for aesthetic and

cultural analysis. Social documentary.photograéhy's role

I

and’ functign have been “structured by the "global socreuy”
.

which characterizes the modern era.” The image 1s seen as
fulfilling a pseodo-anthropological function in mediating
berwéen tho photographer'é society’and 'other! peopiesL
Three aesthetic-culﬁural models are‘advanced to explain

this procesé:u Realism, the Documentary and Primitivism,

Primitfgism, as the model which best reflects the idenlogy
of the modern ersg and tne promise of aesthetic transformatlon,
" is seen as the dominant framework for structurlng the

creatlon, pgrceptlon and rocle of the image, 1In transfo“mlng

3

11v1ng oultural communities into art photography creates

a category of 'Others' which reflects and reinforces

cultural zssumptions about the nature of man and culture,.

This raises questions about the ethical implications of

art and culture theory.,
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RESUME

L'&volution de la. photographle pendant les 19é et

Zoe siecles présente.un obJet da’ 1mportance mageure pour’

1 analyse esthétique et culturelle.

8

-La "socigté globale"

. 7

qui caract8rise 1"ere moderne a structuré~le réle et la

N L I

L

fonction de la photegraphie documentaire a sujet social, »g
. &

L'image semble jouer un rdle pseudo-anthropologique, &tant : %<
‘ ‘ -4

un médiateur entre la sociétd du photographe et les‘autres. % '
Nous présentons ici trols mod&les pour expliquer [les asnects §
esthéti@ es et culturels de ce processus: le réalisme, le l;%
documentaire et le prinitivisme. Le primitivisme, qui CE
- .fE§F§§éﬁf€'ie Mieux 1'ideoIo '8re moderne et l'espoir _é
d'une transformation esthdtique, apparait ponme le ) g
dominant dans{la structuration de la éréation, de la Tf\\\\\\ ,%
perception étj du rdle de 1l'image. En transformant des §§~
, s
communautés c A

Ls

N

lturelles vivantes en productions artisﬁiquee,

AL :,a\_n-‘,

la photographiie crée la catégorie des 'autres' qui reflate

s
S

et soutient Les 1d€es acquises a propos de la nature de

1'homme et dg Igndulture.

.
S f ey
peade

Ceel souleve des questions 3 i
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propos des implications morales de l'art et des théories
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) ‘ . t . i
A)good number of the 1deas in, thls study have
already apbeared in earlier papers whlch are not cited 1n C .

’cne body of the thesis in ‘order tdi\j make for easier readlng

. “"although they are listed for bibli”gra@hiyc reference ’[—vseé

Kolodny 1974, 1975a, 1975b]. This *‘material has been in

I

the publlc domain for some time,. and feedback from

‘cplleagues has been a valuable source of ideas and encour-

agement, .

o

I W sh to acknowledge two Summer Research Grants
from McGill Unlversfcy and my adv1sor, Carmnen Lambert,
for assistance in Preparing this the81s. Harvey Felt and

!
Peter Ohlin, members off my committee, are greatly thanked

for thelr J.nterest encouragement and advi

Rousseau transla*ted the abstract and unteered needed
1 3 !

guidance about rules and procedures. \ |

+ The Museum of Modern Art, NevaYork.City, granted -
me sbeciel access" to their pnbtography library and Stanley . _
Triggs, curator of the Notman Archg.ves, McCord Museum, .
Montrelal‘ provided kind assis}tance in my ‘seero}r- thrbugn

the literature,

Special.thanks go to Bill(‘Ewing“ of Galerie Optica,
Montreal for giving me the ‘opporvtunity to present a lecturé
and vi'eual presentation of my ideas on "The Cultural Lens"
to, an audience of= photographers, S -
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) , Ben Fernarndez of The New School for Social Research
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. provided-my entree to Michael Abramson, Philip Dante and “ d

&

Bruce Davidson of New York City./To ali., of these photo-

%
graphers I am especiglly grateful for their interest, time B
i and willingness to be interviewed about their work. Their \
: énthuéiasm for a study of photography by an ‘'outsider' was

one of my greatest sources of support. I hope that this -

thesis will be of some value to them, and to the other

ph'otogréphers_who have encouraged my work, in their pursuit

of the elusive image. :
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Avove'all, to my family and friends and teaching

' colleagues who have provided, as always, e, advice and
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Purpose

The general purpose of is thesis 1s to.explore
the ideoiogical fourfdations, “‘methodology and goals of
social documentary photography. th iqs" argued that thi‘s
art form has functioned as a kind. of cultural mediation or
cultural brokerage, with photogr ph:érs working and being

seen as pseudo-anthropologists. |By taking as their umain

subject the cﬁlturally differ'ent land culturally marginal,

.photographers have served as mediztors between their® own

culture ‘( or sub-culture) 4and other cultures {or ‘sub-
c{lltures). This phenomenon‘ is examined within tHe contex:
of the broader ideoclogical currents of Western Europe and

North America since the rlnid—ei,ghteenfch century, as

. revealed :chrough the history of photggraphy, and the

" conditions of aesthetic phenomena and experience within

/

the cultural systen,

!
9

Photogréi;hy is sc-:fen as having effected a very
unique transformation oi;; reality into aestuhe\tiic phenomena..
In the process of transﬁiorming ‘cultural realities into
ar‘t‘, it has created a’ pkg\qtogr;aphic anthropo‘logy. The
com)mu_nicatiorll of th‘eorigéas ébou‘c the naturé of man and
culture has given the photograph g,éignif;cant role in
Dshaping our Perceptiém and under,s‘%anding of humanity

P

during modern ‘times,
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} / Finally, the photographic image is seen as a ¥

e

particularly appropriate medium to rise tc prominance in )

4
an era torn between the felt need to.explore and control
its -widening world while at the same time wishing to keep
it at a safe distance. Through the image, both could be
achieved.* In performing this role, however, photographers
s o o F - X,év *
"have not served passively, They have metamorphosed their o
subjects according to constraints set down by the nature §
, ' ' k!
of the image, the condifions set down by the cultural 5
network for first defining and then dealing with aesthetic ;%
phenomena, and the dominant ideologiesl of the modern era. *®
And, it is argued, they have generally served their '
function well, ' - . 1
- f
. ¥
3 £

7 e B

5

'
4

1'f[cleology is defined for'\the purpose of this thesis as. '
a body of concepts (consc:Lo sly or unconsciously used)
which structures the perception of reality, and thereb v
the knowledge, Yeliefs and actions which are characteristic -
of a social environment durlng an hls*orlcally defined

period, . ' .
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R AT \
- . . Background and Setting

This thesis “has developed from a variety of Concerns,
Seeing things from the framework of antRropology, I have

beén intrigued by the treatment of social documentary

ey

iAages and **heir makers in our sgciety. It seems par-
ticularly appropriate that anthropol%gy; often called a
'‘mirror for man,' should examiﬁé how photographers have \
seen and shaped the human experience. From the daguerreo-
typés of the pid-eighteenth century, with their literally

\ mirror-like surface, tc the photographs of the 1970's

mar/ has been caught by the photographic imagination,

H

It seems of speclal significance that documentary

’

photography has focused most often on those who are the
subjects of anthropological discourse: peobie who are )
culturally different or ciliurally aﬁd gconomicaliy
marginal. I can recall several instances in which photo- .
graphers were intef@éewed after having compleﬁeg a two or

three week stint at image-making in some foreign locale.

e . . »- <
After a few questlons aboux camera technigue, the inter- #

¢ . viewer would turn to the experience of the photographer in -i
[N - . . "Ef
an 'exotic' milieu, and theg the inevitable question: )
"fhat is cilture 'X' really like?" Vergiinteresting, A
_——;?X TR :
‘man or woman, with camera, spends a few weeks in a different

« : cultural setting and is seen as an authority on culture,
B <

WIPT i S § ey RS e 8 S AN LT R M e e

(‘3 Is there something about the photographic image that




"

" world in its appearances and in its essences; not only to

- capture the look of things but to reveal their essential

e 7 S S B
.

"bestows such authority on its maker gs an extension of

lfts own perceived documentary powersr> Is our society so

hungry for a sense of ﬂlrst -hand knowledge about the world

P ———rT
that the photo rapher, as one who has 'been there' — the
image providing\ultimate proof —‘suits our needs for

vicdricus participation.in other societies? These are

d

. !
some of the questions which'have motivated this/study.

Y

Thi situation appeared to me to need placement

<
in the larger context o issues which are behind the

creation and perception in general, if not of all
v

human endeavor: what lsf the nature of reality and, by

' extension, what is the nat%ure (or reality) of man? I felt , 2

'that\photography, as an art form;'stands in a special “
relationship to the 'feal' or empirical world, It has been
a unique method for transferming pedpie-as—cultural—beings
into art objects and thereby foster;hg a kind of aesthetic

imperialism, It has also played a rather unigue role in

seemning to be able to satisfy our desire to know the

Tature. ThlS 1s the role we have given to photography
and, as such, we have conceded to the image qualltles

whlch we, the v1ewers, brlng to the-image.. This last

point is not often enough }ecognized. As this thesis

‘will attémpu to demonstrate. 1t 1s not the camera Wthh

capturgs the "real’ out we ourselves who attempt to make *



. it do so. In order to analyse the role. of social
documentary photography we must make explicit the épecific
qualities of the image, the ideologies which havg formed
its production, i%$ use and its perception as seen within
the context of aesthé%ic phenomena énd the troader cultural

system, and the methodology which photographers use to

work ®hrough the process which results in the image.

v
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Methodology

e
\
— ) T
The material for this thesis has b7en"‘ga¢,he§ed
almost entirely through library research.«
' f

summer of 197é seVeral New York-C ity-ba{sed photographers
‘ “~

During the

were interviewed at length about their.work and their

feelings about the photographic enterprise. These inﬂer—

1

‘views were origindlly meant to provide detailed case study

material which would illustrate the theoretical frémework.
Over time, however, the choice was made to write a. pre;

dominantly theoretical study and this data was set aside

(reluctantly). While very little from these interviews

has been included here, the information.and insights were

_invaluable to my understanding of the photographer's own

perception of r}is work. These photographers also g:ﬁided

me to relevant literature which would have otherwise

remained unknown to someone outside of the photographic

network,

The literature /f/or this studj has been selected
< ; .

from the fields of anthropology, philosophy, photography,

and art and culture history. Because of the relatively

.smalﬁ\\V body of critical )Nritiings on phetography aleng with

the general lack of interest in the area on the: part of

socdial scientists, many areas of research had to be

consulted. The thesis is therefore, of necessity, the

product of interdisciplinary research, I 'have{ tried to

!
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construct the analysis in order to meet the demands and

'

complexities of the topic rather than to conform'to the
dictates of any single theoretical position. The wc;rk '

done in the following pages is therefore considered .o be *
e .-

a broad and exploratory approach to the subjemné ard”
introduction Yo the potential research to be carried on

¥

in the field. ;

This thesis has ‘B;eeﬁ?{formed by the guiding premise
of anthropological inquiry: that man and his activities
can be most fully understood by a study which is beth
wholistic and contextual. It has been] equally ;Tlotivated )
by those canons of philosophioall thought which argue that
radical in‘quirgr, getting at the roo‘tg and presuﬁpositions,
is the btest method for cri'b:{cal unders;:anding. These |

two principles have constantly been at work, guiding the.

making of this thesis,

{
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Anthropology‘énd Art

)
Y

The Anthropological Literature ' N

{.L The sub3ec+ “of this thesis is ﬁn art form which

‘orlglnated in and grew out of the experlence of complex

societies and is therefore a departure from the mainstream
of reseafﬁh done in anthropology. As a result, the anthrbi
pological literature dealing with art and visﬁal media
mentioned'bélow has only been relevant aﬁg contributed
to this study indirectly. | 5

° Qa

The work of anthropologlsts in the fields of art
and aesthetlcs has Dbeen largely conflned to studles of “the
traditional art for@s of small-scale soc1et1es. Exceptlons
to this would include the literature on ﬂtourist‘aft" [ see
Graburn 197671, Peacock's study of u;ban theatre (LUDRUK)
in J;va [1968], and Fabian and Fabian's current research
on popular, Western influenced painting in Zaire [1976].‘
While these studies can. be conéidered-noyél dinsofar as<_r:
they have logked at non—traditional or Western influenced
art, they still reflect the focus of the’ d1s01p11ne on ’
small- scale or non-Western cultures. They do, h9wever,
practice a more historical approach to the subject than

found in most of the 'traditional ethnographic studies of*

art,
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The work of Jacques Maquet in his essay Introduction

to Aesthetic Anthropologv [19717 has been influential in

formula‘clng the thooretlcal framework of this thesis,

‘ / ‘ Maquet s study is a- 51gn1flcant contribution ﬂ% the’ anthro-

pological literature because of his examination of the

nature of aesthetic experience itself; his interest in
\ . .

aesthetic phenoména in complex societies; his presentation
of a general schema for dealing with aesthetic pﬁenomena

¢ as part of .the cultuz:al system-‘ and his formulatlon of . !

hypotheses Wthh encourage further research ~This kind of

broad and 1nterd1301plmary approach to the study of

aes‘che’clc phenomena /1th1n an ‘thropologlcal perspectlv)e

is followed in this thesis, ‘ 4

Anthropology and Visual Media , - -

. The anthropological -literature on visual media has ' :

generallfy centred around four themes: 1) the use and

) nature of ethnographic film [/see Ruby 1975, Heider 19/0—1 -
/

a4,
4

2) the use of photography as a research and recording me uhod

in an‘thropology (see Collier 1967; Ruby 19767; 3) the "

na'ture of V1sual perceptlon nd communlcatlon, espec:.ally

in a cross-cujtural context see Forge 1970; Worth and
Adair 1972]; and 4)

Ll A N AT T R T e
.

the study of non-professional or

"home-mode" photography,«é.nd film'ag a social activity and

v ' form of éxpressive and communicative behaviour in the
(! ‘ North American family (or non—pu‘olicj con“cé‘x%‘fsee Chalfen

!
’ -
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1975a, 1975h]. In the case of the first two categories,

we. are talkfing about’ the use of media for of,in anthro-

) ] .
pology. In the third, we find that visual media is used

to some degree as an evocative device to learn about

¢
and cognition. The fourth categ ry represents

media in the private domain,. with™an emphasis
. ) Tl
on its structured use in small group settings, ',

) This brief  listing cannot do justice'to the wealth.
of interesting and innovative material in.%hese studies.,
Particularly in the works of Rubyf Worth and Adair, and

Chalfen there are valuable discussions on the structure

of the visual 1mage in relatlonshlp to the construction

~of meaning by the maker and viewer,

The difference between this literature and the -
present study is, in general, that I am focusing on
photography itself, as a part of the art/aesthetic domain
and as a 'professional' activiiy\yh}ch has evolved during .
a specific historical period The work ofN\H‘*aﬁ%hno

o

pologlsts dlscussed above has not taken this area of

‘research as & dominant concern. While there are potenfial

linkages between’ this literature and the material covered

in the following Dpages they are referred tQ only briefly

. as they are generally beyond the scopé of this study

. .ﬂ . S
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' of each model and its effect on photography: Rzpllsm, the

12

Organization . S .

In this chapter I have 'set out the background,
premiées: general goale and maih arguments of the thesis,

and have included a\hylef dlscuss10n of related anthro-

pologlcal literature, \Whlle this 1ntroduceSrthe general ¥

ideas and motivation behind an anthropological study of
social documenta;y-ﬁhiiography, introductions provided at
the beginning of each chaptef‘will give the reader more.
spe01flc guldellnes. Chapter 2 presents the theoretical
framework which lays the founggflon for an analys1s of '
photography as aesthetlc phenomeha\}n\zhe cultural system.
in Chapter 3 the cultural and historicai\Setting of photo-
graphy is introduced, Three models are then presented
which, it~is*aréued have grown out of this setting and
have guided both the productlon and perception of photo-
graphy. The source materials for these ‘models are 1dent1f1ed~
Chapters 4, 5 and 6 are then devoted to a detalled descrlptlon /W

nd Primitivism, respectively. .Bec hse of the

5

of Primitivism. in shaping

!

b
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t ' \ Introduction * d
r o9 . |

\ This chaptér sets.down a generai framework of art
\\\\ . . 4and aesthetic experience which must pre?eed any,analyéis ¥
h . | of social documeniafy phofography as agspécific artyform.‘ . "§

The cbﬂditions gnq\features of aesthetic experience and

~ L phehomena as described in the followiné pages. are con- ' A

. ' sldered to apply to photography as it is delimited in

- ) )
. . this thesis, While photographic images.appear in 'non-

art' contexts (e. g. newspapers, popular magézines,f
family photo albumns) this use of phetography is not
the concern of this study and is therefore not subject

to the arguments made belaqw.

!

Briefly, then, this chapter advances theories for

defining the place of the aesthetic domain in the broader

‘cultural systém, the quality of aesthetic experieﬁce, and o
the manner by which phenomena (including objects, people
and events) are transformed or metamorphosed into. the ‘

4

aesthetic domain:; The main concern here is to stress \ '

g the fact that the natur; and‘funqtionlof aesthetic v .é
g . experience agd aesthetic phenomena are determined inla ,%
§ dialectical relationship with everyday reali%y. They g
. ; Heither arise spontaneously nor independéntlyibut rather. “?
: re the preatith'Sf the cultural eiﬁeriences and systems . . - ;

LN . I3
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¥ c .
. Aesthetic Phenomena in the Cultural .System

A

All aesthetic phenomena and experience are
inevitably cultural, or embedded in cultural processes,

Jacques Maquet in Introduction to Aesthetic Anthropology

(19717 has ‘given a description of this situation which.

will be briefly summarized below,

=
’

Acqording to Maquet, we' may conceptualiée’culture
as set up on horizontal and wvertical axes, On the
horizontal axig we have three 1eveié: 1) processes of
production, 2) societal networks, and 3) ideational -
configurations [}971: 19-237]. Aesthetic phenomena, as do
nger cﬁitural features, cu% vertically through thgse
layers. They form a subsystem at each level which is
. separate although not isolated from other cultural

' phenomena [1971=K23]. Thus, on the ideational level ,
aesthetic -ideas may be similar_to those expressed in
political ideology. At the level of spcietal networks, .
artists may participate in guild-like orgaﬁizations,
attend graduate schools, etec., In tgrms of the processes'
of proddcfion,fartists produce objects and.sell their

" work tO'galleriesjé%dibook publishers, Thus éestéé#ic.
ideology, activity and producfs are not 'abo&e' or outside

/

of the cultural system.

.- The relationships described above would constitute

N Y ERE R R R, (L CORTI R L
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_vertical axes of a cultural system,

CvigS u-vis the broader cultural sysmem, it would follow

16 ;
g R / . o
L

27-297.

Such cultural consistency is the norm across the ideational

what Maquet calls consistency relationships [1971:

-

level of culture (e. g. where the ideology exﬁfessed in

art and politics would tend towards a parallelism,' or
} od . ’

. ' ; . »
correspondence) as well as along all the horizontal and

Thus aesthetic

a,

phenomena whether in regardnto ideelogy, social structupe) v

or, production would tend to function in accdrd with .

pfevailiqg cultural rules and patterns.‘ In basic terms,

this is “ta say that they operate with the same orientation
to reality which is consistent in and distinctive to any

cultural éyaﬁgm as, a whole. ‘ ‘ .

On the. ldegtional level of a culture, f
aesthetic- configuratidns reflect the vital
experiences of men confronting fhe phy51cal
> and social environment, Théy dre "vertically"
consistent with bas¥c experiences because
they visually symbolize them, .They are also |
Mhorizontally" cons¥stent with Other idea- )
tional configurations because the latter also
reflect the same existentdal experiences in' * .
~their o idioms, [Maquet 1971 323

\

If it 1s accepted that such,con51stency relatlon~,

ehlps characterize the nature of the aesthetlc dbmaln R

~

°

14 e

that these relatlonships determine to a 81gnlflcaﬁt degree

- R

the content and directjon of. aesthetlc act1v1t1e5m Thus

Maquet!' 5 analysis would suggest that what I eall trans- ', -

formatlons 1nto the aesthetlc domain’ (see below) wille

occur in sote systematlcally dls@ernlble pattern. The@é

LA
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transformations will be consistent with preva'iling (orﬂ

nascent) cultural ideologies. They will also, in formal

terms, be consistent with structur:ai Teatur'es of the

Liﬂ

. cultural system, Thtis the embeddednefs of aesthetic
’ S o 7" \ .

phenomena in both'the form and covnten‘t\\

St e

(or structure and . o

ideology) of the cultural system.

° \

NS

Maquet gas gone 'ye{: one step further, however, in
describing’ tﬁe implications of the, aesthetic-as-cultural,
For while aesthetic pheno;nena are cultural in e{rery sense,
S Maquoet acknowledges that they belong mgst fﬁndamen‘l;aily \
to the ideational level of culture [1971: 22]. It is here
' that tl'@r are crn‘eated, and it is here that th‘ey function w
/as objects designed for contemplation (Maquet 1971: 5-6, N J-
357, «Consistent with the view to be taken in this studs‘f,

~n

Maquet concludes that aesthetitc phenomena (and, by im- .0
plication, aesthetic experience) belong tb the sphere of . ;

T ideas rather than.of action. -

]

-
Ny -
a

=

Following from this, Maguet is led to the wosition

~

.. oo that aesthetic lphenomena cannot, on their own, generate

*o
~

fe new consistency relationships within the cultural system '
) ) ’ : . s
[1971: 34]. Put into other terms, this means that

B

>
5 A =R I S RN 0 g e
-

s " 'IA
’ ' .

. aesthetic phenomena as ideational phenomena do not and ,—\

cannot. operate in violation of cuiturally prescribed . o |

<

frameworks of action and meaning. As specifically. aesthetic

i

' ﬁphehomena, as opposed to--_ideationél ‘Phenomena in general,

. .
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-
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. ! . . . . *
this sanction is even more binding. °

[}
-

[4

.

‘Having stressed the culture-bound nature of aesthetic
thenomena at the outset, it is equally necessary, as

Maquet would agree, to recognize their particularly

aesthetic quality. Thus, the following pages will describe

the dynamics of the aesthetic' domain and its dialectical. ‘

X - ‘ . \ ' '
relationship to culture. ’
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The Quality of Aesthetic Experience

For an understanding of the metamorphosis of
reality into art we must include a discussion of what is
called aesthetic experience, or the stance of the viewer

towards that which has been designated as.'art object' or

aesthetic phenomenon by the cultural system.

-
5

From phenomenblbgical accounts we can posit the
nature of this particular stance. Man's characteristic
reiationship to.his world is one that ¢an be described as
'natufalistic"or 'naive.' We act out our lives immersed
in a streaﬁ of objects and events and conventionalized
meanings which we experience as 'everyday reallty.*' One
means of breaking from this stance is through the experience

of art and the assumption of the aesthetic attitude (see -

. Natanson 1970: 108- 127). Here.our customary relationship

to everyday reality is, in a certain'%ense,“suspeﬂded.
Berger and Luckmann [ 1967: €57 give an example of the =
excursion into this other attitude or mode of experiencing

reality as it occurs at theatrical performances,

-

the transition between realities is marked

by the rising and falling of the curtain,

As . the curtain rises, the spectator is
"transported to another world," with its

®own meanings and an order that may or may

not have much to do with the order of

everyday life. As the curtain falls, the "
spectator "returns to reality,” that is,
to the paramount reality of everyday life
by comparison with which the reality

I3
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_ , ,
presented on the stage now appears tenuous .
and ephemeral, however vivid the presentation )

may have been a few moments previously , F

The dbminant feature of aesthetic gxperience 1is
thus seen as oné of 'otherness' in relation to everyday ) o
reali%y. This sense of distaﬁce, however, is sometimes
exaggerated in phenomenological accounts, Our sénse of )
aesthetic experieﬁce or our assumption of the aesthetic
attitude is ultimately conditioned by cultural féctérs.
In the description given by Berger and Luckmann, for
example, the rising and falling of the curtain is in fact .
a specific cultural convention, or what John Dewey has - .
called an "indexical sign," to tell us that we are zﬁ .
shifting realities. The cultural conditioning and the "%‘
cultural components of aesthetic experiencé will be ‘

reasserted throughout this study.

If aesthetic experience cannot be completely
divorced from the world of cultﬁral reality it 1is never-

theless a qua%itatively)different kind of éxperiencing.l
The 'othernesg' which rightly characterizes it is a

function of reacting from a stéﬁEe qf contemplation rather e
than of detion. Dufrenne [1973: 359, 361] explains this | :
differenée by compéring th; pﬁenomenology of evéryéay '%é
perception where "to comprehend an obj;ct...is‘to }ocafe s §
it in a world of external objépts’in which action manifests

. ? y

itself" with the aesthetic or contemplative stance wherein
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"the world of the work exists in comprehension or intensioo,
not in extension." Contemplationlcausos us to be absorbed
into the work,"in and for itself. Partlcularly in Western
societies this spec1al tattending' to an object Wthh we ,
call art is through visual contemplation [see Maquet 1971:
5j6]- - \i '
Something else of the nature of aesthetic experience
as contemplation can be understood from the work of Edward
Bullough [1957]. Bullough coined ths phrase "psychical
‘distance" to account for the seeming 'otherness' of
aesthetic experience as a function of contémplation, al-
though this phenomenon has since been understood'to have
a wider function in art and litefdturé. Our sense of
"psychical distance" while watching a play, for exaﬁple,
prevents us from rushing onstage to stop a 'murder' from
taking place. For Bullough, the creation of distance in
this sense is a function of both the object or event and
the perceiver. In other words, both qualities of the
.object or event and the dispositions and cognitive sets
of the perceiver will 1nteract to relegate the experience

Iy

to one of 'distance.' That this is an 1nteract1ve propess
must be eophasized That it is at the same time a oart
of our rep&ﬁblre of cultural behaviour is also ‘true.
Whlle in an aesthetlc context we may suspend certaln

behaviour (not saving a 'dylng ‘man on stage) and certain

1

e g
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expectations (' allow1ngn tqe sun to be blue in a painting) ‘
we -do not and cannot opéraée in a vacuum, We cannot -
eliminate the cultural %raTeworks which allow us to
perceive meaning in an ?bjpct or event, The 'otherness'
of aesthetic expériencelde&ives from the contemplative
attitude, but:coﬁtempla 1dn itself is directed towards
particular experiences yicultural dictates. Distancing
is culturally determlne %nsofar as aesthetlc experlence

°

itself is a culturally ormed event%

The essential co éctionwgf aesthetic experiencé
and everyday icuituréi) r@élity i;ads us to recognize the
inherent continuum which %arks human experience Allie
Frazier [1973: 392] haé ﬂormulated this in phenomenological
terms by taklng the: 'distanclng which occurs in the

contemplative mode as a general and flexible mechanlsm for

dealing with experlence., o

. one way in whlch we relats to our world,
one way in which we comg§rt ourselves .

\ toward Qplngfln -the-world is that of
"bringing ph numena close" or "relegating
- them -to remoteness." Such a phenomenon

creates a "1 ved" spatiality for us, both
with respect to our "handling" the things
of our world includlng the relations into
which we enter|with other meh, and in .

relation to the moods and affectations of
our Interior lafe.

s

! . .
- Thus, the»"othérness% 4f aesthetic experience does' not in

D
fact operate outside L everyday ?ea}ity but is itself a

method for dealing witq it., Distancing is not a static
| ( .
]
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phenomena but can be deployed according to needs and cir-
cumstances, specifically those which are culturally
determined. In Western societies, for example, the

"otherness' of art is reinforced in ,spatial terms., _Museums

.

are set aside as special places for "experiencing %hings

A 4 N )
in -an aesthetic mode, or from a distance.

¢

That értL_in general, functions\to order and
thereby segment experience as Frazier has pointed out is

well described by Nancy Munn [1971: 336]:

4

Culturally standaydized systems of visual
representation, like other .sets of cultural
codes, function as mechanisms for ordering
experience and segmenting it into manageable
categories.

.

-

/

Thus, art may be seen to perform a Wéﬁpiné" function. 1

\

will suggest here that aesthetic phenomena can be seen as

a kind of cultur%; safety wvalve where\things, events and:
& o

people can be "relegatea‘to remoteness" and removed from

the /sphere of action inta the realm of con%emplation,

o
H
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~and events) at a distance from experiential reality,
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Transformation d%to the Aesthetic Domain - ' ‘ﬁ
. > " T - . 2
\ - ‘ — L -
If we acknowledge one function of aesthetic phenomena .
. ' H
and experience as being a culturally determined.category )
of 'otherness' or distance, we can then examine, some of .
the consequences for who or what is transformed or mediated é
into this domain, T :
ag 7 . . ) @
All art, in a real sense, may be considered as'
being created out of "found objecté." Out of the realm .
L] ’ - / :
. of human experience we find that certain things have been
deemed fitting (and perhaps worthy) of being transformed °
. * N ¢ i
into art or objects for contemplation, In différent eras 5
4

and across cultures what is chosen as a suitable subject

for art will change according to shifting world views,

s 1
reorientations of ideological schema and changing historical

circumstances. In general, however, we can say that art
metamorphoses according to cultural prescriptions. These ‘
N /

will circumscribe what or who is transformed, how it is

to be done, and will provide explanatory frameworks whichi_f :5

support and justify the work, In line with the argument '@ P
) ¥
of this thesis, we.can say that such choices about what ;

\ P
5

moves into the aesthetic domain are often conditioned by g

cultural needs or desires to keep/certain phenomena (people -

At this point a tentative hypothesis will be offered

-
® .
L .
B Dnorls A
-5 %
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. 1; . to shed light on the specific kind of transformation into
the aesthetic domain which'has been effected by social

R documentary photography.

ks
'

In the non-Western world, "art by megamorphosisz

seems to be well represented in literate '
societies — which were also large, powerful,
and conquering — and rather exceptional
, among nonliterate ohes - which were usually
. i "o of moderate size and rarely domineering. . It
' . may be that the ‘first things tp be metamor-
- . . phosed into art objects are the artifacts of
foreign societies that have lost their
oo independence, and of the weak strata inside .
: ’ a society such as the peasants. ,
= W _ {Maquet 1971: 247

- While his specific claims as to the first things to be, -
: ‘ ) b ‘ '
transformed into drt~are not under scrusiny here ard thus

“caﬁnot bé agreed to, Maquet's general proposition tﬁap the
5 @ v meﬁgmorphosis,into.art is preconqitioned or even ﬁré;
determined by éocio-cyltural factors is accepfed. His
theof& that thiS/%ransformation is directed towards
particular artifacts also conforms to the view taken in

-

thls thesis, What is most 1mgortant however, is that I
/

VLo feel Maquet's hypothe31s takes on an added dlmen31on, and

a unique reieVancy for photography, when it is understood

A that such' a metamorphosis occurs not only with regard to -

! .
< As wused by Maquet the concept of "art by metamorphosis"
des rlbag a/spe01flc sub- category of aesthetic phenomena.
) .-As/used elsewhere In this thesis, however, metamorphosis
o - T is taken to be the standard mechanism for thé creation of
i ' ) aesthetic phenomena. This distinction is noted-for

» clarification; it does not affect the meaning of the ‘

(3 noted passage as quoted in the present context. . :

L
v

1'/ |

e Ve —— AT B -
v
v
-
~
AN

i n, <o



:
14
L.
L-
b
¥
:
¥
i
¥
§

H

4

i

things but also with regard to people;

¢

At a general level we can assert that the absorption
of artifacts into the art network of a'society is at the

same .time a reflection or indication of an attitude towafos

L

the context from which the artifacts were taken. I would
characterize this attitude as one ofpdominatfon, or

/ S ' -
aesthetic imperialism. Here, aesthetic imperialism implies

¢ ) .
control by one ‘ociety over others through the acquisition

/ %

the exercise of

S~ of their art; m Ee generally, however, it can be seen as-

oWer in determining what or who will be
transformed into\aesthetic phenomena,-and over subsequent

rights of interpretation, access, reproduction and use,

In terms of the specific subject of this thesis, I
see social documentary photography as an espe01ally
effectlve agent of such an 1deology Photography 1s a
creatlon and tool of 8001et1es whlch are "large, powerful,
and conquerlng" and the social documentary image has most
frequenﬁly taken as its subject those peoples who live in
relatively weak foreign societies and thoee who occupy ’
the "weak strata" in the photographers own 3001ety "
Through the maglc of the image we have not only objects but
people, even. entire living cultural’ communities transformed
into aesthetlc phenomena. The transformlng qualltles of

the photograph make 1t p0331ble for us to-encounter llv1ng

cultural realities in a v1carlous and spe01flcally aesthetlc

’ .
“ ¢ . ’ a
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(contemplative) mode, For exémpie,:Brucé‘Davidson's .
- \\ .
images [1970] of the residents ‘of,East 100th Street,
/\' el
Spanish Harlem, in New York City'are framed and hung in

The Museum of Modern Art, a few minutes by subway from

o ¢

“the existential reality which has tnns been metamorphosed

into art. "Photos Transform Expérienge into Art" [Kramer
197071 as the tiile tells us in an arti&le on Davidson's
work, Mediated intogaesthetid,phenomena< pecple are

rélegatéﬁ to the 'otherness' fostered by\fhe d1stanc1ng

effect of con?emplation and the aesthetic ?Ttltude and

to the safe preserve of art. \

N
——— )

P x ,

The “entry of the poor, the ngnerless,\and'fhe_
culturally differént into the aesthetic domain of Western
gocieties has néen a marked phenomenon during the 19th
and 20th centuries. -In-the past 150 years'this process
has been accelerated and intensified through the artlof
photography. I would suggest tﬁgt this particular cultural
choice of subjects -for aesthetic\?bjects can.be seen as. |
a manipulation of the 'otherness’ Which derives from
contemplation, the s%ance of the‘viéwer towards aesthetic

, \ L

phenomena, to reinforce and pgrpetua%e cultural attitudes

which establish'categoriesnfor distinguishing between

"OurselVes' and 'Others. Social- documentary photography

has played a 31gn1f10ant-role in relfylng those people who,

by thelr transformation into art objects, can then be kept

[ R

g

Pt
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.at a cultur ly desirable diistance from ourselves' as a

category of ot rs,'! Perhaps ours is the age of aesthetic

imperialisMs subju tlng people W1th the camera rather
"than, the gun; creating 3 thetic .reserves on museum
territory. | ; \\\\\\; i

In this way photography, and the photographer
himseif can be seen to take on a pseudo anthropologlcal
role. Photographers have roamed thevglobe ‘and walked the
ghetto streets and have come back to expose us tb\many
more v1ews\e{\men and cultures than were ever poss1o\\\\\\\
before the advent of thelr art, Photographers have
functioned as culture brokers, medlatlng betweeh oultural
worlds, with the image as tHe ;ink between those worlds.
They have oot acted passively, however, but have communi-
cated through their imagery concepts about the nature of

man and culture., -In this sense the photogréphic image has

¢

created both a,vis%al statement and:an anthropological °
thesis. This_more geperalizeo\function of social documentary
photography, which establishes a framework in¢which the '
segregatioq of mankind iﬁto 'burselves' and 'Others' takes

place, provides information on the nature of man, culture-

and society. . ‘ ’ P

» This transformation of reality into art is an
intricate and involyed construction which-presents us with

. a world which has been re-created as it is mediated into
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. the aesthetic domain., Above all', it must be understood as
' being a process, The image itself is the final product

of an interpretation of reality which is shaped through

!

"
A

PR
i

RS

the history of photography and the individual artist him-

-
%

/S
self; the formal and technical properties of the medium;

""w‘

2

¢ and the inputs from the broader cultural system. Cultural

\\ factors will condition aesthetic choices ‘ranging from the

o e

f

, arfrstlc content — what is visually apprqprlate — %o ;
o 7 ’ o
the political — who are the oppressed to be made visible %
\\\\ ; * /! .( .;:!
‘ N , " ('visual') — to the economic — who will lock out from B
' - 4
. . - . . ¥
coffee table art books. The ties which necessarily bind %
, e
. the aesthetic domain — which here encompasses the ﬁ
' ' ‘ . . E
i photograph, the photographer and the audience of wviewers &
and commentators — .to the cultural system of which it is ’5
a part will be traced in the following chapters, - H
®
~ ’ o ?}'
.i ) . ;,
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Introduction ~

The specific ways in which photography has trans-
formed its ‘subjects intc art — aesfhetic and contemplative
z-ghenoména — must be examined within a cultural context|
The-preceding chapter has set out the general mecﬁan‘isms,
both cultural and aesthetic, which would defermine the

nature and direction of photography. It has also set “out

the idea that photographi{ has served to metamorphose 1its

- subjects, through aesthetic transformation, ‘into ]a'r't: : 0

objects and has thereby distanced them, as a category of

'Others,! into a 'safe' domain set apart from experiential
\

reality.

In the pre.sent chapter the specific cultural and
hiéforical factors which-have shaped photography are

introduced. Out of this culfural setting some dominant

o

tendenc;ies and tensions are shown to have affected
photography's develgopment and choice of s:,ubject matter.

It isq argued that cultural factors have generated th\rec.e
models for photography: Reélism, the Documen‘tary, and
Primiti.vism.‘ TI:ese models are .described and it is stressed

that they'are interlocking and dialectical in nature and

function,

S

Finally, the source material for the’three models

) , ] r

is 'explained in order to allow the reader to follow the
‘i

'
' . ¥

¢ 7

LN

\ f
x
@ ey S AN b M« T

T v

R s et S 4 90
s e



}
[
12
‘1
,
v
3
&
3 LA
S
i
£
v
P
-

\

e,

b

32

'

\

next chapters which will examine Realism, the Documentary,
and Primitivism, respectively. Ove;‘ail the present chapter
is intended as thé general introduction to the remainder

of the thesis.
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. unity of photographic experience

l' - Ll - / :
been carried om+intc our own ‘era: the growth pf‘smenee, L

33 .
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The Historical éetting

I A
o

—a
W ke
er -

LS ke asnatidriets Sk ¢

The historian of photography John Szarkowski has

. r
written:

S

The history of photography has been less

d journey than a growth, Its movement .
has not beeri linear and consecutiye, but /
centrifugal. [~1966: Introduction]

I S

. In this statement we have an important truth about the

photographic enterprise which I would like to call "th‘e . {
"3. While there have been

trends, developments and discoveriés which have alffected

photography during its his:tory, they seem less significant . §
than the consistency of ‘tl&g work of the pho‘togra\prhers r::md

the images which have accumulated over the last 150 years, o
|

“ The centrifugal force which Szarkowskl sees in
photographic history is, :in fact, the cultural setting of
the art. Despimte the pasgsdge of time and history, the

Worlds of the nineteenth a.ﬁd twentieth éenturies are not

-
v

dissimilar. What began in the nineteenth century has )

C L
modern technology, the social sciences; the quest for

o~ et
4} -

o

nd imperialism. In short, dealing with the -

-

exploration ia

e

idea of a 'global society,' with all its attendant

PR

P
iy

- } |

31 am borrowing here from the titlé and spirit of Etienne
Gilson's The Unity of Philosophical Experience [19377].
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, 8 .
challenges and problems, has perhéps been the major feature
of both eenturies., Accommodating to this new hstructure of
reality Ras taken many forms, With the irwer;tion of
photography in the 1820's, both a witness to and a bearer
of this new era emerged. ‘

v

Photography was immediately pressed into service,
Within only a decade or two after its appearance, photo-
grapﬁy enabled Europeans to see the human landscape of

Africa and Asia. These images were not meant to be mere

amusenents. As Aaron Scharf’ notes, they were to denions‘crate

artists' misrepresentations and "render an important service
to anthropologlcal investigation" [1974: 336_1 as in the
case pf the daguerreotype expedition of 184& to seek outl
the aborigines of Brazil. The man who prpmoted this i
Brazilian trip, Frangois Arago, 1s an important figur.‘ev& in
the early history. of photography. By examining hisﬁi}iéws
of the new‘inveMion we can see the direction photography

was to take for many ybars to come.

‘

Frango’is Arago was the Director of the Observatory
of Paris and a member of France's Chamber ‘of Deputies, a
prominant scien‘tisnt\{a\nd‘an advocate of social refor}n. He '
saw‘ photggraph}y as c.a_p\able of making\ a unique contribution
to society, and he is believed to have been ‘resp}onsible ‘

. | ) Vv i
for persuading Louis-Jacques-Mandé& Daguerre, the inventor

of ‘thf daguerreotype, 1o leave his invention-in the public

i
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domain r‘aither than sell.it to private interests [Scharf
1974 257, With such an invention accessible to all, Aragqn
could Fulfill his desire to "nobly #ive to the whole world
this discoverj which could contribut;a so-much to the ' 4
progress of art -and science" [quoted in Scharf 1974: 267,
As an advocate of the;\rﬁéhef\its of modern technology he
saw in photography not just arr aid %o sc\ié}icgé"aﬁd art but
a social tool: "Let the machine and human dec_:‘ency\ turn,
_away from centuries of ignoraﬁcé, barbarism and misery"

[quoted in Scharf 1974: 25], In Frangois Arago we can \

‘ see the key elements of the mystique which still draws

modern man to photography: the art of universal dimenéions,
the flawless recorder in aid of science, cand the handmaiden

of soclal progress. :
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; ‘, . . ' // Presentation of the Models

fo

With ]éhls uniderstandmg of photography and photo-

t

graphlc his ory, I {vould like t6 put forward three models®

\
which corre pond to! the ways in which Arago s nineteenth .

| century Fra ce and We today have used the medium. They

have served as models for structurlng reality for photo-.
l ‘t

! . graphy' and |its audlence. - At the same time they act as

.

explanator systems or framework§ from Wthh we can
. l
‘ 1nterpret the nature' of the ar-t.f‘ At this time I will

. \
present them in schematic form and suggest their role as

both photographic ancli cultural models.
1 -

3 ~ ",

’
z s
N L
t ..
.

)
i
v o

PRIMITLVISM v
v h |
',‘w\oq1d of es&ences ,
J x art\ ,
1
ide?\alism
~— v \/
’ redémptive lideology .
4 ~e ‘. - A
{ ,
: REALISM -1 THE DOCUMENTARY
. — —
o world of [facts . © world of action’
i | ' v ’ ’ )
. ' o ' science | socizl science and technology
. B <, : . . { -7 |
\\ L " .  empiricism \‘ progress\ ‘
‘\ . = o surrbga e reality functﬂ social engineering function
\ ' . « ) '
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The construction of the models can be explained as-
follows, Beneath ’eac“hh title is an indication of the

assumptions which underlie each., These assumptions have
. s \
been evident in the images themselves and have been -

Particula\ted in the words of their makers and commentators.
\ \ .
They ground each model ih a set of philosophical and

cultural propositions .abouf 'the nature of the world and

/ v
of man. : M

At the first level, - then, ‘there are assumptions

\ .
about the nature of the world as defined thrbugh the role
f \ ) -

of the image:

PRIMITIVISM: the belief that photographs reveal
‘ ‘ - the world of essences '

«REALISM :  the belief” that ‘photogr?.phs capture
the world of 'empirical reality'

D@C'UMENTARY: the belief that photographs can -
. have a practical effect on, everyday. ‘
life or, more dramatically, can
insy;'fr:e action such that the present
woridfcan. be changed for the 'better'
or, as a variant, to salvage remna,n%s
N ' ‘ of a changing world which is
‘ perceived\ as getting ‘worse'

. At the next level, these first sets of assumptiops'are

_connected to those aspects of culture to which they

correspond: _ . ) , ‘

N -
N
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- PRIMITIVISM;: art
Ry '

“REALISN, 1 .sclence

DOCUMENTARY:  social science and technology -7 -

The third level indicates the ideological frameworks whic
. ' . !
they uphold: ’ f

PRIMITIVISM: a b'elie_f in idealism
REALISM : 2 belief in empiricism
'DOCUMENTARY: a belief in progress

) ) ! .

The finai set summarizes the function 'of each 'frarr}ework or
N - e
‘model:

N3

. PRIMITIVISM: redemptive ideology

7

 REALISM " surrogate reality function
, ~ !
DOGUMENTARY:  social engineering function
\ 4

Even an initial examination :NOI:Ild indicate that the
relations between the models form a complex sysjem. -In

their actual operation, thegmp‘del‘s‘ do not segment as neatly

as" shown above, bf‘ten thej work in tandem, With one or
another being dominant in a given case. Many of the photo-

eraphic works discussed in this study could have 'been
analysed under morr'e_lthan one model, That\t}‘lis should be \
{

' the case is not surprising, although it made for a difficult

selection procegs at times, For example, overlap is evident

in the case of Realism and the Documentary,. as the idea of
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progress is an outgrowth of modern science, Contradiétions\
seem obvious when looking at the tepan%s of'Realigm and
—Primitivism,‘yét the two often work. together 'Wh;? is

less obv{ous, however, are the cultural ties which biﬁd
these models together., For it is the cultural setting

»,

\*\'whicq makes sense, so to épeak, of thé gonneotions and the
- contradictions between the‘modélsﬂ' Thus, we will briefly
‘contipue the account given in the preceeding section and -
} show how.thes;:models emergeé as an aesthetic—cuitural

- accomodation to the new era and why they can be considered

to form a cohesive system.

BT e,
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- ' ‘ The Models in Cultural Context
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| All three models have been used, sometimes in
W

seemingly divisive fashion, to0 create aﬁ'image of man and
culture whlch would enable &estern societies to cope with -
the widening world of the nlneteenth and twentieth

centuries. All spoke, in varylng ways, to the changes

brought about by the rapid increase in knowledge and

. -
ey Tl g o s e S el Wt b 4 BT A

communication,, The idea of 'Man which has been produced 3
duripg‘tﬁis era has altered to correspond to the enlarged :
sco§e~of human affairs. Photography's growth Fas been a 4

cause as well as a response to these changes.

%
.

(.

Whether newly 'visible' lower classes or newly

encountered societies in far-off landg, Weetern society

.
Foar e S e e A b o

had to arrange for the inclusion of otﬁer peoples into

Humanlty. Having opened up the globe through the era of <

t
3

_ exploration, imperialism, and-the growth of the natlon
state, the pedples 'found' in the deserts of Arabia as well
C s . as the alleyways of London had to be accounted for. The R
%v culturally removed, the poor, the powepless and the

. © marginal — what schema to use? : 1
: ' ~

" I would stiggest that it is through the aesthetic

domain that these people found their way into the new

world created by Western society. Given the conditions -

set dewh'for‘aesthetic phenomena in the %receeding chapter,
. - B

'
\
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I would argue that Maquet's hypottiesis [ sée supra, p.25 |
appligs in this case: "that foreign soéie%ies and the weak
strata inside our society are mdst subject to aesthetic
transformation. By metamorphosizing .these people into
aesthetic phenomené, they could at one stroke be bfouéht \
into our cﬁltural categorles and yet be kept apart from
‘ourselves.' Photoegraphy proved an excellent means by
which to ensure that such a contradlctlon would ocecur,

I% could comblne the pllu81on of maklng others appear
'really real’ and 1mmed1ately acce531ble whlle at the same
time operating in accord with those rules of the aesthetlc B

domain which would confer them with a sehse of 'otherness.'

Susan Sontag describes this phenomenon{as follvws:

photography implies instant access to the

real, But the results of this practice _

of instant access aré another way of . :
creating distance. To.possess the world

in' the form of images is, prec1sely, to

re-experience the unreality and remoteness
of| the real, [1977: 27] ‘

- -
- .

The three models’ — Realism, the Documentary, and

< \

Primitivism — have each been proposed to explaiﬂ the B
mechanics of this trangformation. These modeis have |
necessarily structured bothl visual perception and fhought.
They\have created an image of man that would demonstrate
him to be hoth a par%icdlar creatufe of habit andtcustom

. ‘ - b
and an ggsentiaf:symbol of humanity.” In their particularity

and“uniquenéss men are fleeting and culture-bound. In his

. ' i
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essence Man is timeless.and universal and, by e{tension,
remote. Man as Humanity has remained the dominant”schema,

working through the model of\Pfimitiyism.

N

" Yet why go through the exercise of creating man in

Y

his plurality and uniqueness if the end result transforms
him into Huménityé‘ For modern man who derides the mere "
'say so' of traditional théught, ideology ﬁad to be
sugborted bf 'proof' — tﬂén it was palatable. Ig "THe
Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduptign"nWaLﬁér
Benjamin explains this deception as it was practiced by
the new arts, among which bhotography has been'théy

paradigmatic case: s
‘ - “ . s

two circumstances [are] related to the =~ . '
increasing significance of the masses in_
contemporary life. Namely, the desire~of. -
contemporary masses to bring things ‘
"closer" spatially and humanly, which %s
just about as ardent as 'their bent toward
overcoming the uniqueness of every reality
by accepting 1t§hneproduction. Every day . ¢
the urge grows stionger to get hold of an
object at very glose range by way of 1ts
likeness, its repr&duction,...To pry an
object from its shell, to destroy its
aura, is the mark of a perception whose
"sensé of the universal - -equality of
things" has increased to such a degree
that it extracts it eyen from a unique.
obaezg by means of reproduction., Thus
is manifested in thg field of perception
what in the theoretical sphere is.notice-
able in the increasing importance of

" statistics. The adjustment of reality

;- to the masses and of the masses to reallity
is a process of unlimited scope, as much
for thinking as for perception, [1969 223],

—
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Photégraphy, in this situation, accomplishes the
illysion of bringing th‘ings 'closer' while at the same

4, \
time ensuring .their distance. ZEach of the three models

= LY

x S

photographic work because it could resolve, at an aesthetic

. L [ s
dictions of the™mecdern era. Resolution

. . in this sense is in fact an accommodation at the, ideational

level of culture to a sitUation deeply rooted in the

. historical-cultural facts of the

~..

a. For Western society

\

\ had enlarged its world ‘and then, looking. inward, was at

]

- times troubled \by the new age. Change,s‘seeme too ~rapid :

at times; complexity made people yearn for a simplic

B i

o * ~
life; and expansion was met by a desire to make things as \\
. ~~

|

they had béen', manageable again. Thus what could prove

7

£o be an entirely disruptive situation needed to be
contained, Through the mystique of the camera and the?
ideplogy of Primitivism’ we can trace a circuitous and,

ingenious route to this end.

7

e

S

<is'a cultural-aesthetic framework which shapes this process, .
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The~ three chapters which follow ,provide‘a description
and analysis of the models introduced in this chapter. 1In

‘examining these models of the soc;ialdgocumentéry ihage I

B N e

elated them to three Trémgworks which were formulated
‘“ B i N At "
to describe~movements of arfc" and ‘the ‘creatign of aesthetic

phenomena during last 150 years\‘.\ I will rely here

N largely on the work ofm»lochlm (19711, William Stott
\\\\ . 1
o - [1973] and Robert Goldwater [1967 —~respectively.
T o \ —
: T T
i

dwater's class:tgL work on Primitivism was not “h\\?\iuk\\;\
concerned with photography, 1 chlin's study deals ° R

w:Lth photography mainly as an impetus to the g oﬂh\of )
* 0 / Realism as found in mneteenth century painting, Stott\
a analysis of the documenftary impulse during the 1920's - ’ S

~ 1940's period in the United States does explicity focus

R R A

/ T~ . on.photography as one of the mediums directly related to

i the documentary movement of the time, Thus, I am making
I * it .

some new applications of Previously existing theories,
! r I would substantiate this on severa\]\.\\g:‘f*oum%s. One, is
- ! 1\\‘\ " <
. that photographers can be seen as having 'E'eep influenced

i
P ot .

Lﬁ * S lby general aesthetic trends and 'bheories of Y%heir time. ° ; T

. .{é R

And, more 1mpor‘tantly, all the ar‘ts.,;.ncludlng pho‘bbgraphy,
-
were respondlng, albeit in thelr own dlstlnc‘é:we way, to-.

more gengral cultural influences. As the authors 'them~ -

( } " .- selves point out, as cultural and- spec:Lflcglly ideational

i e
0

R B CC YIRS - R



. the social sciences, and social policy. , .

The choice of these three warks to guidé my analysis

phenomena, thelse models have alsé been operational. in

. shaping other activities such 'as the communication arts,
/ c

At N

-
-
e e e T S

sy IR o

\

was made because of their relevancy to photography and

f their depth as studies of art within a cultural framework. ,

They alsd+stress the degree to which aesthetic phenomena’

are created, as found objects, by transformations generated R

. by the structure and demands of the cultural system, and .

o par:bicularly by prevailing ideological frameworks. Their

L : *
- in this thesis,
”\ %

T

i ; \\\\~ ’ x -

o i |
; 1 T
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assumptions, therefore, conform to the perspective-taken-
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Introdgction

\':4{: ; /; v
o N
' The, photographlc image has been a part of the

1deology that has come to be called by the name Realism,
Linda Nochlin [1971] has described the development of this
tradltlon in the European arts of the nlneteenth century
as a "new pictorial structure of reality" [1971 1827,
It was, and remains, an interpretive framework which has
roots in and e;fects upon the cuitural and phdlosophical
systemelof Western societies. [
To grasp the nature and emergence of R%alism, as
Giséle Freund points out, it is necessary tojunderstand
its inseparability from the new aesthetics generated by
Positivism [1974:-75]. The promulgation ofy%ositivism by
Auguste Comte in his Positive Philosophy w%é both a model

of and for the framework through which .-Eurppeans of the

1840's and 1850's had begun to interpret rleality.

Positivism was to Comte definitely the

most efficient type of understanding, and
closest to the truth. He was convinced

that all forms of society should |be studied .
objectively, because value judgments had- ~.°
no place in science. Positivism {"neither

admires nor condemns political facts, -but ) o
.looks upon them as simple objects of. p
" observation," [De Waal Malefijt 1974: 111]

a

Translated into the field of art,‘Positivism yielded

N
gimilar demands:

f
-
1
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On exige une exactitude scientifique, ;
. “‘'une reproduction fiddle de la reéalité

dans 1'oeuvre d'art. L'expression de

Taine: "Je veux reproduire les choses

commes elles sont ou comme elles 7

seraient, mége si moi je n'existais

pas", devient le leitmotiv d'une

nouvelle esthétique, [Freund 1974: 74]

.o Reality was thus taken to haves an+ objective and absolute

existence, and artists were -to observe and inscrib? this
reality with scientific exacti?p&e.. Photography, as can

. ' Dbe appreciated, soon came to be seen as the most eminently
suited of all the arts to achieve this ideall As a product

of scientific technology. the camera was the natural bearer

Pl

A
of the new aesthetic,

larger fabric of:the changing Rurope of the mid-eighteenth
century, Changes in science, the social sciences and the

- arts, as well as in the social and palitical sphere, both

refle¢ted and reinforced the entirely new consciousness

or construction of reality. The general conditions which

pretipitated the development of photography within the
\ framework of Réalism were as ‘complex as the new era and

g )  the new art itself. -
_ \ s
i

' La transformation sociale et écdnomique
. "qui s'opéra au sein de }a bolrgeoisie du
XIX® siecle, eut pour conséquence un

i déplacement des états de conscience. Le

développement de 1'industrie, parallele
au développement de la technique, le
progrés des sciences croisgsant en méme

; . temps que le besoin d'industrialisation,

o \ > - Ay

Positivism, however, was still yet a piece in the

YN A,
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exigeaient des formes rationnelles
- économiques., Il en résulta une transfor-
mation de la représentation qu'on se
faisait de la nature et de leurs rapports
réciproques. Une conscience nouvelle de
la réalité, une appréciation inconnue
des vileurs de la nature se révélaient;
elles eurent pour conséquence dans l'art
une poussée vers l'objectivité, poussée
"-qui correspond & l'essence de la

/\ photographisg. [Freund 1974: 73-747
\ \ ‘ \
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The Nature of Realism

i
!
i

The Realists soug%t to transform art into an

objective medium, freédffrom past‘conventions, for
i
desc F%ing the empirical world., A demand for immersion

in the|present social réality, for the immediacy of thé

present moment and concreteness rather than generalities

- marked| the Realist trené. In order to carry out these

demands artists felt thé need to 'democratize' the range
of sgbjecf,matter that would be transformed into art, and
a positive va;ue was placed on depicting the poor and
peasant classes tNochlin 1971: 33—34]. After the

Revolutions of 1848 the ‘labouring peésant, “the grandeur
- 1

of le |peuple" was raised to "an article of faith" @by the

artists of the time‘[Néchlin 1971: 1127, Here, the urge

to translate Social reality into art led painters to seek

after what they saw as being most 'real' about society:

a4

the egsential dignity of the peasant.

\ v

The Realists, who sought to break away from what

theyfsaw as the traditional metier of the arts — the
- v 1 N . .
tendency for morali@ing, for religious. expression,-and

for grandiose speculations about Man, God and Nature —

dreated instead a new double-edged myth in the name of

I

Realism. Science.on the one side, and The People on the

other jpecame their masters. The People were a new

B N
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| 1
creation, a found object for aesthetic consumption, | .

N

s

\ the choice of the image of the . peasant to
embody contenmporary labour was,..a function
of Realist myth, Fér while it is true that ,
the peasant still accounted for the largest -
[ N proportlon of' the working force in Europe,
\ nevertheless, he and his 1life, his habits
\ and customs, were already beginning to be
. recognlzed as part of a vapishing reality.
f . ) : It is noteworthy that collectors of popular
' , ) art and literature, like Buchon and °
Champfleury, felt some urgency about .
’ - ‘amassing their material, and that the,
- French government itself encouraged
school teachers throughout France to note
down local folk songs. The elaborate
wedding rituals...alluded to by Courbet
in his TOILET OF THE BRIDE were already
beginning to die out. [Nochlin 1971: 115] war

STt

; T T o

) R When The Peceple were depicted in their day-to-day

. uwu—'wwm g Sl g B wRMOTSe o e e Sk
. -

life paiﬁters included images of the religious element

“of 'society. But these meticulously observed and

-+

executed paintings - . , ) \ .

’ ’ betray no direct religious feeling at all,

’ but rather, within the context of more or

‘ less objective description a yearning !

, ‘ T sympathy with ‘the archaic faith of these
touchingly simple beings, producing equally
touching pictorial records of a dying if
exemplary pattern of rural 1life, expressed

. in appropriately rustic, and sometimes

primitivizing, pictorial langyage.
‘ Nochlin 1971: 92]

~
s e AN AR et T

The "primitivizing" effect resulted from the fact that - °
‘these artists, much as “they tried to imagine it poss;ble, ‘
could not describe only the ’facts,' but had to interpret
and medlate soc1al reality through the 1nterpret1ve

)
é t‘:; . framework of their cultural milieu., The myth of The People~

/
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was such a framework, and the 'truth' it provided was the
. ; .
particular product of the Western Eurcpe of the nineteenth

century. _

Lo . .
The Realists' search for the truth, based on facts,

was conditioned by the growing influeride of science in
nineteenth century Europe [Nochlin 1971: 417, They like-

‘wise saw in science a denial of a priori assumptions, and

.

' a reaching'out for 'pure' descpipt#on;which would describe

_how and not why things happen [Nocﬂlin 1971: 43]. Things

o
were to be described, not explained. Reality was to be

made - 'real.' This sense of the écignﬁific attitudemlpd

*

‘the Realists to a radical kind of efpiricism, wherein

which Wwas precisely what the Realists| were reﬁol%ing
\ : “ .

oo .
‘against. . : ) LT
4 \ } ) . -

' ’ !
' Nochlin's analysis sets down what can be described

1

as, the internal contradiction of Remlist, This is the
v ‘ f .
adoption of'a pseudo-scientism which invplved a movement
\ t '
|

nqg.onlyito the- empirical world but, and

.

?rhaps we might
add necessarily, beyond the world of thingg to the world
of| esserices, We can say that the Realists Were naive in

fhlnking thpfinuld operate in an ideological vacuum,

e - - P e .

without moorings.in an 'interpretive framework \of culturally
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determined meanings. But, more importantly, we can see
that they charted a course which has‘been~followed, by

society and photogfaphy, since tﬁen. As William M. Ivins,

Jp. has noted: -

A 4

The 19th century began by believing that
what was reasonable was true and it

would end up by believing that what it
saw a photograph of was true._.[quoted in
Szarkowski 1966: Introduction]
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Reaiism\and Photography

o

The phenomenal growth of the photograph 001nc1ded
'with,the movement of Reaﬂbsm. The Realists, in fact, used
the photograph as both model and paradigm of their
intentions [(Nochlin 1971: L4L; Scharf 1974: 128-163].‘ The
photographic image was taken as the objective recorder of
facts, the machino which could capture the spohtaheogs
moment, The photograph, too, reflocted the dohial of
narrative, of explanation whtch the Realists gought, Ahd
the 'democratization' of art was.seen to be most fully’
realized through photographyt( As Nochlin has“%lready

pointed out above, in regard to painting, the contra-

dictions of Realism are likewise evident in"photography.

LI [
3 P \
The metamoPpfiosis of existential reality into an
2 ¢ ¢

. v, ! . .
aesthetic medium is'not uniQue to phptography. It appears,
however, that photography s partlcular qualities, both .
ontological and ph nomenologlcal, orehte a specigl kind

of metamorphosms. André Bazin' s\;nterpretatlon of the .

JE—

photographic image|is a classic statement on the nature

of the/'magiq' of photography and its unigue relationship

-

to the 'real' world:
In spite of any objections our critical
spirit may offer;, we are forced to accept
.as real the existence of the object
reproduced, actually RE-presented, set
before us}, that is to say, in time and
space. Photography enjoys a certain -

{
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Cn . advantage in virtue of this transference i

' L of reality from the thing to its ) 1
Ce T reproduction....The photographic image K

. . is the object itself,  the object freed
- from the conditidns of %ime and space
that govern it. [1967: 13-14; emphasis added]

1

That the photographlc 1mage bears an uncanny
llkeness to the world of everyday reallty has been noted
since the birth ‘ofq; the medium., That the air. of ‘ | :
Sffactuality,' of 'truthfﬁ:ﬂL' representation are part of
photography's mystigue have lik-ewilse ;Jeen a dominéting
feature in the historical commentaries [see especially
iNawhall 19641 Braive 19667, On viewing the images made

by Mathew Brady at the Battle of Antietam during the

P

; American Civil Wlar, Oliver Wendell Holmes wrote in 1863

\

Let him who wishes to know what war is.,,
look at this series of- illustrations....
It was so nearly like visiting the

. battlefield to loovk over these views,

p < that all the emotions excited by the t
actual sight of the stained and sordid
scene, strewed with rags and wrecks,
came back to us, and we buried them in

1 < the recesses of our cabipet as we.would
have buried the mutilated remains of the
dead they too vividly represented

[quoted in Taft 1964: 235-236]

John Szarkowski has p_‘l:inted to what it was that Holmes

A

-found, as have many others before and since, riveting in

- /

’the ‘pho'tograghlc image:

:&. » ‘i"(_]&

t

R L I

% The ‘heroic documentation of the American °
~-§ Civil War by the Brady group,.and the
o s incomparably larger photographic record
of the Second World War, have this in !
"common: neither explained, without
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1
extensive captioning, what ‘was happening. |
The function of these pictures was not

to make the story clear,-it was to make
it real. [1966: Introductlon]

The photographic imagefthus provides a surrogate reality
function., We perceive the image as the 'reall thing
re-presented to'us by the camera{whlch in the hands of
the photographer, was there as a w1tness, "This is the

capturing of the empirical world thrpugh the image.

LY

{
Despite the many criticisms o§ this faith in the

objective truth-value of the photogriph.[see for example
Byers 1966 Sekulz 1975 ] 1t still remains a potent idea

to both phoﬁographers and v1ewers alike, Photographers

themselves contribute to this ;allacy by saying little
about thelr own presuppositions, about their work and the
factors which determlne it, and ultimately by letting the

image ."speak for 1tself "

Images are perhaps thought to be able to 'speak'

\
- RO E et e Ty T b s ma o

LN B St el ok b B D et
s

for themselves 1f we accept what Stephen Tyler has descrlbed - .
(and roundly crltlclzed) as the bellef in the "empiricist
dogma" of "loquacious facts" [1969: 68—69]. Photographers,

as people who have the aura coming from the envied position

e Ragdase ot L Al ame fn IO

of 'having been there,' are too offen seen as re-presenters

of some unmediated slice of reality. The "loquacious"

'
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which "speaks" to us only according to the perspedtive we

k2

bring and %he questions we ask, Yet in an age‘dominated

. | . by the empiricist fallacy, both we and our nineteenth

century forebearers have generally accepted photography as

r

a surrogate realjity.

.- ' We can see, however, that even in what maﬁ/be
described as(photography's simplest act — the reproduction
of art objects — reality is not taken into the image

é

-passively. André Malraux has explored this subject in

"his aptly titled work, Le Muse& Imaginaire (the English

title, Museum Without Walls, is less effective in conveying

his intent).. As Malraux.reminds us, the power of the
" photograph lies in its ability to create realities r&?her

than to reproduce them:’

For the past 100 years (if we except the
activities of specialists) the history®
. of art has been the history of that which C )
-, can be photographed. [1967: 11 :

-

For here, as Malraux notes, photograﬁhy as crofted not
$imply a surrogate but an imaginary reality. The '"mere’
) ™~

act of‘photograbhing art works involves transformations

i

camera.lighting, angle gn& framing, take on a newly cr
meaning though a change in context; and entire works of
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/

art taken out of- context” such as the stained glass window

of. a cathedral become new and 51ngular creations of the

. camera [see Malraux 1967: ??-162]. By changing¢the conitext

Bf an o%jectlor event, through formal or cultu%?&”means,
'found' objects are created, In mediating between the

object- and the viewer, photography creates new objects
for aesthetic perception, )

¢ v

3
~

* Perhaps the 'most significant of new subjects i
created for aesthetic consumption have been people them-

selves. Bringing 'the masses' into art has been a function

_of/the aesthetic domain iA Western sodieties since the

time of' the Realist painters. In photography this role
has been especially prominent. -What has been described as

the "democrat1z1ng" nature of photography can te seen

1

. from several perspectives.

An early recognition of this possibility of
"democratization" in the art of photography appears in an

amusing, although highly perceptive commentary from 1860,

With the invention of the carte de visite by qisdéfi, the
paper photograph was now available in large quantities
and at relatively modest cost, As this piece‘which appeared

in a Pdris-journal records, it opened up new ﬁossibilities

. for artist and audience alike.

4

You will have heard of the Disdérian
invention, ma'am; it is delightful d
quite absorbing. It has quite supplanted

A
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» +v.all the other manias of varylng degrees
of ‘absurdity which sweep Paris every winter.~

Unlike the previous‘’manias, however, this
- one is intelligent and amusing as well as
costly; the sun\ makes the same charge for
reproducing the\features of royalty as
for those bf an actress from the Bouffes-
Parisiennes

Another anx:.ety fglt by those collectors ,
who desire to set \the fashion for the ’
wihter: _ should alfumns [of cartes des
visites] be arranged in categories or
should the collectign be g motley one, a
pot-pourri? +If you \desire/my opinion on
this grave question,ma’am, I should say
that I am for the motley. It is more
amusing ‘and less impexsonal. To restore
to men and women that equality in the eye
of the Sun which they Bave not in the eye
of man — this seems to\me as Jjust as it
is diverting. [quoted i

The creation, or illusion o

to social reality is often imposed

Braive 1966: 67"

a

some democratic order

the photographer

himself, It was not the power of the\Sun, but of the

photographer which could "democratize"

hotographic

experience, As Virginia Wolfe comments \on the work of thé

Victorian photographer Julia Margaret Cam rolr%:‘

-

‘She cared nothing for the miseries of
vher sitters or for their’ réank. Tié}
.carpenter and the Crown Prince, of Rfussia
alike must sit as S"Clll as stones in the
attitude she chose, in the’ draperies she
arranged, for' as long'as she wished,
[quoted in Bralve 1966 111

oA

j

Lewis Hine, pho’oographing d@mg the early decades

“ -,

of the fwentieth century, took a dlfferent path to
"democratlzatlon" a_.nd ore which resembles that of

first Realists. .To "democratize" was to 'elevate'
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humanity $o the domain of art. As Susan Sontag has noted,

)

there was "a promise inherent in photégraphy from its very

)beginning: to democratize all experiences‘ by translating‘

them into images" [1973-3 59]. And through the 1mage, all
experlence potentla}ly becomes art Hine. hlmself, speaking
to the Conference ¢of Charities and Corrections in Buffalo
in‘I909,, cautioned his 1listeners against making art thé
preserve of the elite, rather than the servant of The
Peoples .

. | x ;

Paint us an angel...paint us a Madomna...
but do not impose on us any esthetic rules

those 0ld women with work worn hands
scraping carrots. “

which shall banish from the reign of art () |

It is needful tha’c we 'should remember
their exIstence, else we may happen to
leave them out of our religion and
, rhilosophy, and frame lofty theories
’ which only fit a world of extremes.,
* Therefore, let art always remind us of
them;. therefore, let us always have men
' ready to give the loving pains of life
to the faithful representing of common-
place things, men who see beauty in the
. commonplace things, and delight in showing
*~ how kindly the light of heaven falls on
- them. [quoted in Gutman 1967: 29] -

' \

For Hine ,‘ as for many other photographef'e, the photographic

image promised "to bring light to the wo‘r'ld, and The Peoi)le |

out of darkness [cf. Gutman 1967: 29]. Yet at the same

time it transformed The People into art and, it could be |
! N AN ' L
said, relegated them %o only a different order of
‘ L}

: . -

invisibility. a : -
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Introduction

- . The photographic image as Documfehtary\has growr\l
from both the surxpogate reality function of Redlism and
the redemptive ideology of Primitivism. What it partakes
of in addition to these is an. ideology which assert-s that
the. social world is amenable to change and improvement
and ichat tﬂhe‘_photograph can be an impetus to such change.
The photograph becomes not only a witness to tr;e world,
but a force for changing it. The photographer himself
takes on an ;act'%ve role in asserting the %actuality qﬁ
the eyen‘ts Efpic%ed, the uﬁderlying truths of the sit%‘ti'on
as he has' s?é:‘an them, and the ser\i\se of involvement which
he experienced at the time of photographing., A1l of these
he hopes will be re—expér‘ienced by the viewer, and he works

towards this‘ end.

The ‘intent to make the photographic image appear
'real' and hence 'true' is not unique to the Documentary
tradition, The importance of ‘presenting factuél content
is, as Wwe have seen, an is’sue in trr;e, more general field
of Realism, What. the Doctmentary ideology does is\ to
co;ltinue and enlarge upon -the Realist philosophy. It does’
t}xis by stressing the idea of éocial_facts, or the social
determina{tion of '.sigﬁificant facts. ' T‘hé Realist motive
"democratizes' art by including ceftain sectprs of the

'lower'! classes in the aesthetic domain. The Primitivist
o A
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—artifacts. Both of these” ~Shape the
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S A ’ \“
Assumption extends this 'democratization® of -aesthetic

DPhenomena by including cress-cultural subjects and

-~

N R W e S a ok a

direction and scope of the photograph as Documentary.

It is perhaps not surprising”that- photography came
to be conceived of as an activist medium. In its early
days photography was conéidered a marvel of scientific

ingenuity. It became part of a culture that was using

the growing powers of s.caience' and later of the social

. sciences to determine the nature and tourse of human society;
A \

not only for Western Euf},jpe“, but, through exploration and
imperialism, fo;‘ an ever-widening portion of humanity.

An ideplogy based on a concept of social ehgineer:ing
complimeri:ted! and was a natural outgrowth of 'thrcb;"oelief in

man's control, through science, over both his natural and
;

| ..
, social environment. A belief in'Progress took hold and

with it a belief that photography could be-used to further
b @

such an ideology.

In. analys:.ng the Documentary, however, it w1ll be
"seen. tha’c the aesthetlc nature of the photograph usually
prevents such act1V1s’c ends. Wlthln an-aesthetic frame-
work, the present: 1s-d1’stanced into a sentimentalized past.
V;\fhilé the Documentary aims for action, it operates ‘lfo
salvage the present through the image and thereby mediates
contemporary experience into aes}he'tic objects. In

I

-
.




64

w

perfbrming this role it serves its society by.distancing

v T

the'USPﬁere of action, This,it is argued, is im tine-with ‘\ ‘

. certpin events into art andwfhgreﬁy functions as a 'coping®

valve: the réal event is removed from

the lessentially primitivizing effect of‘ photographic work

whertein aest}}etic transformation is the end result, .

/

: /
One further aspect of the Documentary will be =
s / i

noted in the .following pagés because of its frequent,

curs
pref
are
depr

chol

Documentary, the naivite and rationalizations of much con-

. ; \
appearance in photographic commentary, Even the most

. 2
ory survey of the Documentary will reveal a decided

erengﬁe on ‘%he part of.phbtographei‘s for su‘pj’écts who
either culturally different and/or economically

AN . [
essed. Explanations offered to account for these

ces perhaps reveal, more tHan any other aspect of the .

ventional photegraphic commentary and the need for an
anallysis of photography within the cultural framework,

R . 1
whikh conditions its role ai{'ld function. .

—
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The Nature of the Documentary - " )

SN : R \
¢ N ; .

William Stott in Documentary Expression and Thirties

" America [1973] has given an analysis of the nature of %he

Documentary. While the Documentary as a general cultural

ﬁhenomena — evident in the arts, literatﬁre, reportage,

and social sciences — reached its prominance during the

1930's in'North America, it has a much longer history.
In line with the perspective on photographic history in

this thesis, I will look at the Documentafy as a persistent

P feature of,photographic ideology. \

~ : -

fC S 2 Y

) Following Stott;s analysis, we can set out the

-
-

N characteristics of the photograph as an expression of the \

—

Documentary impulse. Such imééés"ﬁéﬁid'6g—éfruqtured so

that: 1) "a sense of 'being there' is conveyed which evokes .
- én emotional response in the viewer wh9 ihares in a sense. | 3
of "qlivéd experience” [Stott: 117; 2) the social facts:
portrayed are made 'real’ (authentic;or:{frue'); 3) the
situation.shown is madé historically andlsocially spgcific |
in order to suggest that society has created the situatioé
portrayed and it therefore can be pemédied [Stott 1973:'20];
j ‘ o L) a large puﬁiié can be exposed or given aécess to the

' images for maximum effect; and 5) peoplé and society-at-
large can thus be moved to action to corfect the sifuation

shown. Relevant aspects of these componeﬁts of the

*(;} o Décumgntéry will be discussed in the following pages. °
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The Documentary and Photography

) I

|
L
The perception of photography as a medium which

[_ "cou d be put to practical use inimaking a 'better world!

'has |taken on various forms during its history. In the

|
nineteenth century several examples appear which still

find express1on in today S use of the art., As early as
the 1850's commentators remarked on the value of the

photog aphic image fop providing art education for the .

masses*¢hrough the regroductlon of the world's art
treasures, formerly seen only by art historians or the

privileged traveller [Buckland 1974 23-24,30; Bra%ve

7 !ﬁm.:ﬁ,ﬁ&&g‘ ne

19??; 324 . By this‘gime‘géﬁwell Europeans could, as
"arﬁchair hpurists,‘ Be exposed to the w1den1ng world of
the nineteeﬁth century through images pfought back from
North Afrlca,\the Middle East and the ll¢tle seen regions
of their own oontlnent [Braive 1966: 211] As;"the birth

|

“ofl. photography 001n01dedIW1th the dawn of a glpbal 01v1llza~“\

tlon" [Bralve 1966 31] it was put to use in %Collmat1z1ng

\

Europeans to thé-places and peoples whlch were to be
incorporated’'into aﬂd eventually change their world.

N

Photography hae\frequentﬂy been lauded and put to

during such.times of social stress and change, It can

"’ \ .be said to be put into opération at thesegtimes aé a
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political, economic). \In a: British magazine in 1871 this

perception ‘of photography's role in. coping with the
dislocations of that erals growing industrialization was

glowingly expressed as follows: ’ .

JUEURII Y

Any one who knows\what the worth of
family affection is among the lower
classes,*and who has seen the array of
little portraits stuck over a labourer's
fireplace...will pexhaps feel with me
that in counteracting the tendencies, :
* social and -industriall, which every day o 3
; are Sappl‘rxg the healt jer family : :
affection
doing more for the poor\ than all the
hn_lanthroplsts in the world. )
Equoted in Scharf 1974: 331; elipse in the source
quoted] '

a2 b AN LT

b N \ ’ o
\ . ring this same period one\of the effects of "the 1ndustr1al !

\ eraNin the cities of’ England was_the destruction of tradl-

\ tlonal\a\chltecture. In 1875 London photographers set to R

N work, salv\aglng 0ld bul‘ldlngs about. to be torn down by - \ ;
pré\servmg thé in 1mages and, at the same tlme, hopmg to 2
'preserve a vanighing eré by foundlng the Somety for

L \Photographlng Relics ofJ' 0ld London.[Buckland 1974 28].
\ ' ' 1

Photograp ers were working 1q the United S'bates at

\ this time for similar ¢nds. Westward expans1or1 posed a
(threat to the\\unspolle beauty of Am\erica's natural .
;‘e;sources. ?h&&ograph taken by Wiliiam H. Jackson in
. 8'\71 demonstrated the splendor of the Yellowstone area.,

. P

:
A ot AR TN s

i

Co §essmen, impressed| by the 1mages, passed legislation
\

(f} | | maki

e

\‘ghe region the \first national park crea#ed in the
\\ .\ N ¢
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United States [Taft'1964: 3027, Some sixty years later,

American photographers worked under the Farm Security-

in

3 Administration to photograph smallhrural towns béfora‘they

e e -+ vanished in the urhan;industrial landscape (Hurley 1972].

W - ! ? N -,

o « . Their effortsﬁdid Hft prevent change, but perk#ps did lend

a sentlmentai valuelto a pas31ng era,
L
A similar and_more recent effort, carrled out from

“1970 to 1972 by photographers Clara Gutsche and Dav1d
\ Miller [1973], was des;gned to protest the demolition of

- one of Montreal's 1nner 01ty areas. Both the photographs

—~——

,\ o and the process of photogpaphlng were done in the hope of #

/

A preventlng ‘change throqgm argu31ng concern and actlon:
. ! o e s

The process of\ photographing the area
reached as many people as did the
photographs themselves. A camera set

up in front of h boarded- -up house was an
open 1nv1tatlon o any passerby to start
a conversation about what was happening
to thevneighbourhood and what could be
done about it. [Gutsche and Miller 1973:

. endpiece] | .

\
\ s

Perhaps’ inevitably, the conunity was dismantled and the

A el

-

-images alone remain. As a|mechanism for change .they

failed;‘as a testament to %he past, with the now'poignanty‘

: ° ” ﬁitle “You Don't Know What{You've Got 'Til It's Gone', they v

\Aﬁtest to -the frustrations;of coping with power and changé,

o

As seen in the exam#les above, photographlc work.

as\a part of the Documentary aims for a combination of

-

redl information.about thi gs“and the evocation of their

o aamed
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true nature;"a fusion of factual and emotional impact.

As such, the image seeks the involvement of the viewer in

an act of transference of feelings from the photographer
to the viewer, now vicarious partlclpant Dorothea Lange,

who worked for this goal explalns 1t as follows.

Whether of a board fence, an eggshell,

" a mountain peak or a broken sharecrqpper,
the.,.photograph first asks, then answers,
two questions: "Is that*my world? What,

. if not, has that world to_do w1th mine?" -.
.. [quoted in Lyons 1966: 70]

s

Lange's sentlments were givenconcrete form with the

creation of the International Fund for Concerned Photography,

Incorporated, in 1966. This organization is designed to

- foster the 'aetivist' role of photography in oonteﬁporary

society. Its founder and director, photographer Cornell

Capa, has set its geals as follows:

To promote and sponsor the use of
photography as a medium for revealing
the human condition, commentlng on the
.events on our time, and improving .
understanding among people. [Capa 1972-
endpiece]

t

ThlS is enuriciated even more §trongly in an affirmation of

“a quote the ICP has used from photographer W. Eugene Smith:

)

my camera, my intentions stopped no man

from falling. Nor did they aid him after

he had fallen. I% COuld be said that

photographs be damned for they bound no

‘wounds. Yet, I reasohed, if my photographs

could cause compassionate horror within the
.. Viewer, they mlght also prod the conscience
. of that viewer into taking action.

v \ [quotedw;n Capa 1972: Preface] .
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Towards what -subjects would Smith have us, the
viewers,’direct our attention? The photographers have
overwhelﬁigély chosen the ﬁoor and/er culturally different

as objects for "compassionate horror,"’ Both are equally
removed, as 'Otﬁers,' from the experiential world»of the
photographer and his des1%Pated audience, Transformed\
1nto aesthetlc obgects they are no longer 'soclally rea&'
but, rather, the c;eatlons of photographic imagery and .
authority. They are shaped by the cultural categories

which determine who is appropriate for aesthetic transfor-

mation and who is to perfd}m this mediating function.

LN

In this selection ofﬂcontent,xﬁhe documentary

photographers make deliberate choices about what are to

be made socially significant facts. These choices determine -

what is torbe made socially significant and thus .what is
to be made visually significant. Those who become ‘visible’
in this sense become, by the same stroke, aesthetic

phenomena. ,As Stott comments on th: effect, from the 1930's

“onwards, of Walker Evans' images of the poor of America:

It is not-too much %o say that for many

educated viewers of his time, Evans has
. made the lives of the lower c¢lasses \

aesthetically respectable‘(which is T

full respeotablllty these days,_so highly

.do we value "art")., [1973: 277]

The-respectability of which Stott speaks is that abstract

kind felt in the presence of art which, in turn, drives

"the content towards a pecullar, aesthetic 1nv151b111ty.

» ! ‘\
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- public beaches. They lack space indoors
and have no gardens where their children’

' can play safely under the trees. They
lack walls to-shut the stranger out of
their lives, . [Mead 1965: 11

»

BN - ‘
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’ Yet the determination to make the poor, the oppresséd,
the culturally differéﬁtaxyisible' through the photographic
. Image persists and has frequently been rationalized by
commentators, For some, these subjects are seen as having
some efyentially human qualities which others ('we') have
losts . |
f
! the poor, the primitive, the young...
are the natural heroes of photography;
! all others have learned too much \
disguise. [Stott 1973: 275] \
| This kind of Primitivist commentary sees simplicity'as a
L R : human virtue and life (or particulaf lives, from a safe
n distance) as art: o .
’ K v - . Whereas the prosperous attéhuate their
- A~ -2 selfhood through many possessions and
, roles, the poor condense theirs in a
| " few, Their world and everything in it
{ ‘ , v bespeaks them, symbolizés them: It is
| entirely a work of art, [Stott 1973: 275]
J ” A second line of commentary essentially rationalizes
? the photographers' choice of subject matter as a technical
b N problem of access:
" :“n . < . .
i . But most of the people, adults and .
é children, photographed on the streets
. of strange cities, are poor. For it is
, %‘ prevailingly the poor of the world who
) : . gather on doorsteps, in parks, and on

Access is, needless to.say, a fundamental issue for the

i
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photographer. You camnot photograph except by 'being
there.! The truth about access, however, probably lies
. more in the fact that the poor ﬁave 1little power over who
_a \\?' invades their environmeit. They have, historically; been
unablé to ¢ontrol rights of intefprétation_over their own

1ives.

Photographers, as represeﬂtgﬁives of thé dqminanﬁ

vculture or society, have been designated as intefpretefs ’

e

of such lives, TFrom this position, theyiwield,the power

to re-create the reality before the lens:

To photograph peoplé is to violate them,
by seeing them as they -have never seen
themselves, by having knowledge of them
they ¢an never have. To photograph is to
@ turn people into objects that can be -
symbolically possessed. [Sontag 1973: 61]

Pérticularly in pHotographing the poor and the culturally
different, the aufho;ity which the photegraphers hold
should not bte underestimated. They possess the ‘'camera
knowledge which their subJects éo not They know and
control the ultlmate image Wthh will be created, its

mamner of presentatlon and 1ts destlnatlon.

In %his regard, as functionariegs of their culture,

they may enact a kind of 'aestheti§'imperia;ism'=
the camera is the ideal arm of con-
sciousness in its acquisitive mood.,

To phoiograph is to appropriate the :
_thlng photographed It means putting
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oneself in a certain. relation to the
world that feels like knowledge -—
' and therefore, like power,' [Sontag 1973: 59]

7;; transforming their subjegts info aesthetic objects,

photography is conditioned by the cultural rules and B

categories which prescribe who is 'eligible* for aesthetig

fransformation. As suggested earlier, these are over- |
whelmingly those who are relatively powerless. By mediating
such people ipté the aesthetic domain, photography reflects
and in turn reinforces the marginal position of the poor
and the culturally different in relation té the cultural
structures which control their lives. In documenting
their lives, photograp@y'serves to entreﬁch them in their
marginality, Distanced in'this manner, they m;y elicit

\\ . nosfalgia, compassion or reverernce, but pose no threat

- f:)%o bring about change in the established order,
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) Introduction

Primitivism is presented Qere as the third médel
for photographic work and, it is argued, the dominant
framework for éfructuring the creation apd perception of
photographic imagery. As indicated in the preceediﬁg
cthapters, the:éttributes'of Primitivism also appearr and
-often dominate, within the frameworks of Realism anr the

Documentary. Because of the central role given to

A
. v B

Primitivism in this analysis, this chapter will expand’,

. on-the worﬁingé of this model to include a‘aiécussfon of”

[

/
its anyﬁropological function of creating theses gn the

“natg;e of man andwculture through the image.

his will.

elatlons/zﬁ

of aesthetlc activity to other getivities at the ideational

serve to return to the idea of the necessary

level of culﬁure, and to the 'extra-aesthetic' dimension.
of aesthetic creations which functions iry concert with

“ . \
other cultural phenomena, The conclu31 ns of/Chapter 7

w1ll theg_foilow from these remarks.
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. , The Nature of Primitivism

]

The "Primitivist Assumption" is presented here as

the dominant médel in photographic history. Robert-

.Goldwater's pioneering study Primitivism in Modern Art

[19677 sets down the nature and history of this trans-

forming framework.

! P

Goldwater's study is .an inguiry into the absorption

-

of "primitive ar%"\into WeStern Europe in the late 1800's
4 o

and its subsequent influence on her artists during-the .

‘nineteenth ahd twentieth centuries. Yet Goldwater makes ufi

it clear that Primitivism is not *to be taken only as the

-
o

name for a “partlcular perlod or school in the hlstory of
painting" [1967 xxlv] Rather, it is a more generallzable

attitude or ideoclogy whlch affects cultural and aesthetlc

phenomena.. *Goldwater demonstrates how objects are

4

metamorphosed into both a material realm and an ideological

domain, The artifacts fme small scale societies Wthh

ro

found thelr way to Western Europe durlng the nlneteenth ‘

=

and early twentieth centuries were subgect to a partlcular ,

klnd of idealization. S W "

Post-Darw1n1an European thought had become obsessed

with a desire for the knowledge of origins, and a search
for both the nature and essence of ewolutlon. This took

|
Europeans to other continents and . other cultures to find |

\
\

oo -
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-
the secrets‘of man's 'purer' being,. now corrupted in modern
society. m;f one could not go backwards in time, there °
Was éhe option of going 'bac%wards' across.ygultural distance
‘through the study of non-European peoplesjﬁ their ‘
artifacts. 1In “the spgc}fic time period Goldwater analyzes,

ethnologists and aestheticians formedﬁfhe vanguard of this .

movement [Goldwater 1967: 15-43],

The ethnologist Leo Frobenius exemplified tXis
comnitment to retrieve the past when he travelled to
Afriga in the first decade of the twentieth century. His
professed aimc&as "to assert the value of indigenous

Black African &ulfure" [Ita 1973: 311].  What he in‘fact

constructed was a bi-polar tyﬁolbgy of African societiés
y

that refleited ahd was equated w1th German versus. Anglo-
\

Saxon and French world views, As Ita remarkg his schema
"has more to do with European romantic tradition than »
with émpiricalkobéervation in Africa" [1973; 3267, The
same}, bi‘as -afppear“s in Frobenius' studies of African sculpture

where he exhlblts what Goldwater rather tactfully calls

‘"extfa ethnologlcal\blas" [Goldwater 1967¢ 30] goldWater

explalnsz 5%\ ' . .

\ R { '
Theclater work qf Leo Frobenius is a more )
striK g example‘of the idealization of the - , )
ar prlmltLve man, Bgfore the turn of .
the' century he had been @mong the first to -
s%udy primitive, par%lcularly Afr@can, ;

; sculpture,.,,But his later, wider-ranging
S theories, which make an explici* connection
between prlmltlve and modern art, hdie an

> B I3 v
\ & .
“
1
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| va
economic¢ and politicall as well as an
aesthetic motivation,...Frobenius discovers
a direct connection between the Faustian
and, the African soul... Only in Parsifal

andgln the Nigerland éplcs is there the
condeption of the fate-conquering individual;
only the Occidental hds the idea of the
.character-development iof ‘the individual who
rises above the mater%al forces around him,

, [Goldwater 1967: 29]

Frobenius himself states the v?lue of Africa as a primeval

source

< o
and justification for German ideals and aspirations:

A1l [the work of the Orient| was essentially
akin to the femlnlne French, but has been

‘for us Germans, in every perlod of our
expanding strength, the expression of an
Oriental lethargy.' How different our
relation to this giant Africa! Our youth
demands nature. The rediscovery of the

oldest simple ties with nature, a return

to naturalness. Art calls for simplification,
[quoted in Goldwater 1967: 29]

’
{
!

/
. i ‘ s Cs
Frobenius, meptloned here as an example .of hls time,
. ;

Jused the empirical ﬁorld of persons and things, or the

THIS CONSTITUTES THE PRIMITIVIST ASSUMPTION,
] :

guise of 'scientifi%‘ research, to gain a knowledge of

L] /
something beyond them,

1

;

especially in t:Z person of her artists and ethnologists,

was seeking so
4 {

.

. . / . N .
universalism to/human nature, history and experience,

value

/ It is a

e

judgemenf, an ideological stén9§q@n§, most importantly,

an athitude off the viewer rather than a qﬁafity of' the

obJect

perpetually sLlf-reflectlng mirror. And, in the

/.

1tself It is the world observed’ through a
! case of
' ¢

As Goldwater explains, Europe, .

kind of purity, simplicity and a-historical
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Frobenius, the image thus secured is constructed so as to

“serve as an essential or universal source and a vindication

for the ‘present., The contradiction is both inherent and

obvious,
\ ~

-~

Primitivism is a quality of attribution, which seeks

out its subject in the form of both people and things.

" Culturally distant objects and experiences, displaced

\

#

from their specific'dultuﬁal and existential context,lare

) L. .
transformed into found symbols "of universal reference"

[Goldwater 1967: 261].| Goldwater describes how the

Primitivist Assumption|grew out of thé European frame of

reference and, in turn,
' : I

The -European perceptioni|of the reality of the situation

ran as follows:

..after several centurips of denigratioh
and destructlon, European civilization is
finally coming %o an ‘appreciation of non-
European cultures, Today. when there is
hardly anything left to destroy, we begin
to doubt our ownisoculless civilization, and
to realize "that|we have lost what the
primitive peoples, for so long despised,
possessed to the highest degree: a world-
view which encloses mankind and the All in
a deeply felt unity" [Goldwater 1967: 39

T Al 3
tragsformedﬂits'source of material,

The percelved qua 1ty of "primitive” life was'iike-

-wise attributed to its prod cts. The Primitivist Aséﬁﬁption

was conceived by societies on the search for essences, for

';A\ \

the ‘common denominators. of human nature and experience,

" Its consequences should appear obvious:

T

¢

&
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specific cultural and historical identity on the part of

its subject.

complete

Primitivism, in a real sense, is,the logical partner to

‘the philosophical tenants held by Realism.

This is the assumptlon that externals,
whether those of a social or cultural group,
of \individual psychology, or of the physical
world, are intrjicate and complicated and

as such not desirable, It is the 'assumption
that ny reaching under the surface, 1f

"simple” and basic Whlch because
of its very fundamentality and s1mpllclty,
will be more emotionally comp#£lling than

the superfigial variations of‘ the surface;
and ¥inally that the qualities of simplicity
and basicness\are things to be valued in and
for themselves In other words, it is the
assumptlon that\the further one goes back =

\ "

v

historically, psychologically, or aesthetically

— the simpler things become; and that

because they are simpler they are more

profound, more 1mportant, and more valuable,
" [Goldwater 1967: 251]

What Primitivism demands is the effacement of any

contradiction of Realism, but this is not so.

It may appear that we have now reached they

At heart, both

1

41 \

N

‘ are products'of the interface of scientism and idealism.

In their explicit ideology they are coming from opposite

\

-

poles, yet they both work along the same continuum,

Realism rejects traditional metaphysical 'schema and embraces .

the scientific ideal in a search for 'factual' truth.a

Primitivism mistrusts rationality and searches for

intuitive truths and perceived essences.

Realism creates

a world based on the sheer weight'of appearances, thriggh

’



what Nochlin has called "p enqmenglgéioalﬂtrané&iipffgn*

[1971}k182].>“Pfimifivism abhores the sﬁéqific and deletes

all possible reference to the concreteness of its found

— L]

worid. “Yetl as we have already sesn, the actual>wofking
out of Rea ism led fo a new myth to take the place éf the
discarded metaphysics. §cienti§m and empi{&gism pro&ided
a basis for a new faith, an undefiled vision Of the

<, potential dignity of man. A simple and essentiai\bdéion. Sy%
v £ * \ ’ \\ '
And Primitivism, while outwardly searching for bqsi&

- -

truths about human experience and_disparaging over modern

!

society, grew out of and employed—the aims and methods

of the sciences. These include the use of or-the-scene
accounts’ of "primitive" peoples (the empirigal method),

in the fashion of ethnological fieldwork, ghd an imitation

' and at times distortion of the work of the evolutionists. -

Primitivism, }t is argued, overrides and absoLbs/
the mod%ls provided“for photography in Rpalism and the,

| ‘Documen:ary. Briefly, the reasons for fhis effect can be
given #Z follows: 1) Primitivism seemg to best égflect

) the colditions and cdntradictions of the modern era; énd

2) Pr'mitivisﬁ most fully coptgins the promise §f art and

aesthetic experience. THe ‘former make it intellectually
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Primitivism aﬁd Photography _

-

&

Primitiviem in photography needs to be aﬁproached

from the unders%anding’that the pﬁotographis image has
been coveted as a‘means of‘revealing'the unseen world of
éssences'which lies beneath the surface of observable '
reality. From within this perspective photographer Edward
Weston describes the powers which hayebbeen so highly\ ‘

valued by both the photographer and his audience: o

*
o

The photographer's power lies in his
. ability to re-create his subject in terms
of its basic reality, and.present this
re-creation in such a form that the
* . spectator feels that he is seeing not
, just a symbol for the object, but the
) thing itself/ revealed for the first time, .
) Guided by the photographer's selective
' understanding, the penetrating power of
*  the camera/eye can be used to produce a

, heightened/ sense of reality — a kind )
of super-rvealism that reveals the vital
essence of things. [quoted in Lyons 1966: 154]:

in the ability of the camera to reveal

) ¢ i .
the 'essence' of/things is more a reflection of our own
. / DN

desire to see in the image a revelation (instantly produced

]

t

and instantly ihforming) about the nature of things, Or,
put another way, we will 'récognize' in the work a schema,

or patterned representation of reality, which we have
1y . N .

invoked to derive mganﬂng from the image. As Sekula hae

)

|
pointed out, meaningiis not derived from the photograph

itself, but from.a cére of culturally determined conditions
R \ '

o
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‘and;presuppositions [1975: 37]. The latter form what I~
, ~ mrl - ’

“hav called the models of mediation, or the frameworks
through which the photographer construote the igage and
the viewer perceives meaning and motive in the photograpg.
When images ére‘constructed frem witbin the Primitivist
Assumptien, the v@ewer‘is directed towéf&s the recognition

, ! ]
of 'essences.' Photography has worked to achieve this

[ o

goal by creating and structuring images which would evoke
in the viewer some familiar awareness of the 'essence' of

Y 4

the, sibject. P

st -
weo
A

- \\ - .
It can be seen, for example,lihat even in photography's

drive to Realism this need to perform a more profound and}
more idealized function constantly intrudes. When photo~
graphs flrst became available as a means of portralture,
their ablllty to capture the 'true person in the eurface
sense of the term — warts,” wrunkles and a1l — was lauded,
Yet the pineteentﬁ\eeg%ﬁry phd%oérapﬁer knew that such
'$truthfullness' had to be couhteracted, or mediated. In
effect, reality would be transﬂormed into art. These early
portralts were taken in hlghly/artlflclal and 1dea11zed
studio settings and, }ater, t?e images themselves were
placed in deliberately elaboréte contexts: frames, faﬁs,
aewelry: chinaware, etc, As Braive notes: LOur ancestors
clearly preferred their reallsm in an ornate settlng"

[1966: 41]. Re-established as art objects, the photographlc

image takes on the trufh which is ascribed to art. It

-

(i asan s e

b hrdiion



8l

'
f
’ | | '
-
i
S

becomes permanent and valuable rather than transitorf and»‘

‘o

, commonplace, 1t comotes the inner (essential) truth of
art rather than the outer (empirical) truth of science

[ef. Sekula 1975: 457,

/; This gstraining of the photograph to|reveal essences'

V~\is at-the same time its drive towards the esthetic domain,

As_aesthetic objects, images are\%hoqéPt to retrieve
.npeople from the realities of time and circumsténce. It is
S also~here that they perform a redemptlve function, Judith

Mara Gutman 5 commentary on the photographs of Lew1s Hine
] ? - shows how the people who stodd before hig camera early
d \ ) in this century face us now as aesthetic objects. They

¥ . . are redeemed from the past and are recohstituted} by us,y

s ’ .
. in the more perfect form characteristic of essences: art,

I

| N These people exist today; and that existence

S ) ~  overshadows their revelation of the past,

s Co, <o though they "document" the past, they live . .
‘ in the present. And though they grew out

of an historic reality, they produce an

aesthetic reality. They have become

’ ‘ timeléss "and universal and produce infinite
I realities that exist beyond particular
o ‘ moments in time.’ [Gutman 1967: 16]
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Primitivism, Photography and Culture ¢

k]
T

The Primitivist Assumpfion can be traced as a
dominant framework for structuring reality in social:
documentary pho@pgraphy. Among the earliest images a;e
those of people cultur%llyAdistant. Despite the cumbersome
equipment of eadrly phgtography, and the .hazards and hardl
ships of working in foreign locals, photograppers sought’ R
to docgment and capture through the image the face of

humanity,

During the'18UO‘s and 185@'8 photographs taken in

Scotland, France and Egypt served to benefit: the "armchair
. ‘ ¢ . .

tourists" [Braive 1966: 211]. These -early photographs
éefy;d other purposes as well, As for the painter William
James Muller, photography proved a better instrument, for

capturing the exoticism of a foreign society: -

In 1839 'in Cairo he [Muller] described
the multitudinous street scenes of the
city with the utlllty of the new invention
[photography] in mind., 'Let us imagine
~ the poor artist,' he said, 'with his

feelings of énthu51asm properly kindled,
.in such a crowd, and anxious to sketch,
Poqr devill! I pity him. . He longs for . ‘
some photogenlc process to fix the scene ~ =
before him,’ [Scharf 1974 80

\ 1

The following quote, while written some 130 years after

Muller confronted Calro, describes a 31m11ar feellng and

s

O

a 51mllar gratltude for the ablllty of the camera o

transform chaos into order and to provide ‘distance' from

g

A
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the subjects:

o

"The complexity of modern urban visual
. phenomena does not lend itself to-the
. self-absorbed contemplation of an artist
SR before his subject with pencil and paper.
o7 The camera. is a useful tool in recording ‘
visual phenomena under trying circumstances., ",
[Monte 1970: 12]

)
€
it S S

.
B R
,
3

oo / — }nlhile the perception 6T c¢haos or complexity may

‘ alter with changing times and circﬁmstances, the general

. \ need to "fix the scene" has pbeen a constant if not basic

' feature of photogréphy. In ach1ev1ng this end the dynamic

3 . quality of ongoing experlence is of‘ten sacrlflced- a

e -

virtually inevitable effect, however, of the stlll camera,
a synchronic mediu;n. What is not inevitable is the extent

to which photographers offen chose to create an artificial K J

i

sense of 'fixedhess' by s1mpllfy1n$gy1r sub,]ect For

\
sy
-
-
Rt ST
.

f
'

\ '

’ . Lewis Hine, who made is cﬁmceh uch simplification is
5, " seen as a higher order of TEwlity, as in the primitivis:

or aesthetic mode:. : o o )

e
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Whether 1*:\3 a palntlng or photograph ' T
' : + the picture is a symbol that brings one L .o
\ immediately into close touch with reality s
' .+ «eo.In fact, It is ofterJ more effective
than the reallty would have been, because,
in the picture, the non-essential and
confllc'tlng interests have been eliminated. -
[quoted in Gutman 1967: 19] ‘ ‘ '

i

‘ ana)lysis holds equally welJ? for the 1800's, She sees 11:sf‘ \
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goal as the creation of a "spurious unity," and its

4

otivations growing out of more complex cultural factors,
\. ¢ <

L4
‘ Qur ...use of photographic images not
o » only 'reflects but gives shape to our own
society, one unified by the denial of .

. / conflict., OQur very notion of the world

, — the capitalist twentieth century's '
~ "one world" — 1is like a photographic
' overview, The wordd 1s "one" not because
it is united bu% because a tour of its
diverse contents does not reveal conflict
but only an even more astounding diversity,

(» This spurious unity of the world is made

Y

. more coherent when its contents are trans-
+ lated into images., Images are always
‘ cqr@p‘atible, or can be made compatible,
' even when the #ealities they depict are
. ~not. [Sontag 1977: 30] ¢,

n(‘

, [The simplification mf,‘:rgal‘ity, the creatior% of a
"spurious unity," and the symbolic or ‘aesthetic transfor-
o . . ‘
mation of peoples and lives are among the thief, effects of

Prim:}tivism. . The works of the photographers cited .below
achieve these ends and express the -ideology of the " N
govéming_fram_ework. In so doing, they perform a process

. N !
of metamorphosis — ‘which is at the same time both aesthetic

And cultural — that Tarks the Primitivist Assumption:

*

¥ L
b

To sum up, it:can perhaps be said th[f :
primitivism tends to expand the metaphor
of art — Dby which is meant a well-defined
object-form with a definite, precise and-
limited if intricate reference — until ‘
either by ‘formal simplification or ‘symbplic
) iconographic generalization, or both, it~
‘ becomes a symbol of universal reference, -
and that this process is possible only onh ' «
-the basis of the primitivist assumption . -°
‘ (Goldwater 1967: 260-261]

[nd o
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Many of the photographers who travelled the Western

S SRR A A

frontier of the United States during the second half of the
nineteenth century can be called Primitivists in their
depiction of Native North Ameficans. The actual dress of
the Indians was sometimes replaced, through the intervention
of the photograpﬁer, with their‘more 'real' traditional
garménts, borrowed from museums or made to oqur from old
) patterns if necessary [Scherer 1975: 70], To make their
subjects appear more exotic, and hence morew’real,'
photographers would sometimes paint over the gIass negative
to add body decoration in the form of paint and tatoos N ,\ . ’
T [Scherer 19%5;,73476]. What is demonstrated here on ?hé‘ l
I part of photographers is the desire to portray something
\ they have defined as ﬂIndianness"‘or,being 'really' Indian N
rather than the culturaliy specific world of the‘Pafute or ‘
the Omaha. This would seem %o displa§ the Primitivist :
Assumption, The‘complexity of living cultures is trans-
;férmed into a more simple, universal and ahistorical
structure; that of the aesthetic objects created by the

a»

Primitivist Assumption. ' ;

e
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A paradigm of this mode of photography can be seen

in the aptly titled photographic essay The Family of Man
b .

[Steichen 1955].- 503 images.téken.in 68 countries were.
assembled for this exhibition, ferhaps the most well known

and widely viewed of -any group of photographicaimages.

Edward Steichen, who formed the coljection, ég@lains its

- s
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purpose:

It was conceived as a mirror of the
universal elements and emotions in the -
everydayness of life — as a mirror of
the essential omeness of mankind
throughout the world.
[Steichen 1955: Introductlon]

The "everydaxness of life" and the wide tange of cultures
shown in Fhe images becqmes merely a foil for 'uncovering'
‘a ‘more s%mple idea: ""the essential oneﬁess_of mankind".

'+ Jaequeés Barzun describes the quality of Primitiviém in The

‘Family of Man as follows:

Whatever is formed and constituted (the : ‘
work seems to say), whatever is adult, .
whatever exerts power, whatever dis Lo » i
" . characterlstlcally Western, whatever is, ’ i
o unique or hds a name, or embodies the , K
. complex1ty of thought is of less interest '

R and worth than what is native, common, and
. ' sensual; what is weak and confused; what
r ' is unhappy, anonymous and eletental,

v [1967: 95] -

. Morée"Peckham [1972/1973: 28] sees in Steichén's

at ’ 04, t

[Seg

g © . work "a collectlon of icons o fication Human Dignity" i

O and,goes on to explajin:

Y The notions of' Human Rights arld Human

Dignity clearly mark she-Fnlightenment

, mythology, still. the dominating mythology
of Western Europe ‘and incregasingly of the
world, as a redempﬁlve myt ology

-

By reuniting man in his 'common humanity' photography becomes

somgthing\of a redemptive medium, Along these same lines

""Humanism" is a word which also signifies the presence of the
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Primitivist Assumption. Lewis Hine's images have been

praised as "a timeless humanist aré" in which he " just

came closer and closer to that humanist essence tnat binds
truth and beauty together" [Gutman 1967: 47,487, In common .
to this class of images and commentary is the pefceived ] é?

need to 'elevate' human experience out of the boundaries

o

R r R s e iR SRR

of (cultural) space and time,

The elimination of cultural identities is also | e
evident in the photographic essay Family [1965], one of
several collaborative works by photographerrKen Hyman and
anthropologist Margaret Mead., Family contains images ﬁ
from around the world, subdivided according t0 kinship _@
and social relations (e.g. mothers, friends). By chosing ?
this strategy, a universal schema® overshadows the par-

ticularity of culture. Mead}s introduction provides . 4

the rationale fop the ideoiogy behind the work and the

T oy

choice of presentation:

4

k]
P

’ These pictures are held together by a ‘
way of logking that has grown out of
anthropology, a science in which all .

peoples, however contrasting in physique

and culture, are seen as members of the

same species, engaged in solving problems ’

S B e
LI

4

5. ;:%.4‘ 3t

common to humanity. . . %
As in our bodies we share our humanity, g
so also through the family we have a ¥
common heritage. This heritage provides I
us with a common language that survives &
and transcends all the differences in % &
linguistic form, social organization, ‘

religious belief, and political ideology -
that divide men. And-as men mist now |

é
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1rrevocably perlsh or survive together,
the task 6f each family is also the
task of all humanity, ' [Mead 1965: 10,11]

Primitivism as an ideological framework has played an
important role in both énthropology and photography, and
when the two fields work together tﬁey create a vispal
statement which is explibit}y shaped and'reinforced by a
particular theory of cu}ture; in the case at%point{ the
one advancedrby Mgad. Rafher than pointing out theivalue-,
of the uniquequalities of m%n's édaptation through culture,
Mead\and Hyman Qave chosen to emphasize the 'common'
features of human expgrience. This ig a deliberate choice,

by photographer aﬂa anthrppolégist, of the message they

wish to convey to the viewer.

In struéturing the content and impact of the image
itself, choices are made which again reinforce Primitiviem
as the governing framework. In both Family and The Family

¢

of Man images from various cultures are juxtaposed and.

'thereby subordinated to a theme which directs the viewer

to look for what is 'beneath' the variety of cultural and
racial' diversity: the essential oneness of Man, This is

reinforced by prihting the images according to a uniform

. format, of the same size, which further imposes a sense

te

of sameness, or, in Sontag s words, a "spurlous unity."

Both works also employ orie of the fundamental characteristics

. which drlves the 1mage towards Primitivism: wminimizing -

\ N |
i , v \ o
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céptiopiﬁé or verbal explanatﬂon which would anchor ‘the o ',

ERT VAT o :hw}:.\c.&«mm&m«nn

imége in a specific historical, cultural and hence living
¢ , Y =
context. As in the ideolagy of the Réalists, things are
to be shown rathef than explained; the essential. truth

being seen as somehow self-evident. Without verbal ‘ '

(L S

’ AérectiVes, the .image, especiaily with the passage of time,
% becomes a geneqalizgd presence énd even more open to the

readings of-chaﬁging ideology and perception [see Keim ’
| )

« . 1963: 317]. Taken togethér, these elements combine to
produce the aesthetic quality of such iméges. They like-

wise create an anthropological framework, an interpretation

P

of the'natﬁre of man and culture,,fgr the viewer. 1In the

N ,
L ey

final two photographic works to be discussed, this con-
vergenee and compliﬁentarity of the aesthetic and the

cultural within the framework of Primitivism domes. through

O . »

- e . 2

forcefully, -

__East 100th Street.[1970] is a collection of Bruce -
" Davidson's images of one street in Spanish Harlem, New
, York City, .In this series of more: than 120 photographs

the viewer is presented with the men, women and‘chilQren,'

N \

-

of the éommunity: gathered at storgf;onté, Eitting in

F

‘ rubble-strewn vacant lots, peering from behind the wire- -

4

v
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+enclosed windows of-thgir apartments, and, in a recurring
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their ability to translate "raw experience" 1ngp "experience

expressed as art" [Kramer 1970: 45;‘sg2 supra,,ﬁ.Z?].

The transformation of experienc%.into the aesfhéﬁic domain

* . “ \ - ’
is unmistakable here, as is the peculiar represe?tatlon

of human and cultural experience. What is guestilonable ‘is
\ = °

whether. or not this is to be approved of and soué t after.

’

These are a series of highly formalized images,

cérefully and Qeliberately composed, where the empﬁasis

i
is on the formal properties of tonality, texture anb
|

composition which is further heightened by the use éf High-
‘ \
gloss paper and meticulous control over printing qua}ity.

Most:im@ges are rendered darkly, and the viewen must {some-~

1

times strain to make out the figues in the frame, Daxidson

has refused to comment on the reason for photographing

black and dark-skinned people in such a manner. In one
commentator's view, Davidson's use of darkness is seen as
representative of an aesthetic derived from "historically

and psychologically determined symbolism"

which equates darkness and mystery with
%\ insight and profundity. The extolling of
darkness mirrors civilized man's attempt
to escape from over-reason by returning
to the"depths of aboriginal knowledge and
primordial fecundity. It also indicates
man's fascination with the forbidden, hi
redching for the distant and shadowy places
of the world and self where perhaps the
real power lies. [Green 1971: n.p. ]

These words are not meant to speak for Davi@son himéelf;

but they are a valid statement 6f\the ideology of

! i
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photography's cfitics who are equally part of the gesthetic
network . Taken as they are, the lmages themselves could '

imply such a commentary as. well

’ 4 - o

' Davidson's photogrephs are presented without an&
verbal commentary wﬁétsoever, in his desire to have the
images "be silent and tiéeless" [Personal Communication,
W%972] An analysig of the content of the images would'
"reinforce what we are led to see by thelr 'formal prnpertles-
Ehat the lives of the people closes in upon itself.,- It is
as if there were no peseage of time, no\action in ;;ace;

No sense that this is a etreet in the midst of a city of .

eight million whose inhabitants work, ride the subway,

' have outside contacts and are part of a larger spcie%y.

3
L3

We are presented with a model of culture and community
which we can call 'closed’: hermetically sealed and

suspended in time,
Achieving this end is not fortuitous; it is the
result of the photographer's cholces and intentions. For

Davidson was no¥t looking to document a particular way of

1life, but his vigion of life itself. Froém the 'raw

material’ which this community provided,- he saw-himgelf -
as transforming it into "one man's vision of what was
formerly a blank place" [Personal Communlcatlon. 19727,

In speaklng of East 100th Street, Davidsofl says:

The fact is that this is where life is )
.left in America....Sometimes when I drive )

A

L
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from East Harlem to 1dtown' I go into a
kind of depression, ;Sq many masks, S0 ,
many walls. [Dav1dsqn, with Slmon 1969: n.p. ]

’ N j
3

As Dav1dson has arranged 1t the 'mask' of culture ‘is

indeed one that his subJects nﬁ longer wear., For éome

thls is in fact an admlrable condltlon:

‘\
&

Urban reality and cultural failuyre have —

.- ’ stripped them of' the veneers of luxury

been pared down to their essential
humanity. [Green 1971: n.p.]

<

i
|
i
and the trappings’ of society. They have i
1
|
|
!

" What is significant about this statement is that 1? is

nothg commentary pn the images but on the people tﬂemselves:

!

Such is the power of the image to transform reality itself,

:

¢ In Dav1dson s case we have the expression of a

sense of nostalgia for something 'lost' and a searéhlng
i

for something 'real,' For him, it was a relatively short

s h

journey in space and time -— perhaps fourteen 01ty 'blocks

arid a trip cross-towvn from his apartment in New York City

‘to reach East 100th Street. Irving Penn, in contrast

travelled thousands of miles in seach of his prlmltlves.'
- 3

., Photographer Irving Penn has collected his }mages

#

of peoples from five continents %nto a book with the

.unusval title Worlds In A Small Room [1974]. The ?worlds"

——— — ——— e

include those of the peoples of Peru, New Guinea, %he|

Cameroons, Morocco New York City and Paris, ~ All %ave/

" indeed beén gatherﬁ'ed into a "small room" — that of the

e ; | o
§ i
|
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In each location, people are asked te¢ step from their . L

unifies and circumsc‘ribes all content. Whether a New York

96 ’ , T ‘ ‘;
p_h‘otographe\r'S' studio, usually a specially designed

partable studio which Penn has carried on his travels.

" world into the world of thé photographer. For Penn this ;

was the realization. of a long-standing dream:

>

I'4 } . B '
I would often find myself daydreaming of
being mysteriously deposited (with my

" ideal north-light studio) among the
disappearing aborigines in remote parts
of the earth. These remarkable strangers : {
would come to me and place themselves in
front of my camepra, and in this clear
north sky light/ would make records of .
their physical presence.. The pictures
would survive us both, and at least to
that ‘extent something of their already
dissolving cultures would be preserved
forever. » [1974: 7-8] L : .

i

[ %
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With his own studio, Pemn could unaoubtedly‘ exercize
greater aesthetic control over his images in terms of e

perfecting light conditions; he tould also work in
|

relatively familiar surroundings. The 'real significance ’

of the setting within his studio for the viewer, however,
' N N
is that it provides the ultimate 'frame' for hig images,

It forms a perspect'lve, a boundary, and a coqtext which , .

-

~

-
.
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City policeman, a New Guinean warri‘or, a Parisian pastry
cook or a Berber shepherdess all are seen in the saﬁe -
setting. The setting here is physical and visual, but its
implicatiorié for renﬁering the cultural lives of the subje'cté

are profound, Penn himself defines his. objectives both in

-
€
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terms of aesthetic presentation and culturéi representation:

. . .
I‘have tried to find universd; and timeless
qualities...rather than to record accidental

- or transitory situations. . At the same
time, I am always sustained by the awareness.
of the documentary and.historical value of

# these records...because,tomorrow or next
year much of what I phd%ographed will be .
changed or gone forever,

[quoted in Time-Life Eds. 1971: 98]

Penn's repeated concern for the documentary or

ethnographic value of\his work is in strikiﬁg contrast to
AN ¢

the unequivocal and unabashedly aesthetic quality of the

v

gimages themselves. The images are hauntingly’beautiful,

exuding an aloofness, a timelessness and a sense of °
isolation in space. The subjects' posture has been care-
fglly arranged, many of them in the style of the Vogue
fashion photos which Penn has spent much of his éaf?er

creating. From my own experience, I would suggest ﬁpat
an anthropologist looking at these imézj

: \
es would-find\
something instantly 'wrong' ——~¥®mething dissonant, \

éomething out'of whack. A second look would indicate\
g%kes

* that it is the 'body language' of the subjects which

no'(culturai) sense. An artificial gesthetic imposed an

the subjects creates images which are cultural hybrids,

1

Furthermore, the "apcidenfal and transitory s;tu§-7

tion" which has been eliminated from the frame is precisely

f

the cultural sétting of the subjects., Culture, in one

v

sense, is a distraction for Penn; something to get away

’ 2

/
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from. 1In reading his commentéfié%)one finds a continual

opposition between what Perin sees as the setting within

L4

the studio and the culturdgl environment outside. " Inside

his domain the people are deseribed a& serious, somber,

\sefénce,.pétient, and faging him with concentration anq
"silent dignity., Outside he finds impatienbe, chatter and
d%;gé; and ‘noisy-play. :'Isoléting'&the person within his
stud%o then-becomes the Llogical recourse.. There, in @enn'é

(WOrQS, the subjects® "rose to the experience")[197éz 9]. ‘

. !
¥

" Culture is likewise,‘in the classié expression of

/Ehe Primitivist Assumption, something to get 'beneath' or

'beyénd‘,aé well és”away from. 1In describing his work in
the New' Guinea highlands, Penn links these together as

foliows: . ,

I wanted to get past the purely costume
part of the tribal dressing-up and see

what I could of the people underneath.

The result was successful to an extent,
because the experience of posing in a
studio actually set up in their villages
became for the highlanders a serious,
somber, and revealing occasion, [1974: 66]

There ié a real need to point out Iere the cultural
inferio;ity which Pennlimﬁutes to the world of his subjects,
] Tdéether with his sense of mission in 'preserving' }heée
;disappeéqigg‘ péoples‘through his imagés,hh appears to
be\preserving the White Man;s Burden through a kind of

aesthetic imperialism, As if these 'achieveménts' need

to be compounded, one commentator, has come forward with

¥ A \
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In performing this :'ultimate' service for the 'Others' of

the following praise of Pemn's work:

By photographing Arab market women ‘ a
outside their market, a Berber shepherd ‘

girl without her flock, Penn eliminated

the carnival quality that so often h ;
degrades photographs of the world's o

e

o

exotic people, Instead, a superb photo-

grapher has isolated his subjects and

allowed them to be seen as human beings.
[Time-Life Eds. 19751 212]

PP

our world, Penn has performed an agsthetic transformation 3

whq.ch is at the same time an act of cultural deprlvatlon.

He has stripped hlS subjects of thelr most profound ©
identity as cultural beings, and he has denled his viewers .
real knowledge and understanding of other peoples. <
3
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bl }
* 1
4
{ . ‘
g e X
S 3




.

CHAPTER 7
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A PHOTOGRAPHIC ANTHROPOLOGY

THE CULTURAL LENS:
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- The preceeding ahalysis has been based ‘on one very
simple premise: that pﬁopography matters, Thatwthe aff
of photography has made a signf?idant impact on our
perception and understandiﬁ&}ofJourselves‘and 5u} @orld.
And that what is conveyed by the inmage should b;,; matter
of concern becéuse it has consgquences that go beyond fhe
visual to the cultural andmﬁthical. .This last point will

be returned to again, 3

To set out this theory a number of key assumptions
have been advanced, First ié the recognition that
photography is not 'merely' a visual_medium’bug a profoundly
cultural one. It is cultural in the sense %hat all art is
inextricably linkéd into its particular cultural system
and setting. It then follows that images contain and
convéy cultural cgncepts as well as thosé which are purely
visual or aesthetic. As aesthetic phenomen;; however,

photography's nature and impact.flow From the pérticular

qualit& of aesthetic experience which is based dn a ‘sense

"of 'otherness' or distance from the object. Yet this . ‘

process\is also cultural in the sense that the subjects

N

to be désigﬁated as{aesthetic phenomena ‘are detérmf%ed by
culturaf\chbices’as %o wﬁat'iﬁz'apprqériaté' for the
éestheti%;domainf) The aesfhetiC\netﬁérk the; bécomes a -
place in\the Sﬁltural system where subjects can be
“relegate 6 remoteness, " It has‘begﬁ argued that

photograp*y has been qse&’in this maﬁner }o_transform

\ t
\
L

.
.
\ ’
l - v, 3
0 . 5 \
o



. 102

pedple and cultural lives into the aesthetic domain and

A

) thereby distance theém from 'Ourselves' as a category of ’

'Otﬁers.' In the case of photography thls transformatlon

o : ‘

has been carried out largely in terms of people who are
, culturally different or socially marginal thus ensuring

their categorlzatlon in both art and life as 'Others.’

o v

fﬁﬁ 1mpllcat1@ns of thls extend to our conceptuallzatlon

ry

U

of the nature of man and cilture anquyr relgtlonshlps
to 'other' people. /The former ‘is a question of cultural’ e

théory, the latter is one of ethics; both are related.

To aﬁalyse this process in specific :terms it has
been shown that photography emerged at a time in Wesfern
society when global exploration and developments in the
natural and social sciences led to the 'discovery' of
peoples formerly unknown or unackqéwledged. Such peoples,
now known, had o bezxﬁommodated into the cultural

. categories of the West, Many were 'promoted' into the

i

aesthetic domain. Photography, being a highly mobile,
reproducible and hence accessible art, played 4 ma jor role

in making thi;‘possible and continues to do so today.

a

The three,mode}s advanced to explain how phoéography
h;s‘wérked in this way are Realism, the Documentary and
Priﬁi%iﬁism. Because all have grown out of the same

\ ) cultural setting they have worked in overlapping‘}abhioﬁ
andlhave been mutualiy supportive. Primitivisﬁz however,

(bQ has-beeﬁ“sef out as the,dohinant nodel for,s@ructuring
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the prioduttion-and per‘cept'ioh of photographic work, 1In
analys.:lﬁg'th‘,e nature and effects of this model the inter-
connectedness of the aéstheltic and the cuitural is the
strongest of the three, and this goes far to explain the

power of Primitivism as a transforming framework.-
e

I% is from within the framework of Primitivism
that the pseudo-anthropological role of photography in
ctommunicating concepts on the nature of man and culture is
most evident. This role is in part explained by the fact
that, as art, photography must necessarily convey cultural
information. But in the case of Primitivism there are
more specific and more interesting reasons to explainh this
process. One has already been-pointed out by Robert
Goldwater in terms of the kinship between ethnologists and
afstheticians who worked together in the original formula-
tion of the Erimitivist Assumption and this collabobration
has continued in both theory and practice. This must Ve
acknowleflged in order“to elaborate on the implications of

Primitivism as a photographic anthropology for the rela-

tionship between the two fields is nbt accidental,

Modern anthropology emerged at essentially the
same; time as photography. and g‘rew‘from the same, .set of
hJistorical circufns'tances and cultural cross-currents.
Ag ideational phenomena, both ph‘otography, and anthropology
should share:a similar set of idébiogiéal Frameworks which

would be mutually supportive. In analysing anthropology's

t

t
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history and operating assumptions, Stanley Diamond [1964]

has pointed to its "split‘ Enlightenment inheritance" [1964:

xx111] which has produced |three trends or schools in the 7
scipline: the fetrosPec iye, the prospective,and applie;i

an‘thropology or the action\component. This presents a ‘

very 1n’cerest1ng parallel with the three models offered

for photography: Primitivigm, Realism, and the Documentary, °

respectively. As major participants in the "glob%l

"civilization" of the modern elra, both photographers and

antl:xropologists have shared i documen‘ciné minkind. They

have especially shared an intekest in exploring 'the texotic! -
cultures and minlorities of the \world: +to. document, to

improve or salvage, and at timeg, to escape into them and

away from modern soclety. Often|\acting as the vanguard

of Western Ciyiliza‘tion, they hawve taken on the role of

*describing and defining man to man,

What both have confront;ed is the same gquestion:
who are these others, and wllo arée we, now that we nust
deflne ourselves and the nature of man in the face of
the o‘thers‘? CllffOI‘d Ceertsz [19651 has w:qlt ten that tpe .
definition of human nature has been the main problem |
facing the post-Enlightenment era. Faced with this .

challenge, refuge has often been sought in a kind of

PO

Primitivism:
They endeavor to construct an image’ of - 2
man as a model an archetype, a Platonic ,
\_/_’ ‘ ../ . ! N -~ \i
N % ) -
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idea or an Aristotelian form, with respect
to which actual men...are but reflections,
distortions, approximations. In the
Enlightenment case, the elements of this
essential type were to&be uncovered by
stripping the trappings Jf culture away
from actual men and seeing what then was

' left — natural man. In-classical’ anthro-

' pology, it was to be uncovered by factoring

out the commonalities in culture and seeing
what then appeared — consensual man. In - -
either case, the result is the same...the
differences: among individuals and among
- groups of individuals’ are rendered secondary

vv..livingd detail is drowned in dead
stereotype: we are in quest of a meta-

‘ thy51cal entity, Man with a capital "W,"
in the interests -of which we sacrifice the
empirical entity we 1n fact encountef
man with the small "m." [Geertz 196%: 114- 115]

_"4: M

s

'In sacr1f1c1ng the worlds of men, both* anthropology

and photography have chosen to undermlne the reality of

transformation has made of mgn's most fundamental identity

‘thelr subjects, In the canéof photography, aesthetic

— culture 2 a thing to be denied. ' As Geertz defines it

so well, "culture...is not just an ornament of human

: existenoe but — the principal basis of its specificity —

in essential condition for it"ﬂ[1965: 1087,
\ C
" Without taking fully into account the existential

reality of others, we are denied understandlng of ourselves

as well. To follow Geertz agaln-

Fe We must, in short,“descend into detail,

past the misleading tags, past the

metaphysical types, past the empty

similarities to grasp firmly the

: ‘egsential character of not only the -
“wvarious cultures but the various

St A TS
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individuals within each culture if we Pl
wish to encounter humanity face to face. v
[Geertz 1965: 1171 :

To perpetuate an idea of .man and culture which seeks the:

o a4 o, . - d A
reification- of Man is never to encounter him at all. 1In

. i

working\through an aesthetic model and an anthropoloéical

©
]

framework which does this, photography reflects, the

IR 5 3Rt g b S S T
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v 3 .
ethical problem of-our age. For all art, ultimately, °

speaks of relations between man and man. o :
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. Postscript
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Thisythesis has begun to explore some of the .

possibilities of an anthropolgglcal study of photography.

‘Because of my conviction that this is ‘an area of interest

‘and importance, I would, like to give a brief indication of

other possibilities for research., Some of these subjects.

were at one time to have been a part of this thesis and
were explored before the preceeding pages took their
distinctive and theoretical bent. For another time, then,

I would suggest the following ideas,

One of We concerns of this thesm was to remove
some of the naivete about photography Wthh ex1sts in
‘our society, so flooded with 1mages yet so uncrltlcal
about the process which creates them and thus about their

'reading.' This na1v1te, and a dlslnterest 1n encouraglng

‘critical analysis, is not only confined to some general

publlc ' ‘Photographers fhemselves often contrivute to
thls tendency by saying llttle about their own work and

by letting the image "spea‘k for itself." This may mean -

14

as well that adequate information may not be available

for' thorough analysis. .
- . ‘ o * > \//

Academic disciplines which have often made uncriticdl
use of photogrqphic imagery have recently beguﬁ to realize

the complexities and potential hazards involved, 1In’

il \ %

~
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In anthropology, Jay Ruby [1973] has argued against the

sociology, Howard Becker [1974] has askKed his colleagues j
and photographers themselves to pay more attention to
acquiring a critical attitude towards photography and

thus the possible use of.its images by social scieﬁtists. |

naivité of anthropologists in their own use of images in

a plece aptly titled: "Up th'emZambesi with. Notebook and l

Camera or Being an Anthi‘opolo_gist Without Doing Anthro-
pology ... With Pictures; " We, too, seem to suspend our

critical facultles when faced w1th the authorltatlve lens

[
|

and the mysthue of the camera. A New Guinean pig ceremony
performed with utt_ef‘ ethnographic ageuracy ;/vill not cor:re[ct
the ignorance of the maker behind the lens, nor will it '

have any inherently informing qualities for' the viewer of

the image.

A further examindtion of the links between pho*to%,

graphy and anthropology would be profi‘tleble for both ;
fields. This could enesmpass their historical relati’or}‘ship',
their attempts at collabo‘ration,\ and At'heii' commonality "of
sub;]ect matter, methodology, aims and, at 't:.me, probler/ns

f
i
>

[cf. Kolodny 1974 3-47, / :

!
1

N

Detalled analyses of individual works of photfography

would provide a deeper understandlng of the entire photo— ~

‘graphic process., _A complete exammatlon of form as w'ell

as content would be mamda'tory in dealln5 with the msge.
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The bhotographer himself would be understood ﬂn terms of
ideology, methodoloéy and aims., Tracing the ﬁhotographer's

work 'down' the other levels of the cultural system would

. - i
show the relationship of the aesthetic domain to other

parts“of'¢he cultural system; e.g. patterns 9} distfibution: y
support from political organizdtions,' the role. of bene-
fac%ors, etc., In .this way the photographic work would
be seen,‘as“it‘shdﬁld,the final product of a complex

process. Looking at photographic works as etﬁnographies

[see Ruby 19777 might be in order for anthropologists who

find this all looking a bit too much like foreign,territory.
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