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Abstract 

This is a work of qualitative research in which I argue that the dual purposes of a 

documentary photograph as a work of art and as an informational document are not 

mutually exclusive, but instead serve as standard properties relevant to an object’s 

classification as belonging to the category of documentary art photography.  This 

argument utilizes an interdisciplinary approach, framing the problem as it is found in 

existing literary sources, examining the history and theory of photography, and 

investigating aesthetic philosophy related to the identification of works of art.  In 

addition, I have conducted interviews with practicing photographers, and I also engaged 

in an autoethnographic examination of my own practice as a documentary art 

photographer.  Based on all of these sources, I argue that documentary art photography 

can be identified as a category of art, and I utilize the data I have collected to formulate 

aesthetic criteria by which works may be recognized as belonging to this category. 
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Chapter 1 
An Introduction to the Documentary Aesthetic 

 
Documentary photographs can be both informational documents and works of art.  

This duality, however, is not well understood.  Virtually since the medium was invented, 

photography’s history reveals a pattern of conflict between the epistemological and 

aesthetic value of photographic images.  Arguably, the more the informative nature of 

photographs has been emphasized, the less likely photographs are to be considered works 

of art.  Western aesthetic philosophy, art history, and sociology all play a role in this 

disparity, but in each of these fields, progress has been made allowing diverse objects to 

be classified as art even as certain types of photographs have been denied this status.  In 

this dissertation I argue that photography’s epistemic and aesthetic characteristics are not 

mutually exclusive—documentary photographs may indeed exist simultaneously as 

informative documents and as works of art. 1   

It might be proposed that the notion of the Fine Arts is passé within postmodern 

discussions of art, rendering the distinction between photographs as works of art and as 

documents irrelevant.  I argue, however, that the notion of art is useful, although not 

special, and that applying this designation to documentary photographs requires the 

opening of borders between categories that have existed as a de facto assumption rather 

                                                
1 Throughout this dissertation, terminology such as “art history”, “aesthetics”, 
“philosophy”, and so on should be understood as being grounded in a distinctly Western 
perspective.  I fully acknowledge that other cultures and philosophies exist which may or 
may not maintain similar perspectives on these issues.  No statements made in this 
dissertation intentionally discount divergent perspectives or are intended to give offense 
to any persons who may espouse such alternative points of view.  I firmly believe that all 
persons, cultures, and belief systems have an equal right to existence and in stating my 
own views I am in no way denying the reality or validity of any other perspectives. 
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than as a recognized conceptual model.  These divisions might be seen to include 

designations between formalism and modernism, between modernism and 

postmodernism, and between art and documentary, among others.  Before proceeding 

further, I want to offer a word of explanation: the word “art” appears frequently 

throughout this document, and while I realize that in many contexts it is typically spelled 

with a capital A, I have deliberately chosen not to do so.  Following in the example of 

Noël Carroll’s (2009) suggestion that philosophers abandon attempts to “define Art with 

a capital A in terms of aesthetic experience” (p. 157), and for the sake of uniformity and 

consistency throughout this document, the word “art” will be spelled with a lowercase 

letter “a.”  Part of my argument hinges on the idea that the valorization of art as an 

elevated practice may represent a possible root cause of bias against photography as art, 

since photography is ubiquitous in society and easily accessible to the masses.  Therefore, 

using a lowercase “a” is more in line with my views and goals in this dissertation.  The 

same argument applies to the term “artworld,” discussed at greater length in the 

definitions section of Chapter 3, and to philosophical or artistic movements such as 

“modernism,” “formalism,” or “postmodernism,” which have been spelled with a lower-

case letter “a” throughout this document. 

In contemporary Western culture a distinction is often made between photographs 

that are thought of as works of art and imagery produced for purposes such as 

advertising, fashion, photojournalism, photo illustrations, medical images, and so on.  

Documentary photographs can often be observed to be grouped with these non-art 

applications of photography because of their informational nature.  However, over the 

course of my studies, I have learned that current Western aesthetic philosophy does not 
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support the notion that an item ought to be excluded from classification as a work of art 

simply because it may have a purpose other than existing solely as an object of visual 

appreciation.  For the purposes of this dissertation, I examined contemporary Western 

philosophy surrounding the definition of the word art and formulated a working 

definition of art as it applies to documentary photographs2 touching also on the role of 

beauty in works of Western art and how this might relate to the communicative and 

artistic value of documentary photographs.  I also studied the truth-value of documentary 

photographs, examining the societal belief in the ability of photographs to communicate 

reliable information upon which to build accurate knowledge of the world.  Even though 

truth, beauty, and art represent three of the most enduring arguments in Western aesthetic 

philosophy, these ideas must all be considered in order to reach an understanding of 

documentary photographs’ classification as works of art and as genuine informational 

documents.  The philosophical arguments in my dissertation rest on the artworld theory 

of George Dickey (“The New Institutional Theory of Art,” 1983) and Arthur Danto (“The 

Artworld,” 1964), who established that an object’s designation as a work of art rests less 

on the visually discernible qualities of the object itself than on human intentions 

regarding the object, a point that is also echoed by sociologist Howard Becker (1982). 

Additionally, I considered Noël Carroll’s theory about the lasting impact of 

Enlightenment aesthetics on the designation of objects as works of art (“Les cul-de-sac of 

Enlightenment Aesthetics,” 2009) along with a study of the evolution of the types of 

                                                
2 This working definition of “art” will undoubtedly be only one among many possible 
definitions.  It is not the aim of this dissertation to formulate a comprehensive definition 
of “art,” but rather to arrive at a working definition sufficient for the purposes of this 
paper. 
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objects that have been given status as works of art, particularly in the mid to late 20th 

century, as seen in the writings of Nigel Warburton (The Art Question, 2004).  Beyond 

institutional theories of art, I examined historical theories regarding the classification or 

identification of artworks, considering the work of Jerrold Levinson (“Defining Art 

Historically,” 1979) and Noël Carroll (“Identifying Art,” 1999). 

Moving from Western philosophy and theory to practice, I conducted a critical 

ethnographic study of three contemporary documentary photographers as well as an 

autoethnographic study of my own art practice in this field.  I also examined 

documentary photography in terms of social epistemology, establishing the ways in 

which documentary photographs contribute to Western society’s formation of knowledge.  

The philosophical, sociological, ethnographic/autoethnographic, and epistemological 

areas of this dissertation finally lead to the identification of the unique and specific 

characteristics of documentary photographs as works of art, drawing on the theory of 

Kendall Walton (“Categories of Art,” 1970).  My goal is to discover the aesthetic 

qualities and criteria that distinguish a work of documentary photography, causing it to 

transcend the simple conveyance of information and become compelling as both a work 

of Western art and a document. 

Background of the Problem 

 The term “documentary” has been used as rationale for excluding representational 

photographs from classification as Western art, a criticism I have frequently encountered 

in my own artistic practice as a documentary photographer.  In this study I have sought to 

determine the basis for this criticism in Western aesthetic theory, philosophy, art history, 

and art education and to show that a documentary image not only possesses a unique set 
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of aesthetic qualities, but it can simultaneously be understood as a work of art and as an 

informational document.   

Although photographs have existed for well over 150 years, they have not always 

been accepted as a form of art, a classification that, I argue, continues to be problematic 

to the present day.  The same is not true of many other artistic media. Arguably, a person 

can apply paint to a canvas and the result is often deemed to be art simply because the 

end result is understood to be a painting, and therefore a member of a group of objects 

that are usually considered to be artworks.  The same, however, is not true of 

photographs.  The context in which a photograph is viewed, the intent of the 

photographer regarding the image, the subject of the photograph, and the beliefs or 

opinions of the audience appear to be far more influential in determining a photograph’s 

status as art than the intrinsic aesthetic or artistic qualities of the visual image.  In this 

study I examined the reasons why certain photographs may be seen as works of art, and I 

applied this knowledge specifically to documentary photographs in order to determine the 

variables that may arguably cause a photograph to exist simultaneously as a work of art 

and a document.  This problem has roots in the Western disciplines of art theory 

sociology, and philosophy, and aspects of each must be considered in this study in order 

to reach a conclusion about the problem concerning the identification of documentary 

photographs as works of art.   

The language and theory of photography may be understood to undergo 

generational changes, but not necessarily in the same manner as might be observed in 

other artistic media.  It has been said that photography, unlike painting, is a medium 

without “-isms” and therefore lacks sideline arbiters or intellectual shepherds who might 
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declare the visual representation of certain ideas to be out of date or contemporaneously 

irrelevant.  The language of photography, linked as it is to generational changes such as 

the perceived divide between analog and digital formats, has not yet evolved to 

accommodate the revolutions that have occurred within the medium.  This is evident in 

continuing reference to the norms of the past, such as a focus on the historical 

photographers of the New Deal era rather than on current practitioners, as well as in the 

ongoing implementation of formalist terminology and values in discussions of the 

medium overall. 

Statement of the Problem 

 The major premise of this study is that documentary photography comprises a 

specific category of photographic art within Western aesthetics and as such possesses a 

unique and distinctive set of characteristics that may be used to identify photographs as 

belonging to this category.  This touches on three of the most problematic discussions of 

Western aesthetic philosophy: the definition of the word art, the understanding of beauty 

in art, and the purported truth of the photographic image—philosophical debates that 

have frequently been linked to photography since its beginnings in the 19th century.   

The earliest photographs have often been characterized as documentary in nature, 

with perhaps the most famous being those of Civil War photographer Mathew Brady, 

which continue to serve as a visual record of a specific historical period (Sullivan, 2004).  

Towards the turn of the 20th century, photographers such as Alfred Stieglitz and Edward 

Steichen worked to establish photography as an art form, deliberately utilizing techniques 

to make their pictures appear less representational and more “painterly” (Whelan, 2000). 

However, photography has also continuously been employed as a means of recording 
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real-life events, the definitive function it holds in the documentary and photojournalistic 

traditions.  It became the tool of social reformers such as Lewis Hine, who used pictures 

of appalling social conditions of the early 1900s in order to instigate changes in child-

labor laws and living conditions in inner-city slums (Stange, 1989).  Perhaps the most 

influential documentary photographs were created by the photographers of the Farm 

Security Administration (FSA) in the 1930s and 40s, who traversed the United States 

seeking the stories of impoverished persons in order to provide justification for New Deal 

government programs (Mora and Brannan, 2006).  “Documentary” became established as 

an artistic category during the New Deal era, with documentary works appearing in 

theatre, music, and literature as well as in the more traditional visual arts of painting and 

sculpture (Stott, 1986).  However, in Dorothea Lange: A Life Beyond Limits (2009), 

Linda Gordon writes that Roy Stryker, the director of the FSA, “knew that he could not 

justify funding his photography project if its products were considered art” (p. 240).  

Documentary theatre (The Living Newspaper), documentary painting, and documentary 

music—all forms of expression typically considered art by default— were supported and 

even encouraged by the Roosevelt administration’s Works Progress Administration and 

the Federal Arts Project (Stott, 1986), yet documentary photography could not claim this 

same status, with practitioners accepting a definition as documentary journalism in order 

to avoid a loss of government funding (Finnegan, 2001).   

Despite the fact that the documentary function of photography was relatively 

uncontested in the past, many issues arguably surround a photograph’s status as a work of 

art.  This is closely connected to the definition of art itself, a topic that has grown and 

changed throughout history.  As some forms of photography became more widely 
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established as works of visual art, significant changes were simultaneously occurring in 

the overall landscape of visual art in Western culture.  Iconoclasts such as Marcel 

Duchamp (Kuenzli and Nauman, 1989) and Andy Warhol produced works of art that 

altered the philosophical understanding of what a work of art might be, creating an 

unprecedented expansion of the definition of art (Danto, 1981).  Even though the kinds of 

works on display in art galleries and museums has come to include increasingly diverse 

artistic mediums, the prevailing notion of just what art might mean seems to have 

changed far more slowly in the wider world of art such as art departments in institutions 

of higher learning (Carroll, 2009) and has remained especially narrow in terms of 

photography (Salemme, 2003).   

Just as the definition of the word art is at the heart of this issue, so too is the 

understanding of the role of “beauty” in art.  For instance, my own work once received 

criticism from an art professor who told me I should make my photographs “more 

beautiful” because “art should look like art” (personal journal, 2006), objecting to my 

photographic portrayal of what she considered to be the mundane or unremarkable 

aspects of my surroundings and also to the fact that any type of documentary could be 

seen as art.  Given that beauty does not seem to be a necessary condition for the 

classification of other objects as works of art (as explored in Chapter 4), why is it 

seemingly expected that a photograph must be beautiful, or “look like art,” in order to 

earn this designation?  Conversely, Sebastião Salgado’s images are often criticized 

because they are strikingly beautiful photographs of shockingly tragic, brutal, or 

horrifying scenes, a criticism rendered by Danto (2003), among others.  Salgado uses 

beauty as a vehicle in order to convey his message to the viewer: the beauty of the image 
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draws the viewer’s gaze, providing an opportunity for the viewer to be emotionally 

moved by the scene and thus take action to right the wrongs he or she has witnessed in 

the photograph (Stevens, 2007).  We seem to be faced with two opposing criticisms and 

questions about whether, on the one hand, beauty is necessary for a photograph to be 

considered to be a work of art, and on the other hand, whether beauty can be 

inappropriate in a photograph depending on its subject.  In this dissertation’s analysis of 

the properties necessary to a Western work of documentary photographic art, beauty is 

among the considerations that should be given careful examination. 

Western notions of “truth” factor into this discussion in terms of the longstanding 

belief that photographs accurately represent the scene that appears before the lens.  The 

epistemic value of photography has been a hallmark of the medium since its inception 

and is one of the most important aspects of documentary photographs, but the advent of 

digital technology has cast doubt on this issue.  Just as the status of documentary 

photographs as works of Western art has been questioned, this medium must now also be 

examined in terms of documentary photographs’ ability to exist as legitimate 

informational documents, specifically in terms of the epistemic value of digital images.  

To this end, the influential writings of Gregory Currie (“Photography, Painting, and 

Perception,” 1991), Kendall Walton (“Transparent Pictures,” 1984), and others were 

analyzed.  Additionally, historical and contemporary theories of photography have a 

bearing on the ways in which photographs may be classified as artworks, and so the 

writings of Andy Grundberg (1991) and Susie Linfield (2008) may be seen to shed light 

on the reasons why photography arguably continues to be problematic in terms of its 

classification as art. 
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Purpose of the Study 

I have been fascinated by documentary photographs from my earliest experiences 

as a photographer.  I found the imagery of Walker Evans and Dorothea Lange, in 

particular, to be tremendously compelling, as well as that of Eugene Atget, Robert Frank, 

Gordon Parks, Wright Morris, and many others.  However, as I attempted to emulate 

these photographers’ style in my assignments for photography classes, I was repeatedly 

confronted by instructors’ criticism that my photographs were “too documentary” and 

demands that they be changed to fit my instructors’ idea of “art” photography, instead, 

requiring that I make my images less informational and more conceptual.  As I 

progressed through my art education, I was surprised to learn that in many cases 

photography was often on the periphery of the Fine Arts, and documentary photographs 

even more so.  I began to seek answers, wondering just what the definition of art might 

be and how this could cause certain photographs to be seen as works of art while others 

were not.  Throughout my journey as an artist and scholar, I have encountered varying 

levels of disdain towards photography in general, and documentary photography in 

particular, in many different art education settings.  The art departments in which I have 

studied in community college, art school, and at both private and public universities have 

all been dominated by painting and sculpture, while photography and other artistic 

pursuits such as printmaking, ceramics, metal and glass work were marginalized.  Even 

within the narrow, seemingly second-class confines of the photography department, my 

fellow photographers are often skeptical of my documentary work’s existence as art. 

It has become increasingly clear to me that the exclusion of certain types of 

photographs from consideration as works of Western art has less to do with the 
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photographs themselves than with the ways in which people come to understand what the 

word art means and the philosophical basis of this concept both historically and 

contemporaneously.  Despite the fact that today’s art production is taking place in a 

postmodern environment, Noël Carroll (2009) states that for many, the idea of art 

remains rooted in Enlightenment thinking across a wide variety of settings, most notably 

in art education.  Just as Enlightenment thinking has shaped our society’s ideas of 

democracy, science, and economics, the very idea of the “Fine Arts” is an Enlightenment 

notion that continues to influence present-day thinking.  However, many Enlightenment 

notions have been abandoned over time, such as the belief that specifically European 

ideals represented universal truths, a view rejected by postcolonial critics (Brians, 2000).  

In addition, the modernist and postmodernist movements in Western art have opened 

many areas of artistic expression to a far wider variety of possibilities than traditional 

painting or sculpture, evolving beyond the narrow confines of an Enlightenment vision of 

the Fine Arts.  There is virtually no limit to what may be thought of as art, dating as far 

back as Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain in 1917 (Kuenzli and Nauman, 1989).  Western art 

history has shown that a urinal (Duchamp’s Fountain) or a dead sheep (Hirst’s Away 

from the Flock ,1994) can be placed in a museum or gallery and be seen a work of art.  

How, then, is it that certain kinds of photographs are dismissed with “that’s not art” 

because they are “too documentary” (personal journal, 2006)?  This criticism is not 

limited to a few individuals, but is found in scholarly sources, albeit in different verbiage.  

As I discuss in Chapters 2 and 4 of this dissertation, a distinction has been made between 

“fine art” and “documentary” photographs, effectively placing documentary photographs 
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into a separate category from those considered to be works of art (Bezner, 1999; Seamon, 

1997; Salemme, 2003). 

The status of an object as a work of art has historical, sociological, and 

philosophical underpinnings in Western culture.  Howard Becker’s sociological 

explanation of art (Art Worlds, 1982) is built upon Arthur Danto’s “Artworld” theory 

(1964) and George Dickey’s “Institutional Theory of Art” (1974), providing support for 

the idea that a work of art is thought of as such because it is situated within the context of 

the artworld—a combination of artistic theory and art history that serves to explain the 

difference, for example, between Andy Warhol’s Brillo Box (1964), which is accepted as 

a work of art, and a real box of Brillo pads, which is not (Danto, 1981).  Historical 

theories regarding the ways in which objects come to be considered to be works of art 

include those of Noël Carroll (“Identifying Art,” 1999) and Jerrold Levinson (“Defining 

Art Historically,” 1979), which are examined in Chapter 4.  In addition to these 

institutional and historical theories, Kendall Walton’s discussion of categories of art 

(1970) also may be seen to provide a means of understanding the ways in which objects 

earn status as works of art.  Walton’s views are discussed at greater length in Chapter 2, 

but by way of a brief explanation, Walton states that certain facts about a work of art, 

beyond its surface appearance, are essential to making judgments about it.  Works of art 

have specific properties that can be understood as belonging to three sets: a property is 

standard to a work if not having that property would disqualify a work from being 

included in a particular category, a property is variable if it is not essential to a work’s 

inclusion in a category, and a property is contra-standard if including it would disqualify 

the work from the category. 
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 Additionally, contemporary Western theories of photography contribute to the 

understanding of how photographs may or may not be seen as works of art and the place 

of photography in the wider artworld.  Andy Grundberg’s “Photography and 

Postmodernism” (1991), and Susie Linfield’s “The Treacherous Medium: Why 

photography critics hate photographs” (2006) offer insight, as do the oft-cited works of 

Roland Barthes’ “Camera Lucida” (1982), Walter Benjamin’s “The Work of Art in the 

Age of Mechanical Reproduction” (1955) and Susan Sontag’s “On Photography” (1973), 

all of which are discussed at greater length in Chapter 5.  The views of Barthes, 

Benjamin, and Sontag arguably serve as mainstays of photographic theory, continuing to 

be influential in shaping ideas about the nature and value of photography in Western 

culture.  This is perhaps unfortunate, both because much has happened in the past thirty-

five years of photographic artistic expression that is effectively ignored by those who 

cling to these three theorists, and also because not one of them was actually a 

photographer.3  Little art theory or art history in any medium has arguably been written 

by practicing artists, remaining the province of “thinkers” such as critics, historians, or 

theorists rather than “workers” such as practicing artists (Smith, 2009).  It is my opinion 

that the voice of the artist should also be heard in discussions of art theory, and therefore 

it is my goal to contribute to the discussion of photographic theory as a practicing 

photographer. 

                                                
3 These authors in no way represent a comprehensive list of all the sources that are 
included in this study, but they offer a sampling of the types of photographic theories and 
theorists that are of interest. 
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Research Questions 

 Many questions arise in relationship to this study:4  

• How can a photograph simultaneously serve as an informational document and as a 

work of art? 

• How do the history of Western photography and the changing Western philosophy of 

art over the 20th century provide a rationale for understanding the artistic category of 

documentary photographs?   

• What role do documentary photographs serve in social epistemology?  Is the truth-

value of documentary photographs an inherent aspect of their aesthetic value?   

• How do these issues relate to the contemporary practice of documentary photography 

as seen in case studies of Delilah Montoya, Miguel Gandert, and Fazal Sheikh?  How 

do these issues relate to my own practice of documentary photography? 

• What are the criteria that may be used to critically identify and evaluate works of 

Western documentary photographic art?   

• What is the role of “beauty” in works of documentary photography?  Is beauty a 

necessary condition for a photograph to be considered a work of art?  Can beauty 

sometimes be inappropriate in a work of Western art? 

                                                
4 Throughout this dissertation, terminology such as “art history”, “aesthetics”, 
“philosophy”, and so on should be understood as being grounded in a distinctly Western 
perspective.  I fully acknowledge that other cultures and philosophies exist which may or 
may not maintain a similar perspective on these issues.  No statements made in this 
dissertation intentionally discount divergent perspectives, nor should failure to address 
such perspectives be seen to imply criticism.  Such criticism, if intended, will be made 
explicit.   
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Importance of the Study 

This research is significant on several levels.  First, the fact that a lingering bias 

against documentary photography exists at all, particularly in American institutions of 

higher learning, is inconsistent with the wide range of objects that have been classified as 

artworks by way of their inclusion in the collections of art museums and galleries, 

including plumbing fixtures and dead animals.  Second, with the exception of film study, 

the genre of “documentary” expression in any of the arts has received little to no serious 

scholarly consideration, particularly as it pertains to still photography: existing efforts at 

Western scholarship have been historical in nature and have primarily focused on the 

documentary photographs of the 1930s, not the contemporary practice of documentary 

photographers up to and including the first decade of the 21st century.  Current Western 

philosophical discussion about photography is scarce, despite the fact that photographs 

have become increasingly ubiquitous in Western society: in a world of streaming media 

and a culture in which virtually every person carries a cell phone with a built-in camera, 

what differentiates the onslaught of photographic images encountered in daily living from 

works of photographic art?  The sources most often cited regarding photographic theory 

(Barthes, Benjamin, and Sontag) were originally written more than thirty years ago, and it 

is time to re-evaluate these theories and formulate a new understanding about the nature 

of photographs and their place in Western society, especially as this pertains to 

documentary imagery.  This dissertation is intended to provide an answer to the questions 

surrounding photographs as works of Western art, hopefully becoming an asset in future 

scholars’ research into this previously overlooked area of study. 



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

16 

Scope of the Study 

This study is an interdisciplinary qualitative inquiry (Glesne, 2006) utilizing 

several types of methodological approaches, combining Western art history, aesthetic 

philosophy and social epistemology, as well as ethnographic and autoethnographic 

inquiry.  I have divided the dissertation into seven discrete chapters.  Following the first 

chapter, which offers an overview of the problem of the documentary aesthetic, Chapter 2 

presents a review of relevant Western literature.  Little has been written specifically about 

documentary still photography, and virtually nothing that either confirms or denies the 

premise that documentary photographs are indeed a legitimate form of artistic expression 

outside of sources in popular criticism.  The literature review includes a focused 

historical overview of selected documentary photographers: Eugene Atget, Walker 

Evans. Dorothea Lange, Gordon Parks, and Sebastião Salgado.  One of the key texts used 

in the project, William Stott’s Documentary Expression and Thirties America (1986) has 

been examined at length because it provides one of the few in-depth studies of 

documentary expression during what was perhaps its most prolific and best-known 

historical era.  The literature review also includes representative sources for the ways in 

which documentary photography typically occurs in literature, most frequently appearing 

terms of photography in general, documentary photography as a social practice, and 

documentary film.  Respectively, these include James Elkins’ Photography Theory (Ed, 

2007), Ken Light’s Witness in Our Time (Ed, 2000), and Bill Nichols’ Introduction to 

Documentary (2001).  Literature pertaining to photography as an art form has been 

reviewed, focusing the discussion in terms of the purpose, process, and practice of 

photography.  This includes a review of the aesthetic experience definition of art (Carroll, 
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2009) and its application to photography regarding the modernist or formalist ideal that 

the purpose of a work of art must be first and foremost to provide the viewer with an 

aesthetic experience.  Criticism of photography’s classification as art due to is nature as a 

mechanical or technical process was also reviewed through the writings of Jonathan 

Friday (2001), Roger Seamon (1997), and Donald Brook (1983), among others.  Finally, 

the literature review addresses the practice of photography, particularly the ways in 

which photographers sought to meet challenges to the medium’s classification as art 

through the pictorialist and straight photography movements, as well as in terms of 

documentary photography (Rosenblum, 2007; Ward, 1970; Mora and Brannan, 2006). 

This is followed by an analysis of the ways that a modernist and/or formalist definition of 

art continues to linger in the theory of photography, as discussed in the writings of Kevin 

Salemme (2003), and Deborah Bright (1993), among others.  These sources arguably 

demonstrate the ways in which a modernist and/or formalist mindset continues to have a 

strong influence on the ways in which photographs are classified in terms of their status 

as artworks, revealed through a textual deconstruction of Beaumont Newhall’s The 

History of Photography (2009, 1937), and Leslie Katz’s oft-quoted (and misquoted) 1971 

interview with Walker Evans. 

Chapter 3 begins with a discussion of the qualitative paradigm and qualitative 

research methods, including an explanation of my own role as a researcher.  It outlines 

the procedures followed during the research process, explaining the collection of 

documents for the literature review in Chapter 2 as well the materials collected pertaining 

to the following chapters.  An explanation of the interview process is included in this 

chapter, and it also contains a detailed rationale for the inclusion of the autoethnographic 
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component of the study.  Chapter 3 outlines the process of data analysis that appears in 

greater depth in Chapter 7 and a statement of the study’s limitations and delimitations.  

Finally, Chapter 3 presents the definition of terms used throughout this dissertation, both 

in the form of dictionary definitions and in a lengthier series of working definitions used 

for the purposes of this dissertation. 

Chapter 4 of the dissertation traces the contemporary understanding of the ways in 

which objects may be identified as works of art in Western aesthetic philosophy and in 

the theory of photography.  So-called “anxious objects” (Warburton, 2003) such as 

Duchamp’s Fountain (1917) are identified in this dissertation not only as works of art but 

also as works of art theory, because their inclusion in the category of artworks required 

an expansion of art theory in order to grant them status as art.  Artworld theories from 

philosophers Arthur Danto (1964, 1981, 1997), George Dickie (1974, 1983, 1997), Pierre 

Bourdieu (1997, 1983), and sociologist Howard Becker (1982) are presented and 

analyzed, as are historical theories regarding the classification and identification of 

artworks by Noël Carroll (1999) and Jerrold Levinson (1979).  Just as Fountain could be 

termed a work of art theory because the creation and subsequent application of new art 

theory dovetails with its status as a work of art, objects such as the so-called Venus of 

Willendorf could be identified as works of art history—historical artifacts deemed to 

have artistic merit and subsequently determined to be works of art, even though the 

intentions of the item’s maker are effectively unknowable.  Chapter 4 includes a working 

definition of art based on an analysis of all of these factors, termed the Intentional 

Definition of Art for the purposes of this dissertation.   
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In Chapter 5 the dissertation turns to documentary photography in terms of social 

epistemology, seeking to show how photographs in general, and documentary 

photographs in particular, perform a function in society’s production of knowledge.  I 

argue that a photograph is an individual expression by a photographer, shaped by 

intentional aesthetic decisions and actions during the creation of the image.  No 

photograph is “true” in the sense of being a completely accurate copy of reality, even in 

the fact that it is a two-dimensional representation of a three-dimensional scene.5  

However, an image can be determined to be conceptually honest to the degree to which it 

is faithful to its subject.  It can arguably be asserted that all photographs are manipulated 

as a result of their very process of becoming; nevertheless, they can still retain conceptual 

reality and be conceptually honest (Mackh, 2009).  Furthermore, I argue that the 

conceptual honesty of a documentary photograph is an intrinsic aspect of the 

photograph’s aesthetics: a documentary photograph may capture more of a scene’s reality 

than may be discovered by an on-site observer because the camera has the ability to 

freeze minute details at a level that the eye alone cannot.  A photograph can portray the 

fleeting emotion of a scene or reveal previously unnoticed aspects of events.  

Documentary photographs may be seen to serve an important function in society’s 

production of knowledge.  This line of reasoning is informed by several arguments.  First, 

I examined the various aspects of what it means to “see” a photograph related to the 

visual and conceptual applications of the term, including the writings of Kendall Walton 

                                                
5 The two-dimensional nature of photographs is only one aspect that may be seen to touch 
on their potential “truthfulness”, a consideration that could be applied to other factual 
documents as well.  For the purposes of this dissertation, the discussion of truthfulness 
will be limited to the relevant truths about a given subject, rather than the entirety of 
considerations that might be applied, which would be well beyond the scope of this study.   
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(“Transparent Pictures,” 1984), Gregory Currie (“Visible Traces,” 1999), and 

documentary filmmaker Errol Morris (2009), as well as Jonathan Cohen and Aaron 

Meskin (“Photographs as Evidence,” 2008).  Secondly, I argue for the perspective that it 

is the nature of photographs to be aestheticized records of historical events, including an 

analysis of discussions related to the reliability of both digital and analog photographs.  

The epistemological value of a photograph is argued to be a component of its conceptual 

honesty, or the degree to which the photographer has been faithful to the appearance of 

the real-life subject.  This discussion touches upon the differences between documentary 

photography and photojournalism.  In Chapter 5, I also examine the theory of 

photography, considering such works as “Photography and Postmodernism” (1991) by 

Andy Grundberg, and “The Treacherous Medium: Why photography critics hate 

photographs” (2008) by Susie Linfield, including “Camera Lucida” (1982) by Roland 

Barthes, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” (1935) by Walter 

Benjamin, and “On Photography” (1973) by Susan Sontag.  In addition, I consider Arthur 

Danto’s After the End of Art (1997) and his theory that all things are possible in art 

following the conclusion of modernism.  Chapter 5 concludes with a rationale for 

including the voice of the artist as a valid source of theory and criticism, particularly in 

light of the fact that few of those either historically or contemporaneously engaged in the 

theory and criticism of photography are photographers themselves. 

Building on the argument presented in Chapter 5 that the artists themselves have 

much to add to the discussion of photographs’ classification as works of art, Chapter 6 

contains case studies of selected contemporary documentary photographic artists, 

featuring Delilah Montoya, Miguel Gandert, and Fazal Sheikh.  I have utilized the 
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techniques of critical ethnography in conducting interviews with these photographers, 

bearing in mind issues of my own positionality as a documentary photographer and how 

this may affect my subjects’ responses, and also remaining mindful of the ways in which 

it may affect my own understanding and response to my case study subjects, as described 

by Soyini Madison (2005).  Delilah Montoya’s photographic study of women boxers, for 

example, seeks to challenge society’s perception of women, portraying them as 

embodying a physical strength culturally viewed as being exclusive to males.  In 

addition, Montoya identifies herself as a Chicana (Montoya, 2001), a distinct cultural 

perspective that informs her photographs.  Miguel Gandert refers to his work as a 

photographic documentation of Indo-Hispanic culture and an exploration of Mestizo 

cultural identity in the Southwest (Gandert, 2009).  Gandert’s work is “concerned with 

the realities and complexities of the mixing of cultures” (Barnet-Sanchez, 2009), in 

opposition to predominant views which tend to separate the Indo and Hispano cultures as 

two distinct entities, as well as denigrating Mexicans and Mexican culture.  Therefore, in 

the interviews of these subjects, it was necessary to ground myself in an understanding of 

these cultural perspectives and to remain sensitive to issues of my own positionality 

during my study of both Montoya and Gandert.   

Fazal Sheikh’s documentary photographic art practice exemplifies postcolonial 

social issues and critical theory, and his imagery is intended to inspire social activism, 

revealing the faces of dispossessed and marginalized persons trapped in tragic situations 

yet underscoring their basic human dignity.  Sheikh’s work arguably exhibits a viewpoint 

identified by Jane Mansbridge (2001) as social responsibility: although he is not 

specifically a member of an oppressed group, he seeks to address problematic issues in 
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society as a whole.  Gaining an understanding of this perspective and its impact on 

Sheikh’s photographic imagery was also a component of my analysis.  Chapter 6 also 

includes an autoethnographic analysis, as explained by Patricia Leavy (2009), in which I 

conducted a critical examination of my own documentary photographic practice by 

answering the same set of interview questions as the case study subjects.  I compared and 

contrasted my practice with each of the artists I have interviewed, and examined my own 

rationale for pursuing documentary photography, my goals in producing such imagery, 

and my work’s relationship to the dominant culture. 

Finally, in Chapter 7, I analyzed my research findings, gathering together the 

discoveries of the previous chapters, showing that Western history, philosophy, the 

practice of contemporary documentary photographers including myself, and society at 

large show that documentary photographs may indeed exist as both works of art and 

informational documents.  Referring again to Walton’s “Categories of Art” (1970), I 

provided a Western philosophical basis for the location of documentary photography 

within the larger category of art photography.  Moreover, I have attempted to establish 

criteria (as per Walton’s standard, variable, and contra-standard properties of works of 

art) that will make it possible to identify and evaluate works of Western documentary 

photography as works of art. 

Delimitations and Limitations 

As stated at the beginning of this chapter, this study is concerned with 

documentary photography in terms of Western theory and philosophy and the place of 

documentary photography within Western culture and society.  I freely admit that other 

perspectives exist, but these are not the focus of this dissertation.  Photographs can be 
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classified myriad ways, any or all of which may or may not be thought of as being works 

of art.  This study concerns itself solely with documentary photographs and the findings 

of this study may or may not be found by others to be applicable to other types of 

photography that are also sometimes excluded from categorization as art, such as 

advertising, fashion, landscape, nature, aerial, medical, and so forth.  It also does not 

include documentary forms of expression in other artistic media such as theatre, music, or 

film, although the results of this work may be found by others to be relevant outside the 

context of photography.  

It is important to specify that this dissertation is not a work of art history.  Various 

photographers are discussed in the following pages, but it is in terms of their practice in 

general or their historical importance to the medium of photography that their work is 

relevant to this study.  Representative photographs are included in Appendix A as a 

courtesy to the reader, presented in the hope that these will serve as a visual reference for 

the photographer’s individual practice.  No work of art is discussed with the depth that 

might be expected in a work of art historical research.  This would be a worthy project for 

future research, but it does not fall within the parameters of this discussion, which is 

focused on the practice and practitioners of documentary photography rather than an 

analysis of specific documentary photographs. 

Another question that has been raised relates to whether a modernist or 

postmodernist viewpoint has been used in this study.  I would like to make it clear that 

this dissertation is situated within a postmodernist paradigm, although the discussions 

contained within span a range of theories and philosophies relevant to the history of 

photography, a trajectory that runs from the romantic period to the present day.  These 
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ideas may arguably be identified as modernist, postmodernist, and/or as existing 

somewhere along a continuum.  A definition of these terms is provided in Chapter 3, but 

by way of a brief explanation, modernism may have begun in the late 1800s, but it is 

debatable as to exactly when, or if, it ended, with some sources seeming to indicate a 

non-specific point in the second half of the 20th century.  Postmodernism similarly has no 

precise starting point.  Some sources cite Duchamp (discussed in Chapter 4 of this 

dissertation), as the beginning of postmodernism (Pergum, 2000).  If, on the other hand, 

postmodernism is understood to date from, as some cite, the end of abstract 

expressionism or the rise of Pop art, then it could be said to begin in the mid-1960s 

(Danto, 1997).  A third point of view is to place the starting date of postmodernism at the 

first use of the term by Lyotard in 1979 (Aylesworth, 2005).   

It is not my specific intention to pigeonhole or categorize every theory or 

philosophy within this dissertation as definitively “modernist” or “postmodernist”; rather, 

I offer this explanation as a guideline or as a means by which the reader may situate the 

arguments herein.  Some may be modernist, some late-modernist, some postmodernist, or 

perhaps none of these.  As an example, I have conducted research into the work of 

philosopher Arthur Danto, ranging from “The Artworld” in 1964 to The Abuse of Beauty 

in 2003.  Although classifying Danto’s work in 1964 as postmodernist might be 

rhetorically difficult given the comparatively early date, his most current works could be 

argued to have a postmodernist sensibility, especially in his declaration that modernism 

has reached its end.  (Danto himself eschews the term “postmodern” except in describing 

a specific style of art, stating a preference for “contemporary” or “post-historical” in 

terms of the present period).  These designations are, in my opinion, beside the point, 
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since there is arguably no clear defining line between the modern and the postmodern, 

although it has been suggested that paradigm shifts may depend on technology: the 

invention of oil paint might be seen as pivotal to the Renaissance, just as modernism 

could be understood to have depended on collapsible paint tubes, and postmodernism 

might be seen to have emerged in relationship to digitization because it replaced 

modernist linearity with the postmodern interconnected web. 

An understanding of the pluralistic nature of the postmodern artworld should, 

perhaps, already have rendered the art/non-art distinction applied to categories of 

photography a moot point.  As the following literature review (Chapter 2) will 

demonstrate, however, this is far from the case.  Photography itself continues to be 

questioned in terms of its identification as art, and documentary photography even more 

so.  The central premise of my argument within this dissertation rests on the idea that, in 

the artistic climate of the present day, where virtually anything may arguably be 

considered to be a work of art, the formalist ideals and exclusionary thinking that can be 

shown to continue to dominate theories of photography are, in fact, no longer relevant.  

The fact that these ideas do continue to be the subject of scholarly and popular 

discussions should perhaps prove that the point is not moot at all.  The same argument 

could also be applied to a question as to the inclusion of a discussion of beauty among the 

criticisms leveled at documentary photographs.  In a strictly postmodernist world, beauty 

would indeed not be a relevant topic of discussion.  However, discussions surrounding 

beauty represent an ongoing line of research by scholars and critics such as Danto (2003), 

Zangwill (2001, 2010) and Linfield (2010).  I therefore feel that an examination of the 

ways in which beauty continues to be part of conversations surrounding works of art and 
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documentary photographs merits consideration, even though these discussions are not 

precisely a postmodern concern. 

I have undertaken this project in response to the criticism my own documentary 

photographs have received—within the 21st century and supposedly under 

postmodernism—specifically in relationship to repeated statements by others that my 

work was “not art” because it was “too documentary.”  I have written this dissertation to 

challenge these criticisms and to seek their origins, and I argue that these notions are 

rooted in the formalist paradigm that pervades the theory of photography from its 

beginnings in the mid-1800s to the present day, which is itself an aspect of modernism 

that has lingered well into what could be seen as the postmodern era.  I reject the 

modernist notion that art is “special,” but I still believe that the notion of “art” is useful; 

therefore, I argue for the inclusion of documentary photography within the category of 

art.  In my opinion, theories and theorists from both modernism and postmodernism have 

much to offer this investigation.  For instance, the 1970 copyright date of Kendall 

Walton’s “Categories of Art” might place this as a modernist source, and Walton’s ideas 

are foundational to my argument in Chapter 7.  My utilization of Walton’s theories 

neither indicates my support of modernism per se, nor is it a rejection of postmodernism.  

I choose to seek answers wherever they may be found, and the identification of these 

sources as modern or postmodern is not the purpose of this investigation.   

The opening of the borders between categories, whether artistic or philosophical, 

is more to my purpose than the maintenance of rigid and static concepts related to 

arbitrary modern or postmodern designations.  These terms may each be understood to 

offer a box into which ideas and objects might be placed.  Boxing ideas is sometimes a 
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useful strategy for gaining an understanding of a topic or issue, but boxes do not always 

fit the ideas we might try to contain within them.  If postmodernism can be understood to 

be a pluralistic mindset, then this can also be seen to allow for the utilization of ideas 

found outside of its commonly accepted parameters.  For instance, postmodernists may 

be seen to reject ideas of aesthetics, yet I am arguing in this dissertation for the 

establishment of aesthetic criteria related to documentary photographs.  They might also 

discount the importance of identifying an object as a work of art, yet this is among my 

aims in attempting this study.  I identify myself as a postmodernist in that I hold a 

pluralistic mindset in seeking a definition of art, but this does not mean that I am willing 

to accept every tenet of postmodernism.  In this dissertation I argue that aesthetic criteria 

can be used in the evaluation, but not in the identification, of a work of art.  This is not a 

modernist position that relies on aesthetic criteria for identity, but it is also not a 

postmodernist mindset that rejects aesthetics entirely.  It crosses the borders between 

those boxes.  My aim is to deconstruct the non-art box into which documentary 

photography has arguably been placed due to the formalist thinking that has dominated 

photography since its beginnings.  I do not deny that form can be used for evaluation, but 

I reject the idea that form can or should serve as a criterion for the identification of a 

work as art. 

In terms of the photographers mentioned in this dissertation, I have chosen among 

a multitude of equally interesting and valuable examples, finally making my selections 

based on those who are of particular interest to me, whose work has been influential on 

my own art practice, and to the three practicing photographers who are featured in the 

case studies in Chapter 6.  Certainly there are others who practice documentary 
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photography in the postmodern climate of art, and would therefore have been a 

potentially useful source of data.  Omission of any photographer is in no way intended to 

be exclusionary, but a single dissertation cannot encompass the entirety of possibilities 

for study. 

As I have gathered theories and philosophies for this dissertation, as well as in 

their implementation and interpretation, I utilize the ethos of postmodernism in its 

emphasis on pluralism, the appropriation of various styles, and an actively self-conscious 

perspective (as defined in Chapter 3).  This is also evident in my use of qualitative 

research.  This dissertation is not a work of positivism or of objective quantitative 

research—it is a subjective and scholarly multidisciplinary investigation.  

Summary 

 In the pages that follow, I have intended to present a scholarly, well-reasoned 

argument for the dual nature of documentary photographs as works of art and as valid 

sources of information.  The issue is approached on multiple fronts, from literary analysis 

and deconstruction, to aesthetic philosophy, theory and criticism, interviews with 

practicing documentary photographers, and autoethnography in order to provide the most 

thorough examination of the issue possible.  Although it has already been stated, I would 

like to remind the reader that this is a work of qualitative research, and as such it should 

not be read in the same manner as a work of quantitative/empirical research.  My 

positionality as a practicing documentary photographer who strongly believes that 

documentary photographs can be identified as works of art should be clear throughout the 

text.  I acknowledge that mine is but one view out of many, and that others can and do 

hold opposing beliefs.  I would argue, though, as the following pages will attest, that 
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there is more than ample evidence not only for the existence of ongoing bias against 

documentary photographs’ classification as works of art, but that this viewpoint is not 

supported by recent trends in aesthetic philosophy or in recent art theory, and is instead 

the product of social and cultural factors that are revealed herein.  Furthermore, I argue 

for a set of aesthetic parameters based on Kendall Walton’s “Categories of Art” (1970), 

in order to delineate the criteria by which documentary photographs may be identified as 

works of art.  My sincere hope is that this multi-faceted, interdisciplinary argument may 

prove to be convincing to the reader in proving that documentary photographs may, 

indeed, be considered to be both works of art and epistemically valid documents. 
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Chapter 2 
Literature Review 

 
 A review of literature concerning the identification of documentary photographs 

as works of art presents significant challenges due to the scarcity of recent scholarly 

contributions to this field: even extensive searching of numerous databases, libraries, 

electronic sources, and popular media6 reveals very little that is specific to documentary 

photography.  Recent7 criticism against documentary photographs as art works, both 

scholarly and popular, can be traced to philosophical and theoretical arguments that span 

the history of photography.  Many of these sources could be classified as historical rather 

than recent works of scholarship; however, their continuing influence is considerable and 

as such they have relevance to the criticism of documentary photography as art today.  

Literature addressing documentary photography is also problematic to research because it 

tends to examine the topic from only one of two standpoints: (1) as a social practice, 

particularly in a historical context, in which the objects’ status as art (or lack thereof) is 

not specifically addressed; (2) as a subset of the history of photography in which 

documentary photographs may be indirectly implied to be works of art, such as mention 

of the works’ exhibition in art galleries or their inclusion in the collections of art 

museums, but their status as art is not specifically mentioned.  Popular criticism follows 

similar trends and patterns, with mention of documentary photographs as art appearing in 

contexts in which art status—whether positive or negative—is either taken as a de-facto 

                                                
6 For the purposes of this dissertation, non-scholarly sources including newspapers, 
popular magazines, blogs, and other Internet sources are argued to be popular criticism.  
In these, opinions are expressed but not necessarily supported by evidence or research. 
7 For the purposes of this dissertation, a historical source is defined as dating from 1999 
or earlier, while a recent or contemporary source would date from 2000 to the present. 
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assumption or is unaddressed.  Recent sources’ use of language underscores the 

distinction that has been drawn between fine art and documentary photographs; for 

instance, the phrase “fine art and documentary” is common and underscores this 

categorization.  Literature related to the overall category of photography, including its 

history and theory, tends to include only cursory mention of documentary photography, if 

the topic is mentioned at all. 

Criticism of documentary photographs as works of art is rooted in the debate as to 

whether photographs in general can be considered to be works of art.  This argument has 

been waged on three overlapping fronts related to the purpose, process, and practice of 

photography.  Aesthetic philosophy, particularly the “aesthetic experience” criterion in 

determining an object’s status as art, coupled with the modernist theory of “art for art’s 

sake” were instrumental in the exclusion of documentary photographs from the category 

of art.  Photography itself has been denied art status due to its nature as a mechanical 

process and also because this process is seen to override the influence of the practitioner.  

Criticism of photography arguably stems from the idea that photography is believed to be 

a mundane activity in which anyone can engage, rather than a “high art.”  Photographs 

are likewise excluded as artworks based on their physical appearance, particularly in 

terms of realism versus the deliberate aestheticization of content.  Photography has met 

these challenges to its status as art in the emergence of both pictorialism and straight 

photography:  pictorialist imagery deliberately imitates the conventions of other visual 

arts, while straight photography insists on the purity of the photographic process while 

also creating photographic imagery whose primary intent is aesthetic rather than 

informational.   
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Documentary Photography in the History of Photography: an Historical Analysis 

Since its inception, the perception of photography’s ability to create an accurate 

record of events has resulted in its evidentiary use.  For instance, photographs can 

determine the winner of a horse race or assist in the identification of a criminal via 

imagery recorded by a surveillance camera.  Even though there is arguably widespread 

awareness that photographs can be deliberately altered, our fundamental belief is that 

photographs provide us with reliable information about the world (Rosenblum, 2007).  

Documentary photography8 could be argued to be distinctive from other forms of 

photography in that the photographer generally adheres to practices of non-interference in 

the resulting image.  There is ideally no alteration of the scene appearing before the lens, 

in order to produce a picture of what was actually present in reality without any 

deliberate intervention in the content of the image.  Additionally, there is no deliberate 

alteration of the print or negative beyond normal photographic processing or efforts to 

ensure the correspondence of the photograph with its referent.  This, in theory at least, 

could be seen to result in imagery with the maximum potential for veracity.  However, 

the photographer’s imagination, creativity, artistic vision, and skill are instrumental in the 

creation of the final print.  Choices regarding subject matter, framing and composition, 

selection of equipment and materials, considerations of focus, lighting, and shutter speed 

                                                
8 The subtle distinction between the practices of documentary photography and 
photojournalism is addressed at greater length later in the paper.  In contemporary usage, 
it could be argued that documentary photography generally refers either to the length of 
time a photographer invests into a particular photographic study or the depth to which the 
project examines a particular subject.  Photojournalism, on the other hand, could be 
argued to be primarily concerned with the immediate relevance of a subject in terms of a 
breaking news story.  Placed side-by-side, it would typically be difficult to determine the 
difference between a documentary photograph and a work of photojournalism. 
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will all affect the image, as will myriad decisions related to its processing and printing.  

Even though documentary photography may appear to be completely machine-made, the 

human influence of the photographer is considerable.  This issue will be discussed in 

greater depth in Chapters 5 and 6. 

William Stott: Documentary Expression and Thirties America (1986). 

It could be argued that documentary photographs are as old as the medium itself, 

which dates to the mid-1800s.  Critical and scholarly attention to documentary 

photography, however, arguably tends to focus on the 1930s, particularly on the work 

produced by the photographers of the Historical Section of the Farm Security 

Administration (FSA), overseen by director Roy Stryker.  William Stott’s book 

Documentary Expression and Thirties America (1986)9 provides the clearest and most 

comprehensive source for understanding what could be seen as the golden age of 

documentary artistic expression, not only in photography but in other arts as well.  Stott 

explains that documentary represents a specific genre of art that became popular during 

the 1930s, particularly due to the influence of the Works Progress Administration (WPA) 

and the photographers of the FSA.  While much of the documentary expression of the 

time could arguably be classified as propaganda in its intent to affect social change and to 

justify the policies of the Roosevelt administration, Stott explains that it was also an 

artistic genre encompassing music, dance, literature, painting, sculpture, and theatre as 

well as photography.   

                                                
9 Although the book has a copyright date placing it outside the parameters of standard 
research methods (within the last ten years), it could be argued to be a seminal work in 
the field, and its author has continued to be active in research and discussion of this topic, 
as will be explained at greater length in this section. 
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Stott’s book can be seen as foundational to understanding the practice of 

documentary in the 1930s, and is frequently cited in ongoing research of the topic.  

Though now retired from the University of Texas at Austin as a professor of American 

Studies and English, Stott has remained active in discussions about documentary 

expression, participating in an online forum with filmmaker Errol Morris regarding 

Walker Evans’ documentary ethics (“The Case of the Inappropriate Alarm Clock, Part 5,” 

October 22, 2009) and serving as a panelist at the University of Michigan’s conference 

“Doing Documentary Work” in 2004.  Stott’s book was initially undertaken as his 

doctoral dissertation in American Studies at Yale University (1972), and later expanded 

and published as a book (1973, revised 1986).  As such, it should be understood to be a 

book about the cultural and historical practice of documentary rather than a defense of 

documentary photography as art.  The status of documentary photographs as works of art 

is certainly alluded to in Stott’s work, but is not his specific intent.  For instance, Stott 

examines the paring of text, captions, and photographs in the documentary books of three 

photographer-author pairs:  Margaret Bourke-White and Erskine Caldwell’s You Have 

Seen Their Faces (1937), Walker Evans and James Agee’s Let Us Now Praise Famous 

Men (1939), and Dorothea Lange and Paul Taylor’s An American Exodus (1939).  The 

books’ photographs are often described in terms of art, but establishing their status as art 

is not Stott’s aim.  Rather, the author borrows the language of art—most often in the form 

of quotes from other sources—in order to make a point about the visual impact or 

emotional persuasiveness of the imagery and its effectiveness in communicating the 

“truth” of a particular social situation to the viewer.  Stott compares the books’ disparate 

use of text and captioning in order to achieve their intended result, as well as examining 
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the methods used by each photographer-author team.  He also includes the criticism that 

Evans and Agee leveled at Bourke-White and Caldwell, whom they felt were blatantly 

exploitative and unethical. 

Undoubtedly, an analysis of the history of all documentary photographs is well 

beyond the scope of this paper.  There is much to be gleaned from Stott’s book, and also 

from examination of photographs and photographers of the 1930s, but documentary 

photographs are evident in the history of photography since its beginnings. Therefore, a 

brief mention of selected individuals may serve to ground the discussion that follows.  

Each of these photographers has been the recipient of extensive scholarly and popular 

attention and their names repeatedly occur in discussions of documentary photography.   

 Eugene Atget. 

Eugene Atget (1857-1927) is perhaps best known for his photographs of Paris at 

the turn of the 20th century.  Virtually unknown in his own time, he made a living 

marketing his photographs as reference material for use in making other art objects, or 

“documents for artists” (Haberstich, 1973, p. 114; Rosenblum, 2007, p. 278).  It is the 

work he undertook for his own purposes, however, that makes him especially 

noteworthy.  Atget conducted a photographic study of Paris that spanned the course of his 

career as a photographer, in which he recorded the timelessness and beauty he felt were 

in danger of being lost to the causes of progress and urban renewal.  In seeking to create 

imagery that was both factual and artistic, Atget represents the ethos that is at the heart of 

this study.10  As Rosenblum (2007) writes, “Atget did not find documentation and art to 

                                                
10 The major premise of this dissertation is that documentary photography and art 
photography are not mutually exclusive categories: it is argued that a documentary 
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be antithetical but attempted to invest even the most mundane object with photographic 

form” (p. 279).  In his lifetime he produced over 10,000 images, which are now part of 

the permanent collection of the Museum of Modern Art in New York, a fact that is 

primarily due to the influence of Surrealist artist Man Ray and his assistant, Bernice 

Abbott, who had befriended Atget near the end of his life.  His work has also been 

collected by the Musee d’Orsay in Paris, among others (see Figure 1). 

The FSA. 

Walker Evans, along with Dorothea Lange, and Gordon Parks, and many other 

noteworthy photographers of the FSA, produced some of the most enduring and even 

iconic photographic imagery of the 20th century, as evidenced by numerous mention of 

their work in discourses of photography history.  Each of these photographers is 

noteworthy in his or her own right, but they exhibited very different approaches to their 

work.  The decade of the 1930s can arguably be seen to represent a pivotal time in artistic 

expression.  According to Mora and Brannon: 

The aesthetic abstraction and disregard for historical and social concerns 
characteristic of [the] first phase of American modernism would be supplanted by 
a wholly different approach in the 1930s.  The economic and social crisis that 
shook an anxious United States throughout that decade also introduced the notion 
that art could be used advantageously for both its aesthetic and its documentary 
qualities.  With the onset of the depression, America’s visual arts, theater, dance, 
literature, and, especially, photography quickly refocused on the concept of 
documenting and bearing witness. (2006, p. 256) 
 

 Walker Evans. 

Walker Evans (1903-1975) worked for the FSA on and off between 1935 and 

1937 (Mora and Brannan, 2006, p. 68), breaking with the project’s director Roy Stryker 

                                                
photograph may also be a work of art without compromising either its informative or 
aesthetic functions. 
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over creative differences and the photographers’ right to retain control of the images they 

produced, a concern he shared with Dorothea Lange (Rosenblum, 2007, p. 369).  In 1938 

Evans was the first photographer to be honored with a one-man show at the then-new 

Museum of Modern Art in New York, which included many of his images from Let Us 

Now Praise Famous Men, the project he had just completed with James Agee at the 

behest of Fortune magazine.  Rosenblum notes that this was the first time “photographs 

made to document social conditions were accorded the kind of recognition formerly 

reserved for aesthetically conceived camera images” (p. 369).11 

As James Curtis and Sheila Grannen write in “Let Us Now Appraise Famous 

Photographs: Walker Evans and Documentary Photography” (published in Winterthur 

Portfolio, Spring 198012), Evans’ photographs are distinctive in their clarity of vision, 

composition, and “naked realism,” remarkable for both their artistry and as powerful 

visual documents.  This duality, however, is problematic.  Documentary photographs are 

powerful and compelling in that they are believed to be reproductions of reality, but 

insistence on the technological nature of photography in order to support its accuracy 

contradicted “prevailing standards of fine art.”  At the same time, “too much emphasis on 

artistic creativity or individual vision implied subjectivity and would undermine the 

veracity of the finished product” (p. 1, 2).  In short, credibility and creativity were argued 

                                                
11 Even though the images received institutional recognition, it does not indicate that they 
had achieved the status of art, especially since Evans and Agee denied that they were art 
(Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, p. 12).  They may have been treated with the type of 
recognition normally associated with works of art, but they were still classified as 
documentary photographs, not art photographs.  
12 Like William Stott, James Curtis is known for his work on the FSA, and although his 
other writings are not specifically analyzed in this literature review, they continue to have 
an influence in recent discussions of the FSA. 
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to be mutually exclusive.  During Evans’ tenure with the FSA, his primary concern was 

creating “pure record and not propaganda,” literally throwing away instructions about the 

type of photographs he was expected to produce in order to pursue his own interests 

(Mora and Brannan, p. 68).   

Evans argued for the purity of the photograph and insisted on scrupulous 

adherence to a documentary ethic, telling William Stott, “You don’t touch a thing.  You 

‘manipulate,’ if you like when you frame a picture—one foot one way or one foot 

another.  But you’re not sticking anything in” (Stott, 1986, p. 269). Curtis and Grannen 

(1980) suggest that Evans had likely rearranged elements of a scene to be more in line 

with his artistic vision (p. 14), a charge Stott disbelieves—in a 2009 interview with Errol 

Morris, Stott emphasizes that Curtis’s insistence on Evans’ rearrangement of items is 

based on apparent differences between Agee’s meticulous written descriptions and what 

is visually apparent in the photographs: a bed moved from the position Agee described it 

to hold, a clock on a mantelpiece that Agee had not mentioned, and so on.  Stott says that 

these differences can be explained by the fact that Agee and Evans worked separately, 

with Agee writing the text quite a while after the time he and Evans spent with the tenant 

families, which could result in the discrepancies that have been noted; additionally, Stott 

suggests that everyday changes made to the objects by the houses’ occupants themselves 

were equally likely to account for these differences.   

In the opening pages of Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, Agee begs the reader of 

the book, “Above all else: in God’s name don’t think of it as Art” (p. 12).  To do so, he 

explains, would diminish the book’s ability to effect the social change that Agee and 

Evans were seeking to bring about.  Despite this plea, Walker Evans’ photographic 
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imagery is consistently cited as being among the best exemplars of photographic art and 

the book widely deemed a literary classic.  Jonathan Raban, in his 2004 keynote address 

to the University of Michigan’s conference “Doing Documentary Work”, testified to 

Evans’ skill as a documentarian and prowess as an artist:  

Where for Agee the trip into the Deep South for Fortune magazine was a 
passionate attempt to embrace the sharecroppers as lost brothers and sisters, for 
Evans it was more like an African safari, undertaken with a sardonic artistic 
detachment from the lives he was photographing.  Graham Greene once said that 
every good writer has a splinter of ice in his heart: Walker Evans’s splinter was 
THIS big.  Every hard—cruelly hard—focused photograph in the book is 
engrossed, it seems to me, in the process of its own pictorial composition, and 
Evans’s detachment from his subjects is part of that composition.  He frames the 
sharecroppers as coolly and clearly as if he were looking at beetles through a 
microscope.  Later, he’d say of the Alabama trip, “I didn’t identify myself 
subjectively nearly as much as Agee did.  I was working objectively, on the visual 
material in front of me, which was incredibly rich”—and it was this capacity to 
see people as “visual material”, the ice in his heart, that makes his photographs so 
stunning. (Raban, 2004, para. 5) 
 

Raban is less complimentary of Agee’s writing than Evans’ photographs, contending that 

it is only the excellence of Evans’ pictures that have saved the book from obscurity.13  

This is not a universal opinion by any means.  Evans’ detachment and objectivity are a 

hallmark of his imagery, yet these qualities can be interpreted as an impediment to the 

classification of photographs as art because they seem to deny the creative agency of the 

artist/photographer.  In late 2001, the newly re-released Let Us Now Praise Famous Men 

was featured at a retrospective of Walker Evans’ work at the Museum of Fine Arts, 

Houston, following the museum’s acquisition of the photographer’s archive.  The show 

was reviewed by Janis Bergman-Carton and Evan Carton in “James Agee, Walker Evans: 

Tenants in the House of Art” (2002).  This title is an apparent allusion to Evans’ and 

                                                
13 It is interesting to note that Raban and Stott were each personally acquainted with 
Evans, a familiarity that could color their assessment. 



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

40 

Agee’s literary and photographic portrait of tenant farmers, but also suggestive that the 

book, as a work of documentary, is only a tenant—not a legitimate resident—in the 

“house of art.”  Just as Let Us Now Praise Famous Men has never been out of print since 

its publication, the photographs of Walker Evans continue to be ambiguous, 

simultaneously seen as rich historical documents, objects of visual appreciation, and the 

subject of ongoing controversy. Evans’ photographs are part of the collection of the 

Museum of Modern Art and the Metropolitan Museum of Art, both in New York, the 

Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, and numerous other institutions.  (See Figure 2) 

 Dorothea Lange. 

 Unlike other artistic fields that were almost exclusively white and male, the FSA 

and WPA provided important opportunities for artists from diverse backgrounds.  

Dorothea Lange (1895-1965) came to the FSA following a career as a studio portraitist, a 

skill that served her well in the field (Gordon, 2009), as did her experience in 

photographing migrant populations in conjunction with Paul Taylor, which included their 

collaboration on American Exodus (1939, 2000).  While Evans’ photographs frequently 

feature signs, monuments, and architecture, as well as people,14 Lange is known best for 

her compelling portraits, although she also portrayed other subjects.  In contrast to 

Margaret Bourke-White’s deliberate presentation of her subjects as pitiable figures, 

Lange’s imagery shows people as being fully human.  Stott writes: 

Lange’s finest photographs are of people…everyone in her portraits has character; 
nearly all are handsome.  Yet—such is her greatness—few are simple.  Again and 
again, her people have an emotional complexity, and ambiguity, that breaks their 

                                                
14 According to Curtis and Grannen (1980) “In the 1971 Museum of Modern Art 
retrospective of Evans’s photography, people appear in only one-fourth of the more than 
100 images and then often in the background” (p. 3). 
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stereotype and makes us look again.  Her best portraits…forbid simple response… 
In short, Lange’s people, like the real people they are, often surprise the viewer. 
(p. 229) 
 

Evans was critical of Lange’s work (although to a lesser degree than that of Bourke-

White, which he strongly condemned as sensationalistic and exploitative [Stott, 1986, pp. 

222, 223]) denigrating Lange for posing her subjects as she would have in her portrait 

studio, a technique that Evans felt violated the documentary ethic.  Evans loathed 

captioning, and his photographs in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (1939, 1993) appear 

without captions, titles, or any accompanying text, positioned before even the title page 

of the book.  In contrast, Lange and Taylor caption the photographs in American Exodus 

(1939, 2000) with quotes by the subjects, recorded verbatim in the field (Stott, p. 228).  

Lange was also a skilled photo-editor, selecting among numerous prints to determine 

exactly the “look” she was seeking in order to communicate a particular message.  Mora 

and Brannan (2006) state that FSA members “shared a single goal—to improve the 

population’s living conditions—and, to an extent, all of them were trying to help a new 

America rise from its economic collapse” (p. 17).  Lange’s photos are carefully 

composed and edited for precisely this purpose (Stott, p. 230).  Her Migrant Mother 

(1936) (Figure 3) is arguably the most iconic of all the imagery created by the FSA, and 

was not only a timely and influential portrait intended to stir public support for New Deal 

programs, but is frequently cited today as an exemplary work of art.  In a notable 

outburst, Roy Stryker, the director of the FSA, exclaimed, “I don’t care about the damn 

aesthetics: Is it a good picture or not?” (Mora and Brannan, p. 255). Yet despite this 

official position of artistic neutrality, Lange’s photographs are nonetheless remarkably 

aesthetic.  Her work is displayed in a permanent gallery at the Oakland Museum of 
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California, as well as the Getty Museum and San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, in 

addition to many other institutions.   

 Gordon Parks. 

Dorothea Lange was not the only woman among the FSA photographers, but 

Gordon Parks (1912-2006) was the sole African American, joining the staff in 1942, 

several years after Evans and Lange had departed.  Roy Stryker sent Parks on assignment 

to Washington D.C. specifically because he was black, suggesting that he approach 

racism through the cathartic use of the camera (Mora and Brannan, 2006, p. 316).  Parks’ 

photos reveal the indignities suffered by African Americans in Washington through the 

potrayal of injustice.  Parks was personally familiar with racism and the indignities to 

which blacks were subjected prior to the Civil Rights movement, and was even denied 

breakfast at a drugstore on his first morning in Washington, told he had to go to the back 

door if he wanted something to eat (Parks, 1986, p. 222).  Parks spent weeks at the FSA 

archives, studying the imagery of previous FSA photographers.  Much of his work was 

staged with Ella Watson, a charwoman and native of Washington.  Perhaps his most 

famous photograph is entitled “American Gothic” (1942).  In it, Watson stands with her 

mop and broom in front of a huge vertical American flag, in a pose reminiscent of Grant 

Wood’s painting of the same name (Figure 4).  Andy Grundberg, in a New York Times 

obituary for Parks (March 8, 2006) wrote: 

Mr. Parks wanted the picture to speak to the existence of racial bigotry and 
inequality in the nation’s capital.  He was in an angry mood when he asked the 
woman to pose, having earlier been refused service at a clothing store, a movie 
theatre and a restaurant. 
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Similarly, Mora and Brannan (2006) report that Parks’ photographs, “perfectly 

demonstrate the sense of dignity Parks restored to his subject during a period of 

heightened racial prejudice” (p. 316).   

 Following his employment by the FSA (and later the Office of War Information), 

Gordon Parks grew into a multi-faceted artist and arguably a Renaissance man:  

photographer; composer; author of poetry, fiction, and non-fiction [including Camera 

Portraits: The Techniques and Principles of Documentary Portraiture (1948)]; 

scriptwriter; and filmmaker.  Parks was a photographer for Life and Vogue, and he was 

the first African American to direct a feature film (The Learning Tree, based on his 1963 

autobiographical novel of the same name), for which he wrote both the script and the 

musical score.  He also directed Shaft in 1971 and several other movies, in addition to 

publishing several books (USA Today, “Gordon Parks: an American Pioneer”, March 8, 

2006).  He was the subject of an HBO documentary entitled Half Past Autumn (2000), 

which was also the title of a retrospective of his photographs that opened in 1998 at the 

Corcoran Gallery of Art in Washington D.C. before touring the country until 2000, 

ending at the California African American Museum in Los Angeles (USA Today). Bill 

Shapiro, managing editor of Life magazine, stated: 

Gordon was one of the magazine’s most accomplished shooters and one of the 
very greatest American photographers of the 20th century.  He moved as easily 
among the glamorous figures of Hollywood and Paris as he did among the poor in 
Brazil and the powerful in Washington. (NBC Today website, 2006, March 6, 
para. 25) 
 

 Indeed, Parks led such a long and remarkable life that research continuously 

reveals a great deal of biographical data about him, somewhat overshadowing questions 

of his work in documentary photography, which was but one aspect of his illustrious 
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career.  In this he might be seen to differ from Evans and Lange, who are arguably most 

famous for their photographs above other considerations.  Parks received the National 

Medal of Arts in 1988 and was awarded over fifty honorary doctorates 

(gordonparkscenter.org).  His last autobiography (of five) and a book of poetry were 

published in 2005, just a year before his death.  Richard Roundtree, star of the motion 

picture Shaft (1971) said of Parks: “Gordon was the ultimate cool.  There’s no one cooler 

than Gordon Parks” (Today, 2006, March 6, para. 13). 

 More about the FSA. 

Before leaving the subject of the FSA, it is important to note that acceptance of its 

photographers’ imagery as works of art has perhaps achieved for them a measure of 

institutional recognition, but is by no means universal.  In their day, these photographs 

were not only denied status as art, but Roy Stryker consistently rejected their 

classification as such.  Stryker was perpetually worried that government funding for the 

project would be discontinued, a fate suffered by the WPA arts programs (Finnegan, 

2001, p. 62).  In her biography of Dorothea Lange, Linda Gordon (2009) writes that 

Stryker intentionally presented his photographers’ work as journalism, because he “knew 

that he could not justify funding his photography project if its products were considered 

art” (p. 240).  Moreover, Mora and Brannan (2006) report: 

Stryker later recalled Ansel Adams’s disdainful view of the FSA photographers, 
which was typical of the period’s “art” photographers: “What you’ve got are not 
photographers.  They’re a bunch of sociologists with cameras.”  This much was 
true: The FSA team did not fit the elitist image American modernism and Alfred 
Stieglitz had, after successfully associating photography with fine art, conferred 
upon the photographer. (p. 261) 
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Cara Finnegan (2001) cites Edwin Rosskam, FSA photo editor, as saying: “What 

bothers me, I think…is that these pictures were all related to each other as the parts of an 

organism are related, and were never intended for framing” (p. 37), and: “I don’t adjust 

too easily to the reverence with which fragments of our portrait of America are hung on 

the walls of sophisticated New York galleries entirely given over to photography as Fine 

Art” (p. 38).   

 It is also perhaps significant to note that Evans, Lange, and Parks are each 

affiliated with institutions of higher learning, at least posthumously, although none 

completed a university education.  Evans taught at Yale University as a visiting professor 

of photography from 1964 until 1971 (Mora and Brannan, 2006, p. 349).  Duke 

University’s Center for Documentary Studies awards a yearly prize in documentary 

writing and photography in honor of Dorothea Lange and Paul Taylor 

(http://cds.aas.duke.edu), and the University of California at Berkeley awards a yearly 

Dorothea Lange Fellowship (http://berkeley.edu/lange/).  Parks, a native of Fort Scott, 

Kansas, is honored at the Gordon Parks Museum/Center for Culture and Diversity, 

located at Fort Scott Community College (www.gordonparkscenter.org).   

 Sebastião Salgado. 

 Many notable documentary photographers followed those of the FSA, and each 

could be the subject of extensive study:  Robert Frank, Lee Friedlander, Wright Morris, 

George Tice, and countless others have enriched this genre.  However, this literature 

review will include just one further example.  In addition to his work as a photographer, 

Brazilian-born Sebastião Salgado (1944 -) is an economist, earning masters degrees at 

Sao Paulo University in Brazil and Vanderbilt University in the U.S.  He also studied 
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toward a doctorate of economics in Paris.  Salgado left economics for photojournalism in 

1971, working for the Magnum agency from 1979 to 1994 as a news photographer.  He 

parted with Magnum in order to pursue his own photographic projects, which are 

typically long-term, thematic studies concerned with social or economic change.  

Salgado’s work is frequently described in terms of “pictorial humanism” or “universal 

humanism”, a quality that can be seen to contradict the tenets of anti-humanistic 

postmodern art (Hamilton, 2008).  The formal qualities of his imagery are sometimes 

described as reminiscent of classical paintings in his subjects’ tendency to represent 

social types or categories (Hamilton, 2008), as well as the images’ composition, tonality, 

and other aesthetic considerations.  Moreover, the quality of the prints is exemplary of 

photographic technique.  (See Figure 5) 

 Salgado is a passionate philanthropist, donating his time and money to numerous 

causes such as UNICEF and Doctors Without Borders, among others.  He and his wife, 

Leila, founded Amazonas Images in 1994, and under its auspices have produced 

numerous books of Salgado’s photographs including Other Americas (1986), Sahel: the 

End of the Road (1988), An Uncertain Grace (1990), Workers (1993), Terra (1997), 

Migrations (2000), and The Children (2000).  Since 2004 they have been working on a 

project entitled Genesis, which is intended to depict “the unblemished face of nature and 

humanity,” a series of “landscapes, wildlife and human communities who still live 

according to their ancestral traditions and cultures” (Salgado, 2010).  Amazonas Images 

is affiliated with Instituto Terra, a nature preserve created by the Salgados and dedicated 

to the preservation of the Amazonian rain forest.   
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 Despite descriptions of his photographs in terms of art and the fact that collectors, 

galleries, and museums have acquired his imagery, Salgado resolutely portrays himself as 

a photojournalist, not an artist.  However, his own organization, Amazonas Images, treats 

his photographs as art.  Salgado’s work raises persistent questions common to 

contemporary documentary photography regarding the morality of portraying subjects in 

situations of heartbreak and despair, while treating the imagery as art.  In The Abuse of 

Beauty (2003), Arthur Danto raises this concern: 

…[I]t is wrong at times to present as beautiful what calls, if not for action, then at 
least for indignation.  Beauty is not always right.  Sabastao [sic] Salgado’s 
photographs of suffering humanity are beautiful, as his work invariably is.  But 
have we a right to show suffering of that order in beautiful ways?  Doesn’t the 
beauty of the representation imply that its content is somehow inevitable, like 
death?  Are the photographs not unedifyingly dissonant, their beauty jarring with 
the painfulness of their content?  If beauty is internally connected to the content of 
a work, it can be a criticism of a work that it is beautiful when it is inappropriate 
for it to be so. (p. 113) 

 Photography critic Susie Linfield addressed this issue following an exhibit of 

other photographers’ documentary images in New York.  In an editorial on “The Last 

Page” of Dissent, Spring 2006, she writes,  

We live in a capitalist society where art, like other things, is bought and sold.  
This is especially true of documentary photographs, which, almost from their 
inception, offered information to the masses and were never intended as pure art.  
Reproduced in newspapers and popular magazines, photographs thrive not just in 
the marketplace of ideas but also in the real, grubby one. (p. 112) 

 
 Linfield explains that as she viewed the show, she became increasingly more 

uncomfortable with the idea that such horrifying and graphic imagery was being treated 

as a commodity.  This was not because the photographers did not have the right to earn a 

living, which she states that she fully supports, but because she felt that it raises questions 
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about the persons who would purchase the images and hang them on the living room wall 

as art. 

 The ambitious scale of these photos, along with their vibrant colors, made me 
suspect they were trying to flee from their essence as presumably expendable 
news images and become closer to art photographs or paintings:  attempting, that 
is, to be “real” art rather than “mere” documents. …What does it mean to have the 
political atrocities of our time hanging on the wall of a home or business 
institution?  (p. 112) 

 
Documentary Photography in the Theory of Photography 

 Literary sources addressing the theory of photography are abundant, and this topic 

will be addressed more thoroughly later in this chapter.  To establish a baseline for the 

purpose of this paper, the book Photography Theory (2007), edited by James Elkins, 

provides a good example of the sources available.  The book was compiled before, 

during, and after a roundtable discussion by scholars in the field, with the addition of 

commentary and contribution by scholars not in attendance at the discussion.  It features 

a concise history of photography theory by Sabine Kriebel, followed by articles on the 

conceptual limitations of photography, the art practice of Jeff Wall and Gerhard Richter, 

performative photography, the photograph as paradox, and reflections on photography.  

Elkins’ book includes the transcript of the roundtable discussion, edited by the 

participants, followed by written assessments and commentary by twenty-nine additional 

contributors.  Biographies of all the participants are included, revealing that each person 

is affiliated with either an institution of higher learning in art, an art museum or gallery, 

or a publication focused on art.  Therefore, it could be argued that the fundamental 

assumption of all of these contributors is favorable towards photography as a legitimate 

form of art.  In the 479 pages of the text, however, the term “documentary” is not overtly 
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mentioned, not even in the index. Moreover, the book focuses almost exclusively on 

analog photography.  As contributor Alan Cohen points out, this is a significant flaw in 

the discussion:   

The central factor here is that the primacy of analog photography—the 
photography of film and darkrooms—has passed.  Every new discussion of the 
medium must confront the fragile authenticity of this radical new contingent 
photography. (p. 218) 

 
 This book, of course, represents just one text on the topic.  Walter Benjamin’s 

landmark essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” (1939), Susan 

Sontag’s book On Photography (1973), and Roland Barthes’ Camera Lucida (1980), 

although certainly neither new scholarly efforts nor particular to documentary 

photography’s existence as art, continue to be highly influential texts in nearly all 

discussions of the theory of photography, and are frequently cited in diverse sources.  For 

example, all three are mentioned in Elkins’ book: according to the index, Barthes is cited 

ten times, Benjamin nine times, and Sontag six.  Each of these texts will be treated at 

greater length in Chapter 5. 

Documentary Photography as a Social Practice 

 Among the published works devoted to documentary photography, Ken Light’s 

Witness in our Time: Working Lives of Documentary Photographers (2000) is frequently 

cited.15  This book offers profiles of eighteen contemporary documentary photographers, 

including Sebastião Salgado and Fazal Sheikh.16  The photographers’ views are presented 

in first-person voice, with a brief informational introduction and a single photograph for 

                                                
15 Related citations will appear in subsequent chapters of this paper. 
16 Sheik will be the subject of a case study appearing in Chapter 6. 
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each.  Neither Light nor those he profiles specifically discuss the issue of whether 

documentary photographs can be classified as works of art.  The conversation, instead, 

centers on the photographers’ process in creating their imagery, documentary 

photography as a means to work for social justice and human rights, the potential dangers 

of working in the field, and the power of documentary photographs to preserve history 

and to shape public consciousness.  In the book’s introduction, written by Kerry Tremain, 

there is a brief but applicable mention of documentary photography as art.  Tremain 

explains that magazines such as Life, Vu (France), and Picture Post (Great Britain) 

provided a ready marketplace for documentary photographs from Life’s founding in 1936 

through the 1960s, but the increasing prevalence of television in the 1970s caused this 

lucrative market to shrink.  However, artworld interest was growing at that same time, 

especially in Depression-era photographs.  The social-issue content of more recent works 

of documentary photography, according to Tremain, has not been well received:   

Except for a handful of sympathetic curators, documentary photography struck 
most as a dowdy interloper in the house of high culture—a house that underwent a 
renovation, but toward conceptual purity, not the nitty-gritty necessities brought 
in the back door by documentarians.  Contemporary art proved no more 
hospitable a home than did contemporary media, its middlebrow cultural rival.  
Documentary photographers have moved between them like resilient foster 
children, grabbing what they could from each.  Astonishingly, they managed to 
produce a body of work that in its depth, breadth, intelligence, and pictorial 
inventiveness equals that of any previous era.  (in Light, 2001, p. 6,7) 
 

Tremain goes on to discuss the criticism that documentary photographs are a form of 

voyeurism or that they are exploitative of those they portray, explaining that “the gaze of 

a voyeur and a witness are not the same” (in Light, 2001, p. 7).   
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 The overall tone of the book is perhaps best represented by Ken Light’s remarks 

in the volume’s Afterword: 

Social documentary photography offers the future a view of the past and a voice 
to the dispossessed.  It bears witness in an age when publications turn toward 
entertainment and celebrity photography and when individual expression is 
drowned out by huge media companies.  It amazes me that an individual with a 
camera and a few rolls of film still has a powerful and enduring voice. (p. 188) 
 

Documentary Photography and Documentary Film 

 Another type of literature that is prevalent but not specifically related to the issue 

of documentary photographs as works of art is documentary film.  Introduction to 

Documentary by Bill Nichols (2001) is one such text.  Indeed, it could be argued that 

when the word “documentary” stands alone today (as in, “a documentary”) it is most 

often in reference to a documentary film.  Nichols’ book is not a historical retrospective 

of the great documentary films of the past; rather, chapters include the ethical issues of 

documentary filmmaking, the subjects of documentary films, and the ways in which 

documentary films have addressed social and political issues, among other relevant 

topics.  It could be argued that by extension, many of the ideas in this book can be 

applied to documentary photography.  As one example, Nichols discusses the 

correspondence between image and reality, and the fact that filmed images “seem to 

guarantee the authenticity of what we see” (p. xii); however, the very technologies that 

earn the viewer’s trust can also be used to create a false impression of authenticity for 

fictional or fabricated material.  Moreover, once an entire project has been edited, 

sequenced, and arranged into its final form, the meaning of what the viewer sees depends 
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on many factors beyond simply what appeared before the lens.  These concerns are 

equally valid in documentary photographs as in documentary films. 

 While many of Nichols’ ideas about documentary film provide interesting 

theoretical and philosophical material for documentary photography, the essential 

question of whether documentary photographs can also be considered to be works of 

visual art does not seem to apply to documentary film.  Nichols writes:  

…those who adopt the documentary as their vehicle of expression turn our 
attention to the world we already occupy.  They do so with the same 
resourcefulness and inventiveness that fiction filmmakers use to draw our 
attention to worlds we would have otherwise never known.  Documentary film 
and video, therefore, displays the same complexity and challenge, the same 
fascination and excitement as any of the genres of fiction film.  (p. xiv) 

 
 As another example of scholarly attention to documentary film, Carl Plantinga’s 

article “What a Documentary Is, After All” from the Journal of Aesthetics and Art 

Criticism (Spring 2005) discusses the differences between documentary and non-fiction 

filmmaking and attempts to formulate a characterization of documentary in terms of 

documentary as indexical record and documentary as assertion.  Plantinga refers to the 

debate between Gregory Currie and Noël Carroll spanning multiple issues of The Journal 

of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, beginning with Currie’s article “Visible Traces: 

Documentary and the Contents of Photographs” (Summer 1999), Carroll’s response in 

“Photographic Traces and Documentary Films:  Comments for Gregory Currie” 

(Summer, 2000), and Currie’s reply “Preserving the Traces: An Answer to Noël Carroll” 

(also Summer, 2000).  Despite the title of Currie’s first article in this series, the topic of 

discussion centers on Currie’s idea that a documentary image—whether it appears as film 

or a photograph—is a trace of its actual subject, not just a representation of it, a fact that 
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Currie considers to be more restrictive to the definition of documentary film.  This 

discussion is interesting, but not particularly applicable to the issue of whether 

documentary photographs may be classified as works of art.  Critical and scholarly 

acceptance of documentary film as art is absent from literature about documentary 

photography, even though it seems to be the norm in documentary film.  Even 

documentary films such as Morgan Spurlock’s Supersize Me (2004), Al Gore’s Academy 

Award-winning An Inconvenient Truth (2006), or Michael Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11 

(2004), none of which strives for the appearance of objectivity, have received critical 

attention similar to that of fictional filmmaking in terms of both quality and quantity.  

Moreover, documentary programming is common on television, with entire networks 

devoted to factual content.  Documentary films are discussed in the same types of popular 

literature and criticism as fictional films, found on websites such as the AMC television 

network’s “Film Site,” by Tim Dirks (n.d.).  Documentary film, then, does not seem to be 

the “foster child” to the overall category of film in the same way that documentary 

photography seems to be to art.  Therefore, literature related to documentary film, while 

intriguing and perhaps applicable in terms of theories of documentary practice, does not 

directly address the central problem of this paper. 

Photography as Art 

 Most available literature, both historical and contemporary, deals with the status 

of photography as art rather than being specific to documentary photography.  As Cara 

Finnegan writes in “Documentary as Art in U.S. Camera” (2001): 

One issue with which historians and critics of photography have always wrestled 
is, “Is photography art?”  The question of the photograph’s relationship to art is a 
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persistent topos of the medium.  Not only do aesthetic questions ground the 
choices made by photographers (including documentary photographers), but 
conventions of art haunt critical and historical interpretations of all photographic 
images… (p. 40) 

Literature on this issue can arguably be seen as occurring in three overlapping categories: 

the purpose of a work of art as it relates to aesthetic philosophy, photography’s existence 

as a mechanical process, and the practice of photography as art.   

 Purpose: Aesthetic experience and art for art’s sake. 

 The field of aesthetic philosophy has much to offer regarding the ways in which 

objects—whether photographs or otherwise—are determined to be works of art, and this 

topic will be treated at greater length in Chapter 4.  In order to establish prevailing 

attitudes towards art, for the purposes of this review, one of the most useful of these 

sources is a 2009 article from Metaphilosophy by Noël Carroll entitled “Les Cul-de-Sac 

of Enlightenment Aesthetics: A Metaphilosophy.”  Carroll explains that the phrase “fine 

art”—commonly found in such names as the “School of Fine Art” or “Department of 

Fine Art” at various universities (or the linguistic construct “fine art and documentary 

photography”)—comes from the idea of the “Beaux Arts” promoted by Charles Batteux 

in 1747.  Batteux proposed that music, painting, sculpture, and dance were similar in that 

all are engaged in the imitation of beautiful things in nature.  This group was later 

expanded to include poetry and theatre; or rather, the other arts were included within the 

group of liberal arts that already included poetry.  Parity with the liberal arts shifted the 

emphasis of these activities from the manual to the intellectual.  Significantly, this shift 

occurred at a time when intellectual activities were gaining momentum through the 

scientific and philosophical advances of the Enlightenment in the work of such theorists 
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as Locke and Kant, linking the idea of the Fine Arts with other Enlightenment ideals such 

as democracy, individual liberty, capitalism, and secular humanism.   

Carroll argues that the Beaux Arts, or as he phrases it, the “Modern System of the 

Arts,” never actually formed a cohesive whole and rapidly lost the connecting ideal of 

imitation of nature.  In order to continue to bind these practices together, the aesthetic 

theory of art, developed in the writings of philosophers such as Shaftsbury, Hutcheson, 

and Kant, proposed that the shared property of artworks was that they were objects 

“intended to afford experiences of disinterested pleasure” (Carroll, 2009).  Since not all 

artworks are pleasurable, this concept was replaced by a broader idea of aesthetic 

experience, or experiences deemed valuable for their own sake.  Schopenhauer was a 

proponent of this idea, stating that aesthetic experience liberates a person from the 

mundane world, an idea echoed by Bell and Beardsley in the 20th century.  

Stated in one of its best known formulations, the aesthetic theory of art maintains 
that something is a work of art if and only if it is created with the primary 
intention to afford aesthetic experiences.  (Carroll, 2009, p. 19) 
 
Explanations of the ability of a work to afford aesthetic experience as the primary 

criteria for a work to be thought of as art are readily available in numerous textbooks, 

since this premise is foundational to modernist understandings of art; indeed, the idea that 

an art object’s primary purpose must be its aesthetic function remains prevalent to this 

day.  It is the cornerstone of the modernist slogan “art for art’s sake” which emerged in 

the 1890s—the notion that a work of art should be an end in itself, remaining independent 

of external meanings or messages (Adams, 2008, p. 9).  As a result of this ideology, the 

20th century saw trends in art shift from representation to abstraction—the subject ceased 

to be external to the work and became, instead the work itself.  Abstract expressionist 
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painters such as Jackson Pollock and Helen Frankenthaler made paintings about painting: 

rather than being representations of a subject, the process of painting itself was the 

subject (Ashton, 1973).  Even in the work of painters outside the New York School such 

as Henri Matisse, scholars identify a distinct break with representation in favor of 

abstraction.  Matisse’s work, particularly between 1913 and 1917, shows evidence of his 

growing interest in abstraction and the process of painting, rather than the end product.  

His work moved from being subject-driven and representational to a concern with art for 

the sake of art alone.17   

Concurrent with the idea that the primary purpose of an art object must be to 

provide an experience of disinterested pleasure is the idea that artists, by virtue of their 

genius and vision, are superior to everyday people.  The idea of the artist as a genius or 

hero, as someone who was the recipient of divine guidance and inspiration, emerged 

during the Renaissance in the writings of Vasari, among others, and dates back to the 

classical Greek and Roman belief that artists were divinely inspired (Adams, p. 5, 2008).  

Moreover, 20th-century critics such as Clement Greenberg valorized the abstract 

expressionists: for instance, Greenberg called Pollock “the greatest painter of our time,” a 

sentiment echoed by a famous Life magazine article published in 1949 entitled, “Is 

Jackson Pollock the Greatest Living Painter in the United States?” (Ashton, 1972, p. 153, 

154).  Thus, the perception of the artist as a creative genius or hero, and of art as a high-

minded pursuit valuable strictly for its own sake, represent the core beliefs about art 

                                                
17 A 2010 special exhibition at the Art Institute of Chicago, Matisse: Radical Invention, 
1913-1917, examined the evolution of Matisse’s work from representational to a more 
abstracted style.  His works during this time show evidence of this change, in which “the 
act of creation itself was the main focus” (exhibit curator Stephanie D’Alessandro, on the 
museum’s website). 
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during the developmental years of photography.  In “Avant-Garde and Kitsch” (1939), 

Greenberg wrote: 

…the avant-garde poet or artist sought to maintain the high level of his art by both 
narrowing and raising it to the expression of an absolute in which all relativities 
and contradiction would be either resolved or beside the point.  “Art for art’s 
sake” and “pure poetry” appear, and subject matter or content becomes something 
to be avoided like a plague.  It has been in search of the absolute that the avant-
garde has arrived at “abstract” or “nonobjective” art—and poetry, too.  

 
 The connection between Enlightenment philosophy and Greenberg’s writings is 

explored in Nancy Jachec’s “Modernism, Enlightenment Values, and Clement 

Greenberg” (Oxford Art Journal, 1998).  In this article, the author emphasizes the impact 

of Enlightenment thinking on Greenberg’s influential art criticism.  Jachec’s primary 

focus is on the apparent shift in Greenberg’s political views as expressed in his writing, 

and that his view of modernist philosophy as a “counter-Enlightenment” ideology that 

still maintained many of its ideals: 

The self-criticism of modernism grows out of, but is not the same thing as, the 
criticism of the Enlightenment.  The Enlightenment criticized from the outside, 
the way criticism in its accepted sense does; Modernism criticizes from the inside, 
through the procedures themselves of that which is being criticized. (Greenberg, 
quoted in Jachec, p. 132, 1998) 
 

Greenberg appropriated the Enlightenment concept of “disinterestedness” in art and 

applied it to modernist practices, emphasizing the centrality of individual inspiration in 

the creation of works of art (Jachec, p. 132).  It could be argued, therefore, that the 

aesthetic experience philosophy of art and its influence on modernist thinking can be seen 

as foundational to the subsequent developments in photography and the ways in which 

this prompted the bias against documentary photographs’ classification as works of art. 

 Process: the mechanical and technological nature of the medium. 
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 Photography was arguably born during the Romantic period, but it was raised 

under modernism.  The Daguerreotype debuted in France the late 1830s, when the 

aesthetic philosophies of Romanticists such as Kant, Hegel, Schiller, and Schopenhauer 

were widely accepted and Romanticism was giving way to Realism in art.  Photography 

was immediately heralded as a scientific and technological advancement, much in 

keeping with the Enlightenment belief in progress, but seen as a rival to Realist painting:  

From 1850 a new “quarrel” arose in the French art world over the status of 
photography.  “Is it ART”? became a controversial issue, with the “nays” arguing 
that its mechanical technology made it an automatic, rather than an artistic, 
process.  Because the artist’s hand did not create the image directly, it was not 
“ART.” (Adams, 2008, p. 421) 

 Photographs were excluded from the Palais des Beaux-Arts exhibition in 1859 

because photography was associated with science and industry rather than the arts.  When 

Nadar (the pseudonym of Gaspard-Felix Tournachon) created the first aerial photograph 

in 1858, it was subsequently satirized by cartoonist Honore Daumier in a drawing 

published in Le Boulevard on May 25, 1862, entitled “Nadar Elevating Photography to 

the Height of Art” showing the artist aloft in a balloon basket, crouching behind his 

camera (Rosenblum, 2007) (Figure 6).  The basket of the balloon sports a large sign 

“Photographie Nadar” while the buildings on the ground are each labeled 

“Photographie,” possibly indicating that Daumier found photography to be a less-than-

lofty pursuit and Nadar’s attempts at promoting it as art to be ridiculous.   

While the entire history of photography and all of its attendant criticism is well 

beyond the scope of this paper, and moreover is readily available in numerous books, the 

phrase “elevating photography to the height of art” merits further examination because it 

arguably supports the presupposition that art is an elevated pursuit, removed from 
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mundane activities.  Additionally, the notion of “art for arts’ sake” became the dominant 

ideology of French bohemian artists during the mid-1800s—the same time as 

photography was growing in popularity—and was a driving force behind the art 

movements of the 20th century as well (Adams, 2008, p. 448).   

Photography, by virtue of its technological nature, places the photographer at one 

remove from the subject: the camera stands between the photographer’s eye and the 

subject of the photograph.  Manual arts, in contrast, have no such necessary 

intermediary—seemingly nothing needs to come between the painter’s eye and the 

canvas.  To someone with little familiarity with the medium, it might appear that the 

camera does all the work, and it can also seem that taking photographs requires little 

skill.  George Eastman, inventor of the first point-and-shoot camera, actively promoted 

this view—“You push the button, we do the rest” (Rosenblum, 2007; also 

www.Kodak.com).  Drawing, painting, and sculpture might require divine inspiration, 

genius, or at least a measure of talent, but with photography, seemingly anybody can 

make a good picture. In that view, a photographer is not an artistic genius, but simply a 

technician.  This sentiment was not just held by Nadar’s nineteenth-century 

contemporaries.  In his book, Nine Basic Arts (1961), Paul Weiss contended that 

photographers failed to grasp the basic principles of aesthetic experience, and said, “one 

need not be an artist to use a camera with brilliance” (p. 218).  Or as Rosenblum reports,  

…the fact that “every Tom, Dick, and Harry could get something or other onto a 
sensitive plate” contributed to the emerging polarity between documentary 
images—assumed to be entirely artless—and artistic photographs conceived by 
their makers (and others) to embody aesthetic feelings. (p. 260) 
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Roger Seamon examined the relationship of photography to modern art (1997)18, 

tracing some early criticism to Pierre Bordieu’s designation of it as a “middle-brow art,” 

which rendered photography objectionable on the grounds that the modernist elite 

preferred for art to reject ordinary human feelings and representational subjects, and to 

focus on the process of art-making rather than the artwork itself.  According to Seamon, 

photographs possess what he calls “democratic classicism, as opposed to a romantic or 

modernist aesthetic” (p. 248).  He uses the example of Edward Steichen’s landmark 

photographic exhibition The Family of Man in order to illustrate photography’s emphasis 

on ordinary human experience, emotion, and the beauty found in everyday scenes and 

objects.  According to Seamon, the fact that beauty is often the subject of photographs 

raised criticism from both Walter Benjamin in the 1930s and Susan Sontag in the 

1970s19, who found this approach to image making uninspired.  Benjamin suggested that 

beauty was a function of the marketing of photography rather than an individual 

expression of creativity, and Sontag deemed it “bland” (p. 249).  Bourdieu says that 

photography is judged by its social function rather than true aesthetic principles, which he 

sees as conformity to the traditional norms that had been rejected by modernism.  

Moreover, photography was often the reflection of a communal moral standard, a 

tendency that is particularly characteristic of documentary photography.  Seamon writes: 

The documentary tradition in photography is an expression of the deepest moral 
and artistic values of liberal democratic societies.  Both in celebration and protest, 

                                                
18 With its 1997 date, Seamon’s article is outside the standard criteria to be classified as a 
“recent” source; however, it represents the best available and most recent scholarly 
argument of its type that is presently available. 
19 Benjamin and Sontag, although considerably dated as sources, are nevertheless 
continuously cited as sources in current discussions of photography, as mentioned earlier 
in this chapter. 
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it is photography which has carried the evaluative burden which high art had 
abandoned, and it has paid the price.  The primary explanation of the plight of 
photography during, and despite, its classical period in the first half of this 
century is that it did not fit into the idea of art which became dominant.  (p. 250) 
 

The focus of modernist art turned inward, moving away from the norm of imitation that 

had so long been the hallmark of artistic expression, while photography by its very nature 

produced works that were representative of their subject.  Moreover, the modernist 

sensibility rejected “morally normative” expression, which was the central feature of 

documentary photography.  Thus, in Seamon’s words, “photography was the loser” 

(1997, p. 250).   

 It could be argued that criticism emphasizing the role of the camera, not the 

photographer, as being primarily responsible for the image is foundational to the popular 

belief in the veracity of photographs, a view that concurrently denies its relationship to 

human creativity and imagination.  Donald Brook’s 1983 article “Painting, Photography, 

and Representation” in the Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, tackles Roger 

Scruton’s claim (“Photography and Representation,” Critical Inquiry, 1978)20 that 

photographs are not representations, nor is photography a representational art.  According 

to Scruton, a painting has an intentional relationship to its subject that is lacking in a 

photograph.  A photograph appears to have this relationship, but it is causal, due to the 

“optical, chemical, and mechanical” nature of photography, while in a painting the image 

is dependent on the intentions of the artist.  Brook objects to Scruton’s thesis on the 

grounds that he is misusing the word “intentional,” because an inanimate object such as a 

                                                
20 Once again, even though the dates of Brook’s and Scruton’s arguments are older than 
ten years, their ideas represent enduring arguments in the subject that still have weight in 
current philosophical discussions of photography. 
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camera cannot be said to have “intent.”  Secondly, Brook argues against Scruton’s use of 

the words “representation” and “resemblance,” stating that the relationship between a 

picture and its subject is one founded on convention—no two-dimensional image can 

ever truly be thought of as completely matching a three-dimensional reality, so in this 

sense all pictures—whether paintings or photographs—are artificial.  The resemblance 

between a painting and its subject is therefore no more “natural” than that of a 

photograph.   

 According to Brook, part of Scruton’s argument rests on the notion that a 

photograph is taken to have a direct correspondence with reality, and therefore when we 

look at a photograph we see through it to the object it depicts rather than looking it as a 

representation of the object.  This same idea, of course, is found in other philosopher’s 

arguments such as Kendall Walton’s “Transparent Pictures” (1984)21 thesis.  Walton 

claims that when we look at a photograph, we look through it and that our experience is 

identical to actually looking at the subject it depicts in real life.  The picture is a means of 

seeing, or as Walton puts it, a visual prosthesis, akin to a telescope.  If we are looking 

through the picture to the subject it depicts, then we are not actually looking at the 

picture.  The picture becomes, in effect, a window.  Brooks discounts this view, arguing 

that paintings and photographs both represent by virtue of resemblance, and whether a 

painter or a photographer made the image is of no consequence.  Scruton’s argument 

rests on linguistics rather than fact and is therefore, according to Brook, fatally flawed. 

                                                
21 Walton’s thesis of “transparent pictures” represents an ongoing debate in terms of 
photography theory and therefore is relevant to this discussion despite being written in 
1984. 
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The level of intervention by the artist in the material depicted in a picture has 

been an issue dating back long before photography was invented.  Jonathan Friday, in his 

2001 article “Photography and the Representation of Vision” traces this criticism to a 

debate that existed in painting between overtly artistic (Friday uses the term Albertian, 

after Alberti’s famous treatise “On Painting”) and deliberately realistic (Friday deems 

these works Keplerian, named for Johannes Kepler’s scientific study of the human eye) 

pictures long before photography was invented.  Friday states that the Albertian painter 

Michelangelo, for instance, clamed that the Keplerian work of the Dutch realists was “not 

‘true painting’ because all it does is represent near-arbitrarily selected scenes from the 

world just as they appear to the eye, rendered ‘without reason or art’” (p. 356).   

Friday contends that this criticism is “substantially the same as those aimed 

against the possibility of photographic art…” (p. 356).  Such pictures, whether realistic 

paintings or photographs, possess an observational neutrality that, for many critics, “does 

not constitute an intentional meaning” and therefore “has no means of aesthetic 

significance” (p. 357). According to this critical view, in looking at a realistic/Keplerian 

painting or photograph, the viewer is, in effect, looking at the real world and not a picture 

of it, a view that dovetails with Scruton’s and Walton’s views.  Friday argues against the 

premise that looking at a representation of reality (a Keplerian picture) provides a less 

visually expressive perspective than more overtly artistic (Albertian) pictures:   

Certainly the valuable distinctiveness of photography cannot be identified with 
the medium’s capacity to represent vision [Keplerian], or to do so with an 
aesthetically captivating expressive perspective [Albertian].  Rather, what is 
special about photography lies in the medium’s extraordinary power to do this 
with both a subtlety and a potency not obviously available to the painter. 
…Photographic artists, with their careful attention to the materials and techniques 
of the medium, have exploited these powerful means of representing vision to 
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create pictures that capture and sustain aesthetic interest in virtue of, among other 
things, the expressive perspectives they display. (Friday, 2001, p 360) 
 

Since this debate between overtly aestheticized/Albertian and realistic/Keplerian imagery 

existed in painting during the Renaissance, it should perhaps come as no surprise that 

similar concerns surfaced in the classification of photographs as art.  Pictorialist 

photographs, and many non-documentary straight photographs as well, could be seen as a 

response intended to create imagery that meets with the Albertian standard, while 

documentary photographers choose to work within a Keplerian mode.  Friday determines 

that these are two distinctive but equally valuable and legitimate means of artistic 

expression.    

 Criticism that photography is not art also takes a more passive form.  David 

Haberstich, in “Photography and the Plastic Arts” (Leonardo, 1973), explains that 

photography is a useful aid to other arts in three particular ways: “(1) as a source of 

reference in making art objects, especially paintings, (2) as components incorporated in 

art objects, and (3) documentary records of art works” (p. 113)22.  What he never 

acknowledges in the article is whether photographs can be artworks in their own right.  

Many photographers such as Eugene Atget have provided artists with photographs as 

reference material.  Indeed, several painters such as Degas created their own photographs 

for use in producing their paintings and incorporated the idioms of photography in their 

other artworks (Rosenblum, 2007, p. 255).  This omission of photography as an art 

medium is not limited to Haberstich, or to scholarly texts.  A series of children’s books 

                                                
22 As a photographer, I have been called upon on several occasions to create photographs 
for artists to use as reference for their paintings and also to create photographic 
documentation, often on slides, in order to make a visual catalog of artists’ work for 
submission to shows or in conjunction with graduate school applications.  
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by Brigitte Baumbusch (2005) entitled What Makes a Masterpiece? examines the 

aesthetic qualities of many different types of artworks.  The series contains beautiful 

photographic reproductions of art objects, but the author never cites a photograph as a 

work of art, despite the books’ clear reliance on photographs in order to present the 

various works mentioned in the text.  For instance in Nature in Art (2005), Baumbach 

includes Australian Aborigine painting, a Japanese metal ornament of a crane, a Paul 

Klee drawing of swimming fish, a Gustav Klimt painting of a field of poppies, and the 

paintings of Impressionist artists such as Monet.  She also includes botanical drawings, 

ceramic objects, and even toys.  Certainly photographs appear on nearly every page, but 

these are used only to present other items as works of art.  Since it could be argued that 

some pains had been taken to ensure that non-traditional and non-Western art objects 

were included in the series, the omission of photographs as works of art is all the more 

curious.  One could imagine that perhaps one of Ansel Adams’ iconic photographs of 

Yosemite might have merited inclusion in Nature in Art; its absence, therefore, could be 

argued to be indicative of the author’s tacit view that photographs, although quite useful 

in presenting other works as art, do not merit consideration as works of art in and of 

themselves.  Baumbach’s 2005 omission of photographs as exemplars of art echoes 

Haberstich’s similar statements in 1973, in which he grants status to photographs merely 

as being a useful tool in creating documentary records of artworks.  

          Practice: Pictorialism, Straight Photography, and Documentary Photography. 

 When confronted with the criticism that photography is not an art, photographers 

of the late nineteenth and early 20th century reacted in three ways:  (1) pictorialists altered 

the appearance of photographic imagery in order to meet prevailing standards and beliefs 
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about the appearance of artworks; (2) straight photographers insisted on maintaining the 

“purity” of their chosen medium and produced imagery in line with modernist ideals; and 

(3) documentary photographers sidestepped the issue of whether photography was art and 

continued to create imagery that corresponded to their impression of reality.  The debate 

as to photography’s art status continued outside the medium in terms of a photograph’s 

purpose or its process, but among photographers the discussion shifted towards the 

appearance of the photograph and the photographer’s level of intervention in the resulting 

image. 

 Pictorialism. 

 Photographers seeking to have their work recognized as art banded together in 

photographic societies near the turn of the 20th century, notably the Linked Ring in 

England and the Photo-Secession in the U.S.  United in their concern for the aesthetic 

qualities of their imagery, they followed the ideal that “a work of art ends with itself; 

there should be no ulterior motive beyond the giving of aesthetic pleasure” (Rosenblum, 

2007, p. 309).  This new concern with “art photography” drew attention in the popular 

media of the time, increasing the public perception that some photographs, at least, could 

be art.  A number of these photographers began to deliberately alter their photographs by 

employing techniques that rendered their imagery in a more “artistic” manner:  soft focus, 

blurring, carefully staged compositions, hand-tinting of prints, physical alteration of 

negatives, printing a single image from multiple negatives, and other similar practices in 

order to produce pictures more consistent with the conventions of painting.  This style, 

known as pictorialism, furthered the perception of photographs as works of art by 

creating work in which artistic quality took precedence over the subject of the image.  
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Pictorialism promoted the idea that photographs should be judged by the same standards 

used to evaluate prints, etchings, drawings, and paintings: photography was the means 

used to achieve the desired end—the creation of a work of art.  Therefore, the 

artist/photographer’s use of any technique at his/her disposal was acceptable in order to 

create a picture that conformed to a standardized set of criteria.  Pictorialist ideals, 

however, were based on a very narrow understanding of art derived from a limited 

number of sources and applied broadly over all pictures.  Pictorialism, therefore, was 

fatally flawed because it set up fixed standards of value that were valid only for a small 

subset of artworks (Ward, 1978).   

The pictorialist movement as such did not last more than a few decades, primarily 

from the 1890s to about 1920; however, the notion that a photograph must look like art in 

order to be an artwork, that is, it must resemble something other than a photograph, is a 

persistent view that exists to the present day.23  An article by Adolf Fassbender entitled 

“Dynamic Pictorialism” was first published in the Photographic Society of America 

Journal in 1941, and reprinted for the journal’s 60th anniversary in 199424.  In it, 

Fassbender extols the virtue of pictorial photographs in their emphasis on the “lyrical” 

and the “beautiful” qualities of art.  Although John Ward’s monograph in support of the 

pictorial photographs of Jerry Uelsmann was published in 1978, Uelsmann, a retired 

                                                
23 During my MFA studies (2006-2008), an art professor told me that my social 
documentary photographs were not art, because “art should look like art” and my 
photographs, according to the professor, did not.  In critique sessions, I was further 
informed that I should make my images “more painterly” and a professor also suggested 
that I should take the photographs and turn them into sculptures. 
24 The fact that the journal deemed Fassbender’s views to be of continuing significance 
more than fifty years after the article’s original publication is an argument for its 
inclusion in this analysis. 
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professor of photography from the University of Florida in Gainsville, continues to be a 

prolific pictorial photographer.  In a 2007 interview with Chris Maher and Larry Berman 

for Shutterbug magazine, Uelsmann describes the development of his photographic 

process using multiple exposures of a single printed image.  While Uelsmann does not 

specifically use the word “pictorial” in this interview (as Ward did in his 1978 

monograph on Uelsmann), his description of his deliberate decision to reject the ethos of 

straight photography and engage in extensive darkroom interventions in order to produce 

his imagery is nevertheless a hallmark of pictorialism, demonstrating that the practice 

continues into the present day.  

Straight photography. 

In response to pictorialism, photographic purists of the early 20th century reacted 

strongly against the notion that photographs should be altered to resemble other art 

media, giving rise to the straight photography movement.  In a straight photograph, any 

manipulation of the print or negative is strictly prohibited, relying instead on the essential 

qualities of the camera and darkroom process.  Central to the issue of straight 

photography is the inherent veracity of the photographic image—the one-to-one 

correspondence between the image seen in the photograph and the object as it existed in 

reality, or what Gregory Currie refers to as the “trace” of the object in the photograph 

(Currie, 1999).  The initial attraction of photography was its scientifically accurate 

correspondence with reality, a consideration that is still the basis for numerous 

applications of photography today: photo-illustrations, photojournalism, and scientific 
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photography, among others, rely on the premise that photographs are accurate25 visual 

representations of reality.  Many straight photographers were wary of calling 

photography “art” because of the implied connection to the altered imagery of 

pictorialism, which they feared could suggest that the pictures were not “truthful” or 

accurate.  Others, however, felt that straight photographs could also be works of art.  

Alfred Steiglitz championed this view, as did Clarence H. White, Edward Steichen, and 

others in a group known as the Photo-Secession.  Even though they adhered to a strict 

straight photographic practice, the aesthetic quality of their images was paramount over 

any informational content (Rosenblum, 2007, p. 325).  The straight photographers’ 

insistence on the purity of their medium and their attention to the inherent qualities of the 

photograph succeeded in producing results that did indeed appeal to many modernist 

sensibilities.  Just as abstract expressionist paintings were paintings about painting, it 

could be argued that many straight photographs are photographs about photography 

rather than about the subject towards which the camera may have been pointed.   

A straight photograph does not necessarily portray a scene that existed in reality.  

The photograph may be true to the photographic process, but the subject may have been 

deliberately composed, arranged, staged, contrived, or otherwise controlled by the 

photographer prior to the actual recording of the scene by a camera. In a directed 

photograph such as this, the intervention of the photographer has an obvious impact on 

the resulting imagery, a trait that often explicitly reveals the photographer’s creative role.  

                                                
25 The word “truth” or “truthful” is often used in discussions of photographs, but the full 
meaning of “truth” is a philosophical argument well beyond the scope of this paper.  In 
reference to the capacity of photographs to provide a visual portrayal of persons, places, 
things, or events as they exist in reality, the words “accurate” and “accuracy” will be 
used, instead.  This will be a central discussion of Chapter 5. 
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The photographer’s application of skill, personal creativity, and imagination are made 

apparent—criteria often used in the determination of an object’s status as art.26  Directed 

images are common in photographic practice.  The classic example of a portrait 

photographer telling his subject, “Say cheese!” is itself a form of directed image 

production.  When a person is asked to pose for the camera, or the item being 

photographed is arranged prior to the picture being taken, it is a directed image. 

Non-directed imagery, also called candid, spontaneous, or improvisational 

photographs (Rogers, 1978; Dorneau, 2008) record a scene as it appeared before the 

camera without direct human intervention.  These may run the gamut from everyday 

personal snapshots (increasingly prevalent due to the ubiquity of cell phone cameras) to 

comprehensive photographic projects such as those regularly completed for National 

Geographic Magazine.  In a non-directed photograph, the photographer’s influence can 

often be overlooked, and the resulting image takes on the appearance of auto-

photography (imagery such as photographs taken by surveillance cameras), as though the 

camera, not the photographer, is responsible for the photograph.  The reality of the 

situation, though, is that every photograph—whether directed or non-directed—is 

dependent on a large number of deliberate choices made by the photographer which 

reflect his/her level of skill, creativity, and imagination, all of which have a direct impact 

                                                
26 Evidence of direction on the part of the photographer is no guarantee that a photograph 
will be categorized as an artwork. Photographs such as those produced for fashion and 
advertising photography are clearly directed, but are popularly not classified as art 
because their primary purpose is commercial.  They are meant to convey information 
about a commodity in order to make a sale, a purpose that seemingly disqualifies the 
resulting imagery from consideration as art.  Scientific and medical photographs are most 
often directed as well, and are equally unlikely to be categorized as art because, again, 
their primary purpose is informational rather than aesthetic.   
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on the final image.  Even at the most basic level there is human intervention: a cell phone 

camera functions nearly automatically—almost all choices are made by the manufacturer 

prior to the first photograph being taken by the camera’s purchaser—yet the person 

operating the camera must still select that particular piece of equipment, decide where to 

point it, and make a choice of when to push the button.  Had the camera been left in the 

person’s pocket, it would not have taken a picture.  The person took the picture.  (Of 

course, this is not to say that accidental photographs do not occur.  Many people have 

taken a picture of their feet, for instance, while checking to see if the camera is turned on 

or by bobbling the camera accidentally.) 

 Not all photographs fall neatly into these categories, nor do photographers strictly 

adhere to one type or the other.  Portraiture, for instance, can be either directed or non-

directed.  Wedding photography typically includes a mixture of posed (directed) and 

candid (non-directed) shots, as do personal vacation pictures in which subjects may be 

posed (directed), typically in front of a landmark or interesting object, or photographed 

performing an action (non-directed).  Whether directed or non-directed, however, straight 

photography continues to be a prevalent practice. 

 Documentary photography. 

Pictorialism and straight photography are alike in their insistence that the 

aesthetic qualities of a photograph are the primary concern in producing and evaluating 

an image.  Informational content, while an inherent feature of many photographs, is a 

secondary issue if, indeed, it is given any attention at all.  Documentary photography, 

however, maintains a primary concern with the informational content of its imagery, a 

fact that contradicts the “art for art’s sake” and aesthetic experience philosophies of art.  
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According to this view, if the primary purpose of a documentary photograph is the 

conveyance of information to a viewer, then it is arguably excluded as a work of art.  

Documentary photography differs from pictorial and straight photography, too, in the set 

of standards to which the photographer is believed to adhere.  Interference with the scene 

that appears before the lens, as well as alteration of the negative or print, are inadmissible 

if the photograph is to maintain its maximum capacity for veracity.  This is not to say that 

documentary photographers do not use the tools of their trade with a high degree of skill 

and aesthetic consideration.  In fact, they often do, but it is with the overriding intention 

for the photograph to maintain an optimum correspondence with reality.  This is also not 

to deny the aesthetic excellence of many documentary photographs.  However, Dorothea 

Lange’s Migrant Mother (1936) and other iconic images have historically taken on the 

status of art only when their informational content ceases to be immediately relevant.  As 

evidenced by Roy Stryker’s denial that the FSA’s photographs were art, documentary 

photography’s concern was to be taken seriously, and the suggestion that a photograph be 

considered to be a work of art was often looked at with suspicion.  Therefore, many 

documentary photographers simply sidestepped the question and continued producing 

photographs with little regard for artworld recognition, although analysis of their imagery 

reveals that they were cognizant of aesthetic considerations and actively sought to 

incorporate them in their work (Mora and Brannen, 2006, p. 263).  By the mid-20th 

century, the distinction between “art” photography and “documentary” photography had 

seemingly become deeply entrenched. 

The exclusion of photography from the category of art, as Jonathan Friday and 

Roger Seamon have described, has much to do with modernist sensibilities and aesthetic 
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philosophy.  Lili Corbus Bezner’s Photography and Politics in America: from the New 

Deal into the Cold War (1999), traces the simultaneous growth in abstract and personal 

photography and decline of documentary photography through the 1950s and 1960s, 

citing the rise in acceptance of the “art for art’s sake” philosophy that began to appear in 

major publications about photography such as Aperture magazine.  Photography critics 

Beaumont Newhall and Minor White championed the modernist aesthetic in photography 

and questioned the ability of photography to provide objective and reliable information, 

emphasizing its artistic potential.  Bezner writes that White was in large part responsible 

for the separation of art photography and documentary photography into two separate 

pursuits.   

White’s consistent underscoring of the categories’ differences increasingly 
marginalized documentary photography.  The two became distinct: “The mirror-
to-life reporter does not have the same purpose that the beauty-evoking 
photographer-artist has, and to cross or mix their purposes is to cloud the truth of 
each.” (p. 13) 
 

Bezner credits governmental pressure on documentary photographers with this trend, 

citing the influence of McCarthyism and anti-Communist sentiment that caused 

photographers to retreat from documentary to the safer and less controversial realm of art.  

Whether or not Bezner’s political conclusions are correct, the end result was the 

separation of documentary photography and photojournalism from art photography.  

…by the late 1950s, more and more photographers aspiring to “high art” (in the 
newly expanding academic art photography programs growing across the nation) 
traveled the road toward the more elite, sophisticated, formal school espoused by 
White and others in Aperture. (p. 13) 
 

Bezner states that by the 1960s and 1970s, the categorical separation of documentary 

photography from art photography had become effectively entrenched, bolstered by the 
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writings of John Szarkowski’s Mirrors and Windows (1978), in which he emphasized art 

photography over photojournalism, saying: “Is [the photograph] a mirror, reflecting a 

portrait of the artist who made it, or a window, through which one might better know the 

world?” (Szarkowski, 1978, p. 26). 

 Formalist aesthetics in photography. 

Kevin Salemme reaches similar conclusions in American Photographic Aesthetics 

in the Twentieth Century: The Five Paradoxes of Modernism (2003).  Salemme’s 

identification of paired keywords prevalent in formalist writings about photography is 

perhaps one of the only sources to provide a means of identifying a formalist bias in 

discussions of photography.  In contrast to the voluminous literature on formalism and 

modernism, literature revealing a formalist bias in ongoing discussions of photography 

theory is scarce.  Salemme writes: 

The continued propagation of American formalist ideas can be seen in recent 
Aperture publications as well as in critical writings on photography such as 
Stephen Shore’s The Nature of Photographs…. The genealogy of formalist 
concerns as traced through the writings of Strand, Weston, Newhall, Adams and 
Szarkowski, and reiterated in the 1990s by Stephen Shore, leaves us stranded in a 
perpetual modernist time-warp.  These writings do not have introductions 
describing them as modernist or formalist, allowing Shore to authoritatively 
present the history of photography…. American photographic modernism set 
about neutralizing our understanding of history and social relations, and 
formalism has extended this to the present…. By presenting the material in an 
authoritative and structured manner, [Stephen Shore] disregards recent 
reassessments that demand the inclusion of political, historical and socioeconomic 
contexts.  Formalism denies these reassessments successfully by adhering only to 
photographic attributes that seem innate, natural and logical.  (Salemme, 2003, p. 
6, 7) 
 
Salemme states that modernism in photography strives for political and social 

neutrality, appearing under the guise of objective truth (p. 11).  It is based on a system of 

five paradoxes that are held in a delicate balance, but he argues that these paradoxes 
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cannot hold together unless photographs are divorced from their cultural context and 

meanings, a position that is contrary to recent postmodern sensibilities focusing on 

contextual dependency rather than the kind of universality espoused in modernism.  

Formalism in recent theory and criticism of photography can be recognized by authors’ 

utilization of linguistic cues related to these paradoxes: particular/universal (also 

identified as trace/transformation), discovery/creation, exterior appearances/revelation-

beneath-the-surface, truth/ambiguity, and fleeting moment/artifact. These words and 

ideas provide the means by which formalist thinking can be readily identified in 

discussions of photography, despite the fact that these ideas may arguably be seen to have 

outlived their usefulness. 27 

[The] manifestations of formalism extend beyond their own historical period.  
Popular presses, such as Aperture, help to maintain these outmoded notions.  This 
denial of formalism’s antiquation (in addition to the social, ideological, and 
historical denial normally associated with formalism) is irresponsible in the sense 
that it upholds an obsolete aesthetic as though thinking about photography 
reached its climax in the 1970s and stopped there.  Continued investment in these 
aesthetics denies true understanding of formalism, and instead promotes blind 
participation in its contradictions.  This acceptance of paradox becomes 
instinctive and natural to its participants, based, in part, upon a love and passion 
for the medium, and obsessive denial of any social, political, or ideological 
implications of photographic work. (p. 142, 143) 
 
Salemme does not specifically suggest that a documentary photograph can be 

both a work of art and an informational document, nor does he advocate for the opposite 

view, that documentary photographs are primarily documents and therefore not works of 

art.  However, his book may be seen to provide clues to the origin of continuing biases 

that exist within the theory of photography.  For example, his observations about the 

                                                
27 A full examination of these terms is outside the scope of this dissertation.  For the 
present purpose, it is sufficient to recognize that Salemme has identified the linguistic 
mechanism by which formalist thinking may be recognized in ongoing discussions of the 
theory of photography. 
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“obsessive denial of any social, political, or ideological implications” in photographs 

could arguably point to the root of the problem in considering documentary photographs 

to be works of art, since documentary photographs are not always made primarily to be 

works of art, having an equally important communicative intent, and are therefore not 

readily separable from their social, political, or ideological context (also contradicting the 

aesthetic experience definition of art).  This could also explain why certain documentary 

photographs such as Dorothea Lange’s Migrant Mother (1939) or the photographs of 

Walker Evans have gained greater acceptance as art as their sociopolitical immediacy 

and/or relevance fades over time, particularly once they have been separated from the 

images that accompanied them within the photographer’s original body of work.  This 

may also be the reason current examples of documentary photography, no matter how 

beautifully rendered the images may be, are not always accepted as works of art, since 

the scenes they portray seem to demand intellectual and emotional engagement on the 

part of the viewer—instead of being historical curiosities, their subjects present human 

suffering in a way that seems to be a call to action, rather than an invitation to polite 

contemplation.   

This is arguably related to the issue of “Psychical Distance” in art as proposed by 

Edward Bullough (1912), who might be seen as foundational to the ideas of modernism 

alongside his contemporary, Clive Bell.  According to Bullough, distance in a work of art 

does not only imply disinterestedness, but a separation of the art object from practical 

use.  There is distance between the viewer of a play and the actors, because we know that 

the scene before us is not real—the performers are acting, not living through a real 

experience.  This is what enables us to watch movies and plays in which the performers 
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portray situations that would be intolerable to most viewers if they were real.  In a Rambo 

movie (2000, among others), Sylvester Stallone can kill any number of enemy 

combatants by wielding a vast array of weapons, but we are sufficiently distanced from 

the experience that we are entertained rather than horrified, as we would likely be if we 

were to witness similarly numerous deaths in reality.  Conversely, certain viewers may 

find that films such as Saving Private Ryan (1998) are “too real” and therefore lack 

sufficient distance, making the viewing experience emotionally painful rather than 

entertaining.  Documentary photographs can have the same effect because they portray a 

subject that exists in real life, and may be immediately relevant, reducing the “psychical 

distance” between the photograph and the viewer and, according to Bullough’s theory, 

negating its value as an art object.   

It is Distance [sic] which makes the aesthetic object ‘an end in itself’… It renders 
questions of origin, of influences, or of purposes almost as meaningless as those 
of marketable value, of pleasure, even of moral importance, since it lifts the work 
of Art out of the realm of practical systems and ends.  In particular, it is Distance 
[sic] which supplies one of the special criteria of aesthetic values as distinct from 
practical (utilitarian), scientific, or social (ethical) values.  All these are concrete 
values, either directly personal as utilitarian, or indirectly remotely personal, as 
moral values. (p. 259) 
 

Documentary photography is often closely linked with social and ethical values, and 

questions of origins and moral importance are intertwined with the imagery.  If 

Bullough’s statements can be understood to underlie formalist thinking, and if formalism 

has been and continues to be the dominant philosophy of art in terms of photography [as 

discussed by Salemme (2003), Bezner (1999), and others], then this may provide 

evidence of the rationale behind the separation of art photographs from documentary 

photographs and the effective segregation of documentary photography from the category 
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of art.  The overall climate of art theory and criticism, according to Danto (After the End 

of Art, 1997) has become pluralistic under postmodernism, (Danto prefers the 

designations “post-historical” or “contemporary” over the use of “postmodern”) a 

departure from previous “master narratives” that served to exclude, rather than include, 

various objects and practices within the category of art.28  If this is so, and if Danto is 

correct that modernism and/or formalism are no longer the prevailing mindset of most art 

theory and criticism in terms of other forms of artistic expression, the continuing 

dominance of these views in the theory and criticism of photography as discussed by 

writers such as Salemme (2003) and Bezner (1999) is all the more striking.   

As Danto observes, modernism and/or formalism may not be the dominant view 

among scholars in general, but the influence of these views can arguably be seen to linger 

in discussions of photography, in both scholarly and popular settings.  This, however, is 

often quite subtle.  Few, if any, scholars have boldly declared that documentary 

photographs are not works of art, but evidence of this segregation can arguably be 

revealed through the literary deconstruction of influential texts, which do not necessarily 

spell out statements such as “Documentary photographs are not art” but which imply this 

distinction nevertheless.  Perhaps one of the most fundamental sources is found in 

Beaumont Newhall’s canonical book The History of Photography, originally published in 

1937 by the Museum of Modern Art and now in its fifth edition (1984), the eleventh 

printing of which was released in 2009.  Critics such as Salemme (2003) have stated: 

                                                
28 Danto’s argument will be examined at greater length in Chapter 5 of this dissertation, 
placed in contrast to the effect of postmodernism on photography as discussed by Andy 
Grundberg (1991). 
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It is interesting to note that Beaumont Newhall titled his influential book The 
History of Photography and that all subsequent editions maintain that same 
pretentious title.  This seemingly logical notion of uniting all aesthetic traditions 
of the medium makes it tempting to presume a history of photography as a direct 
lineage, an ancestry of successive generations of photographers, each following in 
the footsteps of the last. … John Tagg, on the other hand, finds that photography 
is a discursive system that “has no existence outside its historical 
specifications…its history has no unity…to ask for a history of photography 
makes as much and as little sense as to ask for a history of writing…” (p. 9-10) 
 

The idea that there are multiple histories of photography (as stated by Salemme and 

Tagg), rather than a single, unified, linear narrative (Newhall, Shore, Aperture, and 

others) could be seen to reflect postmodern discourse in art.  Adherence to a linear 

narrative could conversely be seen as evidence of a modernist mindset: as Danto relates 

in After the End of Art (1997), the linear progression (such as that mapped out by art 

history textbooks, for instance) in which one style of art leads sequentially to the next 

artistic development, came to an end along with modernism, of which formalism is a part.  

…an artwork can consist of any object whatsoever that is enfranchised as art, 
raising the question “Why am I a work of art?”  With that question, the history of 
modernism was over.  It was over because modernism was too local and too 
materialist, concerned as it was with shape, surface, pigment, and the like as 
defining painting in its purity. (1997, p. 10) 
 

Although Danto cites only painting in the quote above, it is arguably possible to extend 

his argument to formalist concerns apparent in the history, theory, and criticism of 

photography, which has dwelt on similar concerns for the “purity” of the medium since 

the time of Stieglitz and the Photo Secession. 

Such concerns can arguably be recognized in Newhall’s book.  It is divided into 

sixteen chapters, which are presented as though they have been organized according to a 

linear historical narrative.  A careful analysis of these chapters, however, reveals that they 

actually portray photographic practices that exist in overlapping historical layers.  For 
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instance, Newhall places Edward Weston’s 1936 image White Dunes, Oceano, California 

in Chapter 9-Straight Photography (p. 187), while Walker Evans’ 1936 image Garage, 

Atlanta, Georgia is found in Chapter 13-Documentary Photography (p. 239), Edward 

Steichen’s 1936 Lillian Gish as Ophelia appears in Chapter 14-Photojournalism (p. 264), 

and Paul Outerbridge’s Avocados, also 1936, is in Chapter 14-In Color (p. 277).  Instead 

of a merely chronological narrative, then, the chapter titles actually serve to create 

categories of photographs, as well as presenting the material as a historical account (from 

the Table of Contents, p. 5, 2009 edition): 

1-The Elusive Image 
2-Invention 
3-The Daguerreotype: the Mirror with a Memory 
4-The Calotype: the Pencil of Nature 
5-Portraits for the Million 
6-Art Photography 
7-“A New Form of Communication” 
8-The Conquest of Action 
9-Pictorial Photography 
10-Straight Photography 
11-In Quest of Form 
12-Instant Vision 
13-Documentary Photography 
14-Photojournalism 
15-In Color 
16-New Directions 
 
Further evidence of the separation of documentary photography from art 

photography in Newhall’s book is his use of language within each chapter.  In Chapter 

13-Documentary Photography, the word “art” appears just three times, each time in an 

oppositional sense.  The first is in a paragraph featuring a quote by painter Henri Matisse 

[emphasis added]:   

The word [documentary] was not infrequently used in the nineteenth century in a 
photographic context: The British Journal of Photography in 1889 urged the 
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formation of a vast archive of photographs “containing a record as complete as it 
can be made…of the present state of the world,” and concluded that such 
photographs “will be most valuable documents a century hence,” In a quite 
different sense, the painter Henri Matisse stated in Camera Work in 1908: 
“Photography can provide the most precious documents existing, and no one can 
contest its value from that point of view.  If it is practiced by a man of taste, the 
photographs will have the appearance of art… Photography should register and 
give us documents.” (p. 235) 
 

The phrase “the appearance of art” is arguably significant:  Matisse can be seen to 

indicate that documentary photographs may have the appearance of art, but not be works 

of art themselves, having more value as documents.  Likewise, Newhall’s decision to 

include this particular quote could be seen to indicate the author’s implicit agreement 

with this view, particularly as he immediately turns the discussion to examples of 

photographers such as Lewis Hine without further discussion of art in terms of 

documentary photographs.  This omission is arguably important in supporting the idea 

that Newhall regards documentary photography and art photography to exist in separate 

categories.   

Newhall’s next mention of “art” in this chapter makes this case more strongly in a 

discussion of documentary filmmaking, stating that early participants in this field such as 

John Grierson and Paul Rotha [emphasis original] 

…shied away from the word “artistic,” and the voluminous literature of the 
movement is insistent that documentary film is not art.  “Beauty is one of the 
greatest dangers to documentary,” wrote the producer-director Paul Rotha… [and] 
Grierson wrote that, “documentary was from the beginning…an anti-aesthetic 
movement…we mastered the [aesthetic] techniques necessary for our quite 
unaesthetic purpose. (p. 238) 
 
The third and last mention of “art” comes in Newhall’s statement that 

photographer Bernice Abbott was employed by the Art Project of the Works Progress 

Administration, but he hastens to add that her photographs “are historical source 
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material” (p. 245) in the collection of the Museum of the City of New York, “for many of 

the landmarks she photographed no longer exist.”   

Finally, on p. 246, the last page of the chapter, Newhall adds this comment, “No 

matter how revealing or beautiful a documentary photograph may be, it cannot stand on 

its image alone,” explaining that documentary photographs must themselves be supported 

by documentation of the time and place in which the photograph was taken and usually 

appearing as part of a series.  Moreover, in the last paragraph of the chapter, Newhall 

could be seen to offer an argument that documentary photography has effectively become 

extinct: 

“Documentary” in the sense in which we have described it, has been accepted as 
the definition of a style.29  Since World War II the movement has lost impetus in 
the organizational sense.  Its tenets have been absorbed and have become essential 
to the fabric of photojournalism and, especially, to the style of factual reporting 
developed by television. (p. 246) 
 
Using basic logical reasoning, Newhall’s statement declaring that documentary 

photographs “cannot stand on image alone” is particularly telling: (1) if the basic tenet of 

formalism is that an image must stand on its form alone (as stated by Bell and Bullough, 

among others), and (2) if Newhall’s text contains multiple indicators of its author’s 

formalist bias (as stated by Salemme, Bezner, and others), and (3) if the author has made 

a specific point at the end of this chapter of stating that documentary photographs 

“cannot stand on image alone,” it can arguably be deduced that Newhall’s implication is 

that documentary photographs are not art.  This idea is furthermore supported by his 

                                                
29 This may be a reference to Walker Evans’ pronouncement that his photographs were 
“documentary style” in his 1971 interview with Leslie Katz.  This interview will be 
examined at greater length later in this chapter. 
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concluding paragraph, associating documentary photography with photojournalism and 

television reporting, not with art.   

 Further evidence of Newhall’s formalist bias is located throughout the text.  In 

Chapter 6-Art Photography, Newhall relates that Henry Peach Robinson, an early 

proponent of photography as an art form and practitioner of pictorial photography, said: 

Any “dodge, trick, and conjuration,” of any kind is open to the photographer’s use 
so that it belongs to his art, and is not false to nature… It is his imperative duty to 
avoid the mean, the bare and the ugly, and to aim to elevate his subject, to avoid 
awkward forms, and to correct the unpicturesque. (p. 78) 
 

In contrast, Newhall quotes Dorothea Lange on p. 244 of Chapter 13-Documentary 

Photography: 

My own approach is based upon three considerations.  First—hands off!  
Whatever I photograph, I do not molest or tamper with or arrange.  Second—a 
sense of place.  Whatever I photograph, I try to picture as part of its surroundings, 
as having roots.  Third—a sense of time.  Whatever I photograph, I try to show as 
having its position in the past or in the present. 
 

Using logical reasoning, the reader may arguably assume that Newhall’s application of 

quotations reflects his personal views.  Contrasting Robinson’s statements that the use of 

“any ‘dodge, trick, [or] conjuration’” and avoidance of the “mean, the bare, and the ugly” 

are characteristic of art photographs, with Lange’s statements that her documentary 

photographs are not tampered-with or arranged (as art photographs, discussed by Newhall 

in Chapter 6 and Chapter 16-New Directions, often were and are), coupled with the 

knowledge that Lange’s work, as well as that of many documentary photographers, 

frequently portrays things that are indeed mean, bare, or ugly, it is not unreasonable to 

conclude that, in Newhall’s view, documentary photography possesses characteristics 

directly opposed to those of art photography as he defines it.   
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The argument that Newhall intentionally segregated documentary photography 

from inclusion within the same category as art photography based on his formalist 

mindset would presumably be more straightforward if the author himself had boldly 

declared that documentary photographs are not works of art; however, thus far no such 

statement has been found.  Newhall veers close to such a statement in his article 

“Documentary Approach to Photography,” in Parnassus 10 (March 1938, p. 2-6), stating 

that the documentary photographer is not an “artist for arts sake” even though 

documentary photographs can be “brilliant technically and highly artistic.” [Also cited in 

Rosenblum, 2007, p. 341.] Newhall’s denial that a documentary photographer is an “artist 

for art’s sake” provides further evidence of a formalist bias in Newhall’s work.  Likewise, 

his statement that such photographs can be “highly artistic” is not at all the same as 

identifying documentary photographs as works of art.  Many things that are not identified 

as art may be described as artistic—this is an adjective, albeit a complimentary one, not a 

noun.  Appeal to literary deconstruction of Newhall’s own texts must suffice in the 

absence of concrete evidence or declarative statements that documentary photography is 

not art, but it provides a means of understanding his point of view. 

Salemme’s (2003) suggestion that paired keywords indicative of paradoxical 

formalist thinking: particular/universal (also identified as trace/transformation), 

discovery/creation, exterior appearances/revelation beneath-the-surface, truth/ambiguity, 

and fleeting moment/artifact can provide a clue to the presence of formalist thinking 

within a discourse, and as Salemme points out, these terms and ideas are prevalent in 

ongoing discussions about photography, not solely occurring in a historical context.  For 

instance, 
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The recent [1999] Aperture publication, From Adams to Stieglitz, Pioneers of 
Modern Photography by Nancy Newhall…[presents] a history of photography as 
a history of modernism, as though this view represents the single correct position. 
(p. 60) 
 

Salemme’s stated goal is to alert readers to the “classification of American formalism as a 

set of paradoxical structures” in order to “help students learn to recognize current streams 

of formalist dialogue when they encounter it within the museum and gallery system, 

popular and art photography press, and art school environment” (p. 146).  He goes on to 

stress the importance of increasing recognition of the formalist mindset, because: 

…Formalism has invented its own histories and institutions that continue to 
transmit their perspectives as the only true way, excluding other interpretive 
methods.  Understanding formalism in terms of binary contradiction, therefore, 
improves resistance to the force of authority with which institutions espouse 
aesthetics.  In addition to the present-day identification of contradiction in art 
photography criticism, students will be better equipped to understand 
postmodernism and the evolution of the major movements in 20th-century 
American art as a whole.  They may also face the present with greater wisdom 
and clarity. (p. 146) 
 

Salemme’s description of his motivations in helping students identify formalist thinking 

is an echo of Bright’s (1993) evaluation of the continuing implications of modernist and 

formalist thinking in photography, particularly in educational contexts: 

Recent art-historical scholarship has engaged in a wholesale effort to rid historical 
photographs of their historical functions (has ripped them out of the books and 
magazines) and presented them instead as autonomous works of art by original 
geniuses.  It follows, too, that most college-level art photography programs do not 
include theory and history courses that would require students (1) to formulate 
coherent statements about what they are doing and why and (2) to write around 
their photograph(ing).  Rather, the student is taught to conceive of him/herself as, 
in effect, a post-literate Eye that makes photographs “to see what things look like 
photographed,” to paraphrase modernism’s most-lionized master, the late Garry 
Winogrand.  Small wonder, then, that most art-photography teachers and students 
are unprepared for and hostile toward any methodology that demands 
accountability for what is being shown in their photographs in terms of discourses 
other than that of disinterested formalism.  (Bright, in Bolton, p. 139) 
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Bright’s statements may be somewhat dated, but as Salemme has also shown, this kind of 

thinking is alive and well in ongoing conversations about photography and in university 

photography programs.30 

 While it would be possible to engage in a lengthy examination of multiple texts in 

which the paired keywords indicative of formalist thinking surface throughout ongoing 

discussions of photography, or to conduct a more extensive search of literature such as 

the previous analysis of Newhall’s The History of Photography in order to reveal further 

institutionalization of separate categories for “art” photography and “documentary” 

photography, an additional literary review beyond that already undertaken is not within 

the scope of this dissertation.  Indeed, much of Salemme’s book is devoted to exactly that 

project and replicating his results would not serve the purpose at hand.  We may take the 

results thus far presented and arguably form an operational assumption that formalism is 

intertwined with the history of photography and continues to be prevalent within 

discussions about the medium, but it is so closely woven into the fabric of discussions 

that its presence may be unnoticed.   

Walton’s Categories of Art 

 In order to situate the remainder of the chapter, it might be helpful to create a 

conceptual framework for the discussion based on Kendall Walton’s “Categories of Art” 

(1970).  Walton proposes that “some facts about the origins of works of art have an 

essential role in criticism” (p. 142), contrary to the belief that nothing but the visibly 

                                                
30 Based on personal experience as a photography student in community college (1997 to 
2003), art school (2003-2006), and graduate school (2006-2008), Bright and Salemme 
have accurately characterized the continuing prevalence of formalist thinking in 
photography programs at the collegiate and university levels.  This will be further 
discussed in Chapter 6. 
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discernible characteristics of a work are necessary to its appreciation.  He intentionally 

defines the term “properties” in relationship to a work of art broadly, including not only 

considerations of line, shape, color, texture, light, value, and space, but also of descriptors 

such as mystery, balance, disunity, energy, coherence, and so on as aesthetic properties of 

a work of art.  He additionally includes such things as the representational and 

resemblance aspects of visual objects in this definition, stating: “it is not essential for my 

purposes to delimit with any exactness the class of aesthetic properties” (p. 143).  A 

work’s non-aesthetic properties also have a bearing on the perception of a work.  For 

instance, if a person is color-blind his or her perception of a work may prevent 

recognition of its subject, or if the lighting in the room is very poor, or the work is viewed 

at an extreme angle.  Walton suggests that in order to perceive a given work of art 

correctly, we must perceive it as belonging to a certain category, an action that 

necessitates some prior knowledge of the category in which the object is to be perceived.  

Additionally, works of art may be perceived as belonging to more than one category.  “A 

Brahms sonata might be heard simultaneously as a piece of music, a sonata, a romantic 

work, and a Brahmsian work” (p. 145).  If the viewer has no relevant background 

knowledge of abstract expressionist painting, he or she might view one of Jackson 

Pollock’s so-called drip paintings with a disdainful dismissal, “My kid could do that.”  

However, a viewer with relevant background information may identify the painting as 

belonging to the category of abstract expressionism, and moreover recognize it as being 

the work of Pollock.   

 Walton’s thesis is that perception of works of art depends on three categories in 

which a work’s properties may be organized.  Standard properties are those we take for 
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granted and to which we therefore pay little attention.  Paintings, for instance, are flat and 

contain images of things that are immobile.  We do not question this because it is a 

standard property of paintings that they be flat and show an immobile image.  It is for this 

reason that we can observe a portrait of a person with whom we are acquainted and 

determine that it is an “exact likeness” of that person, despite the fact that the real person 

is three-dimensional and in near-constant motion (even breathing and blinking are 

movement) and the painting is two-dimensional and static.  Even though standard 

features of a work are taken for granted, Walton states that they are still important to the 

aesthetic properties of a work.  He uses the example of a small elephant, which could be 

perceived by those familiar with regular elephants to appear to be cute or delicate, while 

someone only familiar with a specialized breed of mini-elephants might see the small 

regular elephant as gigantic or threatening.  “How an elephant’s size affects us 

aesthetically depends, since we see it as an elephant, on whether it falls in the upper, 

middle, or lower part of the range” of standard properties of elephants (Walton, 1970, p. 

148). 

 Variable properties of a work are those that fall within an expected range but 

which vary from one example of the category to another.  The elephant’s size is a 

variable so long as it does not grossly exceed our expectations of elephant-ness.  The 

same is true for its texture, color, or other visually discernible characteristics. If it has 

large or small ears, tusks or no tusks, a long or short tail, and so on would not prevent us 

from seeing it as an elephant.  Were it two inches tall, or covered with spines, or bright 

magenta, a viewer might begin to wonder what it is.  Such variations do not fall within 

our expectations, or the standard properties, of an elephant (Walton, 1970, pg. 148-149). 
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 Variable properties are those that have nothing to do with an object’s inclusion in 

a category.  Possessing or lacking a particular variable property is not grounds for its 

categorization.  For instance, a given oil painting may use a great deal of blue paint, 

while another may use none.  The presence of blue paint, within the category of oil 

paintings, is a variable property.  Its presence or absence does not affect the perception of 

the painting as belonging to the category of oil paintings.   

 The contra-standard properties of a work, on the other hand, are those that tend to 

disqualify it from a category in which we attempt to perceive it.  These can be shocking 

simply because they are contra-standard relative to a particular category.  A 

monochromatic painting is disturbing to a viewer who has only encountered Dutch realist 

works, for instance, because they expect an object categorized as a painting to have more 

to offer the viewer than a single color without any other discernible formal property.  A 

wall painted the exact same color, however, would not contradict the standard properties 

for walls, and would therefore likely be unremarkable to the same viewer.  When viewers 

are confronted by a work exhibiting a contra-standard property, one of two things may 

happen.  First, the viewer may re-categorize the item, allowing it to be more 

understandable.  In terms of the monochromatic painting, the viewer might place the item 

in a new category—monochromatic painting.  However, if the object is so unfamiliar as 

to defy categorization by a viewer, then the viewer is likely to remain confused, at least 

without some kind of assistance. 

 Walton explains that, “judgments that works of art have certain aesthetic 

properties…implicitly involve reference to some particular set of categories” (1970, p. 

150).  The elephant in the earlier illustration might be correctly judged to be both large 
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and small—it is large compared to a mini-elephant, but small compared to a regular 

elephant.  The aesthetic property of size is dependent on in which category the elephant is 

perceived to be.  To streamline Walton’s explanation, if W is understood to indicate a 

work of art, and C stands for the category in which the work is perceived, then it is 

correct to perceive W in C if: 

1. W has a large number of features standard with respect to C and has few, if any, 

contra-standard features with respect to C.  

2. W is somehow better, more aesthetically pleasing, or more worthy of sustained 

attention if it is perceived as C than if it is not. 

3. W was intended by the artist to be perceived as C (if that can be known). 

4. C is a previously established category recognized by the society in which W 

exists.31 

Walton’s thesis about categories of art has been debated in philosophical circles over the 

past four decades, and delving into these analyses is not my aim in this dissertation, nor 

do I intend to continue with a lengthy explanation of the remainder of this article except 

to say that Walton advocates for the intentions of the artist toward the work—a view that 

echoes my own.   

Since artists’ intentions are among the relevant historical considerations, the 
“intentional fallacy” is not a fallacy at all.  I have of course made no claims about 
the relevance of artists’ intentions as to the aesthetic properties their works should 
have, and these intentions are among those most discussed in writings on 
aesthetics.  I am willing to agree that whether an artist intended his work to be 

                                                
31 Conditions 3 and 4, above, touch on Carroll’s theory of Historical Narration 
(“Identifying Art,” 1999) as well as Levinson’s historical definition of art (1979).  
Carroll’s example that it is incorrect to perceive the film Plan 9 From Outer Space as a 
work of the avant-garde, because the concepts did not exist at the time the movie was 
made, might be relevant at this point.  These are discussed at greater length in Chapter 4. 
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coherent or serene has nothing essential to do with whether it is coherent or 
serene.  But this must not be allowed to seduce us into thinking that no intentions 
are relevant. (p. 154) 
 

The other point Walton makes which is relevant to the discussion that follows is that a 

person cannot simply decide to perceive a work as belonging to a certain category: 

Perceiving a work in a certain category or set of categories is a skill that must be 
acquired by training, and exposure to great many other works of the category or 
categories is ordinarily, I believe, an essential part of this training. …We must 
become familiar with a considerable variety of works of similar sorts. (1970, p. 
155) 
 

Photography as a Category of Art 

We may take the literary sources thus far presented and arguably form an 

operational assumption that formalism is intertwined with the history of photography and 

continues to be prevalent within discussions about the medium, but it is so closely woven 

into the fabric of discussions that its presence may be unnoticed.  To borrow an idea from 

Walton, it could be argued that formalism has become a standard property of the overall 

genre of photography, and as with other such standard properties, its presence is therefore 

taken for granted.  The formalist idea that the primary purpose of a work of art must be to 

afford aesthetic experience thus becomes a standard property of photographs.  When a 

documentary photograph, the purpose of which is not primarily to provide aesthetic 

experience but also to provide information, is proposed to be a work of art, it represents a 

contra-standard example and is subsequently excluded from categorization as a work of 

art.  It could be argued that the separation of meaning and content from photographic 

imagery, along with the primacy of aesthetic experience or art for art’s sake over other 

purposes a photograph might serve, has become institutionalized, specifically due to the 

dominance of formalism on the theory of photography.  As Salemme phrases it, the 
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acceptance of formalism in photography has become “instinctive and natural” (p. 143), 

which is arguably another way of acknowledging that the formalist thinking that has been 

shown to pervade the theory of photography from its inception to the present day is so 

deeply ingrained that it is typically taken for granted.  This mindset is all but 

unquestioned, even though it might seem jarringly contradictory to the postmodern 

theories that arguably pervade discussions of other artistic media.  

The situation in the medium has seemingly remained unaltered since Walker 

Evans’ 1971 interview with Leslie Katz, in which the discussion frequently turns to the 

transcendence of a photographic image, along with mentions of the monumentality of an 

instant and the role of both accident and intention in photography (a version of the 

creation/discovery paradox)—all of which are linguistic indicators of a formalist mindset.  

In this interview, Evans’ identification of himself as an artist and his photographs as art is 

clear, although often implied rather than overtly stated.  Katz’s remarks prefacing the 

interview state that Evans “is a legendary master of the medium of still photography, one 

of the few practitioners recognized to have elevated that ubiquitous preoccupation to the 

level of high and serious art” but Katz also relates that speaking to Evans is like 

“interviewing a sphinx” (p. 358).  One verbal exchange in this interview is frequently 

quoted in sources about Evans, but only infrequently in its entirety, which gives his 

words a much different meaning than is usually ascribed to them.  Here Katz poses the 

central question of this dissertation to Evans [phrases that are frequently quoted appear in 

italics], to which he gives a characteristically enigmatic reply: 

Katz:  Then photographs can be documentary as well as works of art? 
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Evans:  Documentary?  That’s a very sophisticated and misleading word.  And 
not really clear.  You have to have a sophisticated ear to receive that word.  The 
term should be documentary style.  An example of a literal document would be a 
police photograph of a murder scene.  You see, a document has use, whereas art is 
really useless.  Therefore, art is never a document, though it certainly can adopt 
that style.  I’m sometimes called a “documentary photographer,” but that 
supposes quite a subtle knowledge of the distinction I’ve just made, which is 
rather new. (p. 364, 365) 
 

In referring to a “documentary style,” Evans is advocating for his photographs’ status as 

art—documentary is simply a style that artists may choose to adopt.  The fact that this is a 

“sophisticated” idea requiring “subtle knowledge” is arguably the reason why his remarks 

are misunderstood and misquoted.  His comment that “a document has use, whereas art is 

really useless” does not indicate disdain for art, as that remark is popularly understood, 

but is actually Evans’ recognition that to classify his photographs as documentary would, 

according to a formalist paradigm, remove them from classification as art, since “art is 

never a document.”  Earlier in the interview, Evan says that the act of photographing 

[emphasis added]: 

…is all done instinctively, as far as I can see, not consciously.  But after having 
made it instinctively, unless I feel that the product is a transcendence of the thing, 
of the moment in reality, then I haven’t done anything and I throw it away. (p. 
362) 
 

Atget, according to Evans, was a master of producing photographs with this transcendent 

quality, a feature that he found lacking in most photographic imagery. 

There are millions of photographs made all the time, and they don’t transcend 
anything and they’re not anything.  In this sense photography’s a very difficult art 
and probably depends on a gift, an unconscious gift sometimes, an extreme talent.  
Of course there are many extremely gifted and talented people who wouldn’t 
think of operating with a camera, but when they do, it shows.  You know, that 
runs through all art.  What’s great about Tolstoy?  A paragraph of his describing a 
young Russian girl is universal and transcendent, while what another author 
writes on the same subject may amount to nothing much. (p. 363) 
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The artist, according to Evans, has the power to make words or images that transcend 

their subject, and the ability to do this is a special talent or gift that the artist possesses, a 

quality or characteristic not present in the general populace.  The entire interview, from 

Katz’s opening remarks to Evans’ concluding comments, supports the idea that Evans is 

an artist and his photographs are works of art, a view based primarily on the formalist 

paradox of trace and transcendence.  The other clue to a formalist bias in this interview 

lies in what was not discussed: there is no allusion or reference indicating that Evans may 

or may not have intended to help those who were the subject of his photographs, to bring 

social injustices to light, or of any connection between the photographs and a historical, 

political, ethical, or social reality.  Indeed, it could be argued that most sources about 

Evans—of which there are many—seldom, if ever, portray Evans as belonging to the 

genre of “concerned photography” characteristic of Jacob Riis, Lewis Hine, Dorothea 

Lange, Robert Capa, or W. Eugene Smith.32  It is debatable whether this is due to Evans 

himself or to a deliberate distancing of his photographic practice from its historical-

political context in order to maintain its status as art.  By most accounts, Evans was 

perpetually enigmatic when interviewed as well as being a difficult person in general.  

The important point, though, is that his photographs can be classified as both 

documentary and art, even though the appearance of concern on the part of the artist is 

absent. 

                                                
32 The International Center of Photography, located in New York City, was founded by 
Robert Capa’s brother Cornell in order to “keep the legacy of ‘concerned photography’ 
alive” and to “keep humanitarian documentary work relevant and visible to the public 
eye” (www.icp.org). 
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The separation of documentary photography and art photography has been 

supported by some of the practitioners themselves: those whose foremost concern was for 

social justice have feared that their work’s designation as art might undermine its ability 

to effect the reforms they were seeking.  Additionally, Evans’ comment that “a document 

has use whereas art is really useless” underscores the motivation by certain documentary 

photographers to avoid designating their photographs as art, since art status renders their 

work useless for the purposes they may be trying to achieve.  Consider James Agee’s plea 

in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, (1939/1993) “Above all else: in God’s name, don’t 

think of it as Art” (p. 12), in which he expresses his fear that the work would lose its 

immediacy and relevance if it were deemed a work of art, thus failing to help those he 

and Evans had portrayed in the book.  Or, as previously stated in this chapter, Cara 

Finnegan (2001) has written that Roy Stryker and the FSA photographers found it 

rhetorically productive to portray their work as photojournalism rather than art, due to the 

risk of losing government funding for their project, a fate suffered by other arts projects 

of the New Deal.  This strategy proved to be particularly effective: other WPA arts 

projects were disbanded in 1943, but the FSA photographers were transferred to the 

Office of War Information (OWI) and the extensive collection of photographs 

(presumably seen as useful documents) was eventually housed in the Library of Congress 

where it remains accessible to the public to the present day.  In contrast, many (if not 

most) of the nearly 200,000 (presumably “useless”) artworks created by the artists of the 

WPA projects have been lost or destroyed.   

In December 1943, the government auctioned off thousands of WPA-funded 
paintings in a warehouse in Queens.  Paintings weren’t sold individually, but by 
the pound.  Reportedly, a local plumber purchased a large number of paintings in 
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bulk for the purposes of insulating pipes with used canvases, but he discovered 
that when the pipes got too hot, the melting paints produced an odd smell.  
Herbert Benevy, the owner of a local frame shop, also purchased a large number 
of paintings for a total of $3 a canvas.  Among those he bought were paintings by 
Milton Avery, Mark Rothko, and Jackson Pollock. (Wolf, 2010) 
 
The separation of meaning or content from the photographic image has been 

problematic for several theorists.  Martha Rosler, in “In, Around, and Afterthoughts (On 

Documentary Photography)” (in Bolton’s The Contest of Meaning: Critical Histories of 

Photography, 1993) writes:  

Sure, images that are meant to make an argument about social relations can 
“work.”  But the documentary that has so far been granted cultural legitimacy has 
no such argument to make. Its arguments have been twisted into generalizations 
about the condition of “man,’ which is by definition susceptible to change through 
struggle.  And the higher the price that photography can command as a 
commodity in dealerships, the higher the status accorded to it in museums and 
galleries, the greater will be the gap between that kind of documentary and 
another kind, the documentary incorporated into an explicit analysis of society 
and at least the beginning of a program for changing it.  (p. 324-325) 

Deborah Bright (1993) cites a similar concern: 

If we are to make photographs that raise questions or make assertions about what 
is in and around the picture, we must first be aware of what the ideological 
premises are that underlie our chosen mode(s) of representation.  Such awareness 
will structure the aesthetic, editorial, and technical discussions that are made with 
the goal of communicating ideas in a provocative (and yes, creative!) way… 
Should the rare fate of “art fashionability” befall the photographer engaged in 
socially committed work, s/he must be vigilant about protecting the work from 
being removed from its own history….  It goes without saying that any issue-
oriented work becomes transformed by history and loses its immediacy with time, 
but this is no justification for abandoning the work’s current cultural task to the 
first (or highest) bidder. (p. 139) 
 

The comments above by Salemme, Rosler, and Bright illustrate photography’s ongoing 

influence by modernism and/or formalism:  if a work has immediacy or relevance, it is 

unlikely to be considered to be a work of art; whereas works that can be considered solely 

on their formal qualities are more likely to be granted art status.  
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 The separation of documentary from art as two distinct photographic categories 

was seen at least as early as 1901, when art critic Charles Caffin wrote:  “There are two 

distinct roads in photography—the utilitarian and the aesthetic, the goal of the one being 

a record of facts, and the other an expression of beauty” (p. 9).  It is difficult to see that 

much has changed in the medium since Caffin’s day.  On the website of the Michigan 

Daily News, “Daily Arts” writer Addie Shrodes reported on the University of Michigan’s 

History of Art Symposium “Contemporary Strategies in Documentary Photography” 

(February 1, 2010).  Shrodes writes that the art history department had spent a year 

planning the symposium and “specifically chose photographers who represent the two 

divisions of photography: fine art and documentary” [emphasis added].  The rest of the 

article confirms this view, explaining how and why the participants were selected and 

what their individual addresses would include. History of Art Professor Matthew Biro 

explains: 

Throughout photography’s history, it has been pulled between two poles.  On the 
one hand, the photograph as a document of a particular person, event, piece of 
architecture, moment in time; on the other hand, the photograph as a work of art, 
the expression of a photographer’s objective vision. (Shrodes, 2010)  
 

In a similar vein, in the April 2008 issue of Frieze magazine, Mark Nash writes on the 

topic of “Reality in the Age of Aesthetics”, examining the ways in which artists “cross 

back and forth between the domains of reality and fiction”, attempting to merge or 

transgress the boundaries between documentary and art.  Like Bezner (1999), Nash 

emphasizes the role of the government in marginalizing documentary photography and 

encouraging the growth of abstract photographic art—a legacy of the Cold War and 

Clement Greenberg. 
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 The categorical separation of fine art and documentary photography is seen in 

popular criticism and literature as well as in more scholarly sources.  It could be argued 

that one of the primary ways people find information is through web searches, and the 

apparent majority of websites about photography present these categories as an accepted 

fact, which could be seen to support the idea that a formalist view of photography has 

effectively become a standard property of the medium.  The entry on Photography.com 

entitled “Documentary Photography” is particular revealing, stating [emphasis added]: 

Rather than serving as a source of art or aesthetic pleasure, documentary 
photography is often used to incite political and social change due to its ability to 
capture the “true” nature of an image or locations.  In simple terms, this school of 
photography uses pictures as documented evidence of a particular situation. (n.d., 
www.photography.com/documentary)  
 

Many sources simply omit any inclusion of the word “art” from descriptions of 

documentary photography, and likewise omit the word “documentary” from discussions 

of photographs as art.  This is true on the website of Art + Culture (n.d.), which does not 

use the word “art” in their definition of documentary photography and similarly does not 

use “documentary” their discussion of art.  The same is found on TwinIsles (2005), an 

online resource for photography.  The entry for documentary photography omits the word 

art, and the explanation of why photography is art avoids discussion of documentary.   

The status of photography and documentary photography as art has sometimes 

been a featured topic in online discussion forums, such as one from Debate.Org entitled 

“Photography: The Bastardized Child of the Arts” (posted on 3/1/2008).  A discussion 

appearing on Velocity Reviews Forums tackled the question “When does Photography 

become Art?” (posted on 6/8/2007).  On 1x.com, in response to a posting by Fabio 

Giannelli on February 2, 2010, Remo Rufer wrote, “btw [sic], I still deeply believe street 
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and documentary is not art at all!  It’s just a way of documenting the world.  I really don’t 

want to become an artist!”  On photographer Rick Lang’s personal website, the artist 

offered his opinion that documentary photography was art, or at least artful, because, “so 

many fine documentary photographers apply such a high level of aesthetic consideration 

to their imagery” (January 24, 2010).  Likewise photographer Jeremy Hogan posted a 

blog entitled “In Defense of Documentary Photography” (August 4, 2006) in which he 

discusses his experiences as the recipient of criticism against documentary photography 

as a form of art. Finally, numerous websites dedicated to the sale of photographs use the 

verbal construction “fine art and documentary photography” indicating at least a passive 

acceptance of these categories:   

• Photoarts: dedicated to the international community of collectors, dealers, 
professionals and enthusiasts of fine art and documentary photography. 
(www.photoarts.com)    

 
• Susana Paiva: documentary and fine art photography (www.susanapaiva.com) 

• Jeffrey Levick: fine art and documentary photography 
(www.jeffreylevick.com) 

 
• Troy Inman Photography: studio, documentary, and fine art 

(www.troyinman.net)  
 
Summary 

 This literature review reveals that there is ample evidence in scholarly and non-

scholarly sources supporting the assertion that the classification of documentary 

photography as art is problematic for numerous reasons: (1) Enlightenment-era aesthetic 

philosophy holds that an object is a work of art if and only if its primary purpose is to 

afford aesthetic experience, including the idea of the Fine Arts as an elevated practice and 

the portrayal of the artist as superior to others; (2) the modernist theory of “art for art’s 
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sake” that de-emphasizes the subject matter or emotional content of a work of art and 

privileges abstraction, (3) photographic practices such as pictorialism and straight 

photography have emphasized the photographic process over the content of the image; 

(4) mid-20th century photography theories such as those as promoted by Newhall and 

White effectively instituted separate categories for documentary and art photography; (5) 

all of which has resulted in the institutionalization of separate categories for documentary 

and art photographs. 

 In defense of documentary photography as art, there is little, if any, literature 

found that specifically addresses the issue.  Analysis of the sources cited in this review 

suggests that none of these authors offers conclusive proof that documentary photography 

is art.  Cara Finnegan’s “Documentary as Art in U.S. Camera” (2001) supports the idea 

that the distinction between documentary and art is a “false dichotomy” (p. 60) that 

proved to be a useful rhetorical tool for Stryker and for Edward Steichen, the editor of 

U.S. Camera.  Steichen published a special edition of FSA photographs and, although the 

magazine treated them as works of art in several important ways, Steichen did not overtly 

or specifically validate them as works of art.  Moreover, Finnegan’s purpose was to use 

the “fine art versus documentary” debate to illustrate the use of imagery as rhetoric, not 

to defend documentary photography as art.  Seamon does defend photography as art, 

including documentary works, but he does not refer to contemporary practitioners, citing 

Steichen’s The Family of Man exhibition from 1955 as his most recent example.  Friday’s 

article arguably comes close to a scholarly solution to the problem; however, his article 

addresses photography in general rather than specifically examining the denial of 

documentary photography’s status as art.   
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 In short, we are left with several unresolved objections to the classification of 

documentary photographs as works of art, namely: 

1. Documentary photography is not art, just as all photography is not art, because 

photographs are the result of a mechanical process rather than human intention and 

creativity. 

2. Documentary photography is not art because art is an elevated practice:  photography 

is a mundane activity that can be done by anybody; therefore it is not art. 

3. Certain photographs might be art if they meet (undefined) aesthetic standards (if they 

“look like art”) or if they were made with a primary aesthetic intent (“art” 

photography).  If a photograph’s primary purpose is informative (documentary) then 

it is not art. 

A few further quotes situate the central question of this dissertation: 

• The question still remains whether photography is an art or a new form of 
documentation seen by the eye instead of the mind. (1997, Professor of Art History 
Christopher L. C. E. Witcombe, Sweet Briar College)33  

• Facebook discussion (December 9, 2009):  Should documentary photography be 
considered art? 

o Personally I don’t think of photography as “art” and somehow I don’t think 
Cartier-Bresson, Don McCullin, Elliott Erwitt or Salgado thought of it as such 
either…we should also remember that 99% (figure chosen at random, I agree) 
are taken for commercial reasons and not designed to be considered to be 
works of art.  My answer to your question of whether documentary 
photography should be considered “art” is therefore a resounding “NO.”  

o In my opinion a documentary photographer is not supposed to “make art.” He 
is taking pictures with a practical aim. 

                                                
33 Although this reference is somewhat dated, Christopher Witcombe is still a faculty 
member in the art history department at Sweet Briar College and the content of the 
website “What is Art?  What is an Artist?” is readily searchable on the Internet through 
the department’s website.  The last update was posted in 2008. 
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o Work of art?  Nothing to do with me or you.  That’s up to others to decide. 
• The provocative title of this show [“Photography is Not an Art!”] is true: very little of 

the photography that has been produced since the medium’s invention in the 19th 
century was made for primarily aesthetic consumption… [The imagery in this 
exhibition] will make you wonder if it is possible to create a photograph that will not 
some day look like art. (Ken Johnson, New York Times, July 14, 2006) 

 Given the array of scholarly and popular sources in this literature review, 

spanning historical and recent documents, it could, therefore, be argued that the 

classification of documentary photographs as works of art is anything but a settled 

issue.  One might suppose that the advent of postmodernism had rendered such 

distinctions moot, but as these sources demonstrate, this is quite apparently not the 

case. 
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Chapter 3 
Methodology 

 

This dissertation is a work of qualitative methodology, a distinction essential to 

the understanding and interpretation of the pages that follow.  The primary texts I have 

used in this chapter for the purpose of formulating an understanding of qualitative 

research methodology are Corinne Glesne’s (2006) Becoming Qualitative Researchers: 

An Introduction, Patricia Leavy’s (2009) Method Meets Art: Arts-Based Research 

Practice, D. Soyini Madison’s (2005) Critical Ethnography: Method, Ethics, and 

Performance, and Thomas Schram’s (2006) Conceptualizing and Proposing Qualitative 

Research.  This qualitative research paradigm may be seen to form the conceptual 

framework for investigation into the central question of this dissertation: whether 

documentary photographs may be identified as both informational documents and as 

works of art. 

Rationale 

Quantitative research grew from the Enlightenment ideas of positivism and 

logical empiricism,34 and it continues to be the norm in the sciences, stressing the 

importance of objective reality, variables that can be identified and measured, the 

identification of cause and effect relationships, generalizability of findings, the 

detachment of the researcher, and an objective portrayal of the research (Glesne, 2006, p. 

5).  Historical research is similar, stressing objectivity and utilizing a neutral, third person 

                                                
34 This is a simplified explanation of a highly complex historical progression, the full 
examination of which is well beyond the scope of this dissertation. 
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perspective on the part of the researcher.  Qualitative research differs from quantitative 

(traditional, scientific, or historical) research in significant ways.   

1. Qualitative research methodology may represent a post-positivist or postmodern 

sensibility.  In terms of research, modernism is characterized by a belief in the 

application formal logic, science and technology in solving problems.  

Postmodernism, however, is characterized by the breakdown of the nation-state that 

attends globalization, the growth of information technology, and a rejection of the 

idea of universal truths, recognizing that all investigators are situated in particular 

cultures and historical time frames.  Qualitative research, therefore, rejects the view 

of the objective or neutral researcher, acknowledging or revealing the researcher’s 

personal involvement in a study (Madison, 2005, p. 12).   

2. While quantitative research holds that variables can be identified and measured, 

qualitative researchers see variables as contextualized and search for patterns in data, 

adhering to a constructivist and/or interpretivist paradigm (Glesne, 2006, p. 7).   

3. Quantitative research proceeds according to the scientific method: beginning with 

hypotheses and theory, using formal instruments, experiments, deductive reasoning, 

and generalization.  Qualitative research, in contrast, tends toward pluralism and 

complexity, often using descriptive rather than abstract language in the final written 

results (Madison, 2005, p. 12; Glesne, 2006, p. 5).   

4. A common assumption of qualitative research is that the researcher is participant-

observer, located within the community at the center of the study and fully partaking 

in the life of that community for the duration of the study.  The qualitative researcher 

is not an outside “authority,” but a partner.  Traditional ethnography, however, 
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depends on neutral observation, interviews, and analysis that hold the subjects at 

arm’s length while maintaining a position of authority (Glesne, 2006, pp. 13, 14).   

5. A qualitative text will not necessarily be written from a single perspective, but might 

be “polyvocal,” incorporating many voices including that of the researcher.  

Additionally, qualitative research may be interdisciplinary, while quantitative 

research tends to be situated in a single academic discipline (Glesne, 2006, p. 18).   

For those accustomed to quantitative methodology, it can be difficult to accept 

that qualitative research can be a valid means of attaining knowledge.  If quantitative, 

scientific, and historical research are characterized by the goal of objectivity, qualitative 

research is often overtly subjective; moreover, qualitative researchers would argue that 

other research methodologies merely strive for an appearance of objectivity but are 

actually subject to contingent factors of culture and history (Glesne, 2006, pp. 9, 10), a 

point which is contested by those in favor of quantitative research methodologies, as 

might be expected. 

Documentary photographers frequently operate from the position of participant-

observer, a parallel practice with qualitative research methodology, among the reasons a 

qualitative standpoint fits the goals of this study.  In order to increase the trustworthiness 

of their findings qualitative researchers often employ triangulation, or the use of multiple 

data-collection methods.  According to Glesne (2006): 

The purpose for methods triangulation is not “the simple combination of different 
kinds of data, but the attempt to relate them so as to counteract the threats to 
validity identified in each” (Berg, 1995, 5)…. Three data-gathering techniques 
dominate in qualitative inquiry: participant observation, interviewing, and 
document collection…The point here is that, ideally, the qualitative researcher 
draws on some combination of techniques to collect research data, rather than a 
single technique. This is not to negate the utility of, say, a study based solely on 
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interviews, but rather to indicate that the more sources tapped for understanding, 
the richer the data and the more believable the findings. (p. 36) 
 

Procedures 

In the quote above, Glesne cites three distinct data-gathering techniques: 

document collection, interviewing, and participant observation.  These activities form the 

core of this study.   

Documents. 

First, the collection of documents in this study is already extensive, as 

demonstrated by literature review in the preceding chapter.  Further, in Chapters 4 and 5, 

I examine the topic of documentary photographs as works of art from multiple 

perspectives, maintaining a scholarly, third-person stance toward the research material.  

Specifically, Chapter 4 presents evidence gleaned from aesthetic philosophy in order to 

argue that documentary photographs can be classified as works of art.  In Chapter 5, I 

examine the issue in terms of the theory of photography and I also present arguments in 

terms of the evidentiary value of documentary photographs and the seeming dichotomy 

between a photograph’s epistemic and aesthetic purposes.  Therefore, by combining the 

documents already presented in the literature review with further philosophical, 

sociological, theoretical, and epistemological documentation, in conjunction with 

arguments based on these materials, I intend to provide a firm ideological foundation for 

the basic premise of this dissertation.  

Interviews. 

Documentary photography is a social practice, and so it can be argued that a 

primary source of information about a social practice can be found in its practitioners.  
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This is an especially valuable data source in this study, as relatively little scholarly 

documentation, analysis, or theory exists about documentary photography as an artistic 

practice.35  The voices of the practitioners themselves have seemingly been absent from 

the discussion, and it is to these voices that the investigation will now turn.   

The application of qualitative inquiry to documentary photography presents 

unique challenges.  Typically, such studies involve an established socio-cultural group 

with whom the researcher spends an extended period of time engaged in research as a 

participant-observer in order to study a social phenomenon (Schram, 2006, p. 8).  

However, documentary photographers are a diverse, decentralized population.  Even 

though professional organizations for photographers and photojournalists such as 

Magnum exist, the photographers do not live in a single community that can be studied 

according to the methods of traditional ethnography.  Therefore, I developed an interview 

protocol.  First, I selected prospective interview participants on the basis of their practice 

of documentary photography, information about which is readily available through media 

sources, publications, and their personal or institutional websites.  I initially contacted 

them by letter (Appendix F) sent via U.S. Mail.  Upon receiving their responses, we made 

arrangements to establish specific times, locations, and means of communication for each 

interview.  These included the possibilities for face-to-face meetings, teleconferences, or 

videoconferences depending on the individual respondent’s availability and geographic 

location.  All participants received identical questions (Appendix E), provided to them in 

                                                
35 As noted in the preceding chapter, literature surrounding the issue of documentary 
photographs as works of art deals with the status of photographs in general as art, or if 
specific to documentary photography, operates from the tacit assumption that the 
photographs either are or are not works of art without clear articulation of the rationale 
supporting this judgment.   
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advance of the actual interviews, giving each respondent time to prepare.  Additionally, I 

informed the participants that they could omit any questions with which they were 

uncomfortable.  At the beginning of each interview, participants gave verbal consent to 

allow recording of the sessions, and also consented to follow-up interviews, should I have 

additional questions after processing the data.   

Positionality and researcher involvement. 

In qualitative research, the researcher needs transparency regarding his or her 

roles and relationships to the participants of the study, as well as any vested interest the 

researcher might have in the data collected (Glesne, 2006, p. 37).  Therefore, throughout 

the interviews, my task was to be aware of my own positionality and to avoid leading 

participants into statements that would directly support the thesis statement of this study.  

Schram (2006) makes it clear that this is a key consideration in qualitative research 

fieldwork: 

How might your perceptions of what is, and your feelings about what could be or 
should be, affect your decision to share something openly with study participants 
or keep it to yourself?  How much do you share with study participants about your 
aims as a researcher? (p. 123) 
 
I therefore determined that as a researcher I should be careful not to preface my 

interviews with personal stories about my own encounters with bias against my 

documentary photographs’ classification as art, but rather to allow the participants to 

share freely without feeling as though they were expected to corroborate my opinions.  I 

was also aware that I must be mindful that my own location within a specific cultural 

group might influence the ways in which I interpreted data and the ways in which the 

participants responded to me.  In the spirit of full disclosure, I am a White male in my 



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

109 

late-40s, I mainly hold Libertarian political views, and I am well educated, pursuing 

higher education full-time for the past eight years.  Prior to beginning my studies, I was 

in business for more than 15 years, so I could also define myself as a capitalist.  I had a 

middle-class upbringing in the Chicago suburbs, living in neighborhoods and attending 

schools where the students were predominantly also White and middle class.  The 

participants of this study, however, come from backgrounds that are primarily dissimilar 

to my own.  One is female, two consider themselves to be Hispanic and one Indo-Arab, 

but all were born in the U.S. and are American citizens.  All of the case study participants 

have a university education, with one holding a BFA from Princeton University, and two 

holding masters degrees, both from the University of New Mexico.  Two currently teach 

at universities; one pursues photography full time and is the recipient of numerous 

awards and international recognition for his photographs.  These similarities and 

differences are each potentially important to the study, and I examine them at greater 

length in Chapter 6. 

Autoethnography. 

Autoethnography represents another method of gathering data frequently used in 

qualitative research.  As Leavy (2009) states: 

[Autoethnography] is a method of self-study in which the researcher is viewed as 
a viable data source. Autoethnography refers to writing about the personal and its 
relationship to culture…. Ethnography has come to be understood as a deeply 
personal research experience…over the past several decades ethnographers have 
started to write increasingly personal accounts of their experiences in the field as 
opposed to earlier attempts at presenting the neutral-observer stance prevalent in 
earlier publications. As a result, some researchers have come to see 
autoethnography as an extension of what ethnographers already to, and thus use 
narrative autoethnography as a part of larger ethnographic research projects. In 
this design researchers share their experiences as a part of their ethnographic 
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work—as a means of developing their own ideas, questioning their assumptions 
and positionality, building rapport, and creating reciprocity. (p. 37-39) 
 
The third and last component of this dissertation’s triangulation is an 

autoethnographic study of my own experience as a documentary photographer, which 

will follow the case studies in Chapter 6.  Because qualitative researchers attempt to be 

transparent about their own biases, assumptions, and interpretations, I feel that an 

examination of my personal involvement with this topic is important to the qualitative 

research of this study.  In effect, I am a fourth case study subject, so I responded to the 

same list of questions as the respondents.  Just as I sought to determine the relationship of 

the interview participants’ culture to their photographs, I also examined the effect of my 

own culture on my photographic expression.   

In quantitative, scientific, or historical research, the researcher/writer typically 

remains invisible, using a writing style intended to cause the referent to seem to speak for 

itself in an attempt to maintain an ideal of objectivity.  Research methodology of this type 

focuses on factual data, examining what has been rather than speculating about what has 

not been or what is questionable (Apostolakou, 2010; Madison, 2005, p. 6).  In contrast, 

qualitative research seeks to question underlying assumptions and includes the voice of 

the writer, often in a first-person point of view rather than the traditionally neutral third-

person writer’s voice.  I recognize that those most familiar with quantitative research 

methodologies may mistrust qualitative research, and particularly autoethnographic 

study, because its inherent subjectivity is contrary to the emphasis on neutrality, 

objectivity, and scientific empiricism traditionally dominant in fields of academic 

research.  Nevertheless, I believe the autoethnographic component in this study is 
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important for several reasons.  First, it would be immediately obvious to anyone familiar 

with my background that I am already highly conversant in, and have a considerable 

amount of personal experience with, this topic of study.  Instead of attempting to 

minimize or mask this fact, I feel it is better to disclose it and examine its implications.  

Second, I want to emphasize the role of the artist as more than simply a maker of art, but 

as someone who can think, theorize, and philosophize about art as well.  In James Elkins’ 

Artists with PhDs (2009), George Smith, founder of the Institute for Doctoral Studies in 

the Visual Arts (IDSVA, Maine) defends this idea, stating [emphasis added]:  

We know that artists and studio art programs are generally relegated to the 
outskirts and fringes of contemporary colleges and universities.  Without the PhD, 
professors of art are more or less restricted to the studio.  They teach the “labor” 
of studio practice and rarely are they assigned the questions of philosophy and 
theory that are pressing on the status of art today.  Consequently, undergraduates 
and graduate students learn how to make art from artists but they learn about what 
art means from scholars who generally do not make art.  Here do we see in stark 
relief the academic line that is drawn between theory and practice. …The studio 
departments that are talking theory are neither heard nor recognized in the wider 
academic community by which they have been marginalized. (p. 90, 91)  
 
Smith goes on to argue that most non-art majors learn about art through courses 

that reinforce the message that the artist works and the scholar thinks.  His goal in 

establishing the IDSVA is to show that “theory and practice were never separate in the 

first place—[to show], in other words, that the artist thinks (p. 91). 

I want to be clear that I hold art historians, aesthetic philosophers, art theorists, 

and other scholars only in the highest esteem, and I feel that these academic disciplines 

occupy an important place in the overall study of art and culture.  Nevertheless, I also 

agree with Smith that a divide exists between those who think about art and those who 

make art.  This is an issue that could comprise a complete dissertation itself, but for the 
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time being, it stands as the rationale for my use of interviews of practicing documentary 

photographers and for the autoethnographic component of my study.  Placed alongside 

the documentation and analysis in Chapters 2, 4, and 5, the interviews and 

autoethnographic study make up the three forms of inquiry present in qualitative 

research. 

Additionally, the interviews and autoethnographic study are important in allowing 

the voices of documentary photographers to be heard in a discussion where they are 

arguably absent.  Few, if any, photographers are also writers of aesthetic philosophy, 

either past or present.  Few, if any, photographers are named in discussions of the theory 

of photography: indeed, Roland Barthes, Walter Benjamin, and Susan Sontag were not 

primarily photographers.  James Elkins is not a photographer either, but has a 

forthcoming book on the subject, What Photography Is (scheduled release date May 5, 

2011, according to the Routledge website, the book’s publisher).36   Even if the circle is 

broadened to include theorists who were also photographers such as Beaumont Newhall, 

he was not a practitioner of documentary photography.  Newhall was indeed influential in 

the acceptance of photography as an artistic medium, but he was also instrumental in the 

separation of documentary and art photography as distinct practices (as I discuss in 

subsequent chapters). While it may be true that many people can speak about 

photography and/or art in a general way or from a historical perspective, what is arguably 

                                                
36 In Chapter 7 of this dissertation I argue that many people take snapshots, but this is not 
necessarily the same thing as being a photographer—no more than someone could claim 
to be a psychologist after ordering a subscription to Psychology Today.  For the purposes 
of this dissertation, the word “photographer” connotes a certain level of intentionalism 
above the everyday usage of a point-and-shoot camera to take pictures of babies, 
holidays, vacations, and special occasions. 
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lacking is a discussion of photography from the photographer/artist’s point of view.  

Certainly, many fields of inquiry do not require a scholar to possess direct knowledge.  

Military historians, for instance, need not necessarily be combat veterans. I do not intend 

to suggest that direct experience is a prerequisite for expressing an opinion or pursuing 

scholarly study of a given topic.  However, I propose that the participants in this study, 

including myself, possess direct experience in and practical knowledge of the field of 

documentary photography, and that this direct experience represents a valid source of 

data about the history, theory, and philosophy of documentary photography. 

Newhall’s contemporary, Minor White, was also a key figure in drawing a 

distinction between documentary and art photography through his influence as the editor 

of Aperture magazine, as mentioned in Chapter 2.  However, in an otherwise glowing 

biography of White’s life and photographic work, Peter Marshall (author of the website 

Photography.about.com) wrote, “Like many artists [White] was never a great rational or 

academic thinker, but a highly intuitive and a romantic one” (“Minor White—Spiritual 

Journey”, n.d.).  Whether White was a “great rational or academic thinker” or not, 

Marshall’s generalization that this is characteristic of “many artists” is quite telling.  In 

addition to such disparagement, according to Jonathan Friday (“Demonic Curiosity and 

the Aesthetics of Documentary Photography,” British Journal of Aesthetics, 2000), artists 

have long been considered psychologically disturbed, an idea originating with Plato.  

For the origins of art, [Plato] claims, are not the product of the normal functioning 
of the rational and emotional parts of the soul.  When he tells us that artists are 
“mad” and that their “madness” is the source of their art, part of what he means is 
that the mind of the artist works differently to that of the philosopher and 
scientist.  Creativity, on this view, has no rational explanation. (p. 358) 
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Friday hastens to state that many artists have lived completely normal lives, and that a 

close look at any person’s life could reveal abnormal psychological characteristics.  

However, he also cites many notable examples of artists who did indeed suffer from 

mental illness, such as Van Gogh or Gericault.  Moreover, he suggests that the idea of the 

artist as an outsider, a “troublesome and disturbing character whose behavior so often 

seems detrimental to their interests and offensive to conventional mores and taste” (p. 

358) became increasingly prevalent with the Romantic movement in art (p. 359).37  

The view of artists as being eccentric, social outsiders, or even mentally ill, 

combined with the notion that artists’ minds function differently than those of scientists 

or philosophers, supports Smith’s statements about the distinction that has been made 

between those who make art and those who theorize about it.  James Elkins (Artists with 

PhDs, 2009) also questions the ability of artists to theorize about art and proposes that 

theorizing may be detrimental to art making:    

I would say it is generally supposed that knowledge of art history is in itself not a 
bad thing: but for a working artist, it may also be that too much art historical 
knowledge might hamper or even ruin ongoing art projects. (p. 148)  
 
If your art is, say, Neoexpressionist, then an advanced degree may actually harm 
your practice by making you aware of historical and critical reasons to doubt your 
own interests. (I have sometimes advised artists who do expressionist work to 
drop out of school even before the MFA). (p. 279) 
 
MFAs, despite their many virtues, simply do not produce graduates who really 
know art theory.  I say this after twenty years teaching at the School of the Art 
Institute of Chicago: in all that time I have seen no more than a couple of dozen 
students who were educated at the level of rigor that is expected of, say, 
philosophy students in major universities.  MFA students are routinely given 

                                                
37 Friday’s article is also applicable to Chapter 7, because it presents an argument against 
the charge that documentary photographs are voyeuristic and defends them as works of 
art on the basis that the aesthetic qualities of a documentary photograph can cause “an 
imaginative transfiguration of particular evil into moral truth and insight” (p. 375). 
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degrees even though they have only a sketchy, somewhat bewildered sense of 
such things as deconstruction, semiotics, or psychoanalysis. (p. 280) 

 
James Elkins is a highly respected scholar, has taught at several institutions of higher 

learning both in the U.S. and abroad, and is the author or editor of numerous books.  

Moreover, he holds an MFA in painting as well as an MA and PhD in art history 

(Curriculum Vitae, School of the Art Institute of Chicago website, 2010), so it could be 

argued that Dr. Elkins has been an artist as well as a scholar of art.  As the quotes above 

illustrate, however, it could be argued that Elkins’ views about artists coincide with the 

popular view of artists as portrayed by Friday (2000) and Smith (2009), that artists’ 

minds work differently from those of scholars.  This is not to digress about the various 

shortcomings of current models of art education, but to argue for the existence of the 

division between theory and practice in art as articulated by Smith. 

As an illustration from popular culture, in the movie The Natural (1984), star 

baseball player Roy Hobbs (Robert Redford) and sportswriter Max Mercy (Robert 

Duvall) converse before the final game in the film.   

Mercy: I’m here to protect this game. 

Hobbs: Whose game? 

Mercy: I do it by making or breaking the likes of you. 

Hobbs:  Did you ever play ball, Max? 

Mercy: No, never have.  But I make it a little more fun to watch, you see.  And 
after today, whether you’re a goat or a hero…you’re gonna make me a 
great story. 

 
In the spirit of critical inquiry, I argue that direct experience could be considered to be 

among many valid bases for opinion, and I question the seemingly predominant position 
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of scholarly disregard for artists:  those with direct knowledge of something—whether 

sport, art, or something other—often possess a depth of understanding that is worthy of 

scholarly and critical attention.  In The Natural, Robert Redford’s character is certainly 

not the most articulate of men; however he knew more about the love of the game than 

the cynical sportswriter played by Robert Duvall.  Of course the movie is a work of 

fiction and moreover is not directly about art or artists.  Yet the roles could be changed 

just slightly with Hobbs as an artist and Mercy as an art critic/art theorist/art 

historian/aesthetic philosopher and the point would be much the same. As Smith (2009) 

writes: “…if the theory/practice line is transgressed…it will happen when the artist joins 

the scholar in the academic space reserved for thinking” (p. 92). 

Data Analysis 

 I analyzed the information I collected during the interviews and autoethnographic 

study by looking for commonalities, significant differences, shared opinions, and other 

variables concerned with the practice of documentary photography.  My first step was to 

format each interview transcript as a two-column chart, with the question located in the 

left-hand column and the participant’s response on the right.  I then created a much larger 

chart by physically arranging the printed interview transcripts next to one another (using 

the time-honored method of scissors and transparent adhesive tape), so that I could see 

precisely how each participant had responded and then conduct a comparison of these 

answers.  I also cross-referenced certain answers to questions that I found yielded similar 

types of responses.  By arranging the data in this manner, I was able to determine the 

presence of a shared belief in the status of documentary photographs as works of art, 

commonalities in practice related to subject matter and technique (among other 
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considerations), similarities in the photographers’ stated goals in producing their imagery, 

and other such factors, all of which are reported at greater length in Chapter 6.  During 

the data analysis, just as in the interview process, I remained mindful of my own 

positionality and I sought to understand the effect of the participants’ cultural 

backgrounds and affiliations on their documentary photographs, as well as understanding 

this in terms of my own photographs.   

I then compared patterns emerging in the process of data analysis to information 

presented in other chapters regarding aesthetic philosophy, sociology, epistemology and 

theory of photography, in order to determine common properties or characteristics in the 

works of the participating documentary photographers.   This resulted in a set of data 

about the characteristics of documentary photographs. I subsequently analyzed this data 

according to a model based on Kendall Walton’s “Categories of Art” (1970), in order to 

determine the standard, variable, and contra-standard properties of documentary 

photographs.  Finally, I used this information in order to create an argument for criteria 

that might be used in order to define documentary photography as an artistic category.   

Delimitations and Limitations 

 This study is limited to Western aesthetic philosophy, theory, history, and culture.  

I acknowledge that other traditions exist and are equally valid and valuable, but these are 

not the focus of this study.  All references to art, whether made in terms of theory, 

aesthetic philosophy, or history, contained in this study are intended to imply the 

positioning of those disciplines within Western culture unless otherwise indicated.  The 

question has been raised about the imposition of this limitation, given that the three 

interview participants self-identify with non-Western cultural traditions: however, each 
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respondent is a citizen of the United States, has earned a degree from a institution of 

higher learning in the United States, resides at least part-time in the United States, and is 

affiliated with art galleries and art museums in the United States. 38  Therefore, even 

though these photographers may be seen to portray non-Western subjects in their work, it 

could be argued that their work is situated within a Western context nonetheless.   

 This study is also limited to documentary photography, which is but one among 

many photographic practices.  The findings of this study may or may not be applicable to 

other types of photography such as fashion, nature, or advertising, and likewise may or 

may not be applicable to other forms of documentary expression such as film, new media, 

photojournalism, or theatre; however, this potential applicability is not specifically 

addressed within the parameters of this study. 

 In terms of the case studies and autoethnographic component of this study, I 

would like to emphasize that qualitative research is interpretive and inherently subjective, 

which can potentially affect the research findings.  Participant candor and/or participant 

bias, including my own in the autoethnographic study, may affect responses given by 

participants during interviews, and there is also the possibility of inconsistent responses 

from the respondents.  Additionally, the number of case studies that have been included is 

small, and therefore findings may not be true for every documentary photographer in the 

world, if indeed such a group could be identified or defined.   

                                                
38 Fazal Sheikh maintains residences in several countries including Switzerland (also a 
Western nation) and Kenya, although he was born and raised in New York City. His 
work is included in galleries and museums in many nations. Mention of the United States 
is in no way intended to indicate a limitation of the term Western as solely applicable to 
the United States, but is meant to confirm that the study participants do indeed live in, 
practice, and participate in the culture of a Western nation. 
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Definition of Terms 

 In order to ensure a shared understanding between the researcher and reader of 

this dissertation, I provide an explanation of selected terminology used in this document.  

Terms appear in alphabetical order. 

Dictionary Definitions. 

While problems with dictionaries and the definitions they provide may exist, the 

dictionary is an easily accessible source of information for the general populace, both in 

book form and through online sources such as dictionary.com.  Many dictionaries are 

published, and not all agree on the definitions of given words.  Dictionary definitions 

could be argued to be part of the problem in understanding the terms used in discussions 

of art, both in scholarly and popular contexts.  Dictionary definitions, however, do 

provide a concise and widely accepted reference to the meaning of terms, and it is in this 

sense that the references are included herein. 

Aesthetic:  the intrinsic features of things or events traditionally recognized as worthy of 

attention or reflection, such as literal, visual, and expressive qualities, which are 

studied during the art criticism process. (ArtLex Art Dictionary, 2010) 

Aesthetics:  the branch of philosophy that deals with the nature and expression of beauty, 

the study of psychological responses to beauty and artistic experiences, and the 

conception of what is artistically valid or beautiful. (American Heritage 

Dictionary, 2009) 

Appreciation:  recognition of the quality, value, significance, or magnitude of people or 

things; a judgment or opinion, especially a favorable one; an expression of 

gratitude; awareness or delicate perception, especially of aesthetic qualities or 
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values; a rise in value or price, especially over time. (American Heritage 

Dictionary, 2009) 

Artworld (or art world):  a sphere of activity or a sub-culture maintained by people whose 

identity is drawn in some way to or from art (ArtLex Art Dictionary, 2010) 

Beauty: the quality that gives pleasure to the mind or senses and is associated with such 

properties as harmony of form or color, excellence of artistry, truthfulness, and 

originality. (American Heritage Dictionary, 2009) 

Critical Theory:  a Marxist inspired movement in social and political philosophy 

originally associated with the work of the Frankfurt school.  Drawing particularly 

on the thought of Karl Marx and Sigmund Freud, critical theorists maintain that 

the primary goal of philosophy is to understand and to help overcome the social 

structures through which people are dominated and oppressed. 

(http://encyclopedia2.thefreedictionary.com/critical+theory) 

Documentary:  presenting facts objectively without editorializing or inserting fictional 

matter, as in a book or film. (American Heritage Dictionary, 2009) 

Enlightenment, the:  a philosophical movement of the 18th century that emphasized the 

use of reason to scrutinize previously accepted doctrines and traditions and 

brought about many humanitarian reforms. (American Heritage Dictionary, 2009) 

Modernism:  the deliberate departure from tradition and the use of innovative forms of 

expression that distinguish many styles in the arts and literature of the 20th 

century. (American Heritage Dictionary, 2009) 

Positivism: a doctrine contending that sense perceptions are the only admissible basis of 

human knowledge and precise thought. (American Heritage Dictionary, 2009) 
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Postmodernism:  of or relating to art, architecture, or literature that reacts against earlier 

modernist principles, as by reintroducing traditional or classical elements of style 

or by carrying modernist styles or practices to extremes. (American Heritage 

Dictionary, 2009) 

Social theory: an essential tool used by scholars in the analysis of society; through the use 

of theoretical frameworks social structures and phenomena are analyzed and 

placed in context within a particular school of thought. 

(http://www.reference.com)   

Operational definitions. 

For the purposes of this dissertation, operational definitions of these terms are 

outlined as follows.  Where appropriate, these are supported by additional research.  All 

terms discussed in this section and their usage throughout this dissertation should be seen 

as indicating one possible meaning among many valid points of view and have been 

outlined here simply for the sake of clarifying the ways in which these words are used 

throughout this dissertation. 

Aesthetic. 

Philosophically speaking, the word “aesthetic” can refer to a kind of object, 

judgment, attitude, experience or value and derives from the concept of taste originating 

during the 18th century (Shelley, 2009).  The field of aesthetic philosophy is quite 

complex and a full explanation is well beyond the scope of this paper.  

For the purposes of this dissertation, the word aesthetic is intended to indicate the 

perceptually discernible characteristics of an object that are subject to evaluation or that 
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suggest a high degree of skill or accomplishment on the part of the maker of the object.  

Such characteristics are often, but not always, identified with works of art. 

Appreciation. 

The idea of aesthetics is closely linked with the idea of “appreciation,” which is 

loosely defined as the perception or recognition of the quality, value, or significance of a 

person or thing.  The aesthetic qualities of an object are arguably those that may cause us 

to appreciate it—to see it favorably, to recognize its quality, or to judge it to be worthy, 

valuable, or significant.  Applied to visual art, we can understand appreciation to mean 

the evaluation of an object on the basis of its visually perceptible qualities.  These 

visually perceptible qualities are those we judge to be aesthetic.  Not all aesthetic 

judgments are favorable, although the word often carries a positive connotation.  This 

may be seen to have a corollary in financial terminology, in which appreciation means to 

gain in value and/or to judge the value of an object.  Judging the monetary value of an 

object and its actual or potential rise in value is one way in which objects may be 

appreciated in terms of systems related to the artworld such as galleries, art auctions, 

collectors, museums, and so on.  

For the purposes of this dissertation, the word appreciation indicates the 

perception or recognition of the quality, value, or significance of a person or thing and/or 

the evaluation of an object on the basis of its visually perceptible qualities.  These 

visually perceptible qualities are those we judge to be aesthetic. 
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Artworld. 

The artworld is the set of all of the people who participate in or earn a living from 

art such as artists, curators, critics, sponsors, dealers, art educators, art historians, and 

others, forming a network of cooperative links among participants who share a set of 

conventional understandings and common practices (Harrington, p. 23 and 29).  This 

term is contested, and is variously represented in literature as a single word, two words, 

or in a hyphenated form, with either a capital or lowercase first letter.  Arthur Danto uses 

the construction “Artworld” in 1964, but “artworld” in 1981.  George Dickie (1983) uses 

“artworld.”  Austin Harrington (2004), Jerry Saltz (2010), and Howard Becker (1984) use 

“art world.”  (Becker, however, also uses the term “art work” instead of the more 

common usage “artwork.”)  Since there is no consensus on this issue, for the purposes of 

this dissertation, the word will be identified as artworld—one word, lowercase.  The 

artworld theory of Danto, Dickie, and Becker is arguably the basis of the contemporary 

understanding that the theory surrounding an object is more important than its physical 

appearance in designating it as a work of art, in opposition to the traditional, 

Enlightenment, or modernist views of “Fine Art.” This topic will be discussed at greater 

length in Chapter 4.   

For the purposes of this dissertation, the word artworld will indicate the set of all 

people who participate in or earn a living from art—a cooperative network of participants 

sharing a common set of conventional understandings and practices related to art. 

Beauty. 

In terms of visual art, beauty has historically been associated with the idea of 

pleasure—that which we find to be visually pleasurable is determined to be beautiful and 



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

124 

has been argued to be a requirement for an object to be a work of art.  This is, of course, a 

complex argument in which the ideas promoted by Immanuel Kant (“The Critique of 

Judgment,” originally published circa 1790) as well as their interpretation and 

implementation by Clement Greenberg in the mid-20th century continue to play a role 

(Danto, 2003).  Beauty can be seen to be a controversial subject in ongoing artistic 

discourse: according to both Arthur Danto (The Abuse of Beauty, 2003) and Nick 

Zangwill (“Aesthetic Judgment,” 2007), beauty in art has met with some disdain in the 

20th and 21st centuries: 

Even to suggest, in the recent climate, that an artwork might be good because it is 
pleasurable, as opposed to cognitively, morally or politically beneficial, is to court 
derision.  The 20th century has not been kind to notions of beauty or the aesthetic. 
(Zangwill, 2007, Para. 1) 
 
Beauty is often understood to be a subjective judgment (although this is arguably 

not true according to Kant) and can be seen to be contingent on cultural and personal 

factors—what is deemed to be beautiful by one person or group of people is not 

necessarily valued as highly by another.  Anthropologically speaking, it might arguably 

be possible to outline some basic parameters as to what constitutes a general description 

of physical human beauty—symmetry of facial features, certain mathematical ratios 

regarding body proportions or body mass index, and so on, but even so the results would 

be subject to individual judgment.  It is hard to imagine how a universal definition of 

beauty could be achieved.  The subject of a work of art arguably does not have to be 

beautiful in order for the work itself to exhibit beauty, a discussion framed by Danto in 

terms of “internal” and “external” beauty in a work of art (2003), a topic that touches on 

documentary photography, which is frequently criticized due to a perceived absence of 
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beauty in its subject matter and/or the creation of beautiful photographs of tragic or 

horrifying subjects.  This issue is explored in greater depth in Chapters 5 and 7. 

For the purposes of this dissertation, the word beauty in terms of visual art will 

indicate the visually perceptible qualities that are perceived by a viewer as visually 

pleasing, or the visually perceptible quality or skill with which an object is rendered or 

created, even if the subject portrayed by the work is not favorably perceived. 

Critical theory. 

Critical theory indicates a branch of study that examines diverse types of 

knowledge as being historically and culturally contingent and seeks to identify and 

examine social problems (Cary, 1998, p. 12).  Critical theory encompasses a variety of 

discourses and schools of thought, including but not limited to feminism, neo-Marxism, 

critical race theory, and post-colonial theory.  In this dissertation, critical theory is 

implemented in the examination, questioning, and critique of the Enlightenment and 

modernist definitions of art and in the view that formalism may be seen to continue to 

influence ongoing discussions of photography well into the postmodern era.  It is 

arguably also seen in the photographs of Sebastião Salgado and Fazal Sheikh, among 

others, who seek to affect social change through their photographs, working as concerned 

outsiders to a culture rather than from the inside of a particular culture.  These themes are 

discussed in greater depth in Chapter 6. 

For the purposes of this dissertation, critical theory will indicate a branch of study 

centered on the identification and examination social problems including the evaluation 

of diverse types of knowledge as historically and culturally contingent. 
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Documentary. 
According to Stott (1986), the overall category of documentary can be sub-

categorized into human documentary and social documentary.  Human documentary 

portrays the human condition—experiences shared by all people everywhere such as 

birth, death, and celebrations.  Edward Steichen’s exhibition The Family of Man could be 

considered a penultimate human documentary (Seamon, 1997).  Human documentary 

may also show people affected by things in nature that are unpreventable or inevitable 

such as floods, hurricanes, and earthquakes.  Social documentary, on the other hand, 

portrays situations that have a man-made cause such as war, poverty, crime, or 

homelessness, and thus also have a potential solution based on human intervention, 

conveying factual information to the viewers’ intellects while also seeking to move the 

viewers emotionally in the hope that they will take action to rectify the situation 

portrayed in the image.  The FSA images, for instance, are examples of social 

documentary photographs, and Stott argues that most documentary photography falls into 

this category (1986, p. 20).   

Based on these definitions, social documentary could arguably be considered a 

visual manifestation of critical theory in that both are concerned with affecting change in 

a social situation or condition.  Human documentary would likewise be similar to social 

theory (see below), in that both deal more generally with the human condition.  It could 

further be argued that social documentary/critical theory tends toward emotion because it 

is often intended to elicit an empathetic response from the viewer, while human 

documentary/social theory tends toward intellect because its intent may frequently be 

seen as the conveyance of information.  All could arguably be understood as existing 
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along a continuum.  For instance, Hurricane Katrina was a natural disaster and therefore 

might be the subject of a human documentary.  However, it was exacerbated by man-

made factors such as the disrepair or inadequacy of the levy system, crime and looting 

following the flooding, and a host of other factors.  A documentary study of this event 

would potentially have both human and social aspects, and could be seen to encompass 

both social theory and critical theory, among others.  These are not sharply defined 

distinctions, but are rather a general way of understanding two of many forms 

documentary expression may take. 

For the purposes of this dissertation, the word documentary will indicate a means 

of expression characterized by the intent to create a representation of a person, place, 

thing, or event that is as close as possible to the original referent, adhering to a set of 

voluntary practices limiting mitigation of or interference with the appearance or other 

manifestation of the referent. 

Enlightenment, the. 

The idea of the “Modern System of the Arts” as defined by Carroll (2009) was 

born during the Enlightenment, as were values of individual liberty and democracy, a 

belief that there is a scientific explanation for all natural phenomena (logical positivism 

or empiricism), and a rejection of traditional religious values.  In simplest terms, it could 

be argued that modernism is a natural outgrowth of the Enlightenment, because it 

rejected/reacted to many Enlightenment ideals, just as postmodernism rejected/reacted to 

modernist ideals (see the following definition of “postmodernism”).  The abandonment of 
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representation in art is important to this dissertation, because it forms part of the rationale 

used to reject documentary photographs as art, as described in Chapter 2.   

For the purposes of this dissertation, the Enlightenment refers to a particular 

historical timeframe roughly spanning the 18th century, during which a number of 

movements arose questioning longstanding beliefs and traditions.  Ideas arising during 

this period have had a continuing influence on contemporary society. 

Modernism. 

Roughly beginning in the second half of the 19th century, modernism gave rise to a 

multitude of art movements such as impressionism, fauvism, expressionism, cubism, 

futurism, abstraction, and abstract expressionism, among others.  Some scholars refer to 

modernism as coming to an end in the late 1970s with the rise of postmodernism, but 

others state that postmodernism is actually a reaction to and/or an outgrowth of 

modernism and that we are still experiencing the modern period.  Some art history texts 

such as Laurie Adams’ A History of Western Art (2006) steer away from the terms 

“modernism” and “postmodernism,” choosing instead to discuss particular art movements 

within these historical timeframes.  Modernism often points to a radical transformation of 

art, particularly in the idea that works of art could stand alone as works of pure form (Art 

Institute of Chicago, Art Access, n.d.).  This issue is not entirely clear, and full 

exploration of this topic is well beyond the parameters of this discussion. 

For the purposes of this dissertation, modernism will indicate a period of intellectual 

activity beginning in the mid-1800s, the end of which is undefined, and in which 

traditional values in art and philosophy underwent a revolutionary change, particularly in 
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the rejection of the traditional idea that art objects must be representational, adopting 

instead the idea of pure form in art. 

Positivism. 

Positivism is relevant to this discussion because it is the theoretical and 

philosophical basis of quantitative research, as discussed earlier in this chapter.  

Qualitative research represents a post-positivist, postmodern stance, which questions the 

assumptions that all knowledge is situated in an objective reality that can be known 

strictly through sensory data (Glesne, 2006, p. 18).   

For the purposes of this dissertation, positivism refers to the belief that perceptible 

sensory data is the most valid and reliable basis of knowledge, a foundational concept in 

quantitative research methodology and scientific empiricism. 

Postmodernism. 

The term “postmodernism’ indicates a movement in art and culture characterized 

by the implementation of “concepts such as difference, repetition, the trace, the 

simulacrum, and hyper-reality to destabilize other concepts such as presence, identity, 

historical progress, epistemic certainty, and the univocity of meaning” (Aylesworth, 

2005, para. 1).  To put this more simply, postmodernism generally accepts the plurality of 

ideas and the use of multiple conceptual approaches and artistic styles while opposing 

longstanding ideas that had previously been prevalent in art such as creativity, identity, 

and originality—all ideas are open to question and challenge, resulting in such 

movements as conceptual art.  Additionally, according to Aylesworth, postmodernism 

does not necessarily represent a break with modernism, stating that “its differences lie 
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within modernity itself, and postmodernism is a continuation of modern thinking in 

another mode” (2005, para. 2). 

Notable postmodern theorists include Jean-Francois Lyotard, Jurgen Habermas, 

Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, and Jean Baudrillard, among many others.  In terms of 

art history,  

Postmodernist art has been, since its beginnings in the movements of the 1960s—
Pop art, Fluxus, and feminist art—art that was inherently political and 
simultaneously engaged with and critical of commercial mass culture.  All these 
movements are linked to the development of multimedia performance art and 
conceptual art, a term that designates art that is neither painting nor sculpture, art 
of the mind rather than art of the eye. The logical extension of this definition 
(following Marcel Duchamp) is that nearly anything, properly “framed” or 
designated as such, might be though of as art. (Lisa Phillips [1999], The American 
Century: Art and Culture 1950-2000) 
 

It is difficult to pinpoint the beginnings of postmodernism in visual art. Arguably, 

postmodern art could be argued to have its roots in dadaism, most notably Marcel 

Duchamp’s Fountain in 1917 (Gayford, 2010; Pergum, 2000).  If so, then it is nearly as 

old as modernism itself, which dates only from the late 1800s.  The word 

“postmodernism” was not in use, however, until 1979, when Lyotard published The 

Postmodern Condition (Aylesworth, 2009).  Postmodernism is yet another topic touched 

on within this dissertation that could be a lengthy book in itself. 

 For the purposes of this dissertation, postmodernism will indicate a particular 

historical time frame, roughly beginning in the mid- to late-20th century and continuing to 

the present day, characterized by reaction to or opposition to (and/or possibly existing as 

an outgrowth of) modernism, allowing for the development of diverse types of art 

production including but not limited to conceptual art, performance art, new media, and a 

host of other never-before-seen processes, practices, and procedures for art-making. 
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Social theory. 

Social theory can be defined as a broad field of objective intellectual inquiry 

about human society.  In art, social theory examines the practice and objects of art within 

society but refrains from making judgments of aesthetic value (Harrington, p. 4).  The 

subjects of documentary photographs often, and perhaps even typically, portray social 

situations or problems, which can be argued to situate documentary photography within 

the field of social theory.  This connection will be explored in greater depth in Chapter 4. 

For the purposes of this dissertation, social theory will indicate a broad field of 

objective intellectual inquiry about human society including but not limited to an 

examination of the practice and objects of art within society while refraining from 

aesthetic judgments. 

Summary 

In scholarly writing, the meaning of words can arguably be very important, and 

the key to an entire discussion can sometimes hinge on seemingly small and simple 

terms.  An astute reader may have noticed that the word “art” is absent from this list of 

terms.  This is intentional, because the greater part of Chapter 4 will be spent in a 

discussion of the meaning of this word and its implications for documentary 

photography; therefore, a definition of the word “art” is reserved for the next chapter.  As 

a final disclaimer, it must be understood that all terms discussed in this section and their 

usage throughout this dissertation should be seen as indicating one possible meaning 

among many valid points of view and have been outlined here simply for the sake of 

clarifying the ways in which these words are used throughout this dissertation. 
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The topic of qualitative research is arguably complex, as are ideas such as 

postmodernism that have relevance to the topic of documentary photographs’ 

classification as art.  A thorough discussion and evaluation of such ideas is beyond the 

scope of this dissertation.  However, for the purposes of this study, a baseline 

understanding of the methodology and terminology used in the pages that follow will 

allow me to proceed towards a reasonable conclusion.  Triangulation of methods using 

document collection and analysis, interviews, and autoethnography increase the validity 

of the study’s conclusions, so that I may establish criteria leading to a definition of 

documentary photography as a category of art. 
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Chapter 4 
Philosophy: What is a Work of Art? 

 
 There seems to be little agreement on what the definition of the word “art” might 

be.  Such an apparently simple word encompasses a wide array of objects spanning 

human history and diverse cultures, making the determination of any sort of 

commononality in appearance, purpose, meaning, use, or any other potentially defining 

feature a seemingly insurmountable problem, especially given the disparity of the types 

of objects that have been included within this classification during the past century.  

Reaching a definition of this word, however, would be a useful step in subsequently 

answering the question of whether documentary photographs may be works of art. 

The definition of “art” offered by ArtLex39, a popular online source for 

information about art, could be seen to dodge the question rather than offering 

clarification: 

“Art”:  For numerous reasons, the most difficult word to define without starting 
endless argument!  Many definitions have been proposed.  At least art involves a 
degree of human involvement—through manual skills or thought—as with the 
word “artificial,” meaning made by humans instead of by nature.  Definitions vary 
in how they divide all that is artificial into what is and isn’t art.  The most 
common means is to rely upon the estimations of art experts and institutions.  
More useful may be to see definitions of aesthetics, the arts, beaux arts, craft, high 
art, and low art. 
 

Based on the definition above, it appears that the only thing ArtLex is willing to say about 

art is that it is something made or thought of by human beings.  The Oxford English 

                                                
39 ArtLex can arguably be seen to provide a type of dictionary definition available to the 
general public. Other definitions are forthcoming within this chapter.  There are many 
dictionaries and not all provide congruent definitions for the terms relevant to this 
dissertation, an idea already presented in Chapter 2. 
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Dictionary (2010) provides another example, using the same reference to human activity 

[emphasis added]:  

The expression or application of human creative skill and imagination, typically 
in a visual form such as painting or sculpture, producing works to be appreciated 
primarily for their beauty or emotional power.”   
 

The use of the phrase “primarily for their beauty” may arguably be seen to allude to the 

aesthetic experience definition of art (Carroll, 2009) as mentioned in Chapter 2 of this 

dissertation and which will be examined at greater length in the pages that follow. 

Before delving more deeply into this definition, it is perhaps important to 

distinguish between the various ways in which the word is used other than in a 

classificatory sense, usages that are prevalent in the English language.  For one thing, art 

can indicate either a given set of skills or the application of a skill set, usually implying a 

high degree of expertise.  This is commonly found in phrases such as “the art of 

medicine,” “the art of building,” or “the art of the cartographer.”  A perfunctory Google 

search of the phrase “the art of” returned the following results40: 

The Art of War—a treatise by 6th century BC Chinese general Sun Tzu 

The Art of Manliness—a men’s lifestyle website 

The Art of Kissing—books and DVDs about how to master this skill 

The Art of the Title Sequence—analysis of film and television title sequences  

The Art of Shaving—a website devoted to men’s skincare 

The Art of the Trench—promotional website for Burberry 

Art of the Mix—a resource for making mixed tapes and music play lists 

                                                
40 Because Internet search engine results vary from day to day, and because the specific 
websites returned by this particular search are not directly the focus of this investigation, 
individual URLs have not been included in this section. 
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Additional results include The Art of Innovation, The Art of Eating, The Art of Hosting, 

The Art of Happiness, The Art of Non-Conformity, The Art of Unix Programming, and 

The Art of Living, just to name a few.  Not one of these results appears to indicate 

anything having to do with visual art objects (except, perhaps “The Art of the Title 

Sequence”). 

 The word art is also used in a superlative sense, found in sentences such as, “That 

cake is really a work of art!”  Designating something as a “work of art” in this sense 

typically indicates that an object is an excellent example of its kind or that it 

demonstrates a high degree of skill or expertise on the part of its maker.  Besides 

numerous results for the 2010 reality television program “Work of Art” on the Bravo 

television network, an internet search for the phrase “is a work of art” returns results 

related to ESPN’s basketball brackets, the testing of engines at NASA, and the country of 

Iceland, each of which is determined to be “a work of art” in this superlative sense of the 

word.   

 For the purpose of this dissertation, the use of “art” in relation to skill or as a 

superlative are not specifically the issue under consideration; rather, the focus is on the 

way “art” is used in order to refer to a class of objects and/or events, both concrete and 

abstract.  A painting or sculpture would be examples of concrete objects typically 

designated as art, while a poem or a song may exemplify art events if they are performed, 

or may be abstract artworks if they are written on paper.  According to some philosophers 

such as R. G. Collingwood, art need not even be an actual thing in the real world, existing 

only in the mind of the artist and never becoming a tangible item:  for instance, Bach’s 

composition of a musical score was a work of art, according to Collingwood, while it 
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existed only as an idea in Bach’s mind, even prior to the composer’s transcribing of the 

score to sheet music. (Collingwood, 1945, in Warburton, 2003, p. 55). 

In common usage, the phrase “work of art” is often, or perhaps even generally, 

used to refer to visual art, even though songs, poems, plays, and dances (among other 

things) can be classified as works of art as well.  Likewise, when the word “artist” is 

used, it commonly means a visual artist, even though the word artist can also be paired 

with other words such as “recording artist” to indicate a musician.  On the other hand, an 

actor or singer might self-identify by using the phrase, “I am an artist” in order to refer to 

his or her skill, or the refinement of skill, in acting or singing, but this is not a 

classificatory usage so much as it is a superlative one.  The implication of the statement 

“I am an artist” in relation to the performing arts is one of superior quality as compared to 

others who perform the same skill or in reference to the superior skill or refinement of 

technique with which a person is seen to perform, while “artist,” used in relation to the 

visual arts, is more likely to be classificatory, meaning simply “someone who makes art.”  

This, of course, brings us back to the original question:  just what, exactly, is art?   

Grove Art, the online version of The Dictionary of Art (Jane Turner (Ed.), 1996) 

provides the following statement under the heading of “Aesthetics”: 

The central question of aesthetics, according to some, is what art is, what works 
of art have in common and how they differ from non-art (see Art).  Plato and 
Aristotle have inspired definitions in terms of mimesis or imitation.  Benedetto 
Croce and R. G. Collingwood took art to be essentially expression of a certain 
sort.  Tolstoy emphasized the communication of emotion.  Clive Bell and others 
focused on formal properties.  Some definitions are based on intrinsic features of 
works of art themselves (see Art, work of).  According to others, whether 
something is art depends rather on how it was created, the effects it does, or 
might, have on those who experience it, how people use it or think of it, or its role 
or status in society.  Some aestheticians understand a concept of aesthetic 
experience, aesthetic emotion, aesthetic attitude, artistic creation or aesthetic 
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objects (including natural objects) to be more fundamental than that of works of 
art and define the latter in terms of one or another of the former. 
 
The question “What is art?” seems to have been asked and answered in many 

ways with no conclusive results, but in order to address the designation of documentary 

photographs as works of art, some understanding of this word is necessary.  On the one 

hand, it might be assumed that an item’s placement in an art gallery or art museum would 

be proof of its status as art, since the item is displayed within the same confines and in a 

comparable manner as other items accepted to be art, but this is not necessarily the case.  

Kathleen Adrian, reference librarian and administrator of “Ask Joan of Art” at the 

Smithsonian American Art Museum, was asked whether the museum had works by 

documentary photographers in its collection and whether these works were considered to 

be art.  She responded: “there are many works in the collection of the Smithsonian 

American Art Museum by documentary photographers,” but she also said that the 

question of whether documentary photographs were art “…is a difficult question to 

answer, as entire books have been written on this topic, which in many ways is subjective 

and changes over time” (personal communication, July 2, 2010; Appendix G).  This 

presents an interesting dichotomy:  a staff member of an art museum—arguably one of 

the most prestigious art museums in America—acknowledges that they do have 

documentary photography in their collection, but stops short of saying that these 

photographs are considered to be art.  Apparently, even the inclusion of documentary 

photographs in the collections of major art museums is no guarantee of this designation. 
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Anxious Objects: Works of Art and Works of Art Theory 

As was outlined in Chapter 2, Noël Carroll (2009) has contended that the aesthetic 

experience definition of art—an object is a work of art if, and only if, its primary purpose 

is to afford aesthetic experience—is an insufficient means to understanding the diverse 

types of objects that are accepted to be works of art today; however, this notion continues 

to be widely accepted despite its arguable obsolescence.  Clive Bell’s influential book 

Art, published in 1914, seems to be foundational to this view.  Bell’s premise is that 

works of art demonstrate a quality he terms “significant form” which inspires the viewer 

to feel “aesthetic emotion”—a state of absorption in the work to the exclusion of other 

thoughts and feelings.  The visual appearance of the work and the specific aesthetic 

response this prompts in the viewer are the only determining factors of a work of art.  

Historical context, subject matter, and the artist’s intention towards the work are 

irrelevant to the work of art as such.  As Malcolm Budd (1996) explains: 

Many admirable pictures interest us and excite our admiration but do not provoke 
the aesthetic emotion and, accordingly, do not move us as works of art.  A 
representational (figurative) form may have such aesthetic value as an abstract 
form, but if it has aesthetic value, it is as form, not as representation that it has it 
(p. 50). 
 
Bell’s theory was created, at least in part, to provide a defense for the works of 

post-impressionist artists such as Cezanne, whom Bell greatly admired.  Over the next 

several decades, the formalism promoted by Bell and others such as critic Clement 

Greenberg dominated aesthetic philosophy, providing a theoretical framework within 

which many art movements found room to grow: cubism, surrealism, abstract 

expressionism, and other avant-garde movements could all be evaluated in terms of pure 

form rather than their subject matter, and with each new type of artistic production, the 
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boundaries of theory were stretched.  Some new artworks, however, could not solely be 

understood in terms of form, nor did they fit with historical models of art.  It could be 

said that one of the movements to cause the greatest disruption was dadaism, especially 

the works of Marcel Duchamp.  His appropriation of manufactured objects as works of 

art challenged longstanding notions about visual art, sidestepping issues of aesthetics, 

authorship, and representation.  Beyond creating a work of art, Duchamp created 

perplexing dilemmas for philosophers and theorists of art.  His most famous work is 

arguably Fountain, which was a standard, commercially manufactured urinal from a 

plumbing supply warehouse which the artist famously turned on its back, signed with the 

pseudonym “R. Mutt,” and attempted to exhibit with the Society for Independent Artists 

in 1917. 

Duchamp adamantly asserted that he wanted to “de-deify” the artist.  The 
readymades provide a way around inflexible either-or aesthetic propositions.  
They represent a Copernican shift in art.  Fountain is…an image not shaped by 
the hands of the artist.  [It] brings us into contact with an original that is still an 
original but that also exists in an altered philosophical and metaphysical state.  It 
is a manifestation of the Kantian sublime:  a work of art that transcends a form but 
that is also intelligible, an object that strikes down an idea while allowing it to 
spring up stronger.  (Saltz, 2006, “Idol Thoughts”, Village Voice) 
 

Duchamp’s Fountain (1917) has been understood to be a pivotal moment in the 

understanding of art—a Copernican shift, as Saltz phrases it—but this was perhaps not 

widely recognized for quite some time after the fact.  Indeed, the original work was either 

lost or thrown away after the show, and the only remaining evidence of it is a photograph 
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taken by Alfred Stieglitz.  In 1964 Duchamp authorized a limited edition of 

reproductions, now valued at over $2.5 million each (Malvern, 2010).41 

In a 2004 survey conducted by the foundation that sponsors the Turner Prize, one 

of Britain’s most prestigious art awards, Fountain was named the most influential 

modern art work of all time by a group of artists, curators, and other art-related 

professionals.  Second on the list was Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon (1907) and 

third was Andy Warhol’s Marilyn Diptych (1962), followed by Picasso’s Guernica in 

fourth place and Matisse’s The Red Studio in fifth (BBC News, December 1, 2004).  In 

the article, art expert Simon Wilson says the Fountain’s first place in the poll, “reflects 

the dynamic nature of art today and the idea that the creative process that goes into a 

work of art is the most important thing—the work itself can be made of anything and can 

take any form” (para. 6).  The work, and the works it subsequently inspired later in the 

20th and 21st centuries, continues to provoke controversy.  In response to the 

aforementioned article on the BBC’s website, readers were invited to respond to the 

question, “Do you think the Fountain is an influential work of modern art?” (“Should 

urinal have topped modern art poll?” December 3, 2004, BBC News Online).  A selection 

of those responses follows, reproduced verbatim from the forum: 

• It’s a urinal.  If true artists like Leonardo da Vinci saw this they would turn in their 
graves. 
 

• This is a travesty, pure and simple.  A disgrace to art in general, brilliant though it is. 
 
• Another fine example of the degradation of society.  The urinal company should get 

the credit for this. 
 

                                                
41 It is perhaps interesting to note that while the original urinal was purchased at a 
plumbing supply warehouse, the reproductions were all carefully handmade. 
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• A wonderful choice!  It is not the urinal that is important here, folks, it is the idea and 
the challenge to conventional thinking.  Without the urinal, Picasso and Warhol and 
many others would have had a much tougher time getting their art accepted. 

 
• If 500 people really consider this the most influential modern artwork of all time, I 

think we can safely disregard their claim to be experts. 
 
• Having read the negative comments of the others here, I can only add you’re all a 

bunch of philistines!  Go and read up on Marcel Duchamp and his reaction to the 
bourgeoisie who put so much store in traditional forms of art.  Then you might 
understand where he is coming from, and what this is all about before wasting your 
breath commenting on it. 

 
• As an artist, I think Duchamp’s piece is a checkmate on the art world.  Brilliant move 

and is still a resounding challenge to everyone.  To me it is like a well-positioned 
mirror that breaks down my preconceptions.  I don’t care who made it: artist, 
craftsman, designer, critic—it is a thing in itself.  Obviously, the right questions still 
flow from the piece. 

 
• These people go their own elitist distaining [sic] way, society goes another. 
 
• Pitiful.  It tells you everything you need to know about ‘modern’ art, where the 

conception is more important than the end product.  Tracy Emin would be back where 
she belonged, working at a Fish and Chip shop in Margate, if modern art hadn’t 
veered off the rails of creativeness and down the embankment of creative process. 

 
• I assume these are the same experts that think half a cow, unmade beds, and videos of 

houses falling over are also art?  Enough said. 
 

Nearly a century later, the popular opinions expressed in this survey continue to suggest a 

preference for Enlightenment values of creativity, authorship, beauty, and aesthetic 

concepts, even though art-insiders such as those polled by the Turner Prize foundation 

hold a different opinion.42  The comments also arguably reveal that people frequently 

cannot easily differentiate between “influential” art and what they would consider to be 

                                                
42 As will be discussed in later in this chapter as well as in Chapter 7, the views of art 
theorists and academics, while open to the classification of items such as Fountain as 
works of art, can be seen to be inconsistent in terms of photography, the theory of which 
is arguably dominated by a formalist mindset that has not lingered in the same way in 
terms of other types of art works. 
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“good” art—possibly providing evidence of an elision of the classificatory and 

superlative meanings of the word “art.”   

 Fountain may have been the first, but is certainly not the only, manufactured or 

found object to be presented as a work of art.  These items are perceptually 

indistinguishable from objects that exist elsewhere in the real world, but when placed in a 

gallery, they become works of art.  This is not due to some sort of magical 

transformation, but to a process of theory development in response to the object.  

Arguably, a work of art is something created by an artist.  In the case of paintings, 

sculptures, and other traditional objects, this is relatively uncontroversial most of the 

time.  Fountain, however, represents a somewhat different situation—it was not accepted 

to be a work of art until sufficient theory could support that designation, but it is 

important to note that the work preceded the theory, rather than following it.  In this case, 

Fountain could be considered to be not only a work of art, but also a work of art theory.   

The same was true of Andy Warhol’s 1964 Brillo Boxes—plywood replicas that 

were visually identical to actual boxes of Brillo pads.  These, just like Fountain, 

presented a situation which posed a serious problem for formalism:  how to distinguish 

between two objects which seem to have identical form, but one is determined to be art 

and the other is not.  Philosopher and art critic Arthur Danto responded to this problem 

by stating that the difference between artworks and non-artworks is a matter of theory, 

not perception: “To see something as art,” says Danto (1964), “requires something the 

eye cannot descry—an atmosphere of artistic theory, a knowledge of the history of art: an 

artworld” (p. 32).  This is also dependent on what Danto calls “the is of artistic 

identification” (p. 30).  When we look at a picture and someone tells us, “This IS a polar 
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bear” or “This spot of orange paint IS the sun,” we are using the word “is” in this sense.  

In The Transfiguration of the Commonplace (1981), Danto uses the example of several 

paintings that appear to be identical—all are solid red squares, but each bears a different 

title: one is The Israelites Crossing the Red Sea, another is Red Square, and still another 

is Red Tablecloth, among others (p. 2).  Someone who looks at the paintings and says, “I 

don’t see anything but red paint” has not mastered the skill of artistic identification.  The 

difference between Warhol’s Brillo Boxes and those found in a supermarket is not that 

they are handmade, that they are more expensive, or even that there are no actual Brillo 

pads inside; the real difference has to do with a theory of art, which is also dependent on 

the work’s historical and cultural context.  Brillo Boxes can therefore arguably be 

classified not only as a work of art, but also as a work of art theory, since new theory was 

developed in response to their presentation as a work of art. 

When Duchamp attempted to enter Fountain in the 1917 exhibition being held by 

the Society of Independent Artists (debatably as a practical joke, according to Gayford, 

2008), George Bellows, a fellow board member of the organization along with Duchamp 

and his friend Walter Arsenberg (who had accompanied Duchamp to purchase the 

fixture) was outraged, complaining that it could not be exhibited because it was indecent.  

Arsenberg reminded Bellows that the correct fee had been paid and that the exhibition 

had been organized around the principle of democratic, open admission.  Gayford reports 

that Bellows exclaimed, “You mean to say, if a man sent in horse manure glued to a 

canvas that we would have to accept it!”  Arsenberg replied, “I’m afraid we would” 

(para. 12).  Nearly a century later, this is indeed what has happened:  for instance, Andres 

Serrano’s 2008 show Shit, presented by the Yvon Lambert Gallery in New York, is a 
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series of photographs of various types of solid excrement, the artist’s own as well as that 

of various other humans and animals (http://andresserano.org). 

In The Art Question (2003), philosopher Nigel Warburton presents numerous 

examples of “anxious objects” (p. 2), or objects that have challenged existing ideas about 

art:  besides Duchamp’s appropriation of a bathroom fixture and Serrano’s photographs 

of excrement, animals, both alive and dead, beds, edible candy, trash, items from nature, 

and a nearly unlimited array of objects, substances, materials, and ideas have been 

deemed to be works of art.  Mark Wallinger’s A Real Work of Art (1994) is (or at least, 

was at the time) a living racehorse.  This horse was never exhibited in a gallery or 

museum, but its name—A Real Work of Art—was intended to be literal, not 

metaphorical: 

In choosing a racehorse as the subject of the piece, I am signaling the fact that the 
thoroughbred is already an aestheticized thing, its whole purpose being to give 
pleasure to its owners and followers.  Here, beyond representation, was the lost 
object which I could restore in all its fullness and potential by denoting it as a 
work of art. (Elizabeth Manchester, 2003, “Mark Wallinger,” Tate Online)  
 

This designation earned Wallinger a nomination for the 1995 Turner Prize in 

contemporary visual art, administered by the Tate Britain museum.   

Novocento (Twentieth-Century) by Maurizio Cattelan (1997) is another of these 

“anxious objects,” a preserved dead horse suspended from the ceiling of an art gallery in 

Torino, Italy.  This work is identified as artist Maurizio Cattelan’s commentary on the 

lack of revolutionary fervor he perceived at the turn of the new century (Dent, 2008).  

Damien Hirst is also known for works featuring dead animals, typically presented inside 

a tank of liquid preservative material:  his works include a shark in The Physical 

Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living (1991), a cow and calf, both sliced 
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into pieces and displayed in separate containers, in Mother and Child Divided (1993), and 

a sheep in Away from the Flock (1994).  Warburton also mentions actual beds that have 

been exhibited as art, such as Robert Rauschenberg’s Bed (1955) and Tracy Emin’s My 

Bed (1999), another Turner Prize nominee.  Beyond Warburton’s examples, many objects 

may be considered to be works of visual art even though they cannot be confined to a 

gallery and despite the fact that they may not actually be visible, such as Robert 

Smithson’s Spiral Jetty (1970), or Walter de Maria’s Vertical Earth Kilometer: a brass 

rod that extends underground for the length of one kilometer (installed for the 1977 

Documenta VI in Kassel, Germany) in which the artwork itself cannot be seen—the 

viewer only knows about it by way of documentation from the exhibition (Seel, 1998, p. 

109). 

 Even though there continue to be those who argue against the art status of such 

items, as demonstrated by the commentary on the BBC website regarding Fountain, these 

works have nevertheless been financially rewarding for the artists.  In 2008, Damien 

Hirst broke with art world tradition and took an entire show—Beautiful Inside My Head 

For Ever—directly to auction with Sotheby’s in London. “Dealers said this was the first 

time a major contemporary artist had sold a large body of work directly through an 

auction house rather than via a commercial gallery,” reports Scott Reyburn (September 

16, 2008 at http://www.Bloomberg.com).  The collection featured The Golden Calf, an 

animal with 18-carat gold horns and hooves preserved in a tank of formaldehyde, in 

addition to other works utilizing preserved dead animals, spin paintings, and various 

other kinds of artwork, earning a record-breaking total of $126.6 million.  If financial 

success can be equated to artworld acceptance, then it seems Hirst, Duchamp, and Emin 
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[whose work My Bed sold for £150,000 / $220,000 (www.tracey-emin.co.uk) have 

achieved this goal. 

Artworld and Institutional Theories 

Danto’s 1964 “Artworld” theory is arguably the first definition of art that places 

the identification of an artwork outside of the work itself.  According to Danto, seeing an 

object as an artwork has nothing whatsoever to do with the physical appearance or 

function of the work, such as its ability to inspire aesthetic emotion.  In this view, an 

object is art only because of things external to the work—the specific location of the 

work within an atmosphere of art history and art theory that Danto names the Artworld.   

We live at a moment when it is clear that art can be made of anything, and where 
there is no mark through which works of art can be perceptually different from the 
most ordinary of objects.  That is what the example of the Brillo Box is meant to 
show.  The class of artworks is simply unlimited, as media can be adjoined to 
media, and art unconstrained by anything save the laws of nature in one direction 
and moral laws on the other. (Danto, 1998, p. 139) 
 

Danto’s most recent versions of his theory stipulate that an art object must possess a 

quality of “aboutness”; that is, it must be able to answer the question “What is it about?” 

Inside a plumbing supply warehouse, it is illogical to ask, “What is this urinal about?” 

since it is simply a bathroom fixture within that context.  When discussing the same 

object after its placement inside an art gallery, the question makes more sense, as it 

attempts to uncover the meaning the artist may be trying to communicate through the 

visual object and how the meaning is embedded in the work.  The question points to the 

concept of the work, or the notion that the idea behind the work is of primary importance, 

not the physical appearance work itself. 
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George Dickie’s institutional definition of art (1974, 1983, and 1997) further 

refines these ideas.   

A work of art in the classificatory sense is an artifact, a set of the aspects of which 
has had conferred upon it the status of candidate for appreciation by some person 
or persons acting on behalf of a certain social institution (the artworld). (1974) 
 
Or: 

A work of art is an artifact of a kind created to be presented to an artworld public. 
(1983) 
 

Dickie’s use of terminology stipulates that an artwork is the product of human intention 

at some level, in the making or selection of an object.  It also indicates that there is a 

group of people—the artworld public—who are prepared in some way to understand the 

object that is presented to them as art.  In this sense, the word artworld indicates the 

totality of all artworld systems, which form a framework within which an artist may 

present an object as art to a public prepared to understand the object.   

Institutional theories such as Danto’s and Dickie’s are interested only in the 

classification of objects, not in their evaluation, separating an object’s art-status and its 

value.  This precludes the popular use of “art” in the superlative or exclusionary senses: 

“That’s really a work of art!” and “That’s not art!”  Using Dickie’s institutional model, if 

an object is “a candidate for appreciation” (regardless of whether or not it is subsequently 

appreciated) or that it is “an artifact of a kind created to be presented to an artworld 

public” (the kind of work is what is important, not its actual presentation or its reception), 

it becomes a work of art because of its location within an artworld context, regardless of 

its quality or worth.  According to Dickie, the evaluation of an artifact is not dependent 

on its identification as a work.  This is arguably concurrent with the ways in which we 
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identify other objects without a contingent evaluation:  to say, “That is a car,” does not 

imply that it is a good car, a bad car, whether it is drivable, or what its monetary value 

might be.  It is simply a classificatory statement.  The same is true with institutional 

definitions of art such as Dickie’s—they provide a means of identifying a work of art 

apart from an evaluation of its relative merits or worth. 

Following the publication of Dickie’s original theory, Howard Becker (Art 

Worlds, 1982) examined the institutional context of art from the standpoint of 

sociological methodology, determining that art worlds involve collective activities and 

shared conventions.  Art is defined as the collective activities that make up the production 

of art, but not by the end products (the works of art) themselves.  Like other institutional 

theories, this sociological approach avoids problems accompanying attempts to determine 

a shared property in the various types of objects that have come to be identified as art.  It 

also deems that the entire artworld system, rather than any single individual or entity, 

constitutes what an art object may be.  The artist is seen as working “in the center of a 

network of cooperating people, all of whose work is essential to the final outcome,” (p. 

25) and is dependent on the “cooperative links” that also constrain the kind of art that he 

or she can produce (p. 26).  Moreover, art worlds are not self-sufficient entities, but exist 

between and among the worlds from which they attempt to be distinct.  “They share 

sources of supply with those other worlds, recruit personnel from them, adopt ideas that 

originate in them, and compete with them for audiences and financial support” (p. 36).  

Pierre Bourdieu (“The Production of Belief,” 1977 and 1983) also examined the artworld, 

proposing that it involves social class education, ownership of art environments, and 
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shared social-class expectations.  Social class values determine the persons and objects 

that are accepted or rejected for membership or inclusion in the artworld.   

In terms of sociology and economics, the artworld is made visible through 

activities of cooperating institutions, organizations, and corporations.  Within this 

network, art works are presented in an institutional context, an artworld container such as 

galleries, museums, biennials, exhibitions, and alternative art spaces.  There are many 

small artworld sub-communities or micro-worlds, possessing varying degrees of 

knowledge of the network as a whole.  According to Martin Irvine (2009) these 

institutions create structures for presenting art according to a hierarchical model, ranging 

in descending order from blockbuster museum shows of canonized artists, major artists’ 

retrospectives, first museum and gallery shows for rising stars, gallery shows in large 

cities, gallery shows in smaller cities, and first shows for artists, often in an alternative or 

university setting.   

The art world is structured as an interdependent network of social-economic 
actors who cooperate—often contentiously or unknowingly—to enact and 
perpetuate the art world, while at the same time negotiating kinds and levels of 
cooperation in a mutually understood careerist and competitive context. (Irvine, 
2009) 
 

The list of artworld participants may be seen to extend far beyond the artist and audience, 

including any person, organization, or institution that is in any way affiliated with art, 

from art schools and colleges, art theorists and critics, publishers of books and periodicals 

about art, professional associations for artists, art teachers, art dealers, galleries, 

museums, public and private art collections and managers, all those associated with 

international art fairs and exhibitions (organizers, supporters, financial backers, 

managers), art collectors, public and private foundations for the administration of grants 
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for artists, auction houses, art insurance and investment firms and advisors, advertising 

and marketing firms for art, manufacturers and distributors of art supplies and materials, 

conservators and restoration specialists, to professionals concerned with museum 

environments (climate control, security) and archiving, among many possible others. 

Each of these artworld participants has a personal, social, political, and/or economic 

interest in the functioning of the system as a whole, beyond individual works of art.  Put 

more simply, people participate in the artworld because it is in some way personally 

beneficial (although not always or necessarily financially profitable) to do so.   

The location of the maker or presenter of an object and the object itself within the 

artworld may determine in a philosophical or theoretical sense that the relevant object is a 

work of art, but maintenance of the distinction between “art” and “non-art” is essential to 

the continued functioning of the artworld system, and as such, the parameters for the 

acceptance or rejection of works are inconsistent and constantly changing.  This is due to 

the fact that the artworld is configured around the idea of “art” without a comprehensive 

or clearly articulated definition of what this might encompass.  Furthermore, according to 

Irvine (2009), the artworld is a system that remains free to reconfigure or redefine the 

parameters of art notwithstanding factors outside of itself, whether historical, political, 

ethical, or other, because it is a complex network of interrelated sub-systems which do 

not function in concert with one another and which lack any central organization.  This 

means that even within the system, conflicting ideas about art can and do occur.  As is 

arguably true of all human institutions, each artworld sub-system maintains its own logic 

and organization based on the vested interests of its members.  So, while it is possible to 

recognize the artworld as a vast and complex network of interrelated systems and actors 
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organized around the central idea of “art,” and to understand that in most cases the 

individuals and institutions comprising this network take action based primarily on self-

interest (including political and economic gain) rather than due to purely ideological 

motivations, this does not go far to solving the question of “What is art?” 

 Institutional theories and definitions of art have been widely criticized, even 

though they seem to provide a viable explanation of the ways in which objects such as 

Fountain or My Bed have come to be seen as art.  Perhaps the most common complaint is 

that institutional theories do not seem to account for the activities of solitary artists, nor 

do they account for so-called “outsider” art, that is, artworks originating in contexts 

beyond the conventional parameters of the artworld.  Arguably, this may be due to an 

understanding of institutional theory as contingent on and/or limited to the artworld as it 

exists in Western culture, but it could be countered that there are many artworlds that do 

not necessarily resemble the Western artworld.  An isolated tribe of people who have 

never had contact with Western civilization may nevertheless have their own tradition of 

valuing certain objects or artifacts according to a socio-cultural system functioning in a 

manner essentially parallel to artworld practices.  That the people of this tribe never used 

terminology translatable to “art” or “artworld” is arguably of no consequence—the 

practices by which the objects are presented for appreciation or by which they are 

determined to be of value within the culture can be understood to be a artworld system: 

finely crafted tools or weapons, livestock selected for their exemplary conformation 

coloration, or behavior, 43 and cultural patterns of bodily adornment, among many other 

                                                
43 See, for instance, Carol Beckwith and Angela Fisher’s Dinka: Legendary Cattle 
Keepers of Sudan (2010), which, among other things, mentions that the Dinka 
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possibilities, may all demonstrate an artworld system within a culture.  While the 

presence of such aesthetic values may not necessarily justify the claim that a non-

Western culture’s system of aesthetic valuation is relevantly similar to Western ideas of 

“art,” it also does not preclude this from being true.   

Artworlds can also be argued to be so small as to consist of only one individual: it 

would be possible, for instance, to image a solitary human being who collects natural 

items simply for their value as visually interesting or aesthetically pleasing objects, 

bringing them home and displaying them in some manner.  This is not to imply that 

visual interest or aesthetic pleasure associated with an object is a sufficient condition for 

art; rather, the individual’s action in selecting an object is relevant to this designation, not 

any intrinsic characteristic of the item thus chosen.  This person is behaving according to 

the same pattern as a customer in an art gallery, who browses for an interesting object to 

purchase and take home, even though the nature-collector and gallery-browser will bring 

home items of differing monetary value.  Therefore, it is arguably true that the entire 

artworld system of Western culture is not necessary to establishing the existence of a 

human practice of the creation or selection of artifacts as existing within an artworld, no 

matter how small or large.  The problem could perhaps be a matter of grammar, replacing 

the idea of an artworld with the artworld (or the Artworld, hinting at even more 

importance), suggesting that the idea is limited to one reality whereas it could actually be 

understood to refer to an unlimited variety of practices and systems surrounding objects 

of appreciation.   

                                                
intentionally train the curve of their cattle’s horns.  They also report that Dinka men dust 
their bodies with ash because it is considered to be a mark of beauty.  Practices such as 
these arguably indicate the presence of an aesthetic concept in the Dinka culture. 
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Historical Theories of Art: Works of Art and Works of Art History 

Sometimes, items that were made by human beings, particularly those in past or 

primitive cultures, are presented as works of art despite the fact that the original maker of 

the object is unknown or had a purpose other than the creation of an object that could be 

the subject of aesthetic appreciation.  For instance, the ancient maker of the statuette 

commonly identified as the Venus of Willendorf (most recently also called the Goddess 

of Willendorf) could not have had any concept of the artworld in the sense that we 

understand it today.  This little stone statue—less than five inches tall—was discovered 

by Josef Szombathy in 1908 during an archaeological dig near the banks of the Danube 

River near Willendorf, Austria.  Based on geological evidence, the statue is estimated to 

be approximately 24,000 years old, making it among the oldest known sculptures.  

According to Christopher Witcombe (2005) [emphasis added]:  

Her great age and pronounced female forms quickly established the Venus of 
Willendorf as an icon of prehistoric art.  She was soon included in introductory 
art history textbooks where she quickly displaced other previously used examples 
of Paleolithic art.  Being both female and nude, she fitted perfectly into the 
patriarchal construction of the history of art.  As the earliest known 
representation, she became the “first woman,” acquiring a sort of Ur-Eve identity 
that focused suitably, from a patriarchal point of view, on the fascinating reality 
of the female body. (Part 1-Discovery, para. 5)  

 

Witcombe continues, saying that identification of the statue as a “Venus” figure was not a 

simple recognition of its similarity to the nude representations of the Classical Greek and 

Roman deity: this was “a rich, male joke” (Part 2-What’s in a Name, para. 16), an ironic 

or even mocking reference to the fact that the statue represents an overtly sexualized, 

obese woman—the primitive female, as opposed to the idealized image of civilized 
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feminine beauty and modesty seen in typical depictions of Venus in classical art, showing 

a much more slender goddess shielding her breasts and pubic area.  

 Due to the age of the statue, it is not possible to determine the actual intentions of 

its sculptor, but many similar figurines have been found across Europe.  These are 

typically small, emphasizing the objects’ female characteristics while de-emphasizing or 

only hinting at arms, legs, feet, or faces.  The level of detail on the Willendorf figurine is 

exceptional, particularly in the fact that the arms and legs are defined, and the hairstyle is 

produced in great detail.  There has long been speculation that these “Venus” figurines 

may have been used in fertility rituals or in the worship of an Earth goddess, or that they 

might suggest the existence of a matriarchal social structure during the time when they 

were first made.  Witcombe raises the additional possibility that the emphasis of female 

characteristics, particularly the tinting of the sculpture with red ochre, suggests that the 

sculptor may have been a woman (Part 5-Earth Mother, para. 17). 

Few of the conjectures and speculations that continue to swirl around the 

sculpture can be either confirmed or refuted given the lack of supporting evidence 

beyond the small figurine itself.  In terms of this dissertation, the most important thing 

about it is its appropriation by art historians as a work of ancient art, supported by the fact 

that it appears in numerous art history textbooks, including Laurie Adams’ A History of 

Western Art (4th edition, 2006, p. 22).44  In this way, such objects could be termed works 

of art history, just as Fountain can be seen as a work of art theory.  This process has 

arguably taken place with more recently produced objects as well:  art museums are full 

                                                
44 This book has previously been required as the primary textbook for Art 5310, a 
required Core class in the Fine Arts Doctoral Program at Texas Tech University. 
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of the types of items that had previously populated natural history museums, selected on 

the basis of their aesthetic, rather than anthropological, value.   

Arguably, the making of art, whether occurring via the creation or selection of 

objects, could be seen as a manifestation of human behavior that crosses geographic and 

cultural boundaries.  Carroll (2000) proposed that the appreciation of objects for their 

visual interest has evolutionary value in terms of pattern recognition, which enabled 

human beings to interpret facial and bodily cues to motivation and behavior in other 

humans, and to be more successful hunters and gatherers, enabling them to better control 

their environment and increase their likelihood of survival.  Recognition of pattern is thus 

a trait with instrumental value, which may explain the prevalence of art making across 

known human cultures.  If terms such as “institutional” and “artworld” are arguably too 

grandiose, and are thus viewed as excluding traditions or activities similar to a Western 

understanding of art but falling outside the art-related norms of Western civilization, it 

need not negate the idea that the production and appreciation of visually-perceptible 

objects can be seen as a pattern of human behavior present in known cultures across 

human history.  The location of objects within this theoretical and cultural framework 

arguably determines their status as works of art.  The determination of whether or not a 

specific object may be considered to be art is contingent on many factors within this 

framework—temporal, historical, economic, political, moral, and other cultural 

constraints, as well as the availability of materials, will all factor into this decision.  What 

was considered to be a work of art in eighteenth-century Austria, for instance, is likely to 

vary widely from the idea of a work of art in the Australian outback during the same era, 

as well as being very different from what is considered art in either location in 2011.  
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According to Danto and others, the fact that ideas of what a work of art can be change 

over time and are not consistent across cultures, provides the impetus for drawing 

attention away from the work of art itself in formulating a definition of art, which in 

Danto’s case, rests on the artworld.  Since there is no commonality between objects that 

have been deemed works of art, we should, instead, turn our attention to the process by 

which this has occurred. 

Noël Carroll (“Historical Narratives and the Philosophy of Art” 1993; 

“Identifying Art” 1999, “Art and the Domain of the Aesthetic” 2000) has stated that the 

process by which objects have been accepted as works of art is the result of an activity he 

terms “historical narration.”  If the work in question is successfully shown to be either a 

continuation of, or created in opposition to, previous works that have been accepted to be 

art, then the object in question can also be determined to be a work of art, a process akin 

to identifying the pedigree or ancestry of a person or animal.  Carroll writes, “most of the 

activity of theory construction on the part of modern philosophers of art has been devoted 

to establishing theoretical connections between the innovations of the avant-garde and the 

body of work antecedently regarded as art” (1993, p. 314); in other words, most attempts 

to define art have been in response to certain works that did not fit with existing 

definitions, and so a new definition was formulated in order to include these new works 

within the parameters of art.  Each new development in art thus necessitates a new 

definition of art that will sufficiently expand the borders of the concept.  According to 

Carroll, most definitions fall into two categories as defined by Stephen Davies—

functional definitions define art in terms of what art does, such as providing aesthetic 

experience, while procedural definitions of art identify artworks in terms of the way in 
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which they have achieved art status, such as the institutional theories of art proposed by 

Arthur Danto or George Dickie.   

Carroll (1993, p. 322) and Warburton (2003, p. 112) both cite Jerrold Levinson’s 

historical definition of art, which both resembles and differs from Carroll’s view.  Under 

Levinson’s intentional/historical theory, the person designating an item as art must have 

some sort of right to do so (Warburton, 2003, p. 113).   

Levinson (1979) states:  

X is an artwork at t = df 

X is an object of which it is true at t that some person or persons, having the 
appropriate proprietary right over X, nonpassingly intends (or intended) X for 
regard-as-a-work-of-art—i.e. regard in any way (or ways) in which objects in the 
extension of ‘artwork’ prior to t are or were correctly (or standardly) regarded. (p. 
40) 

Levinson explains that: (1) a person must have ownership of or the rights to the object; 

(2) this person must intend the object be regarded as a work of art in the same way that 

other objects have been regarded prior to that time; (3) this intention should apply to the 

work on a permanent basis from that point forward; (4) the object as art should be 

regarded as art in the same way that other such objects are usually regarded.  This 

definition, then, is contingent on several factors:  the artist’s intentions, the artist’s 

ownership or right to the object, a specific historical timeframe, and standard regard for 

artworks existing within that timeframe.  Levinson’s stipulation that the person 

promoting an item as a work of art must have some sort of proprietary right over the 

object, either as its maker or owner, forestalls the criticism leveled at institutional 

theories of art, which are determined to be too broad because anybody could declare that 
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all items in the history of the universe from the beginning until the end of time exist as 

works of art. 

Carroll, on the other hand, formulates a strategy of historical narration rather than 

definition, stating that the artist’s intentions form part of the relevant historical narrative 

that is used to establish a candidate item’s status as art:  the artist’s intentions lead to the 

choice to use alternative means to an end, which leads to the production of a work, which 

must then be shown to have an acknowledged art context, and if this narrative is true, a 

work of art is the end result (Carroll, 1993, p. 322).  Carroll states that objections to 

Levinson’s view rest on the intentions of the artist, specifically with Stephen Davies’ 

objection that the way in which an artwork is regarded is not restricted to the way in 

which the artist intended it to be considered.  Moreover, an artwork might be viewed 

differently with the passing of time, perhaps rendering the artist’s intentions toward the 

work irrelevant as ideas about art evolve:  things that were not considered to be artworks 

by their makers are often determined to be artworks later on, as evidenced by prehistoric 

sculptures or cave paintings.  Davies, according to Carroll, is committed to an 

understanding of art that places primary emphasis on aesthetic experience, and therefore, 

if a conventional understanding of an artwork offers a “richer aesthetic experience” than 

an intentionalist understanding, Davies would give primacy to the conventional 

explanation.  Carroll discounts this, using the example of Ed Wood’s 1958 movie Plan 9 

From Outer Space, which has sometimes (although not universally) been contemporarily 

interpreted as a poststructuralist work of the avant-garde, but was actually, according to 

Carroll, just sloppily made with no poststructuralist intent on the part of the filmmaker.  

Carroll contends that analyzing the film through the lens of poststructuralism may be 
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more aesthetically fulfilling than taking the movie at face value as a sub-standard attempt 

at science-fiction filmmaking, but the interpretation does not work when the author’s 

intentions are factored into the analysis.   

According to Carroll’s theory, the artist’s intentions towards the work must also 

be demonstrably situated within an existing framework of art theory that allows those 

intentions to be relevant.  Carroll explains that Van Gogh’s severed ear could not be 

considered to be art in his day because the theoretical framework supporting performance 

art was not yet in existence, whereas other artists’ similar gestures (he cites a fatal 

performance piece by Rudolf Schwarkolger45) occurred in a “recently entrenched genre” 

(1993, p. 324).  Identifying narratives must therefore occur within recognizable artworld 

systems and practices.  Carroll also cites Edward Steichen’s efforts to have photography 

accepted as an art medium by appealing to the conventions of painting in his 

photographic work.  By applying the existing artworld system—painting—to a (then) 

avant-garde practice—photography—Steichen successfully utilized historical narration to 

achieve art status for his photographs.  As a final note, the artist’s intentions that a work 

be classified as art are not the same as consideration of the artist’s intentions in 

interpreting a work, a practice opposed by Monroe Beardsley (1954) and others—it is 

possible to consider the artist’s intentions in matters of classification without accepting 

that the artist’s intentions are relevant or essential to the interpretation of a work of art 

(1993, p. 323).  As Walton (1970) explains,  

                                                
45 Schwarzkloger died while attempting to castrate himself as a work of performance art 
(Carroll, 1993). Misguided efforts and subsequent tragic result notwithstanding, 
Schwarzkloger’s action was arguably still categorized as a work of performance art, 
while Van Gogh’s severed ear could not have been. 
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Since artists’ intentions are among the relevant historical considerations, the 
“intentional fallacy” is not a fallacy at all.  I have of course made no claims about 
the relevance of artists’ intentions as to the aesthetic properties their works should 
have, and these intentions are among those most discussed in writings on 
aesthetics.  I am willing to agree that whether an artist intended his work to be 
coherent or serene has nothing essential to do with whether it is coherent or 
serene.  But this must not be allowed to seduce us into thinking that no intentions 
are relevant. (p. 154) 
 

The artist’s intentions towards the ways in which a work of art should, or could, be 

interpreted may be open to question, as proposed by Beardsley’s “intentional fallacy,” 

(1954) but as Walton states above, this is not relevant to the classification of an object as 

a work of art based on the artist’s intentions that it be seen a such.   

Carroll’s historical narration and/or Levinson’s intentional/historical theories of 

art are sometimes also criticized on the grounds that, if each artwork must be shown to 

relate in some way to works that have historically come before it, what of the very first 

work of art in human history?  Philosophers such as Warburton (2003) have stated that 

Levinson does not adequately address this issue.  Carroll, however, argues that the 

criticism regarding a mythical “first work of art” can be dealt with in terms of another 

objection, that of tribal or outsider art.  If a solitary artist creates an object completely 

outside of existing art world systems, with no knowledge of works similar to it or in 

opposition to it, then how can it be accounted as art?  Likewise, tribal art created 

according to the tribe’s traditions, unconcerned with and unaware of established art world 

theories, seems to present a problematic case.  Carroll suggests that the way to handle 

such cases depends on a thorough examination of the practice within that particular 

culture, establishing a historical narrative explaining how the work in question fits into 

that practice.  Likewise, in the case of outsider art/the solitary artist, it is extremely 
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unlikely, if not anthropologically impossible, that a person could exist entirely within a 

cultural vacuum.  Such a person could be shown, via the process of historical narration, to 

be acting in accordance with some set of cultural norms or practices in producing the 

object in question, which could subsequently be shown to relate to the artistic practices of 

another culture with a previously-established theory of art.  The objection could be raised 

that this entails a functional (or, it could be suggested, sociological), rather than 

historical, analysis.  Carroll responds by stating that the phenomenon of art is complex, 

and that multiple approaches are sometimes necessary (1999, p. 454).   

 The definition of art is a thorny problem, and there is to date no consensus as to 

its resolution.  As Warburton (2003) states: 

It’s not just that we can’t see or imagine any important similarity between 
Leonardo da Vinci’s cartoon in the National Gallery in London, Mark Wallinger’s 
A Real Work of Art, and a “Film Still” photograph by Cindy Sherman.  It’s that all 
three share no common defining feature at all, but rather are related by a pattern 
of culturally significant overlapping resemblances.  We can use the term “art” 
effectively and understand each other when we talk about art, but that is not 
because all works of art have some defining essential ingredient that makes art 
what it is.  We have culturally determined patterns and tacit agreements about 
relevant resemblances that can justify our expanding the concept of art to cover 
new cases.  Different sub-cultures draw the lines in different places.  There is no 
ingredient X for the world-be art-definer to seize upon.  Nothing that will explain 
the use of the term “art” beyond the fact that, culturally, various groups have 
made certain decisions about what is to count as a relevant resemblance between a 
new object and paradigm cases of art.  Often the decision-makers act arbitrarily.  
Some individuals and groups of people have disproportionate power over how 
decisions are made about difficult cases.  And some groups have vested interests 
in drawing the line in one place rather than another:  this is particularly obvious in 
the art world where the label “art” automatically raises the price of an artifact. (p. 
122) 
 

 Warburton reaches this conclusion after an examination of arguments related to 

Clive Bell’s formalism, R. G. Collingwood’s expression of emotion, Ludwig 

Wittgenstein’s family resemblance, and George Dickie’s institutional theory, none of 
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which, according to Warburton, provides an adequate definition of art: neither the form 

of the work, the artist’s expression of emotion within it, its resemblance to other works, 

or the positioning of the work within an artworld context provides sufficient basis for 

formulating a definition; however, Warburton tends to agree somewhat with Morris 

Weitz’s (1956) contention that a definition cannot be reached at all, or, at least, that life is 

too short to waste time puzzling over the issue: 

The art question, when asked at the general level of “What is art?” is probably not 
answerable.  Given the brevity of life, if we are going to ask the question at all, it 
is better to focus on the particular works and ask of them why they are art and 
why this might matter to us. (p. 133) 
 

 Noël Carroll arrives at a somewhat similar conclusion in “Les Cul-de-Sac of 

Enlightenment Aesthetics: a Metaphilosophy of Art” (2009), recommending that 

philosophers abandon attempts to “define Art with a capital A in terms of aesthetic 

experience” (p. 157) and focus instead on different art practices as separate issues rather 

than continuing futile efforts to view them as a unified system with a single definition.  

Carroll acknowledges the allure of the aesthetic theory of art, because it eliminates 

problematic questions related “authorial intention, art history, emotional arousal, 

morality, politics, and so on,” conveniently exiling these considerations from the 

discussions about art’s definition because they are “irrelevant from the perspective of the 

aesthetic theory of art” (p. 168).  This theory insists that “something is a work of art if 

and only if it is created with the primary intention to afford aesthetic experience” (p. 

169), an idea which is problematic, according to Carroll, because many of the objects that 

have come to be regarded as art, such as tribal masks or religious paintings, were not, in 

fact, primarily created to be works of art.  Likewise, the idea that aesthetic experiences 
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are those that are “valued for their own sake” is also problematic, since experiences 

valued for their own sake could include those “involving controlled substances and sex” 

(p. 169).   

Even recent versions of the aesthetic experience theory of art are not without 

serious flaws.  Carroll addresses Gary Iseminger’s 2004 theory, which states: “The 

modern institution of art has been created to promote aesthetic communication by means 

of works that are understood as opportunities for appreciation, that is, experiences known 

noninferentially to be valuable in themselves” (p. 171).  Carroll finds fault with this thesis 

on several levels, from Iseminger’s assertion that the artworld is an intentionally created 

artifact to his statement that the function that art does better than any other is to promote 

aesthetic communication.  Carroll contends that what the artworld actually does best is to 

“transmit and to reinforce the ethos of its culture” (p. 174).46 

The arts, since time immemorial, have been a leading vehicle for inculcating in 
peoples the values, beliefs, examples, commitments, emotions, desires, behaviors, 
myths, morals, manners, ideals, feelings and so on, that constitute the cultural 
order of society. … The art world, in this respect, is a key participant in the 
continuous reconstruction of the social order… Indeed, in the case of mass art, it 
is very probably that the arts are fulfilling this function more comprehensively 
and more effectively than ever before. (p. 174-175) 
 

Carroll concludes that the project of attempting to define Art (with a capital “A”), along 

with the aesthetic theory of art, are dead ends which are the product of eighteenth-century 

philosophy, suggesting that it would be more productive to pursue inquires into the 

various arts (plural, spelled with a lower-case “a”), asking about their separate functions 

                                                
46 This is not to claim within this dissertation that there is a single ethos for any given 
culture. In addition, artworks which intentionally challenge a particular cultural ethos can 
arguably be seen to provide evidence that such an ethos exists, and to play a role in its 
evolution over time. 
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and purposes, and not supposing that there is any one response or experience that all arts 

should be able to deliver.   

Carroll’s (1999) theory of historical narration arguably provides a viable 

alternative to Levinson’s (1979) historical definition of art and also to institutional 

theories of art as proposed by Dickie (1974/1984) and Danto (1964/1981), in that it 

provides a method of identifying artworks in a relatively uncontroversial way (at least, 

according to Carroll’s point of view, which could be disputed), and which, moreover, is 

not likely to be disrupted by further works of the avant-garde.  Historical narration is also 

a better method, according to Carroll, than Weitz’s (1956) or Warburton’s (2003) 

contention that definition is not possible, or to Wittgenstein’s (in Weitz, 1956 and 

Warburton, 2003) theory of family resemblance, which is based on the appearance of a 

work more than on its history.  Carroll admits that historical narration is by no means the 

only solution to problems in identifying artworks, but feels that it is a more viable method 

than the others available (1999, p. 454). 

The Intentional Definition of Art 

It has been argued that procedural definitions of art, whether historical or 

institutional, suffer in some degree from problems of circularity, in that they cannot seem 

to define art without including some form of the word “art” in the definition.  [Carroll 

(1999), however, says that although Levinson’s historical definition of art is circular, 

historical narration is not, because it is (1) a narrative, not a definition and (2) narratives 

are not circular but only tell a story, whereas definitions may suffer from circularity.]47  

                                                
47 Some may feel that Carroll’s use of “narration” rather than “definition” can be seen to 
dodge the real issue and therefore does not result in a satisfactory definition of art. 
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Instead of looking at art or artworks, whether in a functional or procedural sense, it might 

be productive to look at the definitions of art themselves.  In this, we can arguably see 

one common thread:  a human intention regarding an object.  To recap, George Dickie’s 

original definition of art states [emphasis added]: 

A work of art in the classificatory sense is an artifact, a set of the aspects of which 
has had conferred upon it the status of candidate for appreciation by some person 
or persons acting on behalf of a certain social institution (the artworld). (1974) 
 

This was revised to state: 

A work of art is an artifact of a kind created to be presented to an artworld public. 
(1983) 
 

Levinson (1979, in Lamarque and Olsen, p. 40) proposes that: 

X is an artwork at t = df 
X is an object of which it is true at t that some person or persons, having the 
appropriate proprietary right over X, nonpassingly intends (or intended) X for 
regard-as-a-work-of-art--i.e. regard in any way (or ways) in which objects in the 
extension of artwork prior to t are or were correctly (or standardly) regarded. 
 

Combining these ideas, we can surmise that the common thread in art is that a person (or 

persons) either create or select an object with the intention that it be appreciated as art.  

This appreciation may be limited solely to the creator/selector of the object, or it may be 

presented to others with the intent that others also appreciate it in the same way as the 

person who created or selected this object.   

Because the term “object” is vague, and because the variety of ideas, 

performances, compositions, creations, items, and so on that have been accepted to be 

works of art is so vast, perhaps a better identifier would be the phrase “physical 

phenomenon.”  Physical indicates that the item presented for appreciation exists 

somehow within the world of matter and energy (as in the science of physics), and a 
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phenomenon can be understood to be an occurrence, circumstance, or fact that can be 

perceived via the senses.  To say that art is a physical phenomenon is to say that it is 

something that exists in the real world that can be perceived by the senses:  even in the 

case of conceptual art, there must be a sign, a marker, a note, a verbalization, an audio 

recording…some kind of physically perceptible indication that is potentially discernible 

to an audience, since the world has not yet achieved widespread telepathic 

communications.  Even wireless electronic transmissions have a physical reality as 

energy, although they do not have tangible matter outside of the equipment used to 

communicate the messages and information that are sent and received in this way.   

Because the more common terminology of “object” and “artifact” suggest a 

material reality, and because 21st century technology can present items or information in 

a non-material form, and also because artworks may be ephemeral or impermanent such 

as performances, physical phenomenon is a very broad, flexible phrase that may arguably 

cover any kind of action, idea, circumstance, item, or the lack thereof (such as silence).  

The word “object” may still serve as an easier term to use within a discussion, but this 

should be understood to indicate something towards which a physical or cognitive action 

is directed, rather than a material item itself.  Artifact, in the sense of something that is 

the product of human activity (as in “artificial”), is also a useful and appropriate word, 

but its connotation is linked to material reality as opposed to the broader sense indicated 

by physical phenomenon, and it also arguably carries anthropological connotations which 

are not always applicable to art.   

The idea of “appreciation” is arguably also a key component of art.  As defined in 

Chapter 3, in this context the word does not indicate gratitude, as in, “I appreciate your 
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thoughtfulness.”  Instead, appreciation is intended to indicate the perception or 

recognition of the quality, value, or significance of a person or thing and/or the evaluation 

of an object on the basis of its perceptible qualities.  It is important to note that this does 

not specify that the perception, recognition, or evaluation be favorable.  It does, however, 

suggest that the item presented for appreciation is understood by its creator/presenter to 

be subject to evaluation based on its perceptible qualities.  The item itself may be 

identified as a work of art but still evaluated negatively as boring, banal, lacking in 

quality, failing to communicate, exhibiting poor technique, or a host of other negative 

criticisms.  The point is, bad art is still art, not due to any inherent aesthetic merit, but 

simply because someone presented it for appreciation as art.   

The word “aesthetic” is intentionally not included in this definition.  In Chapter 2, 

the operational definition of the word “aesthetic,” for the purposes of this dissertation, 

was stated as: “the visually discernible characteristics of an object that are subject to 

evaluation or that suggest a high degree of skill or accomplishment on the part of the 

maker of the object.  Such characteristics are often, but not always, identified with works 

of art” (p. 96).  Therefore, while the physically perceptible qualities of a work of art are 

often, or even usually, those judged to be aesthetic, and while aesthetic criteria are 

commonly used as the basis for the evaluation of objects presented as artworks, there 

have been many items accepted as artworks in which aesthetic features are arguably 

absent.  Moreover, ideas of what is “aesthetic” are closely linked to personal preferences 

and/or matters of taste, and thus notoriously difficult to delineate.  Therefore, “aesthetic” 

cannot be a necessary condition, even though aesthetic criteria are frequently present in 
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art.  The aesthetic features of a work of art may certainly be relevant to the evaluation of 

the item, but are not necessary to its identification as a work of art. 

Also absent from this definition is an acknowledgement of the historical context 

of the work or its presence within the artworld.  While these factors can contribute to the 

analysis or evaluation of a work, and may serve to explain it and to make the experience 

of perceiving the work more rewarding, they are not necessary to the identification of a 

work as art.  Historical and institutional definitions of art have arguably served to add a 

procedural component to a project that was previously comprised of only functional 

definitions failing to account for the diversity of objects determined to be artworks.  

Identifying an object as art may sometimes be explained or enriched by the narration of 

its historical context, but this need not always occur.  To cite a non-art example, someone 

may identify an animal as a dog, and even further recognize it to be a Jack Russell 

Terrier, without knowing its pedigree, the history of the breed, or whether the dog is a 

champion competitor in the show ring.  Certainly, for objects that are initially 

unrecognizable in any way, explanations on the part of the object’s presenter may serve 

to aid in the appreciation of the object; however, all that is necessary for the object to be 

an artwork is for its creator or presenter to identify it as such, whether anyone else 

understands it, recognizes it, or appreciates it at all. 

Therefore, for the purposes of this dissertation, the definition of art will be: 

Art is a physical phenomenon created or presented for appreciation as art. 

While this argument has the appearance of circularity, since the word “art” begins and 

ends the sentence, the clarification “appreciation as art” is necessary, since there is more 
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than one way in which appreciation may be applied to a physical phenomenon without it 

being classified as art, although such designations do not preclude a simultaneous 

designation as art.  For instance, fragrance, fashion, and food, among many other 

phenomena, can be seen as typically created for appreciation without specifically being 

intended as art, but they may also be identified as art if a person intends for them to be 

seen as such either in addition to, or because of, the qualities for which they might be 

appreciated.  In short, a physical phenomenon is art simply because a person intentionally 

designated it as such. 

This definition does not rest on the object’s appearance, its function, or on its 

historical or institutional context.  It is solely based on one factor:  the specific intention 

of a human being towards an object.  This intention is that the object be appreciated as 

art.  The audience is not specified—it could be one person or every human being on 

Earth.  The kind of object is not specified—it can be any given physical phenomenon or 

any combination thereof.  The process is not specified—the object can be created, found, 

appropriated, selected, borrowed, or anything else.  How can this definition then 

distinguish between art and non-art objects?  An art object is one that has been created or 

presented for appreciation as art.  A non-art object has not been created or presented for 

appreciation as art.  This does not preclude non-art objects from becoming art at some 

point in the future—only that, at the time the question is asked, the object has not been 

presented for appreciation as art.  Warburton (2003) criticizes institutional and historical 

definitions for their failure to distinguish art from non-art, saying that both formal 

portraits and passport photographs are intended to show the physical appearance of a 

person, and so based on intentions it is not possible to tell which is art (the portrait) and 
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which is not (the passport photograph).  This is arguably a confusion of function and 

intention.  Both items function as evidence of what people look like, and this purpose is 

based on intention; however, the portrait is also intended for appreciation as art, whereas 

the passport photograph is intended only for identification.  This is not to say that 

someone could not create art from passport photographs, just that, in the example, no one 

had designated this item for appreciation as art at that time.  Warburton’s dismissal of 

historical and institutional theories of art based on this argument is arguably not a valid 

criticism, since neither theory is likely to argue that the passport photograph, vis-à-vis its 

existence as a passport photograph, is art. 

 Admittedly, the Intentional Definition of Art, as presented in this text, is a liberal 

understanding of art and might cause dismay for some people: “But…now ANYTHING 

could be art!”  That is absolutely so under this definition, but what is arguably true is that 

this is already the case.  When examining the diverse objects that have been determined 

to be art, the sole factor uniting them is the fact that a human being created or presented 

those items for appreciation as art.  Earlier in this chapter, a urinal, a rumpled bed, a live 

horse, and a dead horse were previously shown to be artworks.  This is not because these 

objects achieved institutional acceptance, although this did happen—it is because 

Duchamp, Emin, Wallinger, and Cattelan presented them for appreciation as art.  It was 

the intentional act of presentation that made these objects art, not their subsequent 

acceptance by the artworld.  

Identification of an object as art is not contingent on the object, but on the specific 

human intention toward an object that it be appreciated as art.  Perception of an object 

alone is insufficient for identification of it as art unless the object has been placed within 
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a context in which the art-intentions of its creator/presenter are either stated or implied.  

Such contexts could include artworld settings such as galleries, museums, fairs, 

exhibitions or installations.  They can also include the ways in which the object is 

displayed, such as hanging on a wall or sitting on a shelf or pedestal.  Presentation of 

something as an object of appreciation as art may be quite simple: a crayon drawing on 

notebook paper taped to the refrigerator door, or an interesting seashell placed atop a 

coffee table could each be seen as having been presented for appreciation as art (although 

they may also have been presented for their emotional value, as in the case of family 

photographs).  In these settings, the intention of the maker or selector of the object can be 

seen to be apparent by virtue of the object’s placement.  The intent for appreciation as art 

can also be an inherent feature of the object.  Paintings and sculptures are examples of 

objects that are intrinsically objects for appreciation as art, in that they are an existing 

category of cultural objects previously determined to have status as artworks, and so in 

producing such an object the maker’s intentions toward it as an object of appreciation as 

art can be seen as inherent in the work.   

This definition of art may be seen to challenge the elitism inherent in the artworld, 

in which it is directly profitable for certain groups or individuals to control ideas about 

what kinds of items may be perceived as artworks, especially since the identification of 

an item as “art” may serve as a mechanism for raising the item’s potential or actual 

monetary value.  Therefore, to recognize that the power to identify artworks rests with the 

artist (the creator of the work), or with the presenter of the work (if not directly the 

artist), and is not subject to negation by the audience or the artworld, could be somewhat 

threatening to those who have previously enjoyed this power.  Arguably, the 
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identification of an object and its evaluation are elided in artworld contexts, but it could 

perhaps be understood that the power of certain artworld figures rests in their role in 

evaluating and/or promoting artworks, but not necessarily in their identification of those 

works as art, as has perhaps seemed to be the case.  To concede that an object is an 

artwork is not the same as to say it is good, worthy of anyone’s attention, or having 

monetary value.  As an example, the judge at the dog show does nothing extraordinary in 

identifying an animal as belonging to a specific dog breed, but in evaluating the animals 

circling the show ring and selecting the winner, the judge can be understood to be a 

powerful and authoritative figure.  Identification and evaluation are understood to be 

separate activities in many other arenas of human endeavor besides dog shows, but until 

now these two activities have seemed to be inextricably conjoined in art, even in the 

continuing common use of phrases such as “the art of ____,” and “____ is a work of art.”   

Identity and Function in Documentary Photography 
 
 Just as the identification and evaluation of artworks have been conflated in many 

settings, an elision can arguably be seen between the identity and function of artworks.  

An item may arguably have only one function at a time, even if it may indeed have the 

capacity to serve multiple functions in turn.  For instance, the primary function of a chair 

is to sit on.  The chair can be used as a step to reach a high shelf, but not while someone 

is sitting on it (at least, not without difficulty and perhaps danger).  Using it as a step is 

likely to preclude its use as a seat.  Likewise, the chair could be used as a weapon, as is 

the case in professional wrestling or a lion-tamer act in the circus.  To use the chair as a 

weapon, it cannot simultaneously be used as a seat.  As opposed to function, however, 

identity can be multi-layered and complex.  Abraham Lincoln was the sixteenth President 
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of the United States, and it is this identification for which he is most famous.  He was 

also, however, a husband, a father, a lawyer, an Illinoisan, and a scholar, among other 

things, and being the President did not preclude or negate these other simultaneous 

identities.  According to the aesthetic experience/formalist definition of art, an object may 

be identified as a work of art if and only if its primary purpose is to afford aesthetic 

experience (Carroll, 2009); if the object has a different primary purpose, this precludes 

the object from being a work of art.  Purpose, in this case, is a matter of function, not 

identity.  The fact that art museums are stocked with a multitude of primarily functional 

items from suits of armor to vases to paperweights should, perhaps, already serve to 

negate this definition.  In a museum, of course, the suit of armor is not worn into battle, 

the vase does not hold fresh flowers, and the paperweight does not sit on top of any 

paper, but it could be argued that their placement within the museum precludes their 

original function, rather than their status as art.  If someone were to take a Ming Dynasty 

porcelain vase, fill it with water, and place a dozen roses inside it, the vase would still be 

a work of art, even as it fulfilled its function as a vase.  Sometimes, the primary purpose 

of an item may arguably change over time: for instance, the suit of armor is no longer a 

primarily functional item in the 21st century.  Nevertheless, its original functionality 

remains intact, because it could still be worn if someone chose to do so.  

According to the aesthetic experience definition of art, pictorial imagery, whether 

paintings, etchings, prints, or photographs, may only be artworks if their primary purpose 

is to afford aesthetic experience.  While this criterion may be true of some images, others 

may well have been created with other purposes in mind.  The artist may have wished to 

communicate a political or religious message, or portray a social commentary, or convey 
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a narrative.  The fact that the image may function as a message, commentary, or narrative 

does not preclude or negate its simultaneous identification as art, even though this 

arguably defies a designation based on aesthetic experience.   

Additionally, according to a modernist or formalist way of thinking, a work of art 

must stand alone, completely apart from any explanation, meaning, use, or relevance to 

anything exterior to the work itself.  This criterion has been particularly persistent in 

photography. 

It seems as thought part of the Faustian bargain to elevate photography to the 
status of “art” has exacted a decree that written texts be forever banished from the 
vicinity of the visual image—that photographs present themselves in the same 
contentless depoliticized way as modernist paintings have embraced since the 
1930s. (Bright, in Bolton, 1993, p. 139) 
 
While there is much that has been written regarding formalism, the aesthetic 

experience definition of art, postmodernism, and other such philosophical topics, there is 

relatively little scholarly literature specifically related to documentary photography as art, 

a problem that was examined in Chapter 2.  To briefly recap the previous discussion, 

sources treating photography tend to examine the topic from one of two standpoints: (1) 

examining documentary photography as a social practice, particularly in a historical 

context, in which the objects’ status as art (or lack thereof) is not specifically addressed; 

(2) viewing documentary photography as a subset of the history of photography in which 

documentary photographs may be indirectly implied to be works of art, such as mention 

of the works’ exhibition in art galleries or their inclusion in the collections of art 

museums, but their identification as artworks is not specifically mentioned.  Popular 

criticism follows similar trends and patterns, with mention of documentary photographs 

as art appearing in contexts in which art status—whether positive or negative—is either 
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taken as a de-facto assumption or is unaddressed.  The use of language within many texts 

underscores the distinction that has been drawn between documentary and art, typified by 

the prevalent phrase “fine art and documentary photography” highlighting this 

categorization.   

As examined in Chapter 2, criticism of documentary photographs as works of art 

is rooted in the debate as to whether photographs in general can be considered to be 

works of art, but this is not specific to documentary photographs. Aesthetic philosophy, 

particularly the “aesthetic experience” criterion in determining an object’s status as art, 

coupled with the modernist theory of “art for art’s sake” can arguably be seen to be 

instrumental in the exclusion of documentary photographs from the category of art.  The 

photographers of the early 20th-century strove to create photographic imagery that could 

meet the formalist standards in vogue at that time.  This brought about the movements of 

pictorialism, which deliberately set out to create photographs that would conform to 

aesthetic standards similar to painting, and straight photography, which focused on the 

“purity” of the photographic image much the same as abstract expressionism dealt with 

“pure” painting.  Both of these movements were driven by the idea that a photograph is 

only a work of art if its primary purpose is to afford an aesthetic experience—a central 

tenet of formalism.  This motif arguably continues to pervade the medium, and it has 

seemingly become so deeply ingrained in the theory of photography that it remains all but 

unquestioned.  Indeed, it is extremely difficult to find literary references to documentary 

photography in terms of art, because (as mentioned in Chapter 2) materials mentioning 

documentary do not refer to art photography, and sources related to art photography do 

not mention documentary.  This presents a dilemma for the researcher seeking to uncover 
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specific evidence in literature related to the denial of art status for documentary 

photographs.   

The continuing influence of formalism on photography, as demonstrated by 

Salemme and others, may serve to explain the ongoing bias against documentary 

photographs as works of art.  This view can be argued to be inconsistent with 

philosophical definitions of art in terms of institutional or historical theories, which have 

emerged since 1964 with the publication of Danto’s “Artworld” theory.  The “perpetual 

modernist time-warp” (Salemme, 2003, p. 6) in which photographic aesthetics continues 

to operate, especially in institutions of higher education, arguably only serves to enable 

this outdated and obsolete system of ideology.  Modernism and formalism can similarly 

be understood to be supported by the lingering influence of Enlightenment ideology as 

identified by Carroll (2009), which can be seen to undergird popular acceptance of 

aesthetic definitions of art, despite arguably conclusive evidence that the designation of 

items such as plumbing fixtures as works of art precludes aesthetic criteria from serving 

in a definitional capacity.   

One might assume that discussions of formalism had become moot, or at least that 

these ideas only persist among the un-educated or under-informed in an era dominated by 

postmodern thinking that rejects considerations of aesthetics.  In fact, this is not the case.  

Nick Zangwill, a professor of philosophy at Durham University in England, has written 

extensively on the topic of what he terms “moderate formalism.”  In The Metaphysics of 

Beauty (2001), Zangwill explains that there are three standpoints in terms of formalism: 

An extreme formalist thinks that all works of art are purely formal works—where 
a work is purely formal if all its aesthetic properties are formal aesthetic 
properties.  An anti-formalist thinks that no works of art have formal aesthetic 
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properties.  A moderate formalist thinks, first, that all the aesthetic properties of 
works of art in a select class are formal, and second, that although many works of 
art outside that class have nonformal aesthetic properties, many of those works 
also have important formal aesthetic properties that must not be ignored. (2001, p. 
84) 

 
According to Zangwill, Bell could be used to exemplify an extreme formalist, Walton 

represents the anti-formalist position, and Zangwill considers himself to be a moderate 

formalist.  He further explains his premise: 

Moderate formalism allows that many works of art only have formal aesthetic 
properties, that many works of art have nonformal aesthetic properties, and that 
many works of art have both formal and nonformal aesthetic properties.  Only 
moderate formalism recognizes that all three possibilities are generously 
populated.  Extreme formalism does violence in one direction and anti-formalism 
does violence in the other.  Only moderate formalism allows us to articulate the 
variety of kinds of aesthetic properties that different works of art have. (p. 101) 
 
The point here is not to engage in a lengthy examination of Zangwill’s work, but 

to demonstrate that there is ongoing scholarly attention to matters of formalism.  The 

book from which the quotes above were taken was published in 2001, but Zangwill has 

published similar arguments as recently as 2009, in “Formalism” for the revised 

Blackwell Companion to Aesthetics, and as an updated entry entitled “Aesthetic 

Judgment” in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy dated July 22, 2010.  Zangwill’s 

writings on formalism demonstrate that this philosophical standpoint is not a quaint 

artifact of the early 20th century or limited to the realm of popular opinion today, but is 

part of current discussions of aesthetic philosophy.  The same could be said of Noël 

Carroll’s 2009 discussion of the aesthetic experience definition of art and how it 

continues to shape ideas about art in the present day.  Despite the idea that we live in a 

postmodern climate in 2011, these ideas continue to have currency in both scholarly and 

popular discussions about art.   
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It could be argued, therefore, that the formalist bias that has been identified in 

writings about photography should not be dismissed as passé, irrelevant, or moot—it is a 

force to be taken seriously, and one which is strongly opposed within this dissertation as 

it relates to the use of formalist criteria in order to exclude documentary photographs 

from consideration as works of art.  Concerns of form—line, shape, color, texture, 

composition, contrast, and so on—are useful in terms of the evaluation of works of visual 

art, but not in their identification.  The sole factor that works of art share in common is 

the intention of their creator/selector/presenter that the work be the subject of 

appreciation as art.  Therefore, if a photographer intends a documentary photograph to be 

a work of art, it is.  It does not matter what it looks like, whether it is a shining example 

of photographic technique, or boring and banal—if the photographer says, “This is art,” 

then that is enough for the identification of the object as such.  Identifying an object as art 

is a value-neutral action, but this is arguably not understood in a society that uses the 

word art in a superlative and evaluative sense rather than indicating a simple 

classification.   

In the sense that this identification is value-neutral, it cannot be “wrong” to 

identify a work as art—to state that something is a work of art cannot be incorrect, since 

identification as art rests only on the intention that a physical phenomenon be considered 

within this category.  To be sure, there is a wealth of bad art in the world, and many 

things that are unworthy of close attention (a quality proposed by Warburton [2003] as 

one of the purposes of identifying an object as art).  If we turn our attention away from 

arguments about the classification of objects and focus instead on their evaluation, 

perhaps the direction in art could turn away from activities that obsessively push against 
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the boundaries of definition to ideals of quality, creativity, or technique.  Warburton, like 

Weitz before him, concludes The Art Question (2003) by stating that pursuing of a 

definition of art is neither worthwhile nor possible, but perhaps this is because he 

continues to look at the artworks rather than the artists or their intentions.  If the artist 

says it is art, then so be it.  This transforms the operational question from, “But is it art?” 

to, “It’s art.  But is it good art?”  This new definition would relocate concerns of quality 

and evaluation into their own sphere, rather than muddling the process of identification 

with evaluative concerns. 
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Chapter 5 
The Epistemic Value of Documentary Photographs 

 
The study of documentary photographs is arguably linked to epistemology, or the 

study of how we know what we know.  If the identification of photographs as works of 

art has been contested throughout the history of the medium, the evidentiary value of 

photographs has arguably been less controversial.  Since their invention, photographs 

have been assumed to more-or-less accurately represent real things simply by virtue of 

the fact that photography is seen to be an essentially mechanical process. Abigail 

Solomon-Godeau writes:  

Because the image is produced by the light reflected from the object that is 
imprinted on the light-sensitive support, the relation between object and image is 
considered to be causal, not conventional, and this, furthermore is the case 
notwithstanding any actual resemblance that may obtain between image and 
object…The resulting image is thought to have a relation to the real that is a 
function of its means of production.  It is precisely this assumption that has 
underwritten all the juridical, evidentiary, scientific, and veristic uses of the 
medium. (2007, p. 260) 
 

It is for this reason that photographs may serve as evidence in court proceedings whereas 

handmade arts typically do not.  For example, a photograph of a suspect recorded by a 

surveillance camera is arguably more authoritative than a sketch made by an eyewitness 

of the same incident.  This relationship has been addressed in the language of semiotics, 

proposing that a photograph bears an indexical relationship to its subject—the same type 

of one-to-one correspondence as a thumbprint or a footprint (Krauss, 1982; Solomon-

Godeau, 2007).  Similarly, Gregory Currie (1999) addresses the relationship between 

photographs and their referents using the terms testimony and trace: 

To understand the contrast between trace and testimony, compare a painting and a 
photograph.  The painter may make a likeness of her subject so vivid and detailed 
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that one could take it for a photograph.  But photography is not just a device to 
make paintings by cheaper and quicker means; a photograph is a trace of its 
subject, while a painting is a testimony of it. (“Documentary and the Contents of 
Photographs,” p. 286) 
 

Just as a footprint is a trace of a particular foot, a photograph is a trace of its subject, 

according to Currie.  Furthermore, he explains that traces of all kinds are “independent of 

belief,” meaning that it does not matter what the photographer believed was in front of 

the camera when the picture was taken, whereas paintings and other handmade 

representations are always subject to what the artist believes he or she is seeing.   

If the painter were having an [sic] hallucination, and so thinking that there was a 
pink elephant in front of him, his painting would display a pink elephant, not the 
actual scene before his eyes.  With the photograph, things are different.  Because 
of the “mechanical” way photographs are made, it does not matter what the 
photographer thinks the object in front of the lens looks like; once the camera is 
set up and the film exposed, the camera records the scene actually before it.  And 
my visual experience when looking at the photograph varies with variation in the 
appearance of the object, independently of the photographer’s (or anyone else’s) 
beliefs.  It is the same with ordinary seeing: counterfactual dependence between 
my visual experience and the scene before my eyes is independent of belief. 
(Currie, 1991, “Photography, Painting, and Perception,” p. 24) 
 

For Currie, photographs have a similar counterfactual dependence to ordinary seeing: that 

is, the visual experience of looking at a photograph corresponds to the scene as it 

appeared in reality in such a way that, if the scene had been different, our experience of it 

would have been different as well.  “We can expect a photograph of Φ to display the 

visible properties of Φ in such a way that if Φ’s visible properties had been different, the 

photographic image would have been correspondingly different” (Currie, 1991, p. 24). 

Once the camera’s shutter is released, it does not matter what the photographer 

thinks the object in front of the lens looks like—the camera records what was within the 

field of view.  If the scene differs, the photograph of it naturally differs as well.  This, 
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according to Currie, is indicative of what he terms the “natural dependence” of 

photographs.  A thermometer exhibits natural dependence: the information it displays is a 

representation of temperature, just as a photograph is a representation of something that 

necessarily existed in reality (1991, p. 25).  A drawing of an object could also be a 

representation of the object, but through “intentional dependence”—the artist intended 

for the drawing to represent the object.  Additionally, drawings and other handmade 

artworks do not necessarily represent an object that physically existed in reality.  For 

example, someone could draw a picture of a beautiful sunset while sitting in a 

windowless room, based on nothing but memory or imagination.  The relationship 

between the drawing and the artist is one of intent, not causality.  A painter could create 

an image intended to portray an abstract concept, say, cosmic alienation; the 

photographer, on the other hand, must somehow capture the image of materials that exist 

in the real world in order to accomplish this task.  Even if the resulting image appears to 

be abstracted, it was necessarily made by pointing the camera at something concrete.  

A photograph is always a photograph of something which actually exists.  Even 
when photographs portray such nonentities as werewolves and Martians, they are 
nonetheless photographs of actual things: actors, stage sets, costumes.  Paintings 
needn’t picture actual things.  A painting of Aphrodite, executed without the use 
of a model, depicts nothing real. (Walton, 1984, p. 250).48 
 

Or similarly, Andre Bazin writes. “No matter how fuzzy, distorted or discolored, no 

matter how lacking in documentary value the image may be, it shares, by virtue of the 

                                                
48  Walton’s article, as mentioned in Chapter 2, represents a canonical source—his 
theories are still referenced by scholars in current literature and are directly relevant to 
this discussion.   
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very processes of its becoming, the being of the model of which it is the reproduction; it 

is the model” (1967, p. 242).49 

Seeing and Believing 

 Bazin’s comment leads to another issue regarding the nature of photographs.  

Does the photograph, as Bazin indicates, actually share in the physical being of the 

model?  In “Transparent Pictures” (1984), Kendall Walton identifies photographs as a 

type of prosthesis for seeing, similar to a microscope, telescope, or periscope:  

With the assistance of the camera, we can see not only around corners and what is 
distant or small; we can also see into the past…My claim is that we see, quite 
literally, our dead relatives themselves when we look at photographs of them. (p. 
251, 2)   
 

According to Walton, we do not see the photograph itself, but we look through it to that 

which is depicted, experiencing that subject in a way that is identical to seeing it in 

reality.  The word “see,” however, is not as simple as it might seem.  It is used to indicate 

physical vision, as in, “I see an armadillo,” but it can also signify comprehension or 

understanding, as in, “Do you see what I mean?”  In terms of the physical act of sight, the 

word “see” indicates perception.  When the word is meant to indicate comprehension, it 

is indicative of conception.  Many scholars would argue that percepts and concepts are 

inseparable, although not always present in equal measure.  A high degree of perception 

and a low degree of conception might occur if we stare blankly at an unfamiliar object, 

while there might be a high degree of conception and a low degree of perception if we 

recognize an entire song based on only the opening measure.  For the purposes of this 

dissertation, percepts will be understood to refer to the physical processes involved in 

                                                
49 Bazin, like Walton, is a source still referenced in current scholarly discussions of 
photography theory, despite the 1967 date of this quote. 
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sight, and concepts will be understood to refer to the ideas formed in the brain as a result 

of the sensory data received via perception.  Perception is based on sensory input and 

frequently occurs nearly instantaneously and usually unconsciously.  Concept formation, 

on the other hand, may take anywhere from minutes to years.  Perception hinges on the 

nature of reality: do we perceive that which is independently real, or do we create an 

assumption of reality based on previously formed concepts?50  For the purposes of this 

dissertation, percepts will be understood to indicate sensory data received via the physical 

process of vision, and concepts will indicate the ideas and cognitive processes that occur 

as the result of perception.  Admittedly, it is difficult to distinguish between the two since 

they occur in tandem.  To use a technological metaphor, percepts could be represented by 

raw data that is entered into a computer as binary code, while concepts might be the 

software that processes the data into a usable form.  The data exists independently of the 

software, but as code it is not comprehensible.  To put it another way, perception and 

cognition might be seen in terms of Oliver Wendell Holmes’ famous quote about 

intellect: 

There are one-story intellects, two-story intellects, and three-story intellects with 
skylights.  All fact collectors, who have no aim beyond their facts, are one-story 
men.  Two-story men compare, reason, generalize, using the labors of the fact 
collectors as well as their own.  Three-story men idealize, imagine, predict—their 
best illumination comes from above, through the skylight. (in Costa, Bellanca, 
and Fogarty, 1992) 
 

                                                
50 It should be noted that theories and beliefs abound as to what is “real” and what is 
merely illusion, but for the purposes of this discussion, we will assume that there is a real 
universe that human beings may perceive with their senses and understand with their 
brains, among other considerations.  The scientific, philosophical, metaphysical, and 
religious aspects of “reality” are beyond the scope of this dissertation. 



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

185 

In this sense, percepts might be seen as the first-story, while the initial (and often 

unconscious) concepts formed in response to percepts might be the second-story; 

deliberate cognitive activity in response to the percept and its attendant concepts could 

then represent the third story in Holmes’ metaphor   

Both percepts and concepts are arguably involved when we see almost anything, 

involving a complex interaction between visual processing, intellectual understanding, 

emotional response, and evaluation, most of which occur nearly instantaneously and 

unintentionally.  Aaron Meskin and Jonathan Cohen (2008) identify the visually 

accessible qualities of a perceived subject, whether real or represented in an image, as “v-

information.”  These authors do not distinguish between percepts and concepts involved 

in vision.  For the purposes of this dissertation, we will use their terminology of “v-

information” to indicate the paired activity of percepts and concepts involved in vision.  

Likewise, the higher level cognitive processing of conceptual information formed upon 

receiving v-information could be termed “c-information.” 51  V-information is related to 

physical visual perception and the nearly instantaneous and mostly unconscious cognitive 

processing attendant to the activity of the eye such as recognition and identification of 

sights that are familiar.  C-information, on the other hand, is related to higher-order 

thinking such as memory, evaluation, judgment, and associations, which may be more of 

a conscious process. 

                                                
51  Meskin and Cohen do not distinguish between the perceptual and conceptual meanings 
of the word “see.”  Use of the term “c-information” to indicate the conceptual 
information formed as a result of seeing both images and real objects is unique to this 
dissertation. 
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In looking at a photograph, many physical and cognitive tasks can be understood 

to occur simultaneously, and often instantaneously.  We physically perceive the object 

and identify it as belonging to the category we have previously learned to call 

“photographs.”  We also note the manner in which the image is presented, whether it is 

framed and hanging on a wall, displayed on a computer monitor, printed on a magazine 

page, or held in the hand.  We determine whether the image has been produced in black 

and white, in color, or using some other process.  Then we apprehend the subject 

portrayed in the photograph and attempt to identify it.  Frequently the viewer’s first 

response upon encountering an unfamiliar image is to ask, “What is it?” As our brains 

process the perceptual information presented by the photograph, we apply prior 

knowledge and experience to the object, and we also evaluate it according to our pre-

existing beliefs.52   

Perception alone is insufficient for understanding: without a conceptual 

framework, the act of seeing something is seemingly meaningless, like static on an old 

television set.  Likewise, percepts and concepts could be argued to be mutually 

dependent.  If, for example, someone perceives a round gray object near the side of the 

road, he or she might initially identify it as a rock—applying a concept based on prior 

knowledge and experience with round gray objects.  Upon being informed it is in fact an 

armadillo, the viewer’s concept of this object changes.  He or she would then look at it 

more closely, and the application of the new concept would cause the viewer’s perception 

                                                
52 There is a great deal of science involved in the cognitive processes of comprehension 
and perception, but this is not the specific focus of this paper.  For the purposes of this 
dissertation, the discussion is limited to a general metacognitive analysis by the 
researcher.   
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to change, noticing details about the appearance of the round gray object that were not 

perceived previously and that could enhance or confirm the concept that the object is 

indeed an armadillo. 

As an example, a person is walking through the park and sees a small animal 

interacting with a human being.  V-information conveys physical facts about the animal’s 

appearance such as its size, color, behavior, and expression (dependent on distance, 

lighting, and the individual viewer’s ocular acuity, among other factors) which would be 

perceived mainly at a level below conscious thought—the first level of recognition of that 

which we see.  C-information, however, is activated by the viewer’s prior knowledge 

about animals, prompting the identification of the animal as a Golden retriever puppy as 

well as additional cognitive activities related to emotion, judgment, and memory, among 

other possibilities.  The viewer’s emotional response is both happy and wistful, because 

the sight of the puppy triggers a memory of the viewer’s childhood pet, also a Golden 

retriever.  The viewer also makes an evaluation, determining that the human being 

accompanying the puppy must provide good care, since the animal appears to be healthy 

and playful. 

 V-information of the same scene viewed in a photograph is arguably somewhat 

different, although the c-information is likely to be much the same.  At the most basic 

level, a photograph is a two-dimensional representation of a three-dimensional scene.  In 

sensory terms, photography is strictly limited to visual information, but viewing an object 

in person is rarely a solely visual event: our other senses continuously feed our brains 

information whether we attend to this fact or not.  Visual perception of a real object also 

involves depth perception due to the fact that human beings have two eyes placed a 



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

188 

certain distance apart and which each send information to the brain.  Depth perception is 

essential to navigating through physical space; indeed, driving a car is notably more 

difficult (if not more dangerous) without depth perception, as are kinesthetic tasks such as 

descending a staircase, wielding a baseball bat, or even picking up a small object.  The 

perception of depth in a photograph, however, is quite different from viewing the same 

scene in real life.  (This may arguably be why some painters prefer to use a photograph of 

a scene as a reference instead of painting the scene from life: the photograph translates 

the 3-D image into a 2-D representation, eliminating visual perception of actual depth.)  

Depth perception is related to what Cohen and Meskin (2004; also, Meskin and Cohen, 

2008) term “ESI,” or egocentric spatial information, an understanding by the viewer 

regarding the location of his or her own body in physical space in relationship to the 

object being seen.  A photograph transmits v-information about its subject, but it cannot 

transmit ESI, or as they phrase it, “e-information.” 

 The absence of e-information is the basis of Cohen and Meskin’s (2004 and 2008) 

refutation of Walton’s (1984) claim that seeing a photograph is identical to seeing the 

same subject in reality; however, they concur with Walton and Currie in supporting the 

idea that photographs possess epistemic value that paintings and other handmade 

representations do not.  This is not, however, due to any inherent characteristics of the 

photograph such as its technological mode of image production: when we see a 

photograph, Cohen and Meskin argue that we have a “relevant background belief” that 

photographs are of a type that carries accurate and reliable v-information, while we 

believe that even a photo-realistic painting is a type which does not carry reliable v-

information.  The basic assumption that photographs are generally reliable while 
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paintings are not can be seen to give photographs greater epistemic value than other types 

of representation.   

 Walton’s “Transparent Pictures” thesis and Cohen and Meskin’s response to it 

have been the subject of ongoing scholarly debate. Ines de Asis in “The Return of 

Photographs as Genuine Prostheses: In Response to Cohen and Meskin’s Principled 

Disqualification of Photographs” (2008) argues that multiple situations can be envisioned 

in which photographs might indeed carry ESI, such as using a digital camera in order to 

find one’s way around obstacles in a pitch-dark room by taking pictures and then viewing 

them on the camera’s lighted display screen.  Such photographs would serve to convey 

necessary ESI.  She argues that this means photographs cannot be disqualified as genuine 

prostheses for seeing because such situations exist, therefore Cohen and Meskin’s 

premise is faulty.  Similarly, Dan Cavedon-Taylor’s “The Epistemic Status of 

Photographs and Paintings: A Response to Cohen and Meskin” (2009) argues that Cohen 

and Meskin’s two-fold premise is internally unstable.  Cohen and Meskin state that 

photographs possess the ability to transmit v-information independently from the 

viewer’s beliefs and without ESI, but they also propose that photographs are 

epistemically more valuable than paintings because of the viewer’s belief that 

photographs carry reliable v-information that is not believed to be found in paintings.  

Cavedon-Taylor claims that Cohen and Meskin cannot reject viewer’s beliefs about 

photographs in the first part of their argument and embrace them in the second—this 

contradiction renders their argument internally unstable.   

 It could be argued that the root of this controversy is an elision of the two 

meanings of the word “see.”  In present-day society, objects and their photographic 



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

190 

depictions are arguably understood to be perceptually distinct—outside of a deliberate 

attempt to deceive, it is unlikely that anyone would be more than momentarily confused 

between a real object and a photograph in which the object is depicted.  As an example, a 

visitor to Chicago might go to the John Hancock Building, a popular tourist destination 

where sightseers regularly stand at the structure’s foot and gaze upward at its 100-story 

span.  Thereafter, the same visitor might purchase a postcard depicting the scene in order 

to commemorate the experience.  The actual building and the five-inch by seven-inch, 

two-dimensional postcard are perceptually distinct, but they share a conceptual link, 

which is derivative of the causal link inherent in photography: the actual building and its 

representation on the postcard convey similar c-information to a viewer.  The 

photographic representation of the real building could then be said to have conceptual 

reality because the concept of the real building is represented in the photograph.  If 

Walton’s argument that seeing a photograph of something is the same as seeing the actual 

object is understood in this sense, then it could be successfully argued that Walton is 

correct.  However, if Walton’s meaning is understood to indicate perceptual equivalence 

between seeing a real object and its photographic representation, his argument is arguably 

counterintuitive and may be a catalyst for the ongoing debate against his premise. 

Similarly, Andre Bazin’s claim that a photograph shares in the being of the object it 

depicts can be understood in a conceptual rather perceptual sense. 

 Examining the topic of conceptual reality is somewhat problematic, since ideas 

about “reality” and “concepts” are the subject of ongoing debate.  On the one hand, there 

are many who feel that concepts are inherently subjective, since concepts are necessarily 

located in individual human being’s brains.  We can share concepts through language and 
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art, among other things, but many contend that this cannot happen objectively, only 

subjectively.  In this sense, concepts cannot be truly “real” because they do not exist 

independently of human beings’ thought processes, whereas percepts are based on the 

transmission of photons to the eye, and then of electrical impulses through the neural net 

of the body, a process that can be shown to be independently real.  I argue that the 

material universe does exist independently of human thought or perception, and that 

objective facts about it can be shared between human beings, even though these may be 

mitigated by an individual’s subjective perspectives.  In the example of the John Hancock 

Building, above, if we understand that the building exists in material reality, and that a 

photograph of that building was created by means of a process that caused light to form 

an image within a recording device, there could be seen to be a direct link between the 

actual building and its photographic representation.  The image shares in the reality of the 

building, but since the building and the image are perceptually different in terms of size 

and dimensionality, among other factors, the likeness between the two is based on a 

concept of representation that is dependent on the material world.  The building is real.  

The photograph portrays the real building, which may be recognized in the same way as 

the real building because of the visual correspondence between the two, such as its 

distinctive X-bracing.  Leaving aside considerations of possible alteration of the image by 

the photographer, which will be discussed later in this chapter, in this way the photograph 

could be seen to share in the reality of the building.  Therefore, if we accept that the 

universe has material reality, and if we also accept that concepts may be used to 

communicate objective facts (even though these are also individually subjective), we can 

see photographs as possessing conceptual reality.  
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 It could be argued that all works of visual art begin with a concept.  The concept 

may not be fully developed in the initial stages of the creative process, but could be 

thought to exist at least as an intention to create and/or present an object as an artwork.  

Some concepts may be argued to take shape during the creative process, while others 

could be fully developed from the beginning:  a photographer might venture into an 

environment having only a general intent to take pictures, but prompted by environmental 

stimuli, makes decisions about the content of the shots that are eventually taken, with 

further decisions made during the processing of the imagery.  Conversely, the 

photographer may have a clear idea of the type of photograph he or she intends to make 

and sets out with a well-developed intention to capture imagery that corresponds with 

that concept, which he or she subsequently does.  A similar situation could be applied to 

found objects, artifacts, or other items that are presented as artworks—the identification 

of the object as a potential artwork is a concept that precedes the work’s art status.53   

In “Thought Experiment No. 1” (2009), Errol Morris presents three seemingly 

identical copies of a photograph side by side (Figure 7).  Each, however, bears a different 

caption:  “Photojournalism,” “Propaganda,” and “Art” accompanied by the question, 

“What is the difference among these three photographs?”  The photograph is Arthur 

Rothstein’s 1936 image of a cow’s skull against a background of cracked, barren earth, 

                                                
53 It could be argued that conceptual art takes this idea a step further, placing primary 
importance on the concept of a work and deemphasizing the actual art object.  The goal 
of artistic production, according to this view, is arguably the attainment of artistic 
knowledge rather than the creation of an art object as an end in itself, placing more 
importance on the conversation surrounding the work of art than on the actual object.  As 
discussed in Chapter 4, Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain (1917) was more dependent on the 
concept surrounding the work than its visually perceptible qualities, and was the 
foundation of George Dickie’s institutional theory of art (1984), just as Arthur Danto 
formulated his Artworld theory (1964) in relation to Andy Warhol’s Brillo Box (1964). 
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taken as part of Rothstein’s FSA assignment to document severe drought conditions in 

the Dakotas.  This particular image has been surrounded by controversy:  Morris explains 

that shortly after the photograph was published, it was revealed that Rothstein had 

repositioned the cow’s skull from a grassy area to the more barren ground ten feet away.  

The press accused the Roosevelt administration of using the photograph as propaganda, 

intentionally attempting to deceive the American public into a false belief about the 

drought’s severity in order to further its political agenda.  Subsequently the image was 

branded a fake, a phony, and a counterfeit.  The percept of the photograph was not the 

issue—rather, the concept of the photograph and whether it portrayed a circumstance that 

actually existed or was contrived in order to further a deception was the real controversy.  

All three of Morris’ captions are accurate:  Rothstein’s intention was photojournalistic, 

the image was disparaged as propaganda by the press, and today it is part of the Spencer 

Museum of Art at the University of Kansas.  Morris writes, “Inevitably, we see a 

photograph based on our beliefs—what we believe about the photographer’s intentions, 

our political beliefs, and the context in which the photograph appears” (2009, November 

5, para. 3). 

What is a Photograph? 

Arguments in support of the epistemic value of photographs such as those 

presented by Currie and Walton often rest on the ability of a photograph to accurately 

convey v-information about a subject due to its technological means of production, 

eliminating the need for the image to pass through the consciousness of an artist before 

appearing on a flat surface.  This does not mean, however, that photographs are a 

completely objective medium.  It could be argued that any photograph is an aestheticized 
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record of a historical event.54  Evaluation of this statement depends on a discussion of the 

meanings of its constituent terms aestheticized, record, and historical event.  In reverse 

order, a photograph is argued to depict a historical event in that its object(s) were real 

persons, places, things, or circumstances that actually existed in a specific spatiotemporal 

location.  It is a record in the sense that a photograph creates a representation of a real 

object by way of a mechanical process without the mitigation of an artist between the real 

object and the resulting image.  The word aestheticized, however, is somewhat more 

difficult to define, but if, as stated in Chapter 3, the word “aesthetic” is argued to indicate 

“the visually discernible characteristics of an object that are subject to evaluation or that 

suggest a high degree of skill or accomplishment on the part of the maker of the object 

and which are often, but not always, identified with works of art,” then a photograph is an 

image which is deliberately created to emphasize the visually discernible characteristics 

of the image and/or the skill with which the image has been produced, and which may or 

may not also emphasize the visually discernible characteristics of the subject.   

Although Kendall Walton proposes that photographs are transparent, in that 

viewers typically look through the image to that which it depicts, it could be argued that 

photographs actually possess varying degrees of transparency.  A photograph could be 

said to be opaque when it is being evaluated in terms of its physical characteristics as a 

                                                
54  The act of picking up a camera connects the user to a pre-determined set of 
scientifically established aesthetics typical of each manufacturer.  For instance, Kodak’s 
color palette relies on blue and yellow, while Fuji’s relies on red and green.  
Photographers can choose to affect these pre-set parameters, but they have been pre-
determined before the camera is ever used to take a picture.  Even in digital photography, 
these aesthetic parameters have been established by the designers and manufacturers of 
camera equipment.  Aesthetic choices accompany the equipment according to the 
medium that is utilized.  
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photograph—its size, shape, type (color, black and white, etc.), its mode of presentation 

(whether it is framed, snapshot, digital image, etc.), the materials from which it has been 

made (the type of surface on which it is printed or displayed) and other similar 

considerations.  Photographs, as Walton says, can be transparent, in which case all of the 

relevant factors of opacity are overlooked by the viewer.  It could, however, be argued 

that photographs can exist in an intermediate zone between opacity and transparency—

that they are sometimes translucent.  A piece of glass that is translucent can vary between 

nearly opaque and nearly transparent, but the important factor is that it permits the 

passage of light.  A translucent photograph is one in which the viewer is able to notice 

details about its physical characteristics as well as its subject—it is neither completely 

opaque so that it is considered only an object of interest, nor transparent to the point that 

its own existence is ignored in favor of its subject.  Extending this metaphor, extremely 

abstracted photographs would arguably tend toward the opaque, while photojournalistic 

imagery would tend toward the transparent.  Documentary photographs, existing as both 

art and document, would arguably therefore be translucent.  They may be considered to 

be works of art and analyzed according to the same criteria as paintings or other artworks, 

or they may be considered for their informational value pertaining to a given real-world 

situation.  It could also be argued that the more aestheticized an image is, the less 

transparent it becomes, because the viewer’s attention is drawn to the photograph itself 

rather than the content it displays. 

The aestheticization of a photographic image is the aspect of photography over 

which the photographer arguably has the most influence.  Photographs do not appear 

spontaneously through a sort of technological virgin birth: they are the result of an 
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intentional act by a human being, subject to innumerable choices ranging in complexity 

from processes which can be quite intricate to those that are very straightforward.  For 

instance, some digital cameras are extensively pre-programmed by the manufacturer, 

leaving the photographer with only two decisions:  where to point the camera and when 

to push the button.  Other photographic processes, however, require more of the 

photographer.  In analog photography, the selection of a particular make and model of 

camera, film type, lighting, shutter speed, angle of view, focal distance, application of 

filters or lenses, and other considerations will have an effect on the image that is 

subsequently affixed to the negative.  Processing considerations including exposure 

times, chemicals utilized, the type of paper selected for the print, enlargement sizes, and 

the photographer’s choice to implement processing techniques such as burning and 

dodging have on the appearance of the finished photograph.  The same is true in digital 

photography: the camera used, its capacity for digital resolution, the settings selected by 

the user, the type of computer into which the image is uploaded, the software used for 

photographic processing, the monitor on which the image is viewed, the make, model, 

and resolution capability of printer used (if any) and/or paper selected on which to print 

the image are all factors under the control of the photographer.55   

Even in photographic imagery that appears to be automatic, the picture is 

arguably the result of deliberate actions by a human being.  Municipalities, for instance, 

                                                
55 It should perhaps be noted that not all photographers are responsible for printing their 
own photographs.  However, for the sake of simplifying the arguments herein, it will be 
assumed that a single individual is responsible for a photograph throughout the entire 
photographic process.  Even if this actually involves a team of people, as in the case of 
journalistic or commercial photographs, the argument that photographs are the result of 
the application of technology in the service of human creativity is arguably still valid. 
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often set up automatic cameras to monitor stoplights.  If a driver passes through the 

intersection while the traffic light is red, the camera will typically snap a picture of the 

offending vehicle, triggering a computer system that subsequently issues a traffic ticket, 

often imposing a monetary fine on the vehicle’s owner.  Although there is arguably no 

overtly aesthetic intent in such a situation, the camera was designed, manufactured, 

selected, installed, and activated by human beings.  There may not be aesthetic intent in 

the production of such an image, but the image itself is arguably aestheticized simply 

because it is a picture.  As such, it is a two-dimensional visual representation of a three-

dimensional scene and the image could be subject to analysis according to criteria used in 

the aesthetic evaluation of any other type of picture, including a discussion of line, shape, 

color, texture, and the presence or absence of other properties or characteristics 

commonly associated with pictorial imagery.  It makes no difference whether the image 

is ever actually evaluated in this way—the evaluative criteria that might be applied to any 

picture, regardless of its method of production or the intent of the person or persons 

responsible for its production, could potentially be applied to an image produced by a 

red-light camera, just as they could be applied to a painting.  Arguably, if the image is of 

a type that could be subject to pictorial analysis, then it could thus be argued to possess 

aesthetic characteristics.  This is not to say that the evaluation would be favorable, that 

the image would be, could be, or should be deemed to be a successful work of art, or 

even that it would provide sufficient evidence to convict someone of a traffic violation.  

However, according to this argument, any picture, regardless of its quality or method of 

production, is potentially subject to aesthetic analysis.  In this way, a picture taken by a 



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

198 

red-light camera is arguably an aestheticized image, just as a painting hanging in an art 

museum is commonly considered to be. 

Given that a photograph may arguably be defined as an aestheticized record of a 

historical event, it could further be argued that every photograph is manipulated.  This is 

not to say that all photographs are inevitably falsified or intentionally misleading.  It is 

also not intended to deny the conceptual reality of photographs, as previously discussed 

in this chapter.  However, every photograph is arguably the result of deliberate decisions 

made by a human being for the purpose of creating an aestheticized record, and as such 

no photograph can be considered to be completely free of manipulation.  No matter how 

scrupulously faithful to the real-life referent a photograph might be, it is arguably always 

the product of a human action.  Automatic or accidental photographs may possess 

differing levels of human intervention compared to photographs created for artistic and/or 

documentary purposes, but to some extent a human being was necessarily involved in the 

process nevertheless.   

To consider the topic of photographic manipulation, then, it may be beneficial to 

examine the various aspects of the photographic process that are potentially subject to 

human intervention.  The camera arguably records whatever appears before the lens in 

the instant between the press of the button and the click of the shutter, but before and 

after this mechanical event, numerous human actions take place.  These may be identified 

in terms of pre-exposure and post-exposure tasks.  The intent of this line of reasoning is 

not to indulge in an esoteric technical discussion of interest only to photographers, but to 

clarify the assertion that human choices are an inherent part of the photographic process.   
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Pre-exposure tasks begin with choices about the type of camera to be used, the 

possible addition of filters or lenses, and if an analog camera is selected, the type of film 

that will be used.  All of these are variables that will affect the appearance of the 

photograph produced as a result of their usage: a photograph taken with a 35 mm camera 

using a low-speed film may well be perceptually different than a photograph that was 

simultaneously made of exactly the same scene using a high-resolution digital camera, 

even if both images are rendered in color and convey identical c-information about the 

subject. Once the decision has been made regarding materials and equipment, the 

photographer selects a scene to record.  This involves choices regarding the distance the 

photographer will maintain between the subject and the camera, the amount of time to 

expose the medium upon which the image is recorded, the focusing of the lens, whether 

or not to place the camera on a tripod or other support, the angle at which the camera will 

be placed relative to the subject, the framing of the subject within the viewfinder or lens, 

the use of artificial lighting, flash, or natural light, and other similar considerations.  

Perhaps most importantly in terms of the potential veracity of the resulting picture, the 

photographer must also decide whether or not to intervene directly in the scene.  Forms of 

intervention can include the moving of objects from one location to another, posing or 

directing subjects, and inviting human subjects to smile for the camera (“Say ‘cheese!’”) 

Post-exposure tasks may vary depending on whether the image was captured with 

a digital or analog camera.  Some digital cameras can be connected directly to a printer, 

producing photographs automatically according to specific pre-determined parameters as 

the result of built-in software.  Much of the time, however, digital photographs are 

uploaded into a computer and processed using software designed for this task.  Some 
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programs automatically adjust the color, sharpness, and contrast of photographs, but the 

photographer may also directly alter these aspects of the image.  This brings up a 

question regarding color-correction and other processing tasks: at what point does the 

photographer’s deliberate alteration of an image’s appearance become what could 

popularly be termed “manipulation” of the photograph?  Indeed, it could be argued that 

the so-called manipulation may sometimes enhance the correspondence of the image to 

its original referent, resulting in an image with greater conceptual reality than it might 

have otherwise displayed but for the photographer’s intervention.56  At what point is such 

alteration deceptive?   

Similar issues occur in the production of analog photographs.  The process for 

turning film into prints involves a series of chemical and mechanical steps: removal of 

film from the camera under controlled conditions, processing of the film in a chemical 

solution in order to fix the image and prevent further exposure, enlargement and printing 

of the negative images on specially-treated paper producing a positive print, chemical 

treatment of the paper image, drying and flattening the print, all of which involve 

decisions by the photographer about the chemical composition of the solutions, the length 

of time processes are allowed to occur, and the manner in which the image on the 

negative is imprinted on the paper.  These are arguably all subject to the direct control of 

the photographer and may therefore also be subject to overt alteration of the image 

compared to the way in which it appeared in reality.   

                                                
56 In my undergraduate study of photography, a professor asked the class to take a digital 
photograph of a rose and use photo-processing software to exactly match the rose’s color.  
The students’ results were close, but each was perceptibly different from the others, and 
no one was able to make a completely exact duplication of the rose’s real-life shade of 
red. 



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

201 

The real question to be asked of a photograph is not whether it was manipulated 

or not, but rather, is the image conceptually honest?  As argued earlier in this chapter, 

photographs may arguably be understood to possess conceptual reality in that they may 

correspond to their real-life referents due to the mechanical nature of the camera—the 

idea that upholds the societal belief in the epistemic value of photographs discussed by 

Walton, Currie, Cohen and Meskin, among others.  This, however, only accounts for 

what is arguably the smallest part of photography—the fraction of a second between the 

press of the button and the click of the shutter during which photons are reflected from an 

object onto a light-sensitive medium, whether these are affixed to film or captured as 

digital code.  The conceptual honesty of an image, however, is the degree to which it is 

faithful to the subject that appeared before the camera’s lens, and this rests squarely on 

the photographer’s intentions regarding the content of the image.  Generally speaking, the 

more conceptually honest the image is intended to be, the less the photographer will 

deliberately alter its appearance compared to its real-life referent. 

The Analog-Digital Divide 

Photography’s technological development mirrors to some extent the historical 

progression from the Industrial Age of the 19th century to the Information Age in which 

we arguably find ourselves today.  Daguerreotypes, large-format cameras, 35 mm 

cameras, Polaroid instant cameras, and digital imaging technology (among many others) 

can be seen to form a progression that arguably defies simple definition of photographic 

technology.  Alan Cohen (“Photography’s Histories”, in Elkins, 2007) contends that 

photography should be considered to be three distinct media.  The first generation was 

marked by lengthy exposure times—up to 20 minutes—which caused the resulting 
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imagery to be quite formal, if not unnatural.  Advanced equipment and processes that 

compressed exposure times to nearly infinitesimal fractions of a second gave rise to the 

second-generation of photography.  The instantaneity of photographs made it possible to 

gather vast amounts of visual information that had previously been unavailable to the 

human eye.  Third-generation photography came into being with the advent of digital 

technology.  This, according to Cohen, has changed the essential nature of the medium.  

Digital photography, he states,  

…surrenders and substitutes unconfuted factualness for easy fabrication… The 
intangible digital reality refutes, even denies, our historical, scientific 
understanding of photography.  Photographers have entered new territory and 
have become optical painters with light. … Photography is, nonetheless, still 
being misinterpreted as a filmic, documentary, world-based, fixed vision tethered 
to fact.  (p. 220) 

 
Similarly, Sabine Kriebel (2007) writes: 

One of the predominant qualities of digital technology, it is argued, is its ability to 
produce imagery that has no immediate relation to the material world.  Until it is 
printed, made material, the image is immaterial and ephemeral.  This means that 
the image matter itself is infinitely malleable, freed from the restrictions of the 
analogue world and inserted into the exploratory, experimental, and potentially 
infinite digital realm.  The image becomes ‘information’ in the computer. (p. 39) 
 
The film used in analog photography is itself a tangible item, a real object that can 

be considered to have its own evidentiary value.  Digital photography, however, has no 

such real-life manifestation.  Images are recorded as numeric code, which must 

subsequently be processed by a computer before it can be viewed, leaving no physically 

perceptible trace, no permanent record.  To a certain way of thinking, this renders the 

digital image more vulnerable to human intervention than an image recorded directly 
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onto film and can be argued to be the source of the unease with which many theorists can 

be seen to view digital photography.   

Arguably, however, digital photography is no more than an evolution of the light-

sensitive medium that records a photographic image.  Digital photographs can certainly 

be manipulated, just as analog photographs can be manipulated, but every camera is a 

mechanical device that has other mechanical devices (lenses) affixed to it, and no matter 

what type of camera is used, a substantially similar process takes place—light passes 

through lens elements, through an aperture, and is recorded on a light-sensitive medium 

within a light-proof box.  Prior to the light hitting this light-sensitive medium, the 

technology is substantially similar whether digital or analog.  Likewise, whether digital or 

analog, the record made by the light on the light-sensitive medium exists in an abstract 

form: it is a physical phenomenon that must be rendered or processed in order to be seen.  

An image affixed to film cannot be viewed immediately—the film must first be 

processed.  Therefore, an image affixed to film is abstract until this processing occurs.  

Even after that, the film reveals a negative, and therefore abstracted, image, which must 

further be rendered into a positive print.   

Similarly, music recorded on a CD or a motion picture recorded on a DVD must 

be placed in a machine in order to be experienced—the audience cannot just enjoy the 

movie Ratatouille (2007) by looking at the shiny circular disc—it has to be inserted into a 

player in order to make the abstract information perceptible.  A radio is necessary in 

order to transform abstract radio waves into the perceptible sound of a Beatles tune, even 

though these radio waves surround us all the time.  Sheet music is also abstract: perhaps a 

trained musician could look at the score of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony and accurately 



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

204 

imagine the way the music would sound, but the music must be played before it can 

actually be heard.  A recipe is also abstract because it must be prepared with actual 

ingredients before it can be tasted, even though a talented chef might be able to read a 

specific recipe for Beef Wellington and know whether or not it would be delicious if it 

were prepared.  Digital code is simply an evolved form of the abstracted state through 

which all images or ideas must necessarily pass in order to be perceived.  The abstraction 

of digital imagery is therefore arguably no different from the other physical phenomena 

in abstract form surrounding us all the time—radio waves, sheet music, a recipe, or 

undeveloped film in an analog camera—all are abstractions that must be processed or 

rendered in some way before being perceived in actuality.  The misgivings of those who 

question the validity of a digital image are arguably based on an all-too-rigid static 

concept which is reliant upon the physical object—film—and which ignores the fact that 

images have always been abstracted between the exposure and the processing of the 

negatives.  

Liar, Liar 

People lie.  Even without mechanical recording devices, the truthfulness of any 

situation or event is questionable:  Benjamin Franklin, long before such technological 

developments became reality, said, “Believe none of what you hear and half of what you 

see” (ThinkExist.com, 2009).  It is true that people sometimes use photographs to 

facilitate deception, and it is also true that digital technology makes such deceptions easy 

and often difficult to detect, casting doubt on the epistemic value of digital photographs 

as compared to their analog counterparts.  Deception, however, is not an inherent 

characteristic of any type of photography, but of human nature.  
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The use of photographs in deception is hardly a recent development, and 

photographers have made less-than-honest choices since the beginnings of the medium.  

Solomon Butcher, for instance, could be considered to be one of the earliest practitioners 

of social documentary photography.  In the late 1800s he traversed Nebraska with a 

cumbersome large-format camera, seeking to create a record of the state’s homesteaders.  

Butcher typically invited people to pose outdoors in front of their homes, often 

surrounded by the possessions they valued most highly, and these images have created a 

rich visual legacy of a vanished historical era.  It has been shown, however, that Butcher 

sometimes altered the content of his photographs, either to enhance the conceptual 

information he was trying to convey or to cover up his own errors:  in one image he drew 

a swarm of locusts in the sky above a man standing in a cornfield, and in another, he 

covered a damaged spot on a negative by retouching it to appear as though a large white 

turkey was standing on the roof of a sod home (Conrad, 1991, pp. 19-22).  Nevertheless, 

Butcher is remembered today for the epistemic value of his photographs as well as their 

photographic artistry, rather than his somewhat clumsy attempts to salvage difficult 

photographic situations.  The majority of his photographs were conceptually honest, and 

it is for these that he is primarily remembered.   

Theorists such as Kriebel and Cohen argue that digital photography is not “real” 

or “factual” in the same way that analog photographs are seen to be, but in “Truth in 

Photography” (2006), Scott Walden argues that the baseline belief in the epistemic 

reliability of photography popularly extends to digital imagery as well as its analog 

counterpart: 
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On the one hand the ease with which the new technology permits image 
manipulation should undermine our confidence in the objectivity of images 
formed by such means and, consequently, in the beliefs formed as a result of 
viewing them.  On the other hand, the use of digital technology is now the norm, 
and yet the confidence we have in beliefs formed as a result of viewing 
photojournalistic images remains substantially undiminished (p. 13). 
 

Deception is a matter of human intention rather than any given mode of communication.  

There is little doubt that people frequently can and do lie when speaking to each other in 

person or on the telephone as well as in a multitude of manifestations of the printed word, 

and since photography is a human activity, it is not immune to being put to deceptive 

purposes.  This should not cast doubt on photography in general, but should arguably be 

understood to be a failing of human nature, no more than someone should blame the 

telephone by which someone has told a lie.  If we begin from a baseline assumption that 

photographs are generally regarded to be epistemically valid because of their mechanical 

means of image capture, and temper this assumption with the knowledge that all 

photographs, as aestheticized records of historical events, are manipulated to some 

degree, we arrive at the issue of the relative truth, honesty, or accuracy in a photograph.  

Photographer Richard Avedon, best known for his celebrity portraiture, said, “There is no 

such thing as inaccuracy in a photograph.  All photographs are accurate.  None of them is 

the truth” (Avedon, n.d.).  Scott Fosdick and Shahira Fahmy discuss the issue of the 

truthfulness and honesty of photojournalistic photographs in their 2007 article “Epistemic 

Honesty and the Default Assumption that Photos are True.”  They write:  “If there is no 

such thing as an absolutely true photo—and most scholars agree that there is not and 

never was—then the norm for the photojournalist and photo editor should not be truth…. 

What the reader of photos has a right to expect is not truth, but honesty” (p. 2).   



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

207 

 The idea of the epistemic honesty of photographs is linked to that of journalistic 

integrity.  The code of ethics issued by the National Press Photographer’s Association, 

presented in Fosdick and Fahmy’s (2007) article, states:  

Photographic and video images can reveal great truths, expose wrongdoing and 
neglect, inspire hope and understanding and connect people around the globe 
through the language of visual understanding.  Photographs can also cause great 
harm if they are callously intrusive or are manipulated. 
 

Standard six of this code directly addresses digital manipulation, stating: 

Editing should maintain the integrity of the photographic images’ content and 
context.  Do not manipulate images or add or alter sound in any way that can 
mislead viewers or misrepresent subjects. (Fosdick and Fahmy, 2007, p. 4). 
 

Fosdick and Fahmy suggest that a notation system could be utilized to indicate 

photographic imagery that is intended to present an honest portrayal of a subject, 

distinguishing it from deliberately falsified or misleading pictures and even from 

generalized or “stock” photographs used for the purpose of added illustration rather than 

portraying a specifically relevant pictorial referent.  Moreover, the problem of 

distinguishing between such differing kinds of images is by no means a new 

development.  More than twenty years ago, J.D. Lasica discussed this topic in 

“Photographs That Lie: The Ethical Dilemma of Digital Retouching”, June 1989: 

It's a question that's always been at the heart of news photography. Pictures have 
been staged since the 1850s; retouching photos by hand was once commonplace 
in many newsrooms; and photographers can change the composition of a print in 
the darkroom. Over the years, ethical standards have tightened. Today, retouching 
a news photo is forbidden at most newspapers, and faking a photograph is 
grounds for dismissal.  But ethical standards may have slipped in one key area: 
making sure the reader recognizes the difference between real and artificial 
photos.  The distinction is critical. People expect certain kinds of photos to 
represent reality…."photo illustrations,'' are created often in the studio, and now 
in computers with the purpose of symbolizing a concept or evoking a mood…an 
art-directed studio shot of a ballet dancer or fashion model or truffle, are more 
akin to a painting than to the gritty, hard-edged realism of photojournalism. And 
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because the shot was artificially set up in the first place, it's OK to fine-tune the 
image to give it more impact.  That's the conventional wisdom, at any rate. (para. 
34-39) 
 
Readers of journalistic texts hold a reasonable expectation that the words they 

read and the photojournalistic imagery that accompanies the text are each honest.  It 

could be argued that a viewer’s default assumption is that a photograph presents an 

accurate depiction of reality, or in other words, that it has been produced to be 

conceptually honest.  When we read a work of journalism, we expect that the reporter has 

adhered to a standard of journalistic integrity and this expectation supports the default 

assumption that the written text represents an honest attempt by its writer to represent the 

truth insofar as the writer is able to know it.  When we see a reporter on the television 

news, we likewise assume that he or she is reporting honestly about a real-life situation 

and that any accompanying filmed imagery is equally honest and relevant to the given 

situation.  The same is true of photographs viewed in a journalistic context.  Just as a 

defendant in a court of law is innocent until proven guilty, a photograph is typically 

presumed to be conceptually honest until it is demonstrated to be deceptive.  Generally 

speaking, we question the veracity of the image only when there is some cause for 

suspicion.   

What’s the Difference?  Photojournalism and Documentary Photography 

 Photojournalism and documentary photography are arguably alike in that both are 

arguably produced with the intent to create conceptually honest imagery.  The distinction 

between the two, however, is not immediately obvious.  There may sometimes be an 

aesthetic difference in a comparison between a documentary photograph and a work of 

photojournalism, but more frequently this lies in the intent of the photographer—a 



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

209 

conceptual, rather than perceptual, difference.  Photojournalism is primarily concerned 

with creating a timely and informative record of present-day events, often for the purpose 

of attracting potential customers for the media outlets in which the images are published.  

On the other hand, according to William Stott (1986), documentary photographs are often 

both informative and emotional, attempting to cause the viewer to experience the world 

from another human being’s point of view, if only for a moment.  In this view, 

documentary photography often attempts to portray a given situation “in human terms” 

(p. 49), quite literally giving it a human face.  These need not always portray injustice or 

suffering, although this is often the case.  According to Stott, some documentary 

photographs: 

…increase our knowledge of public facts, but sharpen it with feeling; put us in 
touch with the perennial human spirit, but show it struggling in a particular social 
context at a specific historical moment.  They sensitize our intellect (or educate 
our emotions) about actual life.  They are social documents, their use is social 
documentary… (p. 18) 
 

Photojournalistic imagery could arguably be determined to be ubiquitous, appearing in 

newspapers, magazines, tabloids, on television, and online.  It frequently portrays the 

activities of the rich, famous, powerful, and/or influential in scenes primarily intended to 

present an informative record of their activities, whether appearing at a red-carpet event 

or a political summit meeting.  Captions accompanying such photographs are typically 

brief, indicating the basic facts of who might be portrayed in the image, where and when 

the image was taken, and what the circumstances surrounding the event might be.  Such 

imagery appears in news outlets on a daily basis.  This is not, according to Stott, 

characteristic of documentary photography. 
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Documentary deals with people…[who], far from being the society’s rulers, are 
often its most deprived and powerless subjects.  …[It] makes vivid the 
unimagined existence of a group of people by picturing in detail the activities of 
one or a few of their number, documentary makes them visible, gives the 
inarticulate a voice. (Stott, 1986, p. 56) 
 

Stott also writes: 

Documentary is a radically democratic genre.  It dignifies the usual and levels the 
extraordinary.  Most often its subject is the common man, and when it is not, the 
subject, however exalted he be, is looked at from the common man’s point of 
view. (1986, p. 49) 
 

A journalistic photograph of the President, for instance, might show him doing the things 

that Presidents typically do—shaking hands with another world leader or walking across 

the White House lawn on his way to or from the Marine One helicopter—often 

accompanying a current-events story.  A documentary image, on the other hand, would 

arguably be more likely to picture the President in a situation that portrayed his essential 

humanity, such as watching a ball game or playing fetch with his dog—things that 

everyday people typically do.  Such imagery might also serve journalistic purposes, but 

could be seen to be more akin to the democratizing spirit of documentary.  In addition, it 

could be argued that some photographs that are initially taken for photojournalistic 

purposes may become more documentary with the passage of time.  Numerous 

photographs of President Kennedy, for example, originally appeared in a current-events 

context, but are now appreciated for the glimpse they give viewers into the human 

aspects of his time in office because their political relevance has paled with time.  

Imagery taken during the Cuban missile crisis showing Kennedy in conference with his 

brother Robert had photojournalistic value in its day, particularly given the severity of the 

problem the country was facing at that time, but today can be seen as a testimony to the 
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tremendous personal and emotional stress the two men were under, and even interpreted 

as a foreshadowing of the tragic fates both men would meet in the not-so-distant future.   

 The difference between photojournalism and documentary photography could be 

seen to parallel the difference between weather and climate.  Weather indicates the 

atmospheric conditions at a given point in time.  Climate, on the other hand, refers to the 

overall pattern of weather over multiple years and has more relevance to architectural 

styles and building materials than the decision to carry an umbrella to work in the 

morning.  It could be argued that the primary difference between documentary and 

photojournalistic imagery is also time, both in terms of the immediate relevance of the 

imagery to news events and in the length of time the photographer spends with the 

subject.  Typically, a photojournalist might generally spend only a few days or hours in a 

single location, whereas a documentary photographer may sometimes remain in a 

community for weeks or months.57  Another time-related consideration is the outlets for 

publication available for each type of imagery.  Generally speaking, photojournalistic 

images are most often published in newspapers, weekly news magazines, or online 

sources, while documentary images are more commonly found in sources that take longer 

to come to press such as monthly publications or books.  These are generalizations to be 

sure—and exceptions could certainly be found—but overall, photojournalism could be 

argued to be more immediately relevant, while documentary takes a longer view. 

                                                
57 Of course the length of any study, whether photojournalistic or documentary, may vary 
according to numerous factors.  It might certainly be possible to find a photojournalistic 
project that lasted for years and a documentary project that spanned only hours.  This 
generalization is not meant to present a firm rule, but an overall observation. 
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The primary similarity in both documentary and photojournalistic images is their 

shared emphasis on presenting content in a conceptually honest manner.  Both share 

conventions of non-interference on the part of the photographer in terms of pre-exposure 

and post-exposure tasks.  The photographer takes a picture of what appeared before the 

lens as it appeared in reality without re-positioning items, although in the case of 

portraiture subjects may be posed or directed in some fashion.  The photographer also 

processes the images so that they retain their conceptual reality, refraining from altering 

the content of the scene as it appeared before the camera.  Digital photography has been 

seen as a grave threat to the public perception of the epistemic value of photographs.  J.D. 

Lasica (1989) speculated that the 1980s would be “the last decade in which photos can be 

considered evidence of anything,” citing sources who predicted that “The photograph as 

we know it, as a record of fact, may no longer exist in three or four years” (para. 20).  

More than twenty years later, these predictions have not come true.  In the article, Lasica 

related an incident in which National Geographic Magazine used a million-dollar Scitex 

computer system to alter a photograph of the pyramids at Giza in order to make the 

photograph fit the vertical format of the magazine’s cover, digitally repositioning one of 

the pyramids.  The furor generated by the incident prompted the following comment from 

the magazine’s art director, Jan Adkins:  

At the beginning of our access to Scitex, I think we were seduced by the dictum 
“If it can be done, it must be done.” If there was a soda can next to a bench in a 
contemplative park scene, we would remove the can digitally.  But there’s a 
danger there.  When a photograph becomes synthesis, fantasy, rather than 
reportage, then the whole purpose of the photograph dies.  A photographer is a 
reporter—a photon thief, if you will.  He goes and takes, with a delicate 
instrument, an extremely thin slice of life.  When we changed that slice of life, no 
matter in what small way, we diluted our credibility.  If images are altered to suit 
the editorial purposes of anyone, if soda cans or clutter or blacks or people of 
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ethnic backgrounds are taken out, suddenly you’ve got a world that’s not only 
unreal but surreal.  At National Geographic, the Scitex will never be used again to 
shift any one of the Seven Wonders of the World, or to delete anything that’s 
unpleasant or add anything that’s left out.  (Quoted by Lasica, 1989, para. 43-45) 
 
The epistemic value of photographs, whether digital or analog, comes down to a 

matter of ethics rather than the medium of photography itself.  Technological advances 

may make it easier to create deceptions, but this does not mean that all photographs are 

invalid, no more than the existence of liars and cheaters in the world means that all 

human beings are untrustworthy.  Machines, no matter how sophisticated, do not lie—

people do.  For instance, smart phones (Blackberry, iPhone, Droid, and others) arguably 

make it easier for college students to cheat, but just because cheating is easy does not 

automatically make a student with a smart phone a cheater. The ease with which it is 

possible to commit various forms of moral wrongdoing does not necessarily mean that it 

will become socially acceptable to do so.  Moreover, photographs have always been 

subject to alteration.  Airbrushing, cropping, burning and dodging, and other darkroom 

techniques have been commonplace in analog photography since its inception.   

As a society, we believe that photographs are a reliable source of knowledge from 

which we can gather information about the world, and we safeguard this belief by 

punishing those who violate it.  Scott Walden (2006) relates the story of Brian Walski, a 

Los Angeles Times photojournalist who was fired after admitting to falsifying a digital 

photograph that appeared on the front page of the newspaper.  Walski’s image 

deliberately misled viewers into a false belief about a soldier’s position relative to a 

group of civilians, seeming to indicate that the soldier’s gun was pointed at a civilian 

carrying an infant.  The problem was not only the specific deception of the falsified 
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photograph, but that “in doing so [Walski] rendered false viewer’s background beliefs 

about the objectivity of the formative process and…thereby removed grounds for their 

confidence in the perceptual beliefs they formed” (p. 14). Walski’s action threatened “the 

general practice of confidently forming true beliefs when viewing photographs in 

journalistic contexts” (p. 14)—a larger issue than the specific alteration of a given 

photograph. 

Photography Theory and Postmodernism 

If, as the preceding arguments have attempted to show, both digital and analog 

photographs can be understood to be aestheticized records of historical events and have 

epistemic validity because of relevant societal beliefs about photography, where does this 

fit in terms of the overall theory of photography?  In Chapter 2, it was argued that 

photography can be understood to have come of age in modernism, and much of the 

theory of photography was therefore influenced by modernist ideals.  In “Photography 

and Postmodernism” (1990) Andy Grundberg writes: 

Modernism in photography is a 20th-century esthetic [sic] which subscribes to the 
concept of the “photographic” and bases its critical judgments about what 
constitutes a good photograph accordingly.  Under modernism, as it developed 
over the course of this century, photography was held to be unique, with 
capabilities of description and a capacity for verisimilitude beyond those of 
painting, sculpture, printmaking, or any other medium.  Modernism in the visual 
arts valued…the notion that painting should be about painting, sculpture about 
sculpture, photography about photography. …Modernism required that 
photography cultivate the photographic—indeed, that it invent the photographic—
so that its legitimacy would not be questioned (p. 380) 
 
In “The Treacherous Medium:  Why Photography Critics Hate Photographs” 

(Boston Review, 2006/2008) Susie Linfield examines the negativity of the prevailing tone 

of photography criticism, a characteristic that has been present throughout the medium’s 
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history and which she says has not abated in current discussions of the medium.58  Her 

article examines the impact of many of the most influential critics of photography, and is 

arguably worthy of a lengthy examination in this dissertation because she concisely 

evaluates the sources of much of the discussion that has been so problematic within the 

medium.  This article is arguably among the only sources that offer a critical view of 

photography criticism itself, and serves as a reasoned genealogy of the negativity that can 

be seen to be characteristic of discussions related to the theory of photography.59 Linfield 

states that the relentless negativity found in the criticism of photography is not 

characteristic of criticism in other art media, citing theatre and film as areas in which 

critics often clearly demonstrate enthusiasm and love for the object of their critique.  

Photography critics, Linfield observes, do not typically demonstrate either love for or 

pleasure in photography.   

…for the past century most photography critics haven’t really liked photographs, 
or the experience of looking at them, at all.  They approach photography—not 
specific photographs, or specific practitioners, or specific genres, but photography 
itself—with suspicion, mistrust, anger, and fear… These critics come armed to the 
teeth against it.  For them, photography is a powerful, duplicitous force to be 
defanged rather than an experience to embrace. (para. 4)  
 
Why are photography critics so clearly disenchanted with photography?  Part of 

the reason, she argues, is that the medium itself has been marked by controversy (as has 

                                                
58 Linfield also presents arguments similar to this article in the first chapter of her recent 
book The Cruel Radiance: Photography and Political Violence (2010). 
59 Of course it would be possible to offer an additional summary and evaluation of the 
writings of Sontag, Barthes, Berger, Benjamin, and other theorists who are seen as 
canonical sources, but engaging in a lengthy discussion of this kind would arguably 
represent a digression from the main idea of this dissertation: the point is not to create a 
primer on the theory of photography, but to argue that the criticism of photography is 
demonstrably negative throughout the history of the medium, a characteristic which 
impacts the status of all photographs, documentary or otherwise, as works of art.   
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been previously discussed in this paper at several points):  photography’s nature as a 

populist or democratic medium, its accessibility to the masses, and its intrinsic 

embodiment of society’s “love-hate relationship to technology” (para. 17) can all be held 

partially to blame.  The critics Linfield goes on to examine are authors whose work 

continues to be frequently cited in scholarly writings on photography (and, it could be 

argued, taught in university courses of photography theory), a widespread acceptance in 

which these ideas have been “taken up in an all too uncritical way by Anglo-American 

photography critics working in very different times and places and facing a very different 

set of challenges” (para. 27).  In other words, it could be argued that the situation has 

changed, but the criticism has not.   

Linfield acknowledges that Susan Sontag’s On Photography (1977) is incisive 

and immensely influential on other photography critics, but she states that it has also been 

instrumental in establishing the tone of negativity that continues to run through 

discussions of photography, particularly due to Sontag’s use of such descriptors as 

“grandiose,” “treacherous,” “imperial,” “voyeuristic,” “predatory,” “addictive,” 

“reductive,” and “the most irresistible form of mental pollution” (para. 5).  

It is Sontag, more than anyone else, who was responsible for establishing a tone 

of suspicion and distrust in photography criticism, and for teaching us that to be 

smart about photographs means to disparage them. (Linfield, 2010, p. xiv) 

Roland Barthes’ Camera Lucida (1980), according to Linfield, seems on the one 

hand to celebrate the author’s fascination with the medium, and coins the widely-used 

terms “punctum” and “studium,” but on the other hand, Barthes describes photographers 

as “agents of Death” and says the photograph is variously “a catastrophe,” “flat,” 
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“platitudinous,” “stupid,” “without culture,” and “undialectical.”  Barthes furthermore 

insists that a photograph “teaches me nothing” and “completely de-realizes the world of 

human conflicts and desires” (Linfield, para. 6).  Like Barthes, John Berger’s “canonical” 

essays on photography both celebrate and reject photography, praising the medium’s 

capacity to “affirm the subjective experiences of ordinary people that modernity, science, 

and industrial capitalism have done so much to crush” (para. 6), but also stating that all 

photographs are a form of violence which separate objects’ appearance from their 

function, making “amnesiacs rather than critical thinkers of us all” (para. 5).   

Linfield argues that the skepticism with which theorists such as Berger, Barthes, 

and Sontag approached photography was transformed into hostility by the postmodern 

critics who followed them, deeming photographs a tool of capitalism, a force of 

subjugation, and an instrument of victimization.  The “old-fashioned fictions” of 

“progress, truth, and justice” presented in photojournalistic imagery earned the ire of 

postmodern critics, who scoffed at the ability of a photograph to do more than transform 

fear into fantasy.  Such critics also denied that photography could ever offer either 

autonomy or insight, existing as nothing but a farce, a sham, and a refusal of reality.  “In 

short, these critics regarded the photograph as a prison and the gift of vision as a crime” 

(para. 10).   

Beyond this, however, critical hostility can be traced to the Frankfurt School, 

especially Siegfried Kracauer and Walter Benjamin, as well as Bertold Brecht, a friend of 

Benjamin’s.  “In fact, none of these men wrote mainly about photography, but what they 

did write has been treated with biblical respect—and undergone hermeneutical scrutiny—

by late 20th-century critics” (para. 18).  Benjamin and Kracauer were not entirely opposed 
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to photography, believing in its revolutionary possibilities and saying it was a new way of 

seeing which could “emancipate the work of art from its parasitical dependence on ritual” 

(Benjamin, 1936), a way to embrace both the past and the future.  However, they also 

saw photography as a potentially dangerous and subversive force.  Kracauer wrote that 

“the photograph annihilates the person” and “the image-idea drives away the idea” 

(Linfield, para. 21).  Unlike Kracauer and Benjamin, who seemed to see at least some 

good in the medium, Brecht deeply distrusted photographs, stating that they tell us 

nothing about reality and are “a terrible weapon against the truth” (para. 22).  Linfield 

states that Brecht’s views “have been quoted infinitum and launched a million PhD 

theses” (para. 23) and while she agrees that photographs don’t offer explanations or shed 

light on the inner workings of history, she also sees this as the true source of the critics’ 

antipathy:   

It is this anti-explanatory, anti-analytic quality of the photograph—what Barthes 
called its stupidity—that critics have seized on with a vengeance and that they 
cannot, apparently, forgive.  (para. 23).   
 
Brecht, and his subsequent followers, not only criticized photographs for their 

failure to explain the world, but for their success at offering an emotional connection to 

the world.  Emotion, for Brecht, was completely problematic: “Brecht regarded all 

feeling—any feeling—as dishonest and dangerous; he associated emotion with the chaos 

and irrationality of capitalism” (Linfield, para. 26).  What is typically overlooked in 

examinations of Brecht’s philosophy, however, is his situation within a particular time 

and moment in history, namely the period between World War I and World War II in 

Germany, when “he and his companions were drowning in a toxic bath of unexamined 

emotion” which was “the perfect incubator for fascism” (para. 26).  Brecht’s war on 
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unbridled emotion was appropriate given the social conditions in which he found himself, 

but according to Linfield, the continuing application of his views through the criticism of 

those who followed him is misplaced: “the world we live in is not Brecht’s, and 

photography critics don’t need to fear all emotion, as did Brecht” (para. 43) or expend so 

much energy distancing viewers from photographic imagery.  Instead, Linfield proposes 

that photography critics might consider integrating emotion into the experience of 

looking, and to use emotion as a starting point for analysis instead of waging an “eternal 

war between the two” (para. 44), proposing that they model their criticism on that of 

other media, and suggesting that perhaps “they can turn pleasure—and its opposite—into 

knowledge, and they can even teach us, perhaps, how to love more wisely” (para. 44).   

Andy Grundberg’s evaluation of photography and postmodernism (1991) echoes 

the negativity that Linfield says characterizes the medium.  This is not because 

Grundberg himself promotes such negativity, but because the climate of postmodernism 

has produced what he terms “the crisis which photography and all other forms of art face 

in the 20th century” (p. 367).  He analyzes the work of several photographers who could 

be considered to be proto-postmodern practitioners, stating that that “there is abundant 

evidence that the photographic tradition incorporates the sensibility of postmodernism 

within its late or high modernist practice” (p. 382) seen in Walker Evans’ photographs of 

signs as a forbearer of semiotics, or Lee Friedlander’s self-referential photographs such 

as Mount Rushmore, South Dakota, 1969, (Figure 8) as a commentary on the role of 

images in society (p. 381).  Postmodernism, according to Grundberg, can be 

characterized in several ways, resisting straightforward explanation.  It can be seen as 

valuing pluralism, rejecting any single prevailing style, and it can also be seen as 
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oppositional to the modernist tradition and/or Western culture, especially in terms of the 

“myths” of “originality” and “the autonomous individual” or “author” (p. 368).  

Postmodernism also embraces alternative media (in general, anything other than painting 

on canvas or sculpture made of metal), which can be seen to lift photography up from its 

“traditional second-class status and privileges it as the medium of the moment” (p. 368).  

On the other hand, some postmodern critics state that medium does not matter, but rather 

the way in which art operates in relationship to culture.  All of these ideas can be 

considered components in the crisis Grundberg sees postmodernism to have precipitated 

for art: 

…the postmodernism that seeks to problematize the relations of art and culture is 
itself problematic.  It swims in the same seas as the art marketplace, yet claims to 
have an oppositional stance toward that marketplace.  It attempts to critique our 
culture from inside that culture, believing that no “outside” position is possible.  It 
rejects the notion of the avant-garde as one of the myths of modernism, yet in 
practice it functions as an avant-garde.  And its linkage to linguistic and literary 
theory means that its critical rationale tends to value intellect more than visual 
analysis…. Postmodernist art accepts the world as an endless hall of mirrors, as a 
place where all we are is images…and where all we know is images…There is no 
place in the postmodern world for a belief in the authenticity of experience, in the 
sanctity of the individual artist’s vision, in genius or originality.  What 
postmodernist art finally tells us is that things have been used up, that we are at 
the end of the line, that we are all prisoners of what we see.  Clearly these are 
disconcerting and radical ideas, and it takes not great imagination to see that 
photography, as a nearly indiscriminate producer if images, is in large part 
responsible for them. (pp. 383-384) 
 
Not all critics share Grundberg’s seemingly pessimistic view of postmodern art.  

Arthur Danto’s After the End of Art (1997) states that the master narratives of art and 

their tendency to exclude certain artistic traditions and practices has ended, resulting in a 

situation in which nothing is closed off in art and which he determines to be essentially 

pluralistic and tolerant.  Danto does not discuss the postmodern so much as the difference 
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between the modern and what he defines as the contemporary, explaining that in 

philosophy, divisions can be understood in terms of ancient, medieval, and modern, with 

modern beginning with Rene Descartes’ examination of the role of human thought—I 

think, therefore I am (p. 6).  Danto sees an analogy to this in art, with pre-modern 

painters attempting to represent the world around them and modern painters placing art as 

its own subject (p. 7).60  Modernism marks a break from previous philosophical and 

artistic traditions,  

…An ascent to a new level of consciousness, which is reflected in painting as a 
kind of discontinuity, almost as if to emphasize that mimetic representation had 
become less important than some kind of reflection on the means and methods of 
representation. (p. 8).   
 
Danto prefers the term “post-historical” to postmodern, referring to the end of 

criteria that had been used to narrate the direction of art, the disjunction of systems and 

styles that had previously been able to be applied in order to situate artworks with a 

historical framework.   

Part of what the “end of art” means is the enfranchisement of what had lain 
beyond the pale, where the very idea of a pale—a wall—is exclusionary, the way 
the Great Wall of China was, built to keep the Mongol hordes outside, or as the 
Berlin wall was built to keep the innocent socialist population protected from the 
toxins of capitalism.  … In the modernist narrative, art beyond the pale either is 
no part of the sweep of history, or it is a reversion to some earlier form of art. (p. 
9) 
 
Anything ever done could be done today and be an example of post-historical 
art… So the contemporary is, from one perspective, a period of information 
disorder, a condition of perfect aesthetic entropy.  But is equally a period of quite 

                                                
60 Art as the subject of art is a modernist idea, while art-for-art’s-sake could be seen to 
straddle the end of romanticism and the beginning of modernism.  Various works of art 
with a recognizable subject could be termed art-for-art’s-sake, while a work of art in 
which art itself is the subject could be more characteristic of abstract expressionism and 
the works immediately surrounding that stylistic development. 
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perfect freedom.  Today there is no longer any pale of history.  Everything is 
permitted. (p. 12). 
 

Danto explains that the central question of modernism was self-reflective: “What is it that 

I have that no other kind of art can have?”—indicating ideas central to painting about 

painting or photography about photography.  In the 1960s and 1970s, however, the 

question changed to, “Why am I a work of art?” a question that signaled the end of self-

referentiality in art and, in Danto’s opinion, of modernism itself (p. 14).   

Artists, liberated from the burden of history, were free to make art in whatever 
way they wished, for any purposes they wished, or for no purposes at all.  That is 
the mark of contemporary art, and small wonder, in contrast with modernism, 
there is no such thing as a contemporary style. (p. 15) 
 

Danto’s ideas are arguably more compatible with the main premise of this dissertation 

than discussions of the theory of photography, even though he does not specifically 

address photography in this source.  According to Danto’s way of thinking, documentary 

photography could be considered to be art, because art has no limits following the end of 

modernism.  Theories of photography, however, seem to continue to be grounded in 

modernism, as evidenced by the continued critical and scholarly invocation of Sontag, 

Barthes, Berger, and Benjamin, and as such, these theorists arguably continue to promote 

the types of negative and exclusionary thinking that caused the segregation of 

documentary photography from art in the first place.  In short, the theory and criticism of 

photography up to this point is not relevant to the practice of documentary photography 

today, if it ever truly had any relevance in the first place.  The fact that outdated and 

irrelevant theories such as these continue to be referenced and taught arguably 

demonstrates the need for new, perhaps even revolutionary, thinking in this field.   
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Ideas such as those found in Andy Grundberg’s examination of photography’s 

relationship to postmodernism also continue to be promoted today, despite the fact that 

they were written two decades ago at what could have seemed to Grundberg to be a 

turning point in the understanding of art.  Susie Linfield prefaces her 2006 article with a 

2008 update in which she observes that Errol Morris’ then-recent blog posting stated that 

photographs contain no truth value or reality at all, that in fact nothing real exists outside 

of language (a view that is arguably consistent with Grundberg’s statements), quoting 

Morris as saying: “For truth, properly considered, is about the relationship between 

language and the world, not about photographs and the world” (New York Times, Zoom, 

2007).  Linfield counters this assertion, stating that a photograph’s limitations do not 

negate its status as a “document of the real”—even though it might sometimes be difficult 

to know what a photograph is saying does not mean it is silent.  Grundberg seems to 

concur with this.  In Crisis of the Real, an anthology in which his earlier remarks are 

included, he states that photography “confirms and authenticates our experience.  It is 

what ‘hard copy’ is to the computer, a tangible record of neural excitement, a 

transubstantiation of our impressions and intuitions” (p. 224).  Grundberg’s various 

essays as presented in Crisis of the Real are not seemingly intended to predict that the 

“crisis” presented for photography in postmodernism will inevitably destroy the medium, 

but that it provides an opportunity to develop a new understanding.  While Grundberg 

argues that postmodernism attempts to erase notions of artistic style and the role of the 

author or artist’s intentions, he nevertheless appears to support these concepts in his 

continuing discussion of style and intention in relationship to various photographer’s 

work.  It could be argued that style and intention exist even in the post-historical, 
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pluralistic context proposed by Danto in which there may be no such thing as a unifying 

principle of contemporary art—but in which the idea of plurality makes discussions of an 

individual’s style continue to be possible, unlike the postmodernist view that seemingly 

seeks to erase or negate all previous considerations and understandings about art. 

Critics and Criticism 

As an additional observation, the majority of these influential voices in the theory 

of photography are familiar with the medium in terms of theoretical knowledge rather 

than practical experience except for the types of casual contact that could be considered 

to be characteristic of the general population.  Only Andy Grundberg could be argued to 

have a primary concern with photography, currently serving as the assistant dean of 

undergraduate studies and chair of the photography program at Corcoran College of Art 

and Design in Washington, D.C.  It is perhaps questionable whether critics in other fields 

of human endeavor would be similarly influential without specialized knowledge of or 

experience in the areas to which they applied their criticism.  One of the distinctive 

characteristics of photography is its accessibility—it is a medium with which most people 

could be thought to be familiar both as producers and consumers of photographic 

imagery.  There is arguably, however, more to the practice of photography than the 

everyday encounters typical in contemporary society.  Just as it takes more than an 

enjoyment of music, an evening coat, and a long thin stick to be a conductor, or as there 

is a difference between someone who enjoys watching movies and a professional movie 

critic, there is arguably more to being a photographer than casually taking snapshots at a 

birthday party.  Kodak has made a fortune by providing the proletariat with the ability to 

take pictures, but there could be seen to be a gap between George Eastman’s “You push 
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the button, we do the rest” and the professional pursuit of photography.  Yet serious 

photographers do not seem to be the voices that are given the respect garnered by others 

whose opinions might be seen to outweigh their practical knowledge.   

Some individuals may meet this observation with some skepticism, asking, “So 

what?  Why does it matter whether these critics are photographers themselves?”  In 

response, it could be argued that television news networks regularly invite experts to 

offer commentary and opinions on newsworthy issues, and these experts are almost 

always introduced by way of their credentials.  Military analysts typically have military 

experience.  Political analysts have typically served as or worked for elected officials or 

have a relevant background in political science.  Lawyers, former judges, or law 

professors are called upon to offer legal commentary.  This is because, in general, it could 

be argued that it is reasonable to expect that an authority figure in a given subject will 

have expertise in that area or some sort of relevant professional credential.  Why, then, is 

experience as a photographer is seemingly deemed to be irrelevant to the criticism of 

photography?  Arguably, photography critics who are not photographers could potentially 

be classified with unmarried marriage counselors—those with no personal experience in 

the area in which they profess expertise.  However, even the unmarried marriage 

counselor can usually be assumed to have accomplished a certain level of professional 

preparation for that role and to demonstrate a modicum of support for the idea of 

marriage: if such a person inevitably advocated that couples divorce, stating to all clients 

that marriage is an obsolete institution, it seems unlikely that his or her business would 

remain viable.  The negativity demonstrated by photography critics for the medium of 
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photography, however, coupled with most critics’ lack of experience in the medium, may 

be considered in a similar light.   

Summary 

The epistemic value of photographs is but one consideration among many in the 

theory of photography, but it is arguably central to the understanding of the medium 

overall.  The theory, philosophy, and criticism of photography, since the inception of the 

medium, has focused on the knowledge that can be gained through photographs and the 

emotions they can inspire, but no single idea has proven to be entirely conclusive.  As 

outlined in this chapter the ideas that may be formed as a result of these discussions are 

arguably: 

1. Society holds a relevant belief that photographs are more epistemically valid than 

paintings or other handmade representations due to the mechanical process involved 

in photographic image capture. 

2. Photographs can be understood to convey both perceptual and conceptual 

information.  Perceptual information refers to the physical act of seeing, while 

conceptual information indicates the cognitive, emotional, and evaluative processes 

involved upon viewing an object.  

3. A photograph is an aestheticized record of a historical event. All photographs are 

manipulated in the sense that they are a product of human creativity and are subject to 

human intervention before and after the camera’s mechanical/technological action in 

capturing the image.   

4. Photographs can be considered to possess conceptual reality in that the photograph 

bears an indexical relationship to its referent.  The conceptual honesty of the image is 
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dependent on the intentions of the photographer and the ways in which these 

intentions affect the photographer’s choices throughout the creation of any given 

photograph. 

5. Although deception is made easier in digital photography than in analog photography, 

all photographs regardless of the materials, equipment, and processes used in their 

making have been and continue to be vulnerable to deceptive practices, rendering 

digital photographs no more inherently unstable than their analog predecessors.  The 

conceptual honesty or epistemic validity of any image is the direct result of human 

choices.  Machines, including but not limited to cameras, cannot lie of their own 

volition, but people often use technology in order to aid deception.  This is not a fault 

of the medium, but the individual practitioner.  The responsibility for a lie rests 

squarely on the liar. 

6. Documentary photography and photojournalism share in the goal of producing 

conceptually honest imagery according to standards of journalistic integrity.  They 

differ with respect to time: photojournalistic imagery is generally thought to 

possesses more immediate relevancy to current events or breaking news, while 

documentary imagery typically involves a greater time commitment by the 

photographer as well as a longer interval prior to publication of the photographs. 

7. The theory of photography has been primarily dominated by negative criticism, which 

has been widely accepted, even though its premises are no longer relevant to the 

current practice of the medium, and despite the fact that the most widely recognized 

critics lacked specialized experience with photography.  Discussions of theory in 

photography continue to refer to modernist understandings of the medium, although 
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there has also been negativity surrounding the role of photography in postmodernism 

as an indiscriminate producer of images.  On the other hand, postmodernism, or post-

historical theory as offered by Danto, can be seen as having a potentially positive 

influence in terms of documentary photography’s acceptance as art, because within 

this pluralistic view all forms of artistic expression are seen as equally valid. 

In the Disney-Pixar movie Ratatouille (2007, written by Brad Bird, Jan Pinkava, and Jim 

Capobianco), villainous food critic Anton Ego arrives at Gusteau’s restaurant poised to 

ruin the new chef’s reputation.  The meal he is served, however, alters his preconceptions 

as well as his fundamental beliefs about his profession as a critic.  While the movie was 

undoubtedly about food and not photography, Ego’s review is provided in full below.  Of 

course it is a richer experience to hear this as voiced by Peter O’Toole in the movie, but it 

offers insights that are arguably appropriate to this dissertation, and it is on this note that 

the chapter will conclude. 

The work of a critic is easy.  We risk very little yet enjoy a position over those 
who offer up their work and their selves to our judgment.  We thrive on negative 
criticism, which is fun to write and read.  But the bitter truth we critics must face 
is that, in the grand scheme of things, the average piece of junk is probably more 
meaningful than our criticism designating it so.  But there are times when a critic 
truly risks something, and that is in the discovery and the defense of the new.  The 
world is often unkind to new talent, new creations.  The new needs friends.  Last 
night, I experienced something new—an extraordinary meal from a singularly 
unexpected source.  To say that both the meal and its maker challenged my 
preconceptions about fine cooking is a gross understatement.  They have rocked 
me to my core.  In the past, I have made no secret of my disdain for Chef 
Gusteau’s famous motto, “Anyone can cook,” but I realize only now do I truly 
understand what he meant.  Not everyone can become a great artist, but a great 
artist can come from anywhere.  It is difficult to imagine more humble origins 
than those of the genius now cooking at Gusteau’s, who is, in this critic’s opinion, 
nothing less than the finest chef in France.  I will be returning to Gusteau’s soon, 
hungry for more. 
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Chapter 6 
Case Studies and Autoethnographic Analysis 

 In order to support the idea that the voices of artists are important to discussions 

of art, three practicing photographers were invited to participate in this study alongside 

my own autoethnographic analysis of my practice as a documentary photographer.  Each 

was asked an identical series of 50 questions relating to their individual art practice and 

their views about their photographs’ status as works of art, which were provided to the 

artists in advance, so that each could prepare his or her responses prior to the actual 

interview session.  These questions covered three areas.  In section one, the artists were 

asked about their personal background information such as birthplace, citizenship, 

upbringing, education, and cultural background.  Section two delineated their 

photographic practice, inquiring about the methods and equipment used, changes over 

time, the genre in which the photographers considered their work to exist, awards and 

recognition received, gallery representation, and experiences with criticism.  Section 

three focused on theory and philosophy, delving into the photographers’ opinions 

regarding their photographs’ classification as works of art, their own identification as an 

artist, the truth of a photographic image, the artists’ relationship to the artworld and the 

marketplace, and their experience with social and critical theories in their artwork.  I 

responded to the same set of questions for the autoethnographic component of this study.  

The full text of each interview is included in Appendices B, C, D, and E at the end of this 

dissertation.  The next section of this chapter is a summary of each subject’s responses 

focusing on the highlights of each conversation.    
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Fazal Sheikh 

Fazal Sheikh was born in New York City in 1965 to parents of mixed ethnic 

heritage. His father’s side of the family came to the U.S. from an area that had been India 

and was later part of Pakistan.  They immigrated to east Africa, where his father was 

born, and later in life his father moved to the U.S. in order to attend graduate school.  His 

mother was born and raised in the U.S., to a family of English, Irish, and German 

descent.  Sheikh grew up an only child in an ethnically and economically diverse 

neighborhood of Manhattan.  He characterizes his family as upper middle class; both of 

his parents have college degrees, his mother worked in publishing, and his father was an 

entrepreneur.  Both parents held progressive political views.  They held somewhat 

secularized views compared to the religious traditions in which they were brought up: his 

father was raised in an Islamic Muslim household and his mother in the traditions of the 

Episcopal Church.  He reports that his parents instilled in him the value of an education 

and the idea that “one could challenge and one could question the depths of religion, 

which has resonated with me quite a bit as I’ve engaged in my work through the years” 

(Appendix B, Question 12).  Sheikh grew up near the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and 

his maternal grandmother in particular took him there frequently, as well as to 

performances of the New York Philharmonic, the Natural History Museum, and to the 

theater and other cultural events in New York.  His mother instilled in him a great respect 

for the arts as well, and encouraged him to work in painting, drawing, sculpture, and 

ceramics during his teen years.  Sheikh earned his BA in 1987 from Princeton University, 

taking up photography during his sophomore year at the urging of one of his ceramics 
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instructors.  He speaks Swahili fluently, along with some ability in Spanish and German, 

but his primary language is English. 

After graduating from Princeton, Sheikh received a Fulbright scholarship to work 

in Kenya, his father’s birthplace, followed by several other grants from various 

institutions including the National Endowment for the Arts and a MacArthur Foundation 

Fellowship, among others.  This funding enabled him to work exclusively in photography 

without having to seek supplementary employment.  He reports that he has worked since 

college on long-term projects, museum and gallery exhibitions, books, and so on.  He has 

also taught occasionally and been invited to be a resident artist or lecturer at various 

institutions.  Photography provides Sheik’s primary means of financial support. 

 Sheikh no longer lives in the U.S., maintaining residences in several European 

countries. He acknowledges that he holds what he terms a “rather Eurocentric” 

worldview; however, he also feels that he is “connected to something of the East, 

something outside these sensibilities” (Appendix B, Question 19).  Sheikh feels that 

much of his work has been about trying to allow the two facets of his background to 

coexist.  He reports that many of his projects have combined the political situation in the 

areas in which he has worked with a search for his own family history, first in his father’s 

birthplace in Kenya and later in the area in which his paternal grandfather was born near 

the India/Pakistan/Afghan border, saying  “I’ve always tried to mingle something that is 

very personal with the contemporary situation in places that I’m visiting,” (Appendix B, 

Question 22).   

 Sheikh works primarily in black and white analog portraiture and maintains what 

he feels to be a simple approach to his photographic projects:  
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I approach the individuals in the community in which I wished to work, 
essentially plead my case and ask them to let me work there, and they collaborate 
in the process.  That’s about it.  I think they often inform the process; they often 
add more to the image making than I do.  Indeed, what I can do best is to remain 
open and to listen to the way they inform the process. (Appendix B, Question 22) 
 

Sheikh is represented by the Pace/MacGill Gallery in New York City, although his work 

has been shown in other galleries and collected by museums and institutions too 

numerous to mention, including but not limited to the Art Institute of Chicago, the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, the International Center for Photography, and 

a multitude of other U.S. and international locations.  Similar to Salgado, Sheikh reports 

that his work has received criticism for the seeming contradiction that some perceive to 

exist in making a beautiful image of a subject that is inherently horrifying or disturbing.   

But then you have to ask yourself, what would be better?  Is it better only to make 
something gritty or something offhand out of a difficult reality?  From my 
perspective, I make what I hope are very compelling portraits of people that I care 
about, and I have no problem with the idea that there is something aesthetically 
pleasing or even beautiful about that, because I think that only confers respect 
upon the subject. (Appendix B, Question 28) 
 

Sheikh strives to create photographic imagery that crosses boundaries, especially in terms 

of bridging between one community, religious sensibility, or culture and another.  His 

recent work featuring dispossessed widows in India largely surrounds women’s issues, 

and he reports that people who viewed the photographs assumed that the images were 

made by a woman, an idea that pleases him greatly:   

There is nothing more lovely to me than the notion that you can arrive at a kind of 
level of understanding that allows you to make something that even bridges 
gender—that allows you to confront somebody on a human level that transcends 
gender or religion or race. (Appendix B, Question 34) 
 

Much of his work, in Sheikh’s view, goes beyond the photojournalistic model that 

intends to create a sense of outrage or pity in the viewer with the intent that the viewer 
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will be inspired to donate money to a particular cause.  The money then, in Sheikh’s 

view, is a distancing mechanism enabling the viewer to feel superior to the person in the 

photograph.  His photographs, on the other hand, are intended to create a sense that the 

viewer could be in the place of the person portrayed in the photograph; in other words, he 

strives to create empathy, not to arouse pity. 

 Sheikh works on long term projects, sometimes returning to a given location 

multiple times over the course of two or three years.  The length of time varies according 

to the location, with some projects progressing more quickly or slowly than others.  He 

considers himself to be an artist, but says,  

I don’t use the word artist in a sense of grandeur; I use it as a sort of a basic 
laborer’s term, as it should be.  I don’t think it should be exclusive.  I think it 
should be something open and then allow the work to argue for itself over time. 
(Appendix B, Question 38)   
 

As to the question of whether documentary photographs can be works of art as well as 

informational documents, he responds: 

One of the things I am very pleased about is that [my photographs] fit in various 
realms; that they can just as comfortably fit in the art world as they can in with a 
documentary tradition or even a social tradition. (Appendix B, Question 41) 
 

In terms of the truth-value of his photographs, or of photography in general, he states that 

there is no real objectivity in photography—the image is framed by a person, which 

causes the viewer to engage with the voice or perspective of the person who made the 

photograph.  He states that he uses all of the tools at his disposal in order to create 

interest and engagement in the viewer.  “I am perfectly happy wooing the viewer by 

making an image of the person that I care about in a way that makes the viewer want to 

know more.” (Appendix B, Question 44) 
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 Criticism of Sheikh’s work tends, in his experience, to stem from the viewer’s 

emotional responses to his work, which sometimes turns toward anger when viewers are 

confronted by the shocking, disturbing, or poignant subject matter of his imagery or the 

accompanying text, which he considers to be an important component of his projects.  

His relationship to the artworld seems to have been primarily positive and productive, 

given that since graduating from Princeton he has been the recipient of much critical 

praise and numerous awards.  Sheikh has achieved a level of financial success in his work 

as a photographer that few artists enjoy, for which he is grateful and approaches with 

remarkable humility.  Following the publication of his book about Afghanistan, he 

reports that he was struck by the realization that the people about whom the book was 

made would never be able to afford its $80 cover price, and he subsequently established 

ways in which the book could be available free of charge.  His work engages in social 

and critical theory by way of the multiple readings of the imagery that are possible 

depending on the viewer and the subject matter:  

Hierarchies born of gender, race, colonial stances or colonial fears…all touch 
tangentially upon my work.  I think in some subtle ways the work challenges 
various of those structures, but depending on your reading it can be more 
assertive. (Appendix B, Question 48) 
 

However, Sheikh does not claim that his photographs have changed the world or that this 

is his ultimate goal, stating that this is “a kind of conceit.”  He strives to create something 

that is beautiful, that has resonance and poignancy that transcends its surface or exhibits a 

complexity that allows the viewer to engage in it again and again.  For Sheikh, “beauty 

can be a means by which to engender a conversation” (Appendix B, Question 49). (See 

also Figure 9) 
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Miguel Gandert 

 Miguel Gandert was born in Espanola, New Mexico, in 1956, stating that his 

parents were both of “northern New Mexican Hispanic descent” (Appendix C, Question 

2).  He grew up in Santa Fe, New Mexico, in a subdivision that was primarily white but 

also included Hispanic and Native American neighbors.  His father held a graduate 

degree and was a schoolteacher and union organizer for the teacher’s union, and his 

mother was a housewife and part-time teacher who completed some college but did not 

graduate.  He was raised Catholic and his parents were, as he termed it, “traditional, long-

term progressive Democrat.  Very liberal” (Appendix C, Question 11).  Both of his 

parents spoke Spanish as their first language, but they raised Gandert and his three 

siblings to speak English, feeling that fairness, hard work, and a good education were of 

greater value than concepts of race.  Gandert reports that he is conversant, but not fluent, 

in Spanish.   

 Gandert’s interest in photography began as a photographer for his junior high 

school yearbook, an activity that he pursued through high school and college.   

For me, photography was absolutely magic.  I could preserve things, I could see 
things, I could make them happen with the camera.  I gave me a power, a control 
over the world. (Appendix C, Question 16) 
 

Gandert holds a bachelors degree in university studies (BUS) as well as an MA in art, 

both from the University of New Mexico, where he is employed as a professor of 

journalism and communication.  One of his professors during his undergraduate program 

was Beaumont Newhall, [author of The History of Photography (1936, 2009) which was 

the subject of analysis earlier in this dissertation]. 
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 Gandert acknowledges that he exists within Western culture, but also clarifies that 

he is “what you would call Mestizo, mixed Native American-Spanish heritage” 

(Appendix C, Question 19), feeling that the cultural environment in which he was raised 

and educated privileged the Western tradition over his preferred cultural identity.  He 

reports that his photographic work is often an attempt to subvert Western culture, even 

though he exists within it as a middle-class, highly educated, American citizen and 

university professor.  Gandert has enjoyed a level of success as a photographer, but it 

provides him with only a portion of his yearly income, depending on the marketplace, 

which he feels has been less rewarding of late.   

 Gandert identifies himself as a documentary photographer and as an artist, 

emphasizing that his work is about “real places, real people…a documented time…a 

statement about a moment that will always be different from one moment to the next” 

(Appendix C, Question 22).  He has encountered criticism of his work on several fronts.  

One of the things that disturbs me [is that] art schools have this obsession with 
newness, and I have this obsession with the dialog of the past, and I think they are 
two different things.  The modernist notion, “That’s been done before,” which is 
what you will hear in art schools, and my response is, “It was done before, but it 
hasn’t been done by me.” (Appendix C, Question 22) 
 

His work received negative criticism in a published article for an American Studies 

journal,61 which he says he has deliberately not read because his colleagues informed him 

that the author accused him of commodifying culture, of exploiting the people in his 

photographs.   

As an artist, you are caught between a rock and a hard place: you want to make 
images that are beautiful and unforgettable.  And it is a problem when you 

                                                
61 Gandert did not provide any bibliographic information for this article and it was not 
found as the result of a search of periodical databases. 
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beautify them.  There is something very perverse about hanging a starving man in 
Africa on your wall in your living room, because it is a beautiful object, but on the 
other hand, maybe nobody ever thought about that man.  I think it is a very 
difficult place. (Appendix C, Question 28) 
 

Gandert reports that he attended a conference on American Studies and was quite 

surprised to read the program and find that there was to be a panel discussion dealing 

specifically with his work, a revelation he seems to have found simultaneously flattering 

and disconcerting.  This raised the perplexing question of whether or not to attend the 

event, especially since the author of the aforementioned article was a panelist, according 

to Gandert.  In the end he chose stay away, believing that his presence could inhibit the 

conversation.   

I thought, wow, I am honored to have a panel on my work, and I think it’s cool [I 
was] worthy of being studied at a conference, but the other part is, I don’t have to 
stand there and take it. (Appendix C, Question 28)   
 

 Gandert reports that his photographs are a statement about culture, particularly 

about the Hispanic or Mexican culture and his personal search for identity, adding,  

I hopefully don’t photograph it in an exotic way.  Dominant cultures have a 
tendency to exotify, and hopefully I am accomplishing something in the context 
of my work that is not exotic. (Appendix C, Question 35).   
 

He states emphatically that his photographs are “absolutely works of art” (Appendix C, 

Question 39), and that he is “absolutely an artist” (Question 38) but this has not been 

without controversy in his experience: 

I had this committee that’s going to beat the shit out of me to give me my masters 
degree, and they are questioning me about the value of what I do as art.  In the 
end, I finally just said, “This is art because I say it is, and in the end I am not the 
ultimate arbiter, though I believe it is art,” and that was a good enough answer for 
them. (Question 39). 
 

He goes on to explain: 
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My masters thesis was created because I was pissed off.  I was in an art school 
that was primarily white—there were no Hispanics on the art faculty, and if I 
photographed gangs and young gang bangers, it was a political statement—it was 
a subversive idea that could put these people in the context of art, and my 
colleagues would have to deal with them because I was making them deal with 
them, and that is the art. (Appendix C, Question 48). 
 

Gandert confirms that he believes his photographs exist as works of art and as 

informational documents, saying: 

I always laugh because the same year I had a show at the Whitney Museum of 
Art, I had a show at the National Museum of Anthropology, and some of the 
pictures were the same pictures.  …If they’re good enough for the Whitney, they 
must be art, and if they are good enough to be Anthropological, then that’s okay, 
too. (Appendix C, Question 39) …My idea of art in terms of my personal work, 
the idea is that these pictures are about a community at a period of time, and the 
artist in me wants them to be perceived as art. (Question 41) 
 

He prefers the term “creative non-fiction” to “documentary” in describing his work, 

referring to his work in this way a number of times in the interview.  Gandert has been 

represented by the Andrew Smith Gallery in Santa Fe, New Mexico, for over 30 years, 

and his work has been collected by a wide variety of museums and institutions, including 

the Smithsonian Institute in Washington, D.C., the Bronx Museum in New York, and the 

National Hispanic Cultural Center, as well as a number of universities including Yale, 

Stanford, Texas Tech, and Florida State, among others.  He also receives invitations to 

speak about his photographs, traveling as far away as Spain and Bolivia.  He reports that 

there is a high demand for his photographs, saying, “I can barely supply [the galleries] 

with enough work” (Appendix C, Question 26). 

 Gandert’s work touches on issues of culture and colonization in that he strives to 

tell Hispanic stories in the postcolonial world, attempting to photograph from inside the 

culture rather than viewing it through the lens of an outsider as being exotic, and he states 
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that as an educator, he wants to teach “dominant cultures to understand non-dominant 

cultures, and the reverse” (Appendix C, Question 48).  He denies that he strives to make 

his photographs beautiful, stating that the word beautiful has lost much of its meaning.  “I 

would like to think of my pictures as impactful or gripping” rather than beautiful 

(Question 48).  In terms of aesthetics, Gandert confirmed the idea that choices made by 

the photographer will alter the appearance of the photographs produced, but feels that the 

term aesthetic relates primarily to the distinctive features of an artist’s work: “When I 

think of the term aesthetic, it is about the language that someone chooses in which to do 

their creative work” (Appendix C, Question 50). (See also Figure 10). 

Delilah Montoya 

 Delilah Montoya was born in Fort Worth, Texas, in 1955.  Both sides of her 

family are many generations removed from their history as American immigrants, her 

father’s family tracing its history back to the Mayflower and the Daughters of the 

American Revolution, while her mother’s family came to the U.S. from Mexico even 

longer ago than that.  Nevertheless, her mother’s primary language as a child was 

Spanish.  Montoya, on the other hand, grew up speaking English and has a working 

knowledge of Spanish.  Her family moved frequently when she was a child, living in 

working class, racially mixed neighborhoods in Las Vegas, New Mexico, and Texas.  Her 

father had a GED, and her mother did not work outside the home or attend college until 

she was in her 40s, when she earned her BA degree.  Her family was Catholic and 

primarily held Democratic political views.  Her mother encouraged her interest in art, 

taking her family to museums partly because it was a form of inexpensive entertainment.   
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Montoya’s experiences with art began with drawing, and she became interested in 

photography when she was in her twenties, partially because photography provided better 

job opportunities than commercial art.  She earned her associates degree at a community 

college in Omaha, Nebraska, then received her BA and MA from the University of New 

Mexico, subsequently earning an MFA degree as well.  Montoya worked a variety of jobs 

including commercial photography, video production, and medical communications and 

illustration, part of which was to create photographic documentation of the morgue and 

accident victims.  She is currently a professor at the University of Houston, although she 

has also taught at other institutions in Massachusetts, Santa Fe, Albuquerque, and 

Houston.  When asked if she considers herself to be a part of Western culture, she 

responded that even though those who reside within Western culture have no choice but 

to take part in it, there are also indigenous cultures that exist beneath the surface which 

are not directly taught.  Her art practice pays for itself, but she does not earn any 

additional income from it, relying upon her salary as a professor as her primary means of 

financial support.   

In terms of her practice of photography, Montoya acknowledges that there is a 

documentary component to her work, but she also believes that the documentary function 

of photography has been taken over by film and video, or events are captured 

photographically by bystanders: “Documentation happens when somebody has that 

iPhone at the right place at the right time” (Appendix D, Question 21).  She says that 

documentary still photography continues to exist, but not in the same sense as that of 

Eugene Smith or other notable documentary photographers of the past.  Montoya 

characterizes her work as an “experimental documentary” (Question 24) and states that 
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her work is “a vision of a culture, and it’s looking at the inside of American 

culture…more as opposed to a veiled Western look at American culture” (Question 21).  

She feels that people tend to be somewhat blind to their own culture because they have 

not been taught to look, and so her work can be seen as an attempt to reveal the 

overlooked aspects of culture, particularly those that are connected to her own self-

identification as a Latina or Chicana.   

Montoya, like Gandert, is represented by the Andrew Smith Gallery in Santa Fe, 

New Mexico, and her work is in the Smithsonian, the National Hispanic Cultural Center, 

and at galleries in Dallas and San Antonio, among other places.  She has won awards for 

her photographs, but she has also experienced painful criticism.   

I think the worst experience was when I had an art historian write an article 
saying, “I do not understand why Delilah Montoya, a Latina, would want to 
continue to use indigenous photos because it is just so overdone.”  She was the 
first one who failed to understand…that what was going on was her failure to be 
able to read into it…her criticism just demonstrated how little she really knew. 
(Appendix D, Question 28) …Another time I put a show together and put a lot of 
the portraits in Albuquerque and got a lot of criticism: “I don’t understand why 
Hispano women make images of themselves”.  It’s like they totally missed the 
point.  (Question 29) 
 

Montoya also offers this observation about criticism: 

The persons who can’t think outside of the box are the ones who can think of 
nothing but the box.  They are creating the box.  That is why we need our own 
writers, we need our own art critics, because they have more than those who have 
been taught in Western culture. (Appendix D, Question 29) 
 

She states that her photographic projects investigate cultural phenomena that she 

perceives around her, examining themes and exploring them in order to reach new 

understandings.  She confirms that she considers herself to be an artist, and she feels that 

her photographs are works of art, a view which she believes is confirmed by her works’ 
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acquisition by galleries and museums.  She also states that her photographs have a 

communicative and educative function as well as an emotional character, citing a 

particular image from her Guadalupana collection of a handcuffed inmate with a tattoo of 

the Guadalupe on his back.  This photograph, according to Montoya, resonates with her 

audience as a powerful expression of Hispanic culture.  Her series featuring “Chicana bad 

girls” and female boxers explore ideas of feminist identity, and her imagery also touches 

on ideas of colonialism, particularly the series of the Guadalupana, in her opinion.  She 

reports that she strives to try to “envision what an indigenous aesthetic would be within 

my work” (Appendix D, Question 48), of looking at it in terms of people who are in 

America but not necessarily part of the dominant culture.  “I am really interested in 

colonialism in the United States.  I don’t think we have left it.  I think it is still here but 

we don’t look for it” (Question 48).   

 Montoya feels that beauty plays a role in her work, creating images that are 

haunting and demand the viewer’s attention.  “They look back at you, in that way” 

(Appendix D, Question 49).  As for the truthfulness of a photographic image, Montoya 

says that it depends on how the image is being used, linked to the intent of the person 

towards the image.  She feels that her photographs are documentary in nature because her 

intention is to “represent culture as I see it, as I investigate it, as I look at it and [try] to 

understand my world” (Question 43).   

 In terms of the artworld, Montoya admits that she has not engaged with it as fully 

as she perhaps could have, and this may be the reason she has not met with as much 

financial success in her artwork as she might have hoped; for instance, she has declined 
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offers from galleries to produce certain bodies of work that they have requested, a choice 

that has met with a certain level of disbelief from artworld figures.  

I probably don’t think enough about the marketplace.  I don’t think of it as a small 
entrepreneur, and I have never given it as much attention as I should.  That’s 
probably why I keep coming up zero.  One of these days I will. (Appendix D, 
Question 47) (See also Figure 11). 

 
Bruce Mackh 

 I was born in Chicago, IL, in 1962 to a White, middle-class family.  My father 

was born in the U.K., and my mother was born in France to parents who were also born 

in France.  My grandparents were born in Germany, Prussia, and in the south of France.  I 

grew up in a working-class, mostly Caucasian, suburban community. Only my father had 

a college education, my mother did not.  My family’s strongest belief was in maintaining 

a good work ethic, my parents held Catholic values and they had no particular political 

affiliations.  My parents were both amateur musicians and they valued culture, primarily 

art, music, and theatre.  I have an older sister who graduated from high school and 

worked in the radio industry, but she has held many other jobs as well.  I also have a 

younger brother who has a bachelor’s degree in accounting and works for a hospital 

accounting department.  Growing up, our parents took us to museums and we also 

attended concerts.   

 I first became interested in photography around age 10, and my mother 

encouraged this interest, giving me inexpensive cameras that I used to take pictures on 

school fieldtrips and paying for the film to be processed at Walgreens.  I was also 

influenced by my 4th grade teacher, who provided students with some early experiences 

with photography as part of an enrichment program at the elementary school I attended.  I 
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held a passive interest in photography until I was an adult, when I decided to take 

evening courses at the local community college.  This led to my enrollment at the School 

of the Art Institute of Chicago, where I earned my BFA in 2006.  After this, I went to 

Tulane University, gradating with my MFA in 2008, and from there I came to Texas 

Tech University to study for a PhD in Critical Studies and Fine Art Practice.  I have held 

many jobs in different industries in my life.  Mainly because I am a doctoral student, at 

present none of my income comes from my art practice—100% is from other sources.   

 I self-identify as a fine art social documentary photographer.  My artistic practice 

is to choose a place, a culture unique to that place, and to create an aesthetic 

representation that tells a story about that place and culture.  This is a consciously 

subjective narrative, in which I deliberately record and represent the subjects I choose, 

with the goal of creating an emotional, aesthetic, and historic representation of my 

subjects.  In my reading, I recently came across an article by Marshall Gregory entitled 

“Ethical Criticism: What it is and why it matters” (1998).  The opening paragraph really 

spoke to me about the power of story: 

Telling and consuming stories is a fundamental and universal human activity.  
From the time we are born, the sound of story accompanies us like the collective 
heartbeat of humanity, and none of us rejects the opportunity to enlarge ourselves 
by “trying on” the lives and feelings of fictional characters.  We may not all 
consume a steady diet of what college catalogues sometimes call “great books,” 
but our interactions with stories in one form or another—in commercials, TV 
programs, movies, song lyrics, sermons, legends, fairy tales, novels, dramas, and 
so on—is constant and ongoing.  The famous command in the opening line of 
Moby Dick, “Call me Ishmael,” is an invitation to the reader not only to identify a 
character, but to identify with a character: “Imagine your name to be Ishmael and 
it will be about you, this story.  You will learn to see the world through my eyes, 
to feel the world through my nerve endings.  During the time we spend together, 
you will learn to live as if my heart beat in your chest, as if your ears answered to 
my name.” 
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This feeling, of being so absorbed in a story that you feel yourself to actually be the main 

character, if only for a moment, is the same as what I am trying to achieve with my 

photographs—for the viewer to experience that kind of oneness, to be drawn into the 

image. 

 Although I generally prefer to work in black and white analog photography, I use 

a wide variety of processes, equipment, and methods.  I typically produce large bodies of 

work, generally consisting of 50 or more final photographs.  My greatest accomplishment 

to date is my 2008 MFA project No Direction Home—a two-year study on life in New 

Orleans after Hurricane Katrina—which is housed in the permanent collection of the 

Louisiana State Museum, located in New Orleans.  For me, the success of this body of 

work lies partly in the responses of viewers, who were often overcome by emotion when 

contemplating the photographs, even to the point that the gallery representative needed to 

purchase boxes of facial tissue and place them around the gallery for viewers’ use.  I 

found this to affirm my aims in creating aesthetic imagery that would be informative and 

also strike an emotional chord in the viewers. 

 As previously stated elsewhere in this dissertation, I have encountered a great deal 

of criticism during my artistic career, and I would have to say that it has served as one of 

my primary motivations in pursuing this research project.  It has not, however, deterred 

me from continuing to practice documentary art photography.  As the preceding chapters 

have perhaps made clear, I do consider myself to be an artist and my photographs to be 

works of art.  I adhere to a strict ethical standard in producing my imagery, refraining 

from interfering in the scene that appears before the lens and also from doing anything to 

the resulting print that might lessen its ability to be an honest representation of what I saw 
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and experienced when I took the photograph.  I also strive to create the highest-quality 

photographic imagery possible.  Not all of my subject matter is romantic or beautiful; in 

fact, some of it is disturbing and ugly.  But all of the photographs within a body of 

work—the component parts of the work of art—are like puzzle pieces in the eventual 

collection that becomes the work.  Beautiful or ugly, they are all part of the story.  The 

work is beautiful to me even if the story itself is negative, and the images are individually 

rendered as beautifully as I can make them. I have received a great deal of positive 

feedback for my skill in photographic rendering, especially in terms of my black and 

white analog printing.  I am exceptionally meticulous in my technical process.  My 

photographs also often have multiple layers of meaning, which lends to the sense of 

beauty in them.  I do specifically intend for my photographs to be thought of as 

“beautiful” in that I hope to combine good composition and powerful subject matter in a 

photograph that is rendered perfectly in order to convey the idea of the overall body of 

work.  So, every photograph that makes the final cut into the body of work is beautiful to 

me, and I want others to judge them as beautiful as well, even if they’re disturbing.  I 

don’t try to make every photograph disturbing, but do I want all of them to be beautiful. 

Documentary photography is often associated with social theories, but for me this 

occurs after the imagery has been created rather than as a specific intent prior to 

beginning the work.  My aim is to portray a particular culture or society that I feel has a 

story I want to tell via a protracted photographic study, using the standpoint of a 

participant-observer.  Others have interpreted my images as having a message related to 

neo-Marxism, feminism, or another social or critical theory, but my goal is usually quite 

simply to point to something I have seen or experienced, portraying a real-life person, 
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place, thing, or event as honestly as I can through the subjective and aesthetic vehicle of 

photography.  In terms of aesthetics, I use the highest-quality materials and equipment 

possible and engage in an extremely painstaking process in order to create what I believe 

to be beautiful photographs. I adamantly believe that the work (as a single work made up 

of a collection of individual photographs) performs-each image is like a measure of the 

music in a symphony or a scene in play and they work together as a whole performance.  

The entire process is aesthetic, dealing with how well its composed, how well it is 

rendered, how well it is presented, and finally, how well it performs. 

Integration of Responses 

 These responses reveal a great many commonalities in the practices of the three 

interview subjects and myself.  We are united in our assertion that we are artists and that 

we regard our photographs as artworks, citing our imagery’s acquisition by museums and 

other institutions, gallery representation, and viewers’ responses to our work.  We all 

classify our photographs as being documentary in nature, and although there is not a 

strong consensus between us as to our preferred use of this term, our statements support 

that we are engaged in creating photographic imagery of real subjects that hold a level of 

personal interest or significance to the individual photographer.  As for our choice of 

subjects, every interview participant mentioned the word “culture” as being of great 

importance, and to varying degrees all of the participants related that our photographic 

projects spanned large amounts of time in order to create an in-depth study of a given 

aspect of culture.  The three case-study subjects all spoke of being motivated to create 

photographs connected to a search for personal identity.  In Sheikh’s case, this involves 

his work in Africa, India, and the Middle East, and for Gandert and Montoya it emerges 
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in their focus on themes of Mestizo, Hispanic, Chicana, and/or Latina cultures with which 

they self-identify.  All three appear to be somewhat reluctant to state directly that they 

exist within Western culture, even though all are American citizens who were born in the 

U.S., speak English as their primary language, were educated at U.S. institutions of 

higher learning, and have benefited financially by exhibiting and selling their 

photographs in U.S. art galleries as well as having their photographs in U.S. museums 

and other institutions.  Similarly, none of us emphasized the role that religion might or 

might not play in our photographic work, other than that it may be part of our cultural 

investigations. 

 Each of the case-study subjects has experienced criticism of his or her 

photographs to varying degrees, but not all of this criticism has been centered on the 

same issues.  Sheikh has perhaps had the most positive response to his artwork, with 

criticism seemingly limited to the fact that his photographs are beautiful portraits of 

people in tragic circumstances.  He did not report experiencing any specific bias against 

his photographs’ classification as artworks.  Montoya’s experience with criticism seemed 

to be centered on her work’s focus on Latinas, accusing her of pursuing a topic that had 

been overdone.  She felt that her critics had failed to grasp the message of her work—that 

they did not understand it.  Gandert reported criticism from within academia, both during 

his masters degree program and in his story of the panel convened to discuss his work, a 

panel that included the author of an article that was so negative his colleagues urged him 

not to read it.  I found each of these photographer’s stories to be fascinating, especially 

because the criticism I have received has occurred in comparable areas.  I believe that one 

of the reasons human beings enjoy conversing with each other is found in the moments 
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when another person is telling a story and we have a moment of connection, a feeling of, 

“Hey, me too!”  I experienced that feeling time and again as I conducted the interviews.   

 All of the photographers in this study have achieved varying degrees of success 

with their artwork.  Notably, all three of the case study subjects reported that their works 

have been collected by the Smithsonian Institution, as well as numerous other museums, 

universities, and libraries.  Sheikh has been the most successful financially and is the only 

one of the study participants who has been able to pursue photography as a full-time 

profession.  He has also arguably achieved the greatest degree of critical acclaim and 

seems to have the highest degree of name-recognition in the artworld: for instance, he is 

the only one of the three interview participants featured in Ken Light’s Witness in Our 

Time: Working Lives of Documentary Photographers (2000), cited in Chapter 2 of this 

dissertation.  Gandert has enjoyed the longest career, and his list of accomplishments and 

institutions that have collected his work is impressive.  Gandert’s story of exhibitions of 

his work including the display of identical photographs in the Whitney Museum of Art 

and the National Museum of Anthropology, in my opinion, is compelling evidence that 

documentary photographs can and do exist simultaneously as works of art and as 

informational documents.  This is arguably a strong support for the main thesis of this 

dissertation.  Montoya’s art practice has proved to be a zero-sum proposition, but this is 

still an achievement in the artworld, where there are many artists who never reach the 

break-even point: arguably for many, including myself up to this point in my art career, 

making art is more of an expensive pursuit than a career option.  Granted, I have 

frequently found it to be intrinsically rewarding, even given the lack of financial benefit, 

but I certainly aspire to a greater level of monetary success than I have thus far achieved.  
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Even though my experience in the art marketplace has not yet been as successful as that 

of my interview subjects, my work has been collected by the Louisiana State Museum, 

and when I have completed my studies at Texas Tech I will be returning to a more active 

pursuit of my practice of art than I am currently able to achieve.   

 I freely admit that the research sample for this study is very small.  This is due to 

many factors but is primarily a function of the reality that documentary photographers are 

not a cohesive group of people.  They do not live together in communities, they come 

from many cultures, and they purse their photographic work in isolation according to 

innumerable different modes.  That said, the themes that have emerged based on the data 

I have collected and my subsequent analysis of these interviews, lead to the following 

observations: 

1. The case study participants, who self-identify as documentary photographers, 

consider themselves to be artists and their photographs to be works of art (Questions 

38 and 39). 

a. Sheikh: Of course, yes I am an artist; Yes 

b. Gandert: Oh, I am absolutely and artist; They are absolutely works of art 

c. Montoya: Yes, I am an artist; Absolutely 

d. Mackh: Yes, I do consider myself to be an artist; Yes, I create photographs 

with the intention that they be seen as works of art. 

2. The photographs of the case study participants, who self-identify as documentary 

photographers, are exhibited in art galleries and collected by art museums, but these 

photographs are also collected by institutions of higher learning, libraries, 
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anthropological and cultural museums, and other such entities concerned with 

knowledge and information. (Question 27) 

a. Sheikh: Metropolitan Museum of Art and at least 50 other collections 
including libraries and universities 

 
b. Gandert: Yale Library, Mexican Museum in San Francisco, Texas Tech 

University, National Hispanic Cultural Center 
 

c. Montoya: Los Angeles County Museum, Smithsonian Institution, National 
Hispanic Cultural Center 

 
d. Mackh: Louisiana State Museum 

 
3. The case study participants, who self-identify as documentary photographers, seek to 

photograph subjects within a particular culture as the focus of their photographic 

studies.  

a. Sheikh: I am interested in making work that crosses boundaries…that moves, 
or bridges, between one community, one religious sensibility from one culture 
and another. (Question 34) 

 
b. Gandert: It’s almost completely about culture (Question 35) 

c. Montoya: (Question 22) In terms of my subject matter, usually I look within a 
cultural perimeter. Anything is interesting, especially out of a cultural frame 
work. 

 
d. Mackh: My primary photographic subject is a society, culture or sub-culture 

(Question 35). 
 
4. The case study participants, who self-identify as documentary photographers, do not 

always portray situations of suffering or tragedy; rather, they frequently examine a 

particular aspect of a culture or society that the photographer feels has been 

overlooked or that has personal significance to the photographer, frequently involving 

aspects of the photographer’s individual identity and the relationship of this 
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identification to the culture under photographic consideration.  They are intended as a 

form of cultural observation.   

a. Sheikh: I have very often worked not only documenting communities but in 
places where I had a search, an inquiry of my own heritage (Question 36). 

 

b. Gandert:  I would have to say that my greatest accomplishment as a 
photographer is that I have been able to give voice and tell people my stories 
people might not have had their stories told. I think that is what I would like to 
think I have done that matters. (Question 30) I am a spiritual seeker of 
understanding that fusion of who I am, which is Native American and 
Hispanic (Question 36). 

 
c. Montoya: Well, since it is about my culture, and it’s about the things that I see 

around me it’s the way that I investigate my world (Question 36). Generally I 
try to find new investigations, I find that one investigation leads to another 
idea, right. And current events and then to kind of push me into different 
directions. (Question 31) 

 
d. Mackh: I look for subjects that are (1) available over a long period of time, (2) 

I discover that there is a story that can be told in a different way via protracted 
study, (3) the culture or society is one in which I can immerse myself over that 
protracted period of time in order to gain understanding and acceptance as a 
participant-observer (Question 35) 

 
5. Photographic studies, such as those produced by the case study participants, who self-

identify as documentary photographers, often take place over an extended period of 

time. 

a. Sheikh: I generally work pretty slowly. Most of my projects took two or three 
years (Question 22). 

 
b. Mackh: I put in as much time making one photograph as many painters do to 

make one painting, and for No Direction Home I made more than 900 images, 
whittling it down to 76 framed images for the final exhibition, taking two 
years on the work.  The only painter I know of who spent two years on single 
work of art was Seurat. (Question 50) 
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6. The case study participants, who self-identify as documentary photographers, are 

concerned with using the medium of photography to portray a subject in a factual yet 

artistic manner.  

a. Sheikh: One of things that I am very pleased about is that they on occasion 
that they fit in various realms that they can be just as comfortably fit in the art 
world as they can in within a documentary tradition or even a social tradition. 
(Question 41) 

 
b. Gandert:  My idea of art in terms of my personal work, the idea is that these 

pictures are about a community at a period of time and the artist in me wants 
them to be perceived as being art. (Question 41) 

 
c. Montoya: In my personal work as art I think they bridge something that for 

me is very important…(Question 41) 
 

d. Mackh: Consciously or sub-consciously, when the viewer stands transfixed 
and the work causes the viewer to relate to the work or ask a question and then 
feel a reaction, I think the image is successful as a work of art (Question 40); 
One of my goals is to convey a story to the viewer.  This can happen with a 
single image, but it is even more pronounced in the entire work of art made up 
of individual images. (Question 41) 

 
7. The case study participants, who self-identify as documentary photographers, usually, 

but not always, endeavor to create imagery that will be thought of as beautiful. 

a. Sheikh: I am not unhappy with the idea of using beauty to woo the viewer. 
Even in complex issues I see no impropriety in that. And I think beauty can be 
a means to which to engender a conversation. (Question 49 C) 

 
b. Gandert: I mean beautiful is a word like truth. It has lost so much of its 

meaning.  I would like to think of my pictures as impactful or gripping or, you 
know, lets pick some other words. Beautiful is a word that has lost so much of 
its meaning so for me its almost a worthless word. (Question 49 C) 

 
c. Montoya: some of my photograph art is very beautiful and I find the ones that 

hit that core. Trying to reverberate those are the ones you remember. 
(Question 49 B) 

 
d. Mackh: I hope to combine good composition and powerful subject matter in a 

photograph that is rendered perfectly in order to convey the idea of the overall 
body of work.  So, every photograph that makes the final cut into the body of 
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work is beautiful to me, and I want others to judge them as beautiful as well, 
even if they’re disturbing.  I don’t try to make every photograph disturbing, 
but do I want all of them to be beautiful. (Question 49 C) 

 
8. The case study participants, who self-identify as documentary photographers, intend 

for their photographs to have an emotional impact on the viewer.  They strive to 

create complex visual imagery that will prompt viewers to return for multiple 

viewings.  

a. Sheikh: I think that if you want to make somebody interested in an issue or a 
person or a story you use the tools that are at your disposal to make the viewer 
more engaged to feel more of a kinship with the work that they are looking at. 
In my work many of them are portraits so I am perfectly happy wooing the 
viewer by making an image of the person that I care about in a way that makes 
the viewer want to know more. (Question 44) 

 
b. Gandert: [I try] to make images that matter, to make things that will make a 

difference. (Question 21) 
 

c. Montoya: Certainly, I think that’s the nature of art. Think about Guernica. 
That’s what documents war. The process of war, the feeling of war. When 
people look at it they understand how powerfully that happens. In many ways, 
good art can do that. (Question 44) 

 
d. Mackh: I feel that causing or eliciting an emotional response is superior to 

simply conveying information to the viewer. (Question 30) [The photograph] 
elicits an emotional response from…viewers, causing it to transcend its 
informational purpose and became art. (Question 44) 

 
9. Criticism experienced by the case study participants, who self-identify as 

documentary photographers, can be characterized as referring to: 

a. The photographer’s creation of a beautiful image portraying human suffering 

and/or whether the photographer has the right to engage in taking photographs 

of those who are suffering, particularly if the photographer is an outsider to 

the culture being studied; 
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i. Sheikh: A slight of [Salgado’s] work would apply to my work as well. 
How can you make something beautiful out of something so 
horrifying? (Question 28) 

 
ii. Gandert: I was…accused of commodifying culture, of selling 

somebody else’s story. (Question 28) 
 

iii. Mackh: I was told specifically with regard to my work in New 
Orleans, that I had “no right as an outsider to photograph life in New 
Orleans” or to represent it from my point of view (Question 28) 

 
b. The classification of documentary photographs as works of art; 

i. Gandert: I think anyone who has had to deal with the academy has 
certain aspects of the art world than what I call creative nonfiction, my 
own subversive term, I think we all have had to deal with that. …All 
these people are probably simplistic…it happens and I don’t 
understand it. (Question 45) 

 
ii. Mackh: From the very inception of my higher education quest in art, 

several professors have told me directly that documentary photography 
is not art, that documentary photography does not look like art, and 
therefore is not art, because art should look like art (Question 45) 

 
c. A lack of understanding on the part of the viewer concerning the 

photographer’s goals in making the image. 

i. Montoya: I had an art historian write, “I do not understand why 
Delilah Montoya, a Latina would want to continue to use indigenous 
photos because it is just so overdone.” (Question 27) And another 
time,  “I don’t understand why Hispano women are images of 
themselves.” And that was another art critic. And its like they totally 
missed the point. (Question 28)  

 
10. The case study participants, who self-identify as documentary photographers are 

mindful of critical and social theories and recognize the impact of these on their 

photographs and their practice of photography. 

a. Social Theory: 

i. Gandert: So when I think of Hispanic exceptionalism, and they opened 
the National Hispanic Cultural Center, the whole point of the show 
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was about subverting the idea about people from New Mexico being 
descendants of Spain. And I did the first show that opened the center 
and it was about Indo-Hispano ritual. It was about that fusion between 
two cultural identities, so it was very much intended to be a subversive 
act.  When I do these shows I want to educate and I am often educating 
to subvert. And that is what it’s about—educating people to make 
them think.  That is what I hope I am doing with my work. (Question 
48A) 

 
ii. Montoya: Ok so you’re asking me whether my work falls in that 

category? Yeah it does. Most definitely. (Question 48A) 
 

iii. Mackh: Normally, my work has been about cultures and societies that 
are parochial in nature.  New Orleans is a city and many people come 
and go, but those that stay have a very parochial culture. (Question 
48A) 

 
b. Neo-Marxism: 

i. Gandert: I do my art to also be a platform and it is probably Marxist in 
its origin. Hispanics, a lot of times were not taken very seriously as 
artists and there were tremendous biases against Hispano artists.  I 
think that is a place that we go and we use our art to inhabit places 
where we may not be welcome to get into; the museum world, that 
isn’t considered our place. (Question 48B) 

 
ii. Montoya: I would say that I have a NeoMarxist mentality and I’m sure 

the topics that I choose have a lot to do with that. (Question 48B) 
 

iii. Mackh: A great deal of social documentary photography has an 
overriding ethos promoting the awareness of societal injustice and 
inequality.  This quality is present in many of my photographs, and it 
is also a way in which viewers tend to interpret my works. (Question 
48B) 

 
c. Feminism:  

i. Gandert: Young artists, women, see nudity and the objectification of 
nudity as empowering. Men think that if I want to photograph a male 
nude, I must be gay, which is a feminism flip. As a heterosexual man, I 
still think that the beauty and potential of a female nude is quite 
extraordinary, but then it comes to how do we really deal with it?  
How do you really make those pictures that are relevant and strong and 
powerful and have meaning? (Question 48C) 

 



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

257 

ii. Montoya:  I did take on the theme of Chicana bad girls and that did fall 
in those lines. And that’s sort of a feminism: in terms of art women 
don’t really get a good rap on that one. You know, we don’t bring 
down the big figures, we aren’t engaged in market as we should be. 
(Question 48C) 

 
iii. Mackh: Many of my works depict women, but I do not specifically 

intend to create a feminist message.  One photograph shows two 
female police officers in New Orleans arresting a female drug addict; 
likewise, the photographs of the strippers working as barkers on 
Bourbon Street have been interpreted as having embedded feminist 
messages. (Question 48C) 

 
d. Critical Race Theory:  

i. Gandert: I think it is important to tell Hispanic stories in the post 
colonial world, and the camera doesn’t make me an outsider in terms 
of them, but it’s the idea to me of always getting people to tell their 
own stories if you can. (Question 48D) 

 
ii. Montoya: You know I have the kind of background—my work falls 

within that.  But once again, those are the things that I pick out. 
(Question 48D) 

 
e. Postcolonial Criticism: 

i. Gandert: My point is that sometimes a bad cultural study, and 
sometimes a bad formulization of work, is better than no 
colonialization of work. If these cultures disappear because nobody is 
making images of them we are also at a loss. The politics is really 
about how to get others to appreciate art about themselves. (Question 
48E) 

 
ii. Montoya: In terms of part of the Guadalupano and also the idea of the 

sacred heart, I was drawn to those icons because of their image what 
that meant to my community and how that is a colonial experience. I 
am really interested in colonialism in the United States. I don’t think 
we have left it, I think it is still here but we don’t look for it.  I would 
say that one thing that I have always strived for is trying to envision 
what an indigenous aesthetic would be within my work. How to look 
at my work as not being a part of the American necessarily, but of 
people that have been there, of people that are there. (Question 48E) 

 
f. Sheikh: I mean all of them in some regard have hit me heavily and have been 

variously integrated in my work—the idea of creating a level playing field, 
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whether it was across a socioeconomic hierarchy offering a voice that is allied 
with women, perhaps on the Somali border where a vast majority of the camps 
were women and children, but whose voices were subjugated to the men who 
were more forceful. All of these things relate to the essence of my work, 
which has been about, I think from the very beginning, the idea of unraveling 
a hierarchal relationship, relationships that are hierarchies born of gender, 
born of race, born of colonial stances, colonial fears, so, yes, all of these touch 
tangentially upon my work. I think the work challenges various of those 
structures in probably very subtle ways, but depending on upon your reading 
it can be more assertive. I think that it is difficult to measure the tangible 
which one creates, and I think it is a kind of a conceit of changing the world, 
but I think all of this has had elements that have a way of engaging. (Question 
48) 

 
Social and Critical Theory as a Variable Property of Documentary Art Photographs 
 
 Throughout this dissertation I have referred to Walton’s “Categories of Art” 

(1970), basing many of my arguments on Walton’s idea that works of art might be 

understood to have standard, variable, and contra-standard properties situating a work 

within a given category of art.  In the next chapter I propose a model for understanding 

the specific category of documentary art photography in which I expand upon this idea 

and explain that employing any one of a plethora of possible points of view can arguably 

be seen as an expressive option among the documentary artist’s social-theoretical arsenal.  

As much as possible I have relied on statements offered by the artists during the 

interviews conducted for the preceding case studies, and I have applied these statements 

to the representative examples of their imagery included in the appendices of this 

dissertation.  A full examination of all of the possible variable properties of documentary 

photographs, including an in-depth analysis of every variety of social or critical theory, 

would be a worthy subject for future research but is well beyond the scope of this 

dissertation. 
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The three photographers who agreed to serve as case study subjects for this 

dissertation may each be understood to employ a variety of social or critical theories in 

their production of imagery.  Wherever possible, I have approached this analysis through 

the words of the artists even though they may not have used terminology specifically 

locating their practice of photography in a given conceptual framework. 

Delilah Montoya. 

Delilah Montoya identifies herself as a Chicana (Montoya, 2001) and she explains 

that her work explores issues of personal identity, including what it means to be part of a 

cultural group that exists within the dominant Western norm but is not necessarily a part 

of it.  As Montoya says,  

There have been people on this continent, and people in this country, that have 
probably been here for centuries, and they were the indigenous [peoples].  There 
is a reason why, in a very sublime way, of investigating our moral code, where we 
can find out indigenous ideas that are still there, but hidden.  You can’t get to 
them very easily because they are not taught [in the same way as] everything else 
is taught in Western culture. (Appendix D, Question 19) 
 

Montoya’s personal website offers this perspective on her photographic practice: 

Of primary importance is my view of art as a serious and responsible vehicle for 
exploring issues of Chicana ideology.  In my own evolving critical study, I 
question my identity as a Chicana in occupied America, and articulate the 
experience of a minority woman.  I work to understand the depth of my spiritual, 
political, emotional and cultural icons, realizing that in exploring the topography 
of my conceptual homeland, Aztlan, I am searching for the configurations of my 
own vision. (2001) 
 
In the interview session, Montoya also explained that her practice is to “document 

a part of culture that is manifested in the United States and was inspired by a community 

that is close to my heart” (Appendix D, Question 28), stating that she seeks to do work 
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that is relevant (Question 30).  In her series of photographs featuring the malcreda—the 

“bad girls” in Chicano/a culture—Montoya explains: 

People tend to think a lot of things about Hispanic women [that] are very far from 
the truth.  A lot of Hispanic women are very malcreda, and are very bad girls.  I 
wanted to look at that. (Appendix D, Question 35) 
 

This is similar to her photographic series featuring women boxers, in which she says she 

“saw women as strong—the work comes across with something you can identify with” 

(Question 28). 

 Montoya’s El Guadalupano (1998, Figure 11) is among the photographs in a 

series centering on the motif of the Virgin of Guadalupe, a recurring theme in 

Southwestern cultural and religious imagery.  Montoya’s focus on this figure can be seen 

in terms of the identification of semiotics, deconstructing the meanings of this powerful 

cultural symbol.  The Guadalupe might be understood to be a powerfully evocative 

design within Hispanic culture, first occurring on a religious artifact nearly 500 years 

ago, used on a flag in 1810 by a patriot priest as a symbol of Mexican independence, and 

frequently appearing as a tattoo in contemporary Hispanic culture.  “Few tattoos are as 

easily recognizable and fewer yet that meld so much symbolism and history into one 

design” (Green, 2009).  This image can be seen to represent the Mestizo identity because 

its history can be traced to a blending of the traditional worship of an indigenous goddess 

with the historic Catholic reverence for the Virgin Mary (Harrington, 1988).  Catholicism 

arguably served as a unifying force in the Mexican Revolution, turning the oppressors’ 

religion against them and freeing the oppressed (Mexonline, 2007), an uprising in which 

the banner of the Guadalupe arguably played a key role.  This religion arguably may be 

observed to continue to be a strong component of the Indo-Hispano cultural identity.  
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Moreover, within Hispanic culture the Guadalupe is arguably a powerful icon because 

she can be identified as a mother, a protector, and a force for liberty. 

In Question 35, Montoya explains her artistic interest in the Guadalupe: 

I wanted to add depth to it.  I began to think about how do we see the Guadalupe, 
not necessarily as a relic, but as a cultural phenomenon—an image within our 
culture.  That’s where I started looking for those using the Guadalupe image.  It is 
a true colonial image…it talks about servitude, it talks about violence, and a 
colonial world was imbedded in this icon. 
 

In terms of the Guadalupana image included as Figure 11, Montoya explains that for her 

viewers, it is “the ultimate expression of their culture.  There is a lot of pride there inside 

him” (Appendix D, Question 41).  A visual analysis of the image reveals a man with 

close-cropped hair standing with his back to the camera.  He is handcuffed and his prison 

jumpsuit is peeled back to his waist, revealing the tattoo of the Guadalupe.  This image 

covers his entire back, and his arms are also tattooed with various patterns.  The man’s 

hands are clenched into fists, and he stands straight and tall, unbowed by any emotion he 

may have been experiencing.  Stripped to the waist and handcuffed, the man’s pose can 

be seen to allude to the historical flogging or caning of captives, yet the tattoo on his back 

serves as a visual shield, protecting him from the degradations or tortures that might be 

planned by his captors.  Except for the man in the center of the frame, there are no other 

visual elements besides the prison bars, which form a pattern of staggered vertical 

rectangles, a sharp contrast to the intricacy of the tattooed designs on the man’s torso and 

arms.  His feet are not visible, which lends to his sense of captivity, as though he may be 

imbedded in the floor of his prison cell.  If we understand the Guadalupe in the sense of a 

battle flag, or as an emblem of revolution, this image etched into the man’s skin is a 
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dramatic cry of protest against his captors—you may incarcerate my body, but my soul is 

free.   

 Montoya is a talented photographer, and she has rendered this image so that it 

may be seen to exemplify photographic art.  For this reason it may also be understood to 

be beautiful according to the definition of beauty presented in Chapter 3: “the visually 

perceptible quality or skill with which an object is rendered or created.”  In addition, this 

image presents a factual record of a specific person, place, and time—a hallmark of 

documentary photography.   

Miguel Gandert. 

 Miguel Gandert’s photographs focus on the Indo-Hispanic culture of the 

Southwest.  He says, “I am what you would call Mestizo, mixed Native American and 

Spanish heritage” (Appendix C, Question 19).   

Gandert has been concerned with the realities and complexities of the mixing of 
cultures—a mix that has traditionally been ignored by many scholars and tourist 
boards, who prefer to view the Indo and Hispano cultures as separate entities in 
New Mexico.  The denigration of Mexicans and Mexican culture… is one of the 
contentious ideas that Gandert has addressed over the years in a variety of 
photographic essays. (Barnet-Sanchez, 2009) 
 

In the case study interview, Gandert had much to offer regarding the cultural impetus of 

his photographic practice and his search for personal identity in his work: 

Most of my work is a search for being Hispanic…[about] my culture and my 
cultural roots.  I photograph what I call Indo-Hispano ritual, and that’s who I am.  
Whether it’s Bolivia and Nicaragua or Mexico or Spain, even.  I am always 
searching for those things that are an expression of myself.  It’s probably the most 
important aspect of what I do in terms of almost all of the serious work I have 
done.  The work that has received many accolades is many times work about who 
I am, which is being Hispanic. (Appendix C, Question 34) 
 
I am very interested and profoundly influenced by the experience of Mexico and 
New Mexico, Spain, [and] colonization, so those affirmations of culture are 
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hugely important to me.  That is what matters. …The work is about things that 
traditionally aren’t seen or weren’t seen.  It is a statement about culture.  I like to 
think that I photograph worlds that we don’t see a lot of, especially traditional, 
Hispanic Mexican culture. (Question 35) 
 
I am a spiritual seeker of understanding the fusion of who I am, which is Native 
American and Hispanic…I am much more interested in the confluence of those 
two cultures. …I have lots of Native American friends and very few pictures of 
Native American culture.  They are mostly about the mix, and the mix is who I 
am.  (Question 36) 

 

In Question 48A, Gandert described his experience: 

My master’s thesis was created because I was pissed off.  I was in an art school 
that was primarily white—there were no Hispanics on the art faculty—and if I 
photographed gangs and young gang bangers and it was a political statement.   It 
was a subversive idea that I could put these people in the context of art and my 
colleagues would have to deal with them because I was making them deal with 
them and that is the art.  That was a very subversive trend.  In New Mexico we 
have this idea of it is a strange Spanish exceptionalism among the Hispanic 
community. I think it is all bullshit. So when I think of Hispanic exceptionalism 
and they opened this National Hispanic Cultural Center, the whole point of the 
show was about subverting the idea that people from New Mexico [are] 
descendants of Spain.  I did the first show that opened the center and it was about 
Indo-Hispano ritual: it was about that fusion between two cultural identities, so it 
was very much intended to be a subversive act.  When I do these shows I want to 
educate and I am often educating to subvert.  It’s about educating people to make 
them think.  
 

The photograph included as Figure 10 is from Gandert’s book Nuevo Mexico Profundo: 

Rituals of an Indo-Hispano Homeland (2000), demonstrating his interest in both the 

religious and secular rituals practiced by this unique cultural group.  The image features a 

young woman with a tattoo of the Guadalupe on her back, but unlike the subject of 

Montoya’s photo, this individual has few other visible tattoos.  Like Montoya’s image, 

Gandert’s photograph can be understood to be beautiful in the sense that it is exemplary 

of excellence in photographic craft.  The woman in the image is looking over her right 

shoulder and smiling.  She projects confidence, seeming to be relaxed and at ease.  
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Disembodied masculine hands reach towards her waist, but she seems to be amused 

rather than alarmed by the person reaching out to her.  She wears belted jeans, and her 

shirt has been pulled forward over her head, but her lower arms are still enclosed by the 

sleeves, as though she had paused halfway through the act of disrobing.  Her casually 

tousled hair adds to the impression of being captured in a candid moment.  The 

photograph is brightly lit and high in contrast, with a sharp shadow on the wall behind the 

figure.  The curve of the subject’s shoulder, of her shadow, and of the tattoo on her back 

seem to compliment one another, emphasizing the tattoo’s detail.   

 Because the woman pictured is partially nude, Gandert’s image could be read—

among other possibilities—in terms of Montoya’s empowering identification of the 

malcreda--“a woman who will not behave and is determined to do what she wants, 

regardless of what society rules or even good sense dictates” (Montoya, 2006).  In our 

interview, Gandert emphasized his interest in nudes, citing the nudes of Edward Weston 

and Alfred Stieglitz as among his photographic inspirations (Appendix C, Question 49) 

and explaining that some of his earliest work was “in the documentary gaze” featuring 

nude photographs of prostitutes in Mexico (Question 48C).  Gandert said that he views 

nude photography as holding tremendous potential, saying that they are “relevant and 

strong and powerful and have meaning” (Question 48C).  “I think it is an interesting 

political minefield and political place that people can make work.  I think it is important” 

(Question 48D).   

The multiple layers of meaning in the photograph might be seen to offer different 

readings depending on whether the viewer attends to the woman’s face, to her prominent 

tattoo or to the hands reaching out toward her.  It raises questions that are not easily 
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answered.  Is the image a portrait, in which the subject was aware of the photographer 

and consented to the photograph?  Is it a candid photograph, capturing the subject 

unawares?  Or is it something between the two?  What does it mean that a young woman 

would choose to have such a large and culturally evocative image permanently etched 

into her skin?  We cannot ask her and are left to wonder.  What is the relationship of the 

hands to the woman?  To whom do the hands belong?  The hands appear to reach for her 

belt as though to prevent her from exiting the scene, but she is posed against what seems 

to be a wall, blocking the possibility of escape.  Despite seeming to be caught between 

the vertical surface in front and the hands behind, the woman appears supremely 

unafraid, her smile radiating self-assurance and self-containment.  One possible reading 

of these cues is to see the photograph as emblematic of Indo-Hispanic cultural identity—

engraved with historical and religious significance, exuding self-possession and 

confidence, unafraid of challenges present on either side.   

Fazal Sheikh. 

 Fazal Sheikh’s photographs arguably fall into a somewhat different category than 

those of Montoya or Gandert, in that he could be seen to engage in some of his 

photographic projects from the perspective of someone outside of the culture at the center 

of the study—a viewpoint Mansbridge (2001) identifies as social responsibility.  Sheikh’s 

photographic practice is frequently seen to engage with issues of human rights.  Eduardo 

Cadava (2011) writes:  

What is clear, however—and this is one of the many lessons that Fazal Sheikh’s 
remarkable photographs convey to us—is that the world is not a place where 
humanity or rights are shared, and this despite their respective claims to 
universality. (p. 7) 
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Sheikh seeks to enable those whom violence has deprived of expression to 
articulate their claim to justice.  In presenting us with traces of violence, 
deprivation, and effacement in relation to which his subjects exist—in relation to 
which they live and die, and even live as if they were already dead—Sheikh’s 
photographs seek to bestow a kind of life and dignity on these men, women, and 
children, to attest to the necessity and responsibility of producing photographs 
that might facilitate this life and dignity, that may even speak and be heard.  What 
is at stake, then, is not only the possibility of casting light on those whom history 
has sought to reduce to silence, whom history has deprived of a voice and a face, 
but also the chance that the traumas they have experienced can be given 
expression. (p. 9) 
 

Sheikh’s practice can arguably be understood to incorporate a moral and ethical 

imperative to act for social justice.  His personal website (fazalsheikh.org) states: 

Beloved Daughters is a set of thirty posters, based on Fazal Sheikh’s research for 
his books Moksha and Ladli, which use portraits and texts to document cases of ill 
treatment and abuse suffered by women of all ages in India.  One thousand sets, 
with texts in English and Hindi, were distributed to charities and non-
governmental organizations across India working for the rights of women in the 
hope that they would be used in support groups, in hospitals and doctors’ 
surgeries and among local communities.  Originated as part of the International 
Human Rights Series, this initiative was supported by the Open Society Institute, 
New York, in collaboration with ActionAid India and the Henri Cartier-Bresson 
Foundation, Paris. (2011) 
 

Sheikh states that his impetus for creating photographs, like Gandert and Montoya, 

involves a search for personal identity: 

I feel as an individual, that perhaps [because] of my heritage, my mixed 
background, that I traverse different cultures and worlds and ideological 
perspectives.  I feel that I use them quite often in my working process, which [is] 
to reconcile those two facets of myself.  One clearly born and raised within a 
privileged Western environment—very privileged to be at a place like Princeton 
and other places I went to school and to be raised in New York.  But having said 
that, a part of myself, of the priorities of my sensibilities [in my work] are 
connected to something else, something perhaps, if you would say loosely, 
something of the east, something outside these sensibilities…much of my work 
has been about trying to allow those two facets of myself to coexist. (Appendix B, 
Question 19) 
 
Many of my projects have been a sort of mingling of a search for my own family 
history, my heritage mingled with obviously the political situation of areas when I 
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first worked in Kenya, which was the area my father was born, and then the larger 
body of work was for the legacy left to me by my grandfather in what was 
northern India, what was the Afghan border.  I have always tried to mingle 
something that is very personal with…a kind of writing or image making about 
the contemporary situation in places that I’m visiting. (Question 22) 
 

Sheikh stated that he wants his work to “raise questions, to create a conversation about 

issues that are perhaps either overlooked or about which we have too many 

preconceptions” (Question 31), a sensibility he shares with Gandert and Montoya as well.  

He also said: 

I am interested in making work that crosses boundaries because I am basically the 
product of two separate poles within myself, so I am interested in making work 
that moves, of [building] bridges between one community, one religious 
sensibility, from one culture and another.  For instance, the recent bodies of work 
that I have been engaged in India are largely surrounding women’s issues.  The 
people who have seen them have a notion that these images were made by a 
woman, and I thought there is nothing more lovely to me than the notion that you 
can arrive at a kind of level of understanding that allows you to make something 
that even bridges gender.  That allows you to confront somebody on a human 
level that transcends gender or religion or race.  (Question 34) 
 

 Sheik’s photograph Labhuben, child bride, Gujarat, India (2007, Figure 9) is a 

portrait of a young girl wearing a necklace, a delicate nose ring, and an embroidered 

dress.  She leans to her right, seeming to be slightly off balance.  Here large dark eyes are 

unequally open and downcast.  Her hair is appears tangled and unkempt.  Most striking is 

her mouth, which is set in an expression that moves beyond mere unhappiness to suggest 

a lifetime of sorrow.  She may be seen to project an aura of melancholy, of resignation to 

a situation she is powerless to change.  Sheikh’s photographic portrayal of Labhuben 

renders her physical reality in loving detail: the rough strands of her hair, the decorative 

stitching around the neckline of her dress, the shadows on her skin, and the creases of her 
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lips all speak to her essential humanity.  Every textural surface is rendered in exquisite 

detail—an excellent example of photographic art and the skilled application of the 

photographer’s craft.  

The clarity of the work is disconcerting on several levels.  At first glance, we see 

a little girl who looks as though she has no one to pay attention to her, to comb her hair or 

wash her face.  Looking again, we notice details of her expression and pose, perhaps 

hinting at the burdens she seems to bear.  The final, and perhaps most emotionally 

devastating component of this image, is the title, which shockingly informs the viewer 

that Labhuben is a child bride.  Child marriage is a criminal act in most industrialized 

nations, which typically hold a belief that children should be protected and educated until 

they are of an age to make decisions for themselves and to assume the burdens of 

adulthood.  That the child in this photograph has already been given to someone in 

marriage is likely to offend the moral sensibilities of many viewers.  Sheikh’s exemplary 

skill in rendering the image adds to the sense of dignity in his subject and draws the 

viewer into a compelling visual encounter from which it is quite difficult to disengage.   

Labhuben is characteristic of Sheik’s tenderness and sensitivity towards his 

subjects, allowing the viewer to see them as fully human rather than merely the objects of 

pity.  Looking across the bodies of work he has created, this can arguably be seen as a 

recurring theme and a hallmark of his photographic style.  Most of his photographs are 

stunning in their visual excellence and print quality, a factor that adds to their emotional 

and aesthetic impact. 

This analysis is offered as an example of one lens through which documentary 

photographs might be viewed, but it is important to note that the artist’s use of social and 
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critical theory represents just one of many variable properties that may be present in 

documentary art photographs.  Other properties and characteristics may also be present in 

works of documentary art, and these may be understood to vary in importance depending 

on the photographer, the photograph, the audience, and a host of other factors. Each 

variable property might be a dissertation unto itself, but unfortunately this is not within 

the scope of this particular study. 

Summary 

 The similarities between the responses of the photographers interviewed for this 

study and the autoethnographic analysis of my own experiences as a documentary 

photographer arguably corroborate the premise that documentary photographs can be 

classified as works of art.  To be sure, there are differences in points of view about given 

issues, not to mention that these photographers’ imagery exhibits distinctive differences 

in style and subject matter.  Nevertheless, none of the participants offered responses 

contrary to the central question of whether documentary photographs can be both works 

of art and informational documents.  Indeed, they all confirmed that this is their opinion 

based on their personal experiences.  The commonalities enumerated at the end of the 

chapter will serve as the cornerstone of the formulation of a set of criteria by which the 

distinctive aesthetic of documentary photography may be identified, as will be discussed 

in Chapter 7. 
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Chapter 7 
Analysis: the Category of Documentary Art Photography 

Photography is a completely different kind of art—if it even is an art, which has 
always been disputed.  And a completely different kind of journalism, if it is 
journalism.  In fact, we’re still not at all sure what photography is:  is it news, art, 
entertainment, documentation, science, or surveillance?  It tends to blur all those 
boundaries, which is exciting, but also bewildering and confusing. (Linfield, in 
Crouch, November, 2010) 
 
The quotation above comes from Ian Crouch’s interview with Susie Linfield, 

professor of journalism and director of the Cultural Reporting and Criticism program at 

New York University, in which she discusses her 2010 book The Cruel Radiance: 

Photography and Political Violence.  Linfield’s book was released on November 1, 2010, 

well after this dissertation was already in process.  Her quote can be seen to represent 

support for the central assertion of this dissertation that photography has indeed not been 

universally granted status as art.  In the preface to her book, Linfield states that she is 

specifically writing against the work of postmodern and poststructuralist critics of 

photography and “their sour, arrogant disdain for the traditions, the practice, and the 

ideals of documentary photography” (Linfield, 2010, p. xiv).  She does not, however, 

undertake an examination of whether such photographs can be identified as works of art.  

She goes on to say,  

Unlike those critics, I believe that we need to learn from photographs rather than 
simply disassemble them; unlike those critics, I believe that we need to look at, 
look into, what James Agee called “the cruel radiance of what is.”  Photographs 
help us do that; so would the kind of criticism that believed in their worth. (p. xiv, 
xv) 
 

In this dissertation I have attempted to present a scholarly, well-reasoned argument for 

the dual nature of documentary photographs as works of art and as valid sources of 
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information.  Although it has already been stated, I would like to remind the reader that 

this is a work of qualitative research, and as such it should not be read in the same 

manner as a work of quantitative/empirical research.  My positionality as a practicing 

documentary photographer who strongly believes that documentary photographs can be 

identified as works of art should be clear throughout the text.  I acknowledge that mine is 

but one view out of many, and that others can and certainly do hold opposing beliefs.  I 

would argue, though, as the remaining pages will attest, that there is more than ample 

evidence not only for the existence of ongoing bias against documentary photographs’ 

classification as works of art, but that this bias is not supported by recent trends in 

aesthetic philosophy or in recent art theory, and is instead the product of social and 

cultural factors.  Furthermore, I will argue for a set of aesthetic parameters based on 

Kendall Walton’s “Categories of Art” (1970), in order to delineate the criteria by which 

documentary photographs may be identified as works of art.  My sincere hope is that this 

multi-faceted, interdisciplinary approach may present a convincing argument for the 

reader that documentary photographs may, indeed, be considered to be both works of art 

and epistemically valid documents. 

Summary of Objections to Documentary Photography 

I have examined numerous sources in the preceding chapters encompassing 

aesthetic philosophy as well as the history, theory, and criticism of photography in order 

to try to seek the origin of the criticism I have encountered as a practicing documentary 

photographer—that the application of the term “documentary” to a photograph results in 

its de facto exclusion from being identified as a work of art.  At the end of Chapter 2, I 
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listed three unresolved objections to the classification of documentary photographs as 

works of art: 

1. Documentary photography is not art, just as all photography is not art, because 

photographs are the result of a mechanical process rather than human intention and 

creativity. 

2. Documentary photography is not art because art is an elevated practice:  photography 

is a mundane activity that can be done by anybody; therefore it is not art. 

3. Certain photographs might be art if they meet (undefined) aesthetic standards (if they 

“look like art”) or if they were made with a primary aesthetic intent (“art” 

photography).  If a photograph’s primary purpose is informative (documentary) then 

it is not art. 

Mechanical Process. 

First of all, the idea that photography is a mechanical process and not the result of 

human creativity or intention is disproved through the interviews with the photographers, 

each of whom attested to the vast amount of time, effort, creativity and artistry that goes 

into the photographic images they create.  [This kind of criticism is why I found the 

comments of a certain painting professor to be so infuriating (Appendix E, Questions 28 

and 50)]  In a postmodern climate this mindset might be seen to be irrelevant and perhaps 

even unworthy of attention.  However, as the literature review in Chapter 2 has shown, 

discussion of this topic does indeed continue to take place.  In order to refute this kind of 

criticism, I would like to offer the following personal illustration.  During my masters 

degree program I worked closely with several painters and printmakers who were also 
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studying towards the same degree, and I can confidently state that my portrait of New 

Orleans (No Direction Home, 2008) required a level of artistic skill, commitment, and 

dedication equal to or greater than that exhibited by my fellow graduate students.  Indeed, 

during the gallery exhibition of my work, I shared the gallery space with a painter who 

was a personal friend.  We had intentionally chosen to show our work together, thinking 

that her large-scale, unframed, colorful abstract paintings and my black and white framed 

photographs would complement one another.  Unfortunately, the event nearly resulted in 

the demise of our friendship, because visitors to the gallery would walk in the door, 

glance at her paintings, and then spend a far greater time with my photographs, moving 

slowly from one image to the next, sometimes with their noses nearly touching the glass.  

The attention given to my work far exceeded that granted to hers, a difference she found 

very difficult to accept, not to mention quite damaging to her self-esteem.   

High Art and Artistic Genius. 

 Linfield acknowledges the second objection, that art is an elevated practice as 

opposed to the ubiquity and accessibility of photography to anyone with a cell phone, 

saying that photography is “something that anyone can do: they might not do it well, but 

anyone can pick up a camera.  These days, with cell phones, everyone in the world is a 

photographer” (2010).  This, in my opinion, is a curious thing about the ways in which 

photography is viewed.  As Linfield says, anyone can pick up a camera.  But it is not 

difficult to replace a word in that phrase and say, “Anyone can pick up a paintbrush.”  

The lowest-quality painting someone could do—and with the variety of paintings 

currently in existence, it is difficult for me to imagine what that might look like—is 

arguably still determined to be a work of art by default, because it is a member of a 
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category commonly recognized as being art.  As a society, we may recognize differences 

in quality between paintings, but we in academia do not typically say of the inferior 

examples, “That is not art.”  Of course it is—it is a painting.  To consider the issue from 

another angle somewhat outside of academia (but which can still be seen as a 

philosophical argument), at the conclusion of Chapter 5, I quoted fictitious critic Anton 

Ego, from the Disney-Pixar film Ratatouille (2007, written by Brad Bird, 62 Jan Pinkava, 

and Jim Capobianco) whose review of Gusteau’s restaurant addresses his “disdain for 

Chef Gusteau’s famous motto, ‘Anyone can cook,’” stating that what this statement 

actually means is that, “Not everyone can become a great artist, but a great artist can 

come from anywhere.”  It is arguably true that anyone can cook, but not everyone is a 

chef—expensive, up-scale restaurants depend on this distinction.  In the same way, the 

fact that “anyone can pick up a camera” does not preclude the possibility that a 

photographer can use a camera with artistic intent and achieve a result that can be seen as 

a work of art.  I would never personally claim that every meal is an example of haute 

cuisine, and I do not make the claim that every photograph is a work of art.  For me, the 

beauty of Ego’s speech in Ratatouille is that he was served a peasant dish—ratatouille—

and recognized it to be an extraordinary meal.  The mundane was made exceptional 

through the application of skill and artistry.  Not all ratatouille is a work of art, but that 

particular example of it certainly was, in the opinion of the critic Anton Ego.  

Photography is arguably a mundane practice, particularly since it seems to be available to 

anyone and everyone.  It could, perhaps, be argued (as Linfield suggests) that to a certain 

                                                
62 According to the Internet Movie Database, Bird “believes animation not to be a genre, 
but instead an art form,” arguably an interesting correlation with the main premise of this 
dissertation. (2010, www.imdb.com/name/nm0083348/)  
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extent every person who takes pictures is a photographer, but I propose that this is only in 

the same sense that anyone who cooks is a chef.  The terms cook and chef can arguably 

be seen to indicate a qualitative difference, but more so, they imply a level of dedication 

and expertise: a cook prepares food for the purpose of consumption, something that many 

people do on a daily basis.  A chef, on the other hand, also prepares food daily but with a 

level of skill and expertise beyond that of a cook.  Many people cook; not many would 

claim to be chefs.  To be a chef arguably, or perhaps usually, implies specialized training 

and a high degree of skill, as well as being indicative of a level of professionalism in the 

task of preparing food. 

 Similarly, just because most people can and do take photographs does not 

necessarily mean that each camera owner is a photographer, any more than everyone who 

cooks food is a chef.  To be a photographer arguably implies a level of training, skill, and 

professional dedication to the task of taking photographs in excess of the average camera 

owner.  Yet, this still does not imply that every photographer is an artist.  Many 

photographers create photographic imagery for purposes other than art.  I would argue 

that the distinction between a photographer who is an artist and one who is not lies solely 

in an individual’s self-identification as such, a view consistent with the Intentional 

Definition of Art as presented in Chapter 4.  It is arguably not a difference in the quality 

of the photographs produced, but of the image-creator’s intentions towards the image.  I 

argue that if a photograph is intended to be art, then it is, and the photographer is 

therefore also an artist.  The same can be true of a photograph that was selected by a 

person other than the photographer for consideration as a work of art, even if this 

contradicts the photographer’s stated or unstated intentions:  if any person says of a 
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photograph, “This is a work of art” then, definitionally, it is so.  Again, this does not 

imply a judgment of quality or merit, only an identification of the category in which 

someone determines that the photograph should be placed for consideration. 

 In our interview, when asked if he considers himself to be an artist, Fazal Sheikh 

referred to the idea that the words “art” and “artist” carry the baggage of an inflated 

meaning: 

Of course, yes I am an artist, I use text, I use image making, I design the books, 
but I don’t use the word artist in the sense of grandeur.  I use it as a sort of a basic 
laborer’s term, as it should be.  I don’t think it should be exclusive, I think it 
should be something open and then allow the work to argue for itself over time. 
(Appendix B, Question 38) 
 

Miguel Gandert: 

Oh I am absolutely an artist. And why am I an artist, because I say I am. I live to 
be creative and that’s what an artist is. And I hope that in being creative that the 
work that I do can make a difference. And that is what an artist is, and that is my 
responsibility, and so I absolutely believe I am artist. (Appendix C, Question 38) 
 

Delilah Montoya: 

Yes, I am an artist. And I have always thought of myself as being an artist even 
before I considered myself to be a photographer. Why? I am an image maker. 
(Appendix D, Question 38) 
 

Bruce Mackh: 

Yes, I do consider myself to be an artist, because I create photographs with the 
intention that they be seen as works of art. (Appendix AA, Question 38) 
 

None of the respondents stated that he or she was an artist because of anything other than 

identifying himself or herself as such, adding that artists “live to be creative” (Gandert), 

or they are “image makers” (Montoya), or they “create photographs with the intention 

that they be seen as works of art” (Mackh).  An artist is an artist, in Gandert’s words, 

“because I say I am.”  There is no sense of grandeur, no superiority, no claim of genius 



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

277 

by these respondents.   Not one of them said, “I am an artist because my photographs are 

better than those that other people make.”  Carroll (2009) addressed this issue quite 

thoroughly: the elevation of artists to the plateau of genius was a deliberate attempt to 

change society’s perception of artists as manual laborers in order to bolster the monetary 

value of their products, a view that began in the Renaissance and has only been 

reinforced into the 20th century by critics such as Clement Greenberg and his valorization 

of the abstract expressionist painters, particularly Jackson Pollock, as discussed in 

Chapter 2 of this dissertation.  I argue that artists are not artists because they are geniuses 

or because they are better than other people, they are artists because this is the term they 

apply to themselves.  Superior skill does not factor into discussions of identification, but 

it is appropriate to evaluations of quality.  The acts of identification and classification are 

not the same as evaluation and judgment, a point I have previously argued in Chapter 4. 

Aesthetic Experience. 

 The third objection to documentary photographs’ classification as art, that they do 

not “look like art” and/or that they are not created with the sole intention that they 

become objects of aesthetic appreciation, represents another such confusion between 

identification and evaluation.  I would argue that the entire notion that an object be 

created primarily for aesthetic appreciation as a necessary condition for an object’s 

identification as art was shattered the moment Duchamp brought a urinal into an art 

gallery.  The urinal came from a plumbing supply manufacturer, and it is not a stretch of 

the imagination to think that it was therefore primarily created for the same purpose as 

any other urinal.  As discussed in Chapter 4, when the artworld eventually accepted and 

even lauded this object—which itself resulted from Duchamp’s action in placing it in the 
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gallery and his intention that it be considered to be a work of art—the rules of the 

artworld regarding the identification of artworks were fundamentally changed.   

 This point seems to have met with some acceptance by artworld figures, owing to 

the plethora of objects that have come to populate art galleries and art museums to date, 

and has been supported by Danto (1997), among others.  What is curious, however, is 

why this consideration is not also applied to photographs.  Certain artworld figures, albeit 

somewhat grudgingly at times, appear to grant that certain types of photographs can be 

works of art, especially those in which the subject is aesthetically altered or abstracted, 

but they continue to apply the criteria of primary aesthetic purpose to documentary 

photographs [as identified by Salemme (2003), Bezner (1999) and others cited in 

previous chapters] even though this criteria is not applied to other objects.  As discussed 

in Chapters 2 and 4, this can perhaps be attributed to the pervasive and persistent 

influence of formalism and modernism in the theory of photography.  These beliefs have 

arguably faded in other visual arts, giving way to postmodernism, poststructuralism, and 

other theories and philosophies, but I argue that they continue to exert considerable 

influence in discussions of photography.  However, to accept Fountain as a work of art, 

yet reject documentary photography from the same classification is, in my opinion, an 

indefensible rhetorical position.  Perhaps if the same individual were also to reject 

Fountain, clinging to the aesthetic experience definition of art for all objects, it would at 

least be a consistent point of view.  I argue that objections to the identification of 

photographs as artworks listed at the beginning of this chapter can be seen to lack 

theoretical or philosophical justification or relevance when compared to 21st century 
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understandings of art.  I have demonstrated that such discussions do continue to take 

place, but I contend that these represent a logically inconsistent standpoint.   

While discussions of formalism and modernism are arguably far more 

intellectually sophisticated than matters of popular opinion, I would argue that similar 

views exists in both academic and popular circles, although these may take different 

guises.  Ongoing arguments based in formalist logic regarding the appearance of a work 

of art (Beardsley, 1958; Zangwill, 2010), continuing scholarly acceptance of an aesthetic 

experience definition of art (Iseminger, 2004, as discussed by Carroll, 2009) and/or an 

adherence to an art for art’s sake mindset (Bezner, 1999) continue into the present day, as 

discussed in the preceding chapters.  The lingering effect of formalist philosophy within 

the theory of photography has been examined through the work of authors such as 

Salemme (2003), a situation that stands in direct contradiction to the views of 

philosophers such as Danto (1997) who believe modernist theories have reached the 

limits of their usefulness in the “post-historical” or postmodern era.  This represents a 

discontinuity between the formalism paradigm that continues to pervade the theory and 

criticism of photography and the postmodern sensibilities that are arguably prevalent 

elsewhere, demonstrated by, among other things, the presence of distinctly non-aesthetic 

objects in art museums and art galleries.  

In addition, literary analysis and deconstruction regarding Beaumont Newhall’s 

The History of Photography (1937, 2009) as well as the writings of Salemme (2003) and 

Bezner (1999) about Newhall’s text, arguably reveal the continuing influence of 

Newhall’s decision to separate documentary and art photography into separate chapters 

of his book, a seemingly arbitrary division that has effectively resulted in the institutional 
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segregation of documentary and art photography, demonstrated, among other things, by 

the continuing use of the phrase “fine art and documentary photography” in popular 

discussions of the medium.  Newhall’s first edition of the book was published in 1937, 

when the efforts of those such as Alfred Stieglitz, Edward Steichen, Paul Strand, Edward 

Weston, and other straight photographers were arguably avant-garde as they worked to 

establish the legitimacy of photography among the fine arts.  Their employment of the 

formalist paradigm—that their photographs’ primary purpose was to afford aesthetic 

experience as opposed to presenting factual information—can be understood to have 

served as a foundational rationale for their work’s art status.  However, this same line of 

thought worked against documentary photography, which was arguably seen to have a 

primarily informational purpose.   

Perhaps it could be granted that Newhall’s decision to segregate photographic 

practices into separate categories may have made sense in 1937, a time when formalist 

thinking could arguably be seen to be ascendant.  What is remarkable to me, however, is 

that this same system of classification has remained unchanged through five editions and 

eleven printings of the book.  Just as The History of Photography has remained static in 

its formalist stance, Salemme (2003) reports that the same paradigm continues to pervade 

the theory of photography into the 21st century.  If we then bring the interviews 

conducted for Chapter 6 of this dissertation into the discussion, we can see that this 

continues to be the experience of other practicing documentary photographers as well.  

As an example, Miguel Gandert was asked, “Have you encountered others with an 

opinion contrary to your own as to whether your photographs (or the photographs of 

others) are/are not works of art?” He responded: 
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Yeah, I think anyone who has had to deal with the academy and certain aspects of 
the art world…I think we all have had to deal with that. For me, all these people 
are probably simplistic. I mean, it happens and I don’t understand it. (Appendix 
C, Question 45. 
 
Low-Hanging Fruit. 

I have argued that Newhall’s categories of photography, and the effective 

segregation this brought about between documentary photography and art photography, 

was based on a formalist paradigm that was prevalent in the 1930s and this has remained 

unquestioned and unchanged through all subsequent revisions and printings of the book, 

despite developments in art theory and philosophy in the wider artworld.  In my opinion, 

continuing acceptance of Newhall’s arbitrary and exclusionary categorization is 

problematic, as has been demonstrated throughout this dissertation.  The continued 

acceptance of such categorization leads to the question:  why do people still think this 

way?  Gandert’s comment, in line with other arguments thus far presented, should 

provide ample evidence towards the fact that a bias towards a formalist view within the 

theory of photography that leads to the exclusion of documentary photographs from 

categorization as works of art does exist.   

Moreover, I have argued that this may stem from an unrecognized core belief in 

formalist values that became the standard properties for art photographs in the early 20th 

century when the Photo Secession worked so diligently to establish photography as a 

legitimate art.  The result of this, though, was also the establishment of formalist criteria 

regarding works of art photography that has persisted to the present day: in order to be a 

work of art, a photograph should look like a work of art; its primary purpose must be to 

provide an aesthetic experience; and it must be disinterested, meaning it must be 
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separated from any meaning or context other than its own unique existence (photographs 

about photography rather than about an external subject).  Documentary photographs 

represent a contra-standard case when judged by these criteria, because they frequently 

do not look like art, their primary purpose is informational, and they are inextricably 

connected to an exterior meaning or message.  I would argue that the perpetuation of 

formalist criteria in photography, even though it is contrary to present-day art theory and 

philosophy, is due at least in part to the relative segregation of photography from other 

artistic media, both in settings such as museums and galleries and in the academy.  In my 

experience, it is uncommon for photographs and paintings to be displayed in the same 

vicinity.  At the Art Institute of Chicago, for instance, the photography gallery is located 

in the lowest level of the museum, adjacent to the public rest rooms.  Since the opening 

of the Modern Wing, an additional gallery dedicated to photography was added upstairs 

in the new building, but to the best of my knowledge there are few, if any, photographs 

are typically on display side-by-side with other types of artworks anywhere in the 

museum.  Photography is kept to itself.  The same can be seen in academia, where it is 

arguably common practice for the different arts to be relatively segregated in their own 

departments.  Thus, photography might be seen to exist somewhat in its own world.   

As mentioned in Chapter 1, art photography is a practice without –isms, and it 

lacks the kind of sideline arbiters or intellectual shepherds that govern other arts.  If we 

take James Elkins’ Photography Theory (2007) as representative of the kinds of 

discussions that typically occur in academic contexts regarding the medium, the theory of 

photography may be observed to continue to rely on theorists such as Barthes, Benjamin, 

and Sontag and to focus on concerns that are not entirely relevant in the postmodern 
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artworld, such as the preponderance of attention devoted to analog photography in 

Elkins’ text, and this despite the prevalence of digital photography and postmodernist 

theory in today’s artworld outside of the academy.  It is, as Kevin Salemme (2003) put it, 

“as though thinking about photography reached its climax in the 1970s and stopped 

there” (p. 142).  I argue that the artworld’s ambivalence towards photography, 

photography’s segregation from other media in artworld and academic contexts, and 

photography theorists’ ongoing reliance on theories that should have been rendered passé 

by the advent of postmodernism have created the situation that exists in the medium of 

photography today. 

Outside of academia and artworld contexts, much of the popular criticism, bias, 

and negativity towards the classification of documentary photography as art might be 

fueled by the very accessibility and ubiquity of photography: since “anybody” can take a 

picture, most everybody seems to have an opinion about the medium.  Popularly 

accessible definitions of art and discussions of photography in popular media, as 

discussed in Chapter 2, have shown that public attitudes contrary to the identification of 

documentary photographs as works of art are prevalent, even though they are 

unsupported by postmodern theory or philosophy and continue despite such works’ 

inclusion in art galleries and art museums, arguably (but not necessarily) a criteria for 

identification of objects as works of art.  I propose that the reason for this might be found 

in what could be termed, “low-hanging fruit,” meaning ideas that are easily accessible or 

do not require a great deal of intellectual effort.  This is arguably the process by which 

group knowledge can be seen to form.  It can also be the process by which 

generalizations and stereotypes are created, the kind of statements that might be prefaced 
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by phrases like, “Well, everybody knows that…” usually followed by an unsupported, 

insensitive generalization such as, “women are bad drivers,” or “blacks are the best 

athletes,” or, “gays shouldn’t be in the military.” These are hot-button issues, to be sure, 

and are equally unsupported by facts and/or scholarly evidence. 

Such criticisms have been accumulating for over 150 years, ever since the cartoon 

showing Nadar in a balloon over Paris “elevating photography to the height of art” 

(Figure 6) was published.  Daumier was not a philosopher, but a cartoonist, yet his 

cartoon seems to have struck a nerve that has arguably never ceased to resonate, 

particularly since it is cited in nearly every textbook devoted to the history of 

photography (including Newhall’s).  These ideas can be seen to fall into a variety of 

categories, all of which arguably stem from Enlightenment ideas about art: art should be 

beautiful (“art should look like art, and that documentary photograph doesn’t”), art is an 

elevated practice done by special people (“but anybody can take a picture”), and the 

belief that a work of art must have a primary purpose as an artwork (“that’s not art—it’s 

too documentary”).  In the discussion about the BBC survey inviting people to comment 

on whether Fountain was the right choice to be the “most influential” artwork of the 20th 

century (in Chapter 2 of this dissertation) the comments listed can be seen to support 

similar values.   

Such comments, based on popular opinion and not scholarship, could be 

designated as examples of low-hanging fruit, as would negative commentary from a 

multitude of other sources.  According to this metaphor, Ansel Adams’s characterization 

of the FSA: “What you’ve got are not photographers.  They're a bunch of sociologists 

with cameras" (Mora and Brannan, 2006, p. 261) would be an apple.  It can be more 
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subtle, yet still present in theory of photography such as that propounded in the writings 

of John Szarkowski (“Mirrors and Windows” 1978) or Roger Scruton (“Photography and 

Representation” 1978), but it is a thread that has run throughout the medium, adding 

more apples to the pile.  Roy Stryker’s denial that the FSA photographs were works of 

art, and even non-aesthetic criticisms, such as those leveled at Dorothea Lange by the 

woman who posed for Migrant Mother, condemning Lange and her photograph because 

she did not receive any direct benefit from it (Gordon, 2009) represent further addition to 

the accumulated apple cart of negative opinion.  Condemnation of Salgado’s work as 

exploitative also falls into this category, as do critic’s questioning of the documentary 

photographer’s “right” to create such imagery—more apples.  To extend the analogy, 

Newhall’s establishment of separate categories for documentary and art photography 

could arguably be characterized as the cart carrying all of that fruit, because it was 

Newhall who established the standard segregating photographic practices (“fine art and 

documentary”).  After 150 years, the cart is brimming over, and yet no one seems to have 

noticed that every single piece of fruit in the cart is relatively insignificant or irrelevant in 

the present-day artworld.  As demonstrated by the popular criticism cited at the end of 

Chapter 2 and by Susie Linfield’s quote at the beginning of this chapter, the pile of fruit 

only continues to grow, despite the observation by postmodern theorists that it ought to 

be a moot point.   

I argue that popular criticism and theories of photography—both of which have 

added to the pile of apples in the cart—are each rooted in the same Enlightenment 

paradigm of art, based on the aesthetic experience definition of art and the idea of “the 

Fine Arts” that may each be seen to persist to this day.  It is arguably true that many 
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Enlightenment ideas pervade Western culture, and most of them are still seen as relevant 

and good.  I do not argue against democracy, for instance, or a belief in individual human 

rights, freedom of religion, or many of the other Enlightenment values that have shaped 

our past and the present.  I do, however, think that the aesthetic experience definition of 

art and the idea of the “fine arts” have become obsolete given the developments of the 

20th century artworld.  If we understand that formalism is an outgrowth of Enlightenment 

ideas about art, and if we also understand that popular opinions about art remain linked to 

these same Enlightenment ideas, then recognizing this link between the two is not a 

conflation of dissimilar ideas but is in fact the identification that these share the same 

roots.  These ideas are arguably still part of the conversation in aesthetic philosophy, 

where the work of Immanuel Kant continues to be a topic of discussion among 

philosophers such as Danto (2003), Carroll (2009), and Zangwill (2010)—another proof 

that Enlightenment aesthetics are not at all a mere relic of a bygone age. 

In challenging these ideas and arguing that documentary photographs may be 

identified as works of art, I have attempted what few have sought to do.  The apple cart is 

quite heavy, and even sympathetic critics such as Susie Linfield, or practitioners such as 

those interviewed for this study, can be seen to avoid engaging with the ideas that 

continue to segregate documentary photography from art.  They may acknowledge that 

the categorical separation exists, like University of Michigan art history professor 

Matthew Biro (in Shrodes, 2010) or critic Graham Nash (2008) (cited in Chapter 2 of this 

dissertation), but most of the time even those who recognize the phenomenon 

subsequently proceed with their own arguments without directly challenging this 

assumption or searching for its underlying causes.  They might see or even point to the 
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apple cart, but they move on without overturning it.  When the interview participants 

were asked whether they considered themselves to be artists and their photographs to be 

artworks, each one responded confidently and affirmatively.  However, their responses 

were much less decisive when asked, “Do you consider your photographs to be 

documentary in nature?” (Question 43)  And the same indecision or hesitancy can be 

arguably observed in response to Question 21 of the interview, which asked, “How would 

you describe your place within the contemporary practice of photography?” 

Sheikh: 
Depends on how you define documentary. Broadly speaking, among other things 
I would consider it documentary.  But, I mean, my version of documentary is 
certainly different from other people’s (Appendix B, Question 43). I frankly don’t 
think it’s very relevant to me, I don’t think that I am the one that is suited to do 
that. I don’t think so much at being limited by just breaking it down in that way. I 
think of my work in a broader way also with relating to other media, literature, 
films, painting, music. (Question 21) 
 

Gandert:  
I don’t like that term.  A lot of people do, but I still like the term creative 
nonfiction for lack of a better term.  I am gong to be difficult there, but that’s 
what is fun, is that they are all a form of nonfiction (Appendix C, Question 43).  
You know, mostly I let other people deal with that. I am the kind of photographer, 
I am a lot of times traditionally what people would call a documentary 
photographer, which I think is sort of a weird concept so I don’t really think much 
about it (Question 21).  
 

Montoya:  
I think so. I think so, and it is because the idea is to represent culture as I see it, as 
I investigate, it as I look at it, and to get to understand my world (Appendix D, 
Question 43). Photography right now is transcending so quickly, right, that really, 
really hard to say what our place is anymore (Question 21). 
 

It would be difficult to speculate about the reasons why this hesitancy may exist.  I note 

this only as an observation, and the reader must draw his or her own conclusions.  It is 

admittedly difficult to advocate for the simultaneous identification of a photograph as 
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both a work of art and as a document with epistemic value, since both sides of that idea 

are fraught with their own issues, as discussed at length in Chapters 4 and 5.   

Categories of Art and Documentary Photographs 

It could be argued that the persistent criticisms of documentary photographs as art 

stem from the critics’ lack of training or familiarity with documentary photography as a 

category of art, to put it in Walton’s terms (as outlined in Chapter 2).  In other words, the 

critics do not know how to perceive documentary photographs in the correct category, 

and so make incorrect judgments based on their lack of experience with this category.  In 

all of the research I have done on this topic over the past several years, which has been 

considerable, I have come across absolutely nothing by way of a guide to the correct 

perception of documentary photographs as works of art.  Therefore, based my research 

including the interviews and autoethnographic analysis of practicing documentary 

photographers, I propose the following aesthetic criteria for documentary art photographs 

as per Walton’s “Categories of Art” (1970). 

Standard properties of documentary art photographs. 

 John Szarkowski’s canonical Mirrors and Windows (1978) invites readers to 

consider whether a photograph is a mirror that reflects a portrait of the artist, or a window 

through which we can see the world.  Historically speaking, this arguably has been seen 

as an either-or proposition: if the photograph seen as a mirror, then it is a work of art; if it 

is a window, then it is considered to be documentary.63  A traditional mirror is, of course, 

a sheet of glass with a reflective coating on one side.  This kind of mirror can never be a 

                                                
63 In the interview, Miguel Gandert said: “I always think of two different kinds of 
photographers.  It is sort of based on John Szarkowski…the idea is mirrors and windows, 
and I am a window photographer” (Appendix C, Question 23). 
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window unless the reflective coating is removed, destroying its function as a mirror.  

Likewise, if we were to take a clear sheet of window glass and coat one side with 

reflective material, we could make it a mirror, but we could not see through it again to 

use as a window.  I have some personal knowledge of this process, because one of my 

former jobs was as a project manager and glass curtain wall systems designer for a 

commercial construction company.  It is the very nature of glass curtain wall to be both a 

mirror and a window: one face is transparent, usually somewhat tinted for the purpose of 

light control, and the other is mirrored so that people on the outside of the building 

cannot see in.  Whether the piece of glass is a mirror or window only depends on the 

physical perspective of the viewer.  The glass is always both a mirror and a window.  It 

possesses its mirror function even as a person looks out from within, and it continues to 

be a window even if someone is on the outside looking at his or her reflection.  The glass 

does not change—it always possesses both identities.  I propose that Szarkowski’s 

analogy of mirrors and windows, although poetic and certainly canonical in terms of its 

influence on the theory of photography, is false when it is applied to documentary 

photographs.  For many years, it would seem that photographs have been viewed as an 

either-or proposition:  they are mirrors/artworks, or they are documentary/windows.  

Either they can provide us with an aesthetic experience, or they can give us accurate 

information about the world.  My central thesis in this dissertation is that they can, and 

do, serve both functions.  They can have a dual identity, and it is precisely this duality 

that is their most distinctive feature. 

The standard properties of documentary art photographs rely on three facts: they 

are photographs, they serve an informational purpose, and they can be evaluated as works 
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of art.  First of all, documentary art photographs would share a large number of the 

properties present in all photographs.  A documentary photograph would be an image 

produced by the directed application of light onto a light-sensitive medium contained 

within an enclosed recording device.  The image produced by such processes would be 

static and two-dimensional.   

Secondly, perhaps the most distinctive standard property of documentary art 

photographs relates to the way in which they are created.  That is, the photographer 

refrains from interfering with or directing the scene as it appears before the lens 64 and 

attempts to create as conceptually honest an image as possible during the processing, 

printing, and presentation of the photograph. [Gandert termed this a “fair representation” 

(Appendix C, Question 42).]  This ethical decision on the part of the photographer, the 

principle of non-interference in the scene before the lens and conceptual honesty in the 

resulting image, could be termed (to borrow a metaphor65), the Prime Directive of 

Documentary Photography.  It is precisely this distinction that gives documentary 

photographs their epistemic value: because they are faithful to their original referents by 

definition they can serve as a reliable source of information about the world.  When I 

look at Lange’s Migrant Mother (1936, Figure 3), I can be reasonably certain that the 

people in the photograph were not wearing costumes or make-up, the mother’s face 

                                                
64 It has been argued that the photographer’s presence within a culture may affect the 
people within it, thereby interfering in the culture being studied.  This may or may not be 
true.  Some documentary photographers, Sheikh and myself included, spend extended 
periods of time with our subjects so that this effect can fade over time, if it exists.  I 
would argue that this is, therefore, not of enough importance so as to negate the statement 
that the photographer refrains from any intentional interference in the scene before the 
camera. 
65 Star Trek, in its many incarnations on television, frequently referred to Starfleet’s 
Prime Directive, a policy of non-interference in alien cultures. 
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reveals the real emotions she was experiencing, and the photograph can provide me with 

information about the conditions in which such migrant families were living at a 

particular point in history, namely the Great Depression of the 1930s.  This could be 

considered the “window” function of the photograph, and it is also in line with Walton’s 

theory of transparency in photographs (1984). 

I feel that this point merits further exposition about the practice of documentary 

photography.  To this end, I propose that such imagery may be roughly divided into three 

sub-categories: portraits, candid images, and environmental photographs.  In a portrait, it 

is assumed that the subject of the photograph—the sitter—is aware of the photographer 

and the camera and has willingly consented to be photographed.  A documentary portrait 

would differ from a publicity photograph or a fashion photograph in that the 

photographer intends to portray the sitter in an honest way that reveals the person as he or 

she really is.  Of course most people will alter their expressions and appearance for the 

camera, but a truly skilled documentary portraitist will creatively sift and sort through the 

images collected, looking for the fleeting, unconscious expressions that people inevitably 

wear even when they are intentionally trying to present themselves in a certain way.  Dr. 

Paul Ekman identifies these as “microexpressions,” which may serve as an aid in 

revealing an individual’s personality or detecting deception, among other things (Ekman, 

2010).  When captured in a portrait, these unconscious expressions can arguably be seen 

to document the honest emotions of the sitter, or to capture an aspect of his or her 

genuine personality.  Lange’s Migrant Mother (1936, Figure 3) falls into this category.  

Certainly the sitter was aware of the camera, and had agreed to allow Lange to take her 

photograph.  Despite this awareness and collaboration, her facial expression is genuine.  
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Her pain and desperation are etched into the lines on her face and the stains on her 

children’s clothing.  The photograph is an honest representation of a real life situation, 

portrayed in an aesthetic and subjective manner by Lange.   

Expert portraitists such as Sheikh also work diligently to earn the trust of the 

sitters, acclimating them to the equipment and to the photographer’s presence, so that the 

potentially mitigating effect of these factors is diminished, if not entirely eliminated, by 

the time the photographs are taken.  This can be observed in Labhuben (2007, Figure 9).  

The sitter seems not to care that her portrait is being taken, identifiable in her downcast 

eyes and mournful expression.  In contrast, Gordon Parks’ Washington D.C. Government 

Charwoman (a.k.a. American Gothic, 1942, Figure 4) looks almost defiantly into the 

camera, her expression bespeaking her complex emotions.  Parks may have invited her to 

assume this evocative pose, but her expression is all her own, rendering the photograph a 

genuine document of a specific moment in history that was rife with institutionalized 

racism.   

Gandert’s Teresa Gutirrez, Juarez Mexico (1996, Figure 10) and Montoya’s El 

Guadalupano (1998, Figure 11) might also be understood to be portraits, but they can be 

seen to differ somewhat from the standard, seeming to focus equally on the human 

subject of the image and the intricate tattoos of the Virgin of Guadalupe on each person’s 

back.  The subjects might be seen to demonstrate an awareness of the photographer, and 

each has intentionally bared his or her back, but neither is looking at the camera.  These 

might similarly be interpreted as candid photographs, which typically presume that the 

subject is unaware of the camera or has been photographed without specific knowledge 

that the photograph was being taken.  This is often seen in “street” photography or in 
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photographs that document events.   For instance, New Orleans is a popular tourist 

destination, and at times people with cameras literally seem to be everywhere.  It is 

entirely normal and unremarkable for residents or passersby to notice a camera pointed in 

someone’s general direction, especially because the photographer may well be aiming at 

an architectural feature rather than at a specific individual.  In No Direction Home I have 

a number of such candid images, in which the person I photographed was unaware that I 

had captured the photograph.  The same could be said of Lange’s White Angel Breadline 

(1933, Figure 12).  The man in the photograph seems to be unaware of the camera and of 

Lange, absorbed in his own inner turmoil.  This quality can also be observed in Salgado’s 

Dispute between Serra Pelada gold mine workers and military police (1986, Figure 5).  

The central figures in the image do not seem to be aware of the camera, engaged as they 

are in a tense struggle.  Lee Friedlander’s Mt Rushmore, South Dakota (1969, Figure 8) is 

another candid image.  The people in the photograph are absorbed in their own activities, 

one taking a photograph and the other looking through binoculars.  They do not 

demonstrate any awareness of the photographer or his camera. 

My photograph from No Direction Home (2008, Figure 13) might be seen as a 

candid photograph, since the woman depicted was unconscious and therefore unable to 

be aware that her photograph was being taken.  It could, however, also be classified as an 

environmental image, even though it has a human subject.  Environmental imagery can 

be seen as a third sub-category of documentary imagery.  In these photographs, there are 

no human subjects, or if human beings are present they are not typically the central 

feature of the photograph.  In my photograph, the storefront and litter occupy a larger 

percentage of the frame than does the woman lying crumpled on the pavement.  In this 
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way, she effectively becomes part of the refuse, nearly absorbed by her surroundings, an 

effect that might be seen to amplify the sense of hopelessness in the photograph.  Eugene 

Atget’s imagery (Figure 1) is typically environmental, and its lack of human subjects 

contributes to the mood of melancholy or nostalgia in much of his work.  These 

photographs give the viewer a sense of being able to view the scene first-hand, a sort of 

time machine into early 20th century Paris.  Walker Evans’ Bethlehem Graveyard and 

Steel Mill (1935, Figure 2) exemplifies environmental imagery.  In this photograph there 

are no human subjects, but the large stone cross in the foreground of the photograph, 

juxtaposed against the graveyard, shoddy homes and forest of industrial chimneys behind 

it speak volumes about the living conditions in a particular place at a specific moment in 

history. An understanding of these sub-categories of documentary photography helps to 

explain some of the perceptible differences between individual images.  All are linked by 

the ethical choices of the photographer to deal with facts honestly while creating a 

subjective and aesthetic representation, regardless of whether the image is a portrait, a 

candid photograph, or an environmental image. 

The other standard property placing documentary photographs into the category 

of art is simply that a human being intended for the image to be seen as a work of art.  

The photographer responsible for the photograph is usually the person to make this 

choice, but this designation could be made by a person other than the photographer.  This 

was the case with the photographs of Solomon Butcher, which were not recognized as 

artworks until long after his death (Conrad, 1991).  When someone, the artist or another, 

makes this decision for a photograph, it can be seen as an invitation for others to consider 

the photograph as an object of artistic appreciation; that is, to offer the photograph for the 
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same kinds of evaluation as that applied to other artworks.  Consideration as an artwork 

can be understood to be the alter ego of documentary photographs.  In one sense, 

documentary photographs are documents because they portray real people, places, and/or 

events linked to a specific moment in historical time.  As works of art, they are subject to 

considerations of line, shape, color, form, composition, clarity, unity, harmony and other 

such aesthetic qualities.  The decision to declare that a photograph is a work of art invites 

questions of artistic valuation, of the message or meaning of the artwork, of the artist’s 

agency in creating it.  The same considerations given to any artwork also apply to this 

“mirror” function of a documentary photograph. 

The intention that a photograph should be considered to be a work of art, and the 

ethical choices made by the creator of the image, are not immediately visible to a viewer.  

I would argue that this could be the root of the essential misunderstanding that persists 

relative to documentary photographs’ identification as works of art.  If the only 

knowledge the viewer has at his or her disposal consists of the surface characteristics of 

the image, then identifying a work as belonging to the category of documentary art 

photographs is presumably quite difficult.  Ignorance that the category exists could be 

another factor in the misidentification of such works.    

Variable properties of documentary art photographs. 

 The variable properties of documentary photographs include a great many factors: 

the type of camera used (a list of possibilities could go on for several pages), the length of 

exposure, the focal depth and clarity, use of a flash, the paper on which the image is 

affixed and the methods utilized therein, and a host of other factors too numerous to 

mention.  Since bookstore and library shelves are populated by texts devoted to 
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photography in all of its many guises and incarnations, it is non-essential to engage in 

that discussion within this dissertation.  The documentary photographers interviewed for 

Chapter 6 can be observed to use black and white analog photography frequently, but all 

confirmed that they can and do use a wide variety of photographic methods, equipment, 

materials, and techniques.  Indeed, for me the decision to use black and white analog 

processes and materials is primarily an aesthetic choice.   

Subject matter in a documentary photograph is a variable property.  I feel that it is 

an over-generalization that documentary photographers always exhibit a motivation to 

create photographs that display a revolutionary social consciousness or that are intended 

to effect social change, although this seems to me to be a popular belief.  While it is true 

that many documentary photographers have used the medium in this way, such as Lewis 

Hine’s use of photography to draw public attention to the need for child labor laws in the 

early 20th century (Newhall, 2009, p. 235), and it is also true that others such as Sebastião 

Salgado can be seen to continue in this tradition, it is by no means true that every 

documentary art photographer holds such lofty or altruistic aims.  None of the 

photographers whom I interviewed for this study claimed to be motivated to change the 

world; rather, they spoke of wanting to draw attention to aspects of culture that had been 

overlooked by others or that was of personal interest to them.   

As previously discussed in Chapter 6, the three documentary photographers may 

be seen to exhibit aspects of social and critical theory in their work.  My personal impetus 

in creating photographs, however, is quite simply to share what I have seen with others.  

If sharing those images results in easing some sort of hardship for a fellow human being, 

or of raising public consciousness related to a situation of social injustice, so much the 
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better, but this is not my overarching aim in creating documentary photographs.  My goal 

is to make works of art that factually depict the people, places, and things I have seen 

from my point of view, a goal that the interview subjects each stated that they share. 

Sheikh:  
I would hope that the best images I could make could break down barriers; that 
they could function in the realm of art in the realm of documentary in the space 
between (Appendix B, Question 24). 

 
Gandert:  

…The work is about real things, real places, real people, and I think that makes a 
huge difference. I hope [viewers] realize that I have a unique eye and that I bring 
something to the table of photography that is uniquely mine. But the other part of 
it is, I also hope that there is an understanding that these pictures are about a 
documented time. They are about a statement, about a moment that will always be 
different from one moment to the next. (Appendix C, Question 22) 
 

Montoya:  
Sometimes I find things that are beautiful that nobody else sees. So it’s very 
personal and it’s something that you are drawn to. (Appendix D, Question 49) 
…The idea is to represent culture as I see it, as I investigate it, as I look at, and to 
get to understand my world (Question 43). 
 
Another variable property in documentary art photographs is time, a feature 

serving to distinguish it from photojournalism.  Specifically, documentary photography 

typically involves protracted amounts of time devoted by the photographer to a given 

documentary photographic study.  Fazal Sheikh reported that he spends two to three years 

on a given project (Appendix B, Question 22).  I spent two years completing No 

Direction Home (2008).  Miguel Gandert and Delilah Montoya, in creating multiple 

collections of images featuring aspects of their culture and/or their cultural identities 

could arguably be seen to have spent a lifetime on their projects, just as Eugene Atget 

spent a lifetime documenting Paris (Harris, 1999).  Although it is possible to imagine a 

documentary photographic study that would be short in duration, it is arguably possible to 
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generalize that most documentary studies typically take place over more than a few days 

or weeks, often involving months or years in a specific locale.  Time is also a factor in the 

relevance of the images to a specific event.  Photojournalism is concerned with obtaining 

photographs with immediate relevance to breaking news stories, while documentary 

photography can be seen to portray ongoing situations or chronic social conditions.  

While this may arguably seem to be more of a pragmatic distinction than an aesthetic 

one, photojournalistic imagery may, but does not always, portray events differently than 

documentary photography.  For instance, human subjects in photojournalistic 

photographs may appear to be engaged in an acute moment of crisis, while the subjects of 

a documentary sometimes seem to be involved in a chronic situation that has existed over 

a much longer period of time.  Such time differences may serve to explain why 

photojournalistic imagery appears in outlets that publish frequently such as the Internet or 

newspapers, while documentary photography typically appears in magazines or books, or 

in gallery or museum exhibitions, which take longer to reach an audience.   

Another variable property is related to the number of images included in a given 

collection of documentary photographs.  Documentary photographs may exist as single 

images, although I would say that this is rare.  Dorothea Lange’s Migrant Mother (1936) 

stands alone today, but this is because it has become separated from the collection in 

which it was originally produced.  However, it continues to convey a powerful story 

(which, I would argue, is due to Lange’s exceptional skill as an artist).  Documentary 

photographs more frequently exist as large bodies of work, the individual images of 

which function together to tell a story.  In support of this idea it can be observed that 

Sheikh, Montoya, and I, tended to refer to our images by collection titles or descriptors 
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during our interviews (Moksha, the Guadalupana, and No Direction Home, respectively), 

rather than as individual images. 

Beauty represents another variable property of documentary art photographs.  

This is the quality that frequently seems to be seized upon by critics, either citing its 

absence as a disqualification of an image as an artwork, or condemning the image for 

being a beautiful photograph of a tragic or horrific situation.  Documentary photographs 

seem to be caught between a rock and a hard place, critically speaking:  if the image is 

not beautiful enough, it cannot be art (as discussed in Chapter 2); conversely, if the 

photograph is “too” beautiful then there is presumed to be something morally wrong with 

the image or with the photographer who produced it (Friday, 2000, “Demonic Curiosity 

and the Aesthetics of Documentary Photography”; Linfield, 2006, 2008, 2010).”66   Or, as 

in Danto’s (2003) criticism of Salgado, beauty in a documentary image may be 

determined to be an inappropriate means of presenting certain kinds of subject matter.  

Conversely, Salgado and Sheikh both maintain that their use of beauty is a way of 

drawing viewers into a situation of engagement with their subjects, much the same as the 

argument Danto presents in his analysis of Robert Mapplethorpe’s “hopelessly beautiful” 

yet “objectionable, or even disgusting” sexually explicit photographs (p. 82), explaining 

that there are photographs which one can barely stand to look at because of their repellent 

subject matter, and yet one can scarcely look away because the images are so beautiful.  

In my opinion, Salgado’s and Sheikh’s deliberate use of outstanding technique in creating 

beautiful photographs—excellent examples of their kind—serves as a means of imbuing 

                                                
66 Susie Linfield’s Cruel Radiance (2010), also examines the issue of beauty in 
photographs depicting political violence, including its ethical and moral implications, 
arguably demonstrating the ongoing relevance of this topic. 
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an otherwise pitiable subject with dignity or allows the viewer to observe the essential 

humanity of the person thus pictured.  Beauty can create an invitation that draws the 

viewer into engagement with a subject that might otherwise be overlooked or ignored. 

As presented in Chapter 6 of this dissertation, all of the photographers except for 

Gandert confirmed that creating beautiful images was among their goals as 

photographers.  I feel that it is likely that a viewer looking at any one of the photographs 

included in this text (Figures 1 through 13) could observe characteristics in the imagery 

that might be determined to be beautiful, either due to the aesthetic properties of the 

subject or observation that the photograph is an excellent example of its kind.  (With all 

due respect, one needs only to look at one of Mathew Brady’s historic portraits of 

President Lincoln to know that a beautiful photograph may be created of a perceptibly 

unlovely subject.)  Beauty is arguably the point at which traditional considerations of 

aesthetics intersect with documentary photography.  However, I feel that it is important to 

note that beauty is a variable property, not a standard or contra-standard one.  A 

documentary photograph may frequently be beautiful in one sense or another, but this 

characteristic or the lack thereof should not serve to either qualify or disqualify the image 

as being a work of art. 

 Contra-standard properties of documentary art photographs. 

 If the variable properties of documentary art photographs can be seen as many, 

the category’s contra-standard properties are comparatively few.  Three identifications 

are required in order for a given image to be categorized as a documentary art 

photograph.  First, it must be a photograph.  Second, it must be documentary.  Third, it 
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must be a work of art.  A documentary film, 67 for instance, displays a contra-standard 

property relative to the category of documentary art photography because it presents a 

moving image as opposed to a static one.  (Granted, a traditional motion picture is 

actually a series of still photographs shown in rapid succession, merely giving the 

appearance of movement.  Nevertheless, this appearance of movement is standard to film 

and contra-standard to photographs).  A moving image is not a photograph; therefore, 

possessing the quality of movement disqualifies an image from classification as a 

photograph, which must be still or static.  Similarly, a painting may document a real-life 

event, but even if it is painted in a photo-realistic style, a painting is not a photograph; 

therefore, a documentary painting would be excluded from categorization as a 

documentary art photograph.   

The differences between a film, a painting, and a photograph are relatively easy to 

ascertain, but the two properties that are most likely to be seen to be contra-standard to 

the category of documentary art photographs are related to actions or intentions on the 

part of the photographer that are not necessarily visible in a given image.  A photograph 

may be disallowed from the category of documentary art photography if it violates what 

was termed the Prime Directive of Documentary Photography earlier in this chapter; that 

is, if the photographer has deliberately staged, directed, or in any way interfered with the 

scene as it appeared before the lens in real life, or if he or she has engaged in any 

intentional misrepresentation or deception during the processing, printing, or presentation 

of the image.  Such actions do not disqualify the object as a photograph, but they do 

                                                
67 Documentary film represents its own unique category of art, and as such, would be 
subject to its own, arguably complex, set of properties and characteristics.  Such 
considerations, however, are beyond the scope of this dissertation. 
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preclude identification as a documentary photograph.  This issue is the focus of Errol 

Morris’s blog series “The Case of the Inappropriate Alarm Clock” (New York Times, 

2009), in which Morris interviewed William Stott regarding James Curtis’s accusation 

that Walker Evans rearranged items in the sharecroppers’ homes prior to photographing 

them for Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (1939, 1993).  Evans, as has perhaps been 

made clear earlier in this dissertation, is considered by many to be an exemplary 

documentary photographer, and so the accusation that he tampered with a scene is 

particularly shocking and a definitively contra-standard property (if, indeed it is true, 

which has never been proven).  In a similar vein, as related in Chapter 5, National 

Geographic Magazine notoriously altered a photograph of the pyramids at Giza, using 

digital technology to force the image to fit the magazine’s cover layout (Lasica, 1989).  

Deliberate alteration of an image is a contra-standard property to the category of 

documentary art photographs. 

 The third way a photograph could be contra-standard to the category of 

documentary art photographs is if the photograph is never intended to be considered to be 

a work of art.  If the photographer never says it is a work of art, and if no one else ever 

identifies the image as a work or art or treats the image as a work of art (such as 

exhibiting it in an art gallery or displaying it in an art museum), it is not a work of art.  It 

should be noted that this designation has nothing whatsoever to do with the visually 

perceptible properties of the photograph—it is solely a function of a human being’s 

intentions towards the work.  It is impossible to tell just by looking at an exterior 

appearance whether a given object has been stated to be a work of art.   
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Additionally, the intentions of one person that an object be viewed as an artwork 

can sometimes be seen to trump the intentions of another that the work not be seen as art.  

James Agee’s plea that Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (1939, 1993, p. 12) not be seen 

as a work of art seems to have been overridden by the actions of curators and collectors 

who specifically treat Evans’s photographs as works of art.  [Moreover, it is clear that 

Evans regarded the images as artworks himself, despite Agee’s and Roy Stryker’s 

insistence that they were not (Katz, 1971)].  Sebastião Salgado, unlike the photographers 

interviewed for this study, claims his imagery to be photojournalistic, not works of art, 

yet his own organization, Amazonas Images, creates and markets expensive coffee table 

books of his photographs, sells prints of the images through art galleries, and his 

photographs are included in the collections of art museums. 68    

The Documentary Aesthetic 

 It is arguably true that many, if not most, documentary photographs exhibit 

visually accessible aesthetic qualities, characteristics, or properties that might be thought 

to aid in their identification as artworks, but the problem with examining the visually 

perceptible characteristics of any work in order to identify it as a work of art lies in the 

fact that in today’s artworld there can be no definitive set of aesthetically relevant 

characteristics that could enable us to identify artworks with any sort of reliability or 

consistency.  As Warburton (2003) explains, there is no commonality between the diverse 

objects that have been identified to be artworks, and therefore no means by which we can 

                                                
68 The reasons why Salgado maintains this stance are not entirely clear.  It could be, 
perhaps, because he previously worked for the Magnum agency as a photojournalist, or it 
could be that his aims are altruistic and, like Agee, he may feel that designation as “art” 
may detract from the goals he seeks to achieve in producing his imagery. 
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establish objective criteria for the task of identification.  However, as Carroll (2009) 

suggests, we can narrow our focus to a particular class or category of objects and 

successfully determine their relevant standard, variable, and contra-standard properties in 

order to identify and evaluate given objects. 

 If we apply this understanding to a class of objects that could be called 

documentary art photographs, we can identify an image as belonging to the category if it 

is understood to possess three standard properties.  (1) It is a two-dimensional, non-

moving image made by a person’s use of a mechanical devise (a camera) that produces 

an image by the selective application of light to a photosensitive medium.  (2) This image 

must be produced without interference in or alteration of the scene as it appears before 

the lens, and must also maintain a correspondence to the original, real-life referent that is 

as accurate as possible (given the limitations inherent in photography) in order to produce 

a fair, or conceptually honest, representation of the subject.  Documentary photographs 

necessarily feature real people, real places, and/or real events specific to historical 

moments in time.  This intrinsic connection to the real is what distinguishes a 

documentary photograph from other kinds of photography.  These two conditions may 

serve to identify an image as belonging to the category of documentary photographs.  

However, an additional criterion exists for the photograph to be included in the category 

of documentary art photographs: (3) a human being must identify it as such.  This is often 

the photographer, who, like the interview subjects in Chapter 6 or myself, says, “My 

photograph is a work of art.”  It can also occur when another person states that a given 

photograph is a work of art, as is the case regarding the photographs of the FSA, which 

were denied to be works of art in the 1930s but are considered to be artworks today.  
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Contra-standard properties of documentary art photographs occur when any one of the 

three conditions is not present.  Either the work is not a photograph, it is not documentary 

because it is deliberately staged or altered from its original referent (as is often the case 

with pictorial or straight photographs, among others), or it is not art because no person 

has stated that the photograph should be identified as a work of art. 

 The variable properties of a photograph are those that can be examined in order to 

make value judgments about the image.  This could be seen as the domain of many of 

those who populate the artworld: critics, art historians, gallerists, curators, collectors, and 

so on.  Identification of a photograph as belonging to the category of documentary art 

photographs does not indicate anything but the application of an identifying term.  It is of 

no more instrumental value than recognizing a canvas stretched over a wooden frame and 

covered with paint to be a painting and therefore belonging to a class of objects 

(paintings) that are identified as works of art.  Identifying a photograph, documentary or 

otherwise, as a work of art does not in any way indicate that it is an excellent photograph, 

that it has monetary value, that it portrays a particular subject, or even that it is the least 

bit worthwhile for a viewer to pay attention to it.  It does not tell us whether the image is 

analog or digital, color or black and white, what size it is, what shutter speed was used, or 

any of the multitudinous variables inherent in photographic expression.  All of these may 

freely be considered in evaluating an image.  Identification as art, in short, tells us only 

one thing: that someone intended for an object to be appreciated as art, in other words, to 

be subject to the same kinds of evaluation applied to other items identified as works of 

art.   
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 What, then, are the variable properties of a documentary art photograph by which 

the image may be evaluated?  As a reminder, Walton states: 

A feature is variable with respect to a category just in case it has nothing to do 

with works’ belonging to that category; the possession or lack of the feature is 

irrelevant to whether a work qualifies for the category. (1970, p. 144)   

With this in mind, the following statements should be understood to outline a set of 

general guidelines or characteristics of the variable properties of a documentary art 

photograph, and are in no way intended to exclude photographs that differ from these 

properties so long as they possess the three standard properties of being documentary art 

photographs, as previously stated. 

1.  Subject:  

a. The subject of the photograph is frequently a culture, society or some 

aspect thereof. 

b. The subject of the photograph may have personal relevance to the 

photographer, or it may have been selected simply for its interest to the 

photographer. 

c. A documentary photograph may, but does not always, portray a situation 

of injustice, oppression, or other human activity that is therefore available 

for remedy through human intervention. 

d. Documentary photographs are frequently, but not always, intended to 

inform an audience about a given cultural or social situation.  Sometimes, 

but not always, this occurs with the intent that the audience be inspired to 
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rectify a situation of oppression or injustice, possibly by donating money 

or taking civil action (working to change laws, etc). 

2. Time 

a. Documentary photographic studies typically take place over an extended 

period of time—months or years, rather than days or weeks.  This is often 

intended to result in a more in-depth portrayal of a given culture or society 

than would be possible in a shorter span of time. 

b. In the case of documentary portraiture, this extended timeframe is often 

intended to allow the photographer and the sitters the opportunity to build 

a personal rapport and for the sitters to gain trust in the photographer in 

order to produce a more revealing and candid portrait.   

c. Documentary photographs are not typically presented for public view in 

the same way as photojournalistic images, which are concerned with their 

relevance to breaking news stories.  Rather, they tend to be presented in 

books, magazines, art galleries or museum shows that take longer to 

produce and assemble, usually long after the work has been completed.  

(Salgado’s self-designation as a photojournalist breaks with this variable, 

because his projects span large amounts of time and are published as 

books or in large gallery shows, another reason why his work does not fit 

easily in either classification.) 

3. Story 

a. Documentary photographs are frequently used in a narrative capacity—to 

communicate a story in a visual format.  This narrative may be linear or 
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non-linear.  This may, but does not always, incorporate captions, text, or 

verbal narration. 

b. Documentary photographs do not typically appear in isolation, at least not 

in their original form.  Individual photographs are more commonly created 

as part of a larger body of images related by a story or overall theme. 

c. Documentary photographs can sometimes be seen to put a human face on 

an overall social problem or issue, or to utilize a specific image in order to 

portray a general condition or situation. 

d. Documentary photographs can sometimes be seen as a democratizing 

force:  they can valorize the common or humble the extraordinary.   

e. Documentary photographs can frequently be seen either to portray human 

emotion or to seek to inspire emotion in the viewer. 

4. Beauty 

a. Documentary photographs may be evaluated in terms of beauty according 

to the same aesthetic criteria by which any work of visual art may be 

evaluated.  Composition, clarity, contrast, color, tone, texture and other 

similar factors are all open to consideration and evaluation, as qualities 

such as harmony, unity, balance, proportion, etc…  

b. Some, but not all, documentary photographs are specifically created with 

the intention that the photograph be seen as beautiful, for reasons similar 

to other types of artworks.   

c. Recognition of beauty in a photograph may refer to the technical expertise 

with which the photograph was created rather than to the subject of the 



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

309 

photograph.  For example, a photograph may be determined to be 

beautiful due to the excellence with which it is printed. 

d. The apparent beauty of a documentary photograph may sometimes seem 

to be at odds with its subject, which may be tragic, ugly, morally or 

ethically challenging, or otherwise repellent.  Some documentary 

photographers deliberately seek to create beautiful imagery in order to 

draw the viewer into visual engagement with the subject of the 

photograph. 

The variable properties of documentary photographs are by no means limited to those 

listed above.  These should be seen to indicate a starting point from which discussions 

concerning the aesthetic evaluation of documentary photographs may take place.  The 

identification of a documentary photograph as a work of art, however, is not dependent 

on any visually perceptible property or aesthetic variable, but rests solely and completely 

upon the intentions of a human being that the photograph be identified as a work of art.  I 

would argue that this is true of any object, whether it be a photograph, painting, plumbing 

fixture, or pebble.  The only necessary and sufficient condition that an object be 

identified as a work of art is the intention of a human being that it be so. 

Conclusion 

 If we return to Walton’s statement of the conditions by which an object may be 

perceived as belonging to a given category of art, these are: 

1. W has a large number of features standard with respect to C and has few, if any, 

contra-standard features with respect to C.  
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2. W is somehow better, more aesthetically pleasing, or more worthy of sustained 

attention if it perceived as C than if it is not,  

3. W was intended by the artist to be perceived as C (if that can be known), 

4. C is a previously established category recognized by the society in which W 

exists. 

I argue that the preceding section of this dissertation has established the standard and 

contra-standard properties pertaining to the category of documentary art photography 

necessary for condition one, above.  Furthermore, I argue that I have also addressed 

conditions two and three within the discussion of the variable properties by which a work 

of documentary art photography may be evaluated.  Condition four, however, depends on 

whether documentary art photography can be understood to represent a previously 

established category in the society within which such works may be seen to exist.  On the 

one hand, it is tempting to say, no, the combined weight of unsubstantiated or obsolete 

bias against documentary photography is proof that this category is not widely 

recognized.  However, I argue that this is a false assumption.  Ignorance of a category 

does not mean that the category does not exist.  While it is possible that the criticism and 

bias surrounding documentary photography may stem from ignorance or 

misunderstanding of the category, I argue that the category has previously been 

established and recognized due to two factors.  First, practitioners such as Sheikh, 

Gandert, Montoya, and myself recognize this category and state that our photographs are 

both works of art and documentary.  Second, even if the exact phrase “documentary art” 

is not specifically or obviously applied, such photographs are indeed displayed in art 

museums, purchased by art collectors, shown in art galleries, and otherwise treated in the 
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same manner as other works of art, a fact cited by Sheikh, Gandert, and Montoya 

(Question 46) in addition to arguments presented in earlier chapters of this dissertation.   

 It is my hope that that my use of Walton’s “Categories of Art” (1970) and its 

specific application to works of documentary art photography will facilitate discussion in 

artworld circles about this category of art, leading others to discard their previous biases 

and misconceptions and reach a greater understanding that a photograph may possess 

both epistemological and aesthetic identities with no compromise of its value as an 

informational document and as a work of art.   

Further Study 

 This study has touched tangentially on a number of topics that would be 

interesting as the focus of other scholarly investigations.  For instance, I would like to 

delve further into an investigation of other forms of documentary artistic expression.  We 

know that documentary expression existed in theatre, dance, music, literature, and visual 

arts other than photography during the 1930s, but learning how each of these might have 

documentary-minded practitioners in the 21st century would be an intriguing subject for 

further research. 

 Another compelling topic would be to discover the reasons why modernism and 

formalism continue to exert such a strong influence on the theory of photography even 

though some might argue that they have become less influential in other domains of the 

arts.  Ongoing criticism provides evidence that this thinking exists, but the history and 

rationale behind it is far less clear.  As Salemme (2003) has reported, the language of 

formalism continues to pervade photography, and further study of this phenomenon could 

be instructive.  
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 Nadar was ridiculed for attempting to “elevate photography to the height of art” 

150 years ago, and for many photographers the situation is not substantially altered.  In 

this dissertation I have shown that this ongoing exclusionary mindset exists, and that the 

bias excluding documentary photographs from identification as art does not demonstrate 

the type of theoretical or philosophical acumen that could definitively prove that 

documentary photographs cannot be identified as works of art.  This mindset is, 

moreover, incongruous in the postmodern era.  I have a suspicion that the reason for this 

may lie somewhere within the academy, possibly linked to the reasons certain groups or 

individuals arguably continue to be mired in formalist thinking.  It is my hope that future 

scholars might undertake some of these projects, just as I also hope to continue this 

search.  

A Final Word 

While I believe the weight of evidence provided in the literature review, 

philosophical, epistemological, and ethnographic/autoethnographic sections of this 

dissertation provides sufficient proof that bias against the identification of documentary 

photographs as works of art exists, and that this criticism has is no longer supported by 

aesthetic philosophy or the theory of photography, I would nevertheless like to offer a 

further commentary.  During my interview sessions, I posed the question, “Sebastião 

Salgado is known for producing extraordinarily beautiful photographs of dramatically 

miserable or traumatic subject matter.  His work has frequently been criticized as 

capitalizing upon and/or exploiting the misery of others.  Have you encountered similar 

criticism in your photographic practice? What was your worst experience with criticism 

of your work?”   
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Fazal Sheikh replied, “Yes.  I mean, a slight of his work would apply to my work 

as well.”  I found this response to strike a chord in me.  Receiving negative criticism 

could be seen as a nearly universal experience of artists, since offering up our work to the 

judgment of others is an intrinsic part of what we do.  In my opinion, criticism that is so 

damning as to say of someone’s work, “That’s not art” transgresses the boundaries of the 

ways in which professional educators, artists, and critics should deal with one another, 

not to mention the ways they treat students.  In my opinion, to say, “That’s not art” is to 

launch a personal attack on the artist because the exclamation also implies, “And you’re 

not an artist,” since the person offering up the object for evaluation clearly considers 

him/herself to be an artist and intended for the given object to be a work of art.  

Moreover, Sheikh’s statement is, to my way of thinking, true: criticism of one 

documentary photographer’s work is criticism of all documentary photographers’ work.  

If Sheikh’s imagery is accused of being “too beautiful” then my beautiful imagery suffers 

from the same complaint.  If Gandert’s photographs are condemned because a critic 

thinks they commodify culture or are an attempt to sell someone else’s story, then my 

imagery also possesses the same fault.  If Montoya’s photographs are misunderstood and 

misjudged, then my photographs will be subject to a similar fate.  Criticism of one 

applies to all.   

When an artist such as Gandert or Montoya is criticized for focusing on Latino/a, 

Chicano/a, or Hispanic themes in their work, it can feel like an indictment of the artist’s 

personal identity, since those very descriptors are a reflection of the artist him/herself.  

There is an implication in those criticisms, particularly those related to race or culture, 

that the person portraying race or ethnicity in his or her work should simply get over it, 
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that those kinds of issues are a settled matter in today’s society.  I would argue that, even 

in a predominantly pluralistic society, prejudice still exists.  One might say that Barack 

Obama’s election as the 44th President of the United States could represent a quantum 

shift in the ways race is perceived.  However, based on conversations I myself have 

overheard in the community, racism is still alive and well, despite such historic 

developments.   

Similarly, I’ve been asked about the reasons why I chose to conduct this research 

project, specifically as to whether the art/non-art question regarding documentary 

photography is not already a moot point under postmodernism.  As the evidence has 

shown throughout this document, it likely should be moot, but it is emphatically not a 

settled issue.  The advent of postmodernism may have set art in a new direction, but just 

as the Civil Rights movement made historic social changes yet has not completely 

eradicated racism, postmodernism has not transformed all aspects of art theory and 

criticism, let alone art practice or the academy.  In many areas of human existence, there 

are still many miles to go before true pluralism becomes the norm. 

Academic sources examined within this dissertation point to the lingering 

influence of formalism on the theory of photography, and Carroll (2009) offers 

convincing arguments regarding pervasive influence of the aesthetic experience 

definition of art, but popular criticism is also prevalent in terms of documentary art 

photography.  Each is related to the aesthetic experience definition of art, which 

continues to shape both scholarly and popular opinion as to how and why objects may be 

designated as artworks, even though the practices of the artworld, exemplified by the so-

called “anxious objects,” discussed in Chapter 4, offer compelling evidence to the 
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contrary (Danto, 1997).  Although it may seem to be a conflation of two different lines of 

thought, the academic arguments against documentary photography’s status as art based 

on formalism and popular opinion that places value on art that looks like art could be 

seen as two branches of the same formalist tree.  This is not a confusion of philosophy 

and popular opinion, but a melding of the two that forms the basis of ongoing exclusion 

of documentary photographs from classification as works of art.  That these views persist 

into the 21st century is all the more reason to undertake this systematic study in order to 

uncover the underlying causes of the unfair criticism that artists have experienced, and to 

attempt to rectify the situation.   
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Appendix A: Figures 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Eugene Atget 
Rue des Pretres-Saint-Severin (1899). 
In Harris (1999), p. 102 
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Figure 2: Walker Evans 
Bethlehem Graveyard and Steel Mill (1935) 
In Salemme (2003) p. 147 
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Figure 3: Dorothea Lange, 
Migrant Mother (1936) 
In Newhall (1937, 2009) p. 235 
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Figure 4: Gordon Parks 
Washington D.C. Government Charwoman (a.k.a. American Gothic) (1942) 
Photographs division, Farm Security Administration—Office of War Information 
photography collection. 
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Figure 5: Sebastião Salgado 
Dispute between Serra Pelada gold mine workers and military police. (1986) 
From Salgado (1993). Workers: An archaeology of the industrial age. 
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Figure 6: Honore Daumier (1862). 
“Nadar Elevating Photography to the Height of Art” 
George Eastman House Still Photography Archive, retrieved from www.geh.org 
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Figure 7: Errol Morris, “Thought Experiment Part 1: The Case of the Inappropriate 
Alarm Clock”  (2009) Original photograph by Arthur Rothstein (1936) 
Photographs division, Farm Security Administration— 
Office of War Information photography collection. Retrieved from 
http://graphics8.nytimes.com/images/2009/11/09/opinion/10morrisspan/custom1.jpgol 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 8: Lee Friedlander, 
Mt. Rushmore, South Dakota (1969) 
Fraenkel Gallery, San Francisco, CA 
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Figure 9: Fazal Sheikh 
Labhuben, child bride, Gujarat, India (2007) 
Retrieved from www.fazalsheikh.org 
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Figure 10: Miguel Gandert 
Teresa Gutirrez, Juarez, Mexico (1996). 
Andrew Smith Gallery 
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Figure 11: Delilah Montoya 
El Guadalupano (1998) 
Andrew Smith Gallery 
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Figure 12:Dorothea Lange 
White Angel Breadline (1933) 
Private collection, San Francisco, CA 
Retrieved from www.ArtNet.com 
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Figure 13: Bruce Mackh 
Untitled.  From No Direction Home (2008) 
Private Collection 
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Appendix B: Transcript of Interview with Fazal Sheikh 
 

Question Participant’s Response 
1. When and where were you 
born? 

I was born in 1965 in New York City. 

2. How would you describe 
your family’s race, ethnicity, 
and/or nationality? 

I guess I would describe myself as being a sort of 
mixed ethnic background. 

3. Did/do you have family 
members outside of the U.S.? 

Yes, much of my father’s side of the family is living, 
well far and few, but many of them in Kenya and the 
United Kingdom. 

4. In which country were your 
parents born?  Your 
grandparents? 

My father’s side of the family was from what was India 
and what later became Pakistan after partition and they 
immigrated to east Africa he then traveled to the states 
for his college graduate work and my mother’s side of 
the family was of English Irish German descent. But 
she was born and raised in the states. I’m just an 
American Citizen 

5. Did you grow up speaking a 
language other than English?  
If so what and in what settings 
(at home, at school, with 
relatives outside of the 
immediate family…)? 

I speak Swahili and Spanish poorly from my school 
days. German also, not very good. But I speak some 
German, but primarily Swahili. 

6. In what sort of community 
did you grow up? 
(Racial/ethnic makeup, 
occupations, single family 
homes or apartments, 
urban/suburban/rural setting…) 

I grew up in New York City in Manhattan, so obviously 
in the urban setting. I went to school a few blocks away 
from where I was born on the upper east side and it was 
a somewhat perhaps mixed neighborhood. So anyone 
who has spent time in Manhattan knows that you don’t 
really dwell on those blocks very often because so 
many of the people you meet in the street are from 
other countries or racial groups. 

7. Into which social class 
would you categorize your 
family while you were growing 
up?  Which social class do you 
consider yourself to be a part 
of today? 

Like I said we were a broad sweep from lower middle 
class to upper middle class. 
The artistic class is certainly something unto itself. I 
guess I would say I was upper middle class. 

8. What were your parents’ 
occupations? 

My mother was an editor and my father had various 
occupations at one time he had a publishing house for 
religious texts and later in life he worked in real estate 
and at one point even had a restaurant in Manhattan. 

9. What were your parents’ 
levels of education? 

My father went to graduate school, college and 
graduate school. St. John’s (?) and my mother had a 
BA. 
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10. What was your family’s 
religious background? 

Well, my father’s side of the family, he was raised in an 
Islamic Muslim house hold. His father was a devout 
Muslim. Traveling over land to Mecca every year from 
Kenya and though he was raised in that tradition, later 
in life he secularized. My mother side of the family is 
from the Episcopal Church and she was early on 
exposed to religion but later in life was not a devout 
follower of that church. 

11. What were your family’s 
political beliefs and/or 
affiliations? 

They were by and large extremely progressive. Both of 
my parents left. 

12. What would you say were 
your family’s core values? 

That’s a rather broad question, I think that one of the 
things that I and I don’t know if that cuts to the heart of 
your question but I think that’s the notion that was in 
stilled in me from an early age that we have the right to 
question that conversation and ruminating to the 
political climate of the day is pretty much the family 
sort of supports one another and that went from 
anything from personal issues to political issues 
religious issues in particular that is perhaps the reason I 
mention that is that they were raised in a climate 
wherein one could challenge and one could question 
the depths of religion. Which is something that has 
resonated with me quite a bit as I’ve engaged my work 
through the years. I think they also, for them 
exceptionally important was the notion of education. 
That was something that was instilled in me as well 
was whatever I would do later in life, which they would 
have little sense that they wouldn’t mandate what I 
would do. They certainly insisted that I would get a 
good education to start me out. But maybe if you 
elaborate a little on the core values I can give you a bit 
more..ok 

13. How many siblings did you 
have?  What level of education 
did they attain?  What 
occupations or professions did 
they choose when they became 
adults? 

I am an only child actually. 
No I have a stepbrother and a stepsister. My father was 
remarried later in life when I was about 19 or 20. One 
of them is a barrister in the United Kingdom, a lawyer, 
and the other one works for a company in Philadelphia. 

14. What cultural experiences 
did you have while growing 
up? (Visits to museums or art 
galleries, concerts, 
plays/theatre, etc…)  Did these 
experiences (or lack thereof) 

All of the above, I was born and raised not far from the 
Metropolitan Museum. Much of my informative period 
was much in the Natural History Museum and at 
Metropolitan. In terms of music and theatre and plays 
all the things in New York, we took advantage of my 
grandmother was often in the philharmonic in 
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have and bearing on your 
decision to become a 
photographer? 

Manhattan so I was with her often and at the theater as 
well with my mother’s side of the family and my 
grandparents. 

15. At what age did you begin 
to be interested in 
photography?  Did your family 
encourage or oppose this 
interest?  If so, in what way(s)? 

I think I was exposed to various media in the realm of 
art at a very early age. I think it was something that in 
particular my mother was very enthusiastic about and 
she was, as I said, an editor, and she was a rather gifted 
writer although she wasn’t a published writer and I 
think she had a great respect for the arts and somehow I 
think that was indeed instilled in me. But I didn’t, I 
worked in painting and drawing and ceramics during 
my teenage years and it was in college that I came into 
contact with photography. Well, actually that’s not true, 
I came into contact a little bit in high school, as a sort 
of side hobby. Oh, next question, I, I was fairly 
interested in it from a very young age in high school 
and I worked a little in the dark room but I was self-
taught. And then I had been working quite a bit in high 
school in ceramics and sculpture. And that was the first 
medium I studied with at Princeton and in the end of 
my second year, my sophomore year, in college my 
ceramics teacher, a woman named Trisha (?) 
encouraged me to try classes in other media and it was 
then that I took a class at Princeton, so that was the first 
that a planting of a seed, with a real kind of 
determination to that medium. 

16. What was your rationale or 
inspiration for becoming a 
photographer?  Please describe 
this process. 

No, I mean I always had an interest in art. Though I 
didn’t know that that would be my major. From the 
moment I was a freshman I did take classes in the art 
department but I quickly realized that that perhaps was 
a niche for me where I could flourish in a way that I 
probably wouldn’t have if in the broader school at large 
because I didn’t feel so much, Uh, how shall I say, 
connected with the tenor of the school in some ways, I 
lived on my own a couple of years before college and 
so I was extremely independent and I found that in the 
art department which, in those days was very small, uh, 
the professors were extraordinary and so it was a kind 
of a little outpost where you could quietly engage, 
whatever your medium was, painting, photography, 
sculpture with people who wanted you to appreciate it 
as kind of a life’s choice, the process of engaging with 
art. Um and I think it was through maybe experiences 
of getting to know these people, people like Emma 
Gowan (?), where I grew to appreciate what that could 
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do for your life. You know, the process of making art. 
The process of exploration, trying to piece together a 
puzzle through your work in process was pretty 
exciting to me. And initially it was, as for many I think 
probably in college, um my inquiry was based on self-
reflection on your place in the world, or your sense of 
sexuality or your feeling, how shall I say, stable within 
one’s self and so much of my work was about that you 
know either self-portraits or images that were um, I’d 
say sort of primal in nature and introspective. And, you 
know, at some point you turn your gaze outward and 
you start to look at the world around you more and you 
start to look a little less centered upon yourself. But I 
think the process was more revelatory that way that, 
you know, you used it as a way to feel more 
comfortable about yourself, I guess cathartic or 
therapeutic and then you also use it as a tool to view the 
world around you, you know what are the impulses you 
are seeing, how do you respond to them, is sort of what 
the process has been. 
I think it was really the realization that in the process of 
making something going into an arena in which you 
feel insecure or you have questions that have yet to be 
answered the act of working through those questions, 
the process of making something about them was 
educative, it helped you to better understand yourself at 
one point and perhaps later better understand the depths 
of something you are engaging, so that in a political 
sense would be to challenge that which I had read. Or 
to begin to make sense of a place, say if it were a 
refugee community to let the place complicate and 
deepen what I might have thought as kind of a 
preconceived notion of what the people and the place 
had to offer, to me was a really exciting thing, the 
process was revelatory rather than an imposition of 
something that say something that was or preordained 
or preconceived, if you know what I mean. 

17. What is your educational 
background?  From which 
institutions have you earned a 
degree? 

Just, I only went to Princeton, I didn’t go to graduate 
school, so I have a BA from Princeton. 

18. Please describe your work 
history both related to and 
outside of photography, 
including present and former 

Uh, for the most part, when I, soon after I graduated, I 
had a scholarship, a Fulbright scholarship to work in 
Kenya, and during those sort of years of furtively trying 
to carve out a way of working, I slowly made it through 
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employers and occupations. that time on grants and things like that. Soon thereafter 
was able to show my work, so I was fairly lucky to 
finish school when the National endowment for the arts 
and the school counsel for the arts were very supportive 
of individual artists when their budgets had been 
curtailed. And so, by and large I have worked ever 
since college on long term projects, books, museum 
exhibitions, gallery exhibitions and the like. I have on 
occasion taught, though not very frequently. And the 
fact that I am often asked to lecture or to um to take up 
residence at an institution or university for a time. It has 
been my primary means of support. 

19. For the purposes of this 
study, Western culture may be 
broadly understood as a set of 
traditions, languages, 
ideologies, religions, political 
systems, philosophies, and 
technologies stemming from 
the civilizations of ancient 
Greece, ancient Rome, and 
Europe.  Contemporarily, 
Western culture is 
characterized by the ideals of 
democracy/freedom, 
capitalism, human rights, the 
rule of law, Judeo-Christian 
morality and ethics, 
educational attainment, 
individualism, and reason.   
Given this understanding, do 
you consider yourself to exist 
within and/or to take part in 
Western culture?  If so, why?  
If not, why not? 

Yes, yep. A rather Eurocentric position, you know, I 
guess some people would have to say, yes to that 
question. I think that doesn’t exactly answer your 
question, but I feel as an individual that perhaps of my 
heritage, my mixed background, I feel that I traverse 
different cultures and world and ideological 
perspectives and I feel that I use them quite often my 
working process which to reconcile those two facets of 
myself. Um, one clearly born and raised within a 
privileged western environment, very traditional, very 
privileged to be at a place like Princeton and other 
places I went to school and to be raised in New York, 
uh, but having said that, a part of myself is, um, clearly 
the priorities of my sensibilities are connected to 
something else, something perhaps, if you would say 
loosely, something of the east, something outside of 
these sensibilities though their certain tenets and that 
share a similarity, and much of my work has been about 
trying to, not reconcile, but to allow those two facets of 
myself to coexist. And so, I think, an answer to your 
question would be, I would say yes, I certainly consider 
myself to exist within western culture, but I think that 
perhaps the part of my heritage that is from without that 
culture maybe allows me or forces me to have a bit of a 
different perspective on the culture in which I was 
raised. 

20. If you feel comfortable 
sharing this information, 
roughly what percentage of 
your annual personal income 
comes from your art practice, 
and what percentage comes 
from other sources such as a 
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salary or through investment 
income? (You need not 
mention specific dollar 
amounts—a rough percentage 
or fraction is enough.) 
21. It could be argued that 
photography was born modern 
within the Western 
cultural/philosophical/aesthetic 
tradition.  Today, photography 
has become a ubiquitous 
communication tool.  How 
would you describe your place 
as a photographer within the 
contemporary practice of 
photography? 

(muffled)....I think those are the ones to follow…. In 
opposition to something else. I think that it’s probably 
not so much serving one’s art practice to try to 
orchestrate your position. I think if you follow your 
own sensibilities that you end up with something that is 
unique to your personality, the way that you know 
photographers work, you know a photographer by the 
work they make, photographers are particular in that 
way, you kind of can’t get away from your sensibilities 
in the images that you make. How would I describe my 
place within the contemporaries of photography, I 
frankly don’t think its very relevant to me, I don’t think 
that I am the one that is suited to do that. I don’t think 
so much at being limited by just breaking it down in 
that way. I think of my work in a broader way also with 
relating to other media, literature, films, painting, and 
music. Well, I often try and keep that in mind when I 
am working, rather than to be swept away and try to be 
too myopic in thinking short term, I like to think about 
you’re your message, how your message will endure, 
you know the various bodies of work one is creating do 
they have a kind of synergy do they have a kind of 
connectedness so that when one looks at it from afar, 
many years ahead will it be possible to see a similar 
sensibility over various bodies of work. That certainly 
would be very important to me, looking back on my 
life’s work, at whatever point that may be, that one 
could see that there was a similar sensibility perhaps in 
terms of aesthetic sensibility maybe the things that have 
come most easily to me are maybe the things that are 
most effective, maybe that’s the idea of the ability to 
gain permission or for the sitters of the portraits that I 
make feel at ease enough to invite me and through me 
the viewer into their lives to open something for us to 
engage. That for me is very important and I think that is 
very understated and subtle but it is something that I 
feel very privileged to have, for whatever reason, 
people are often open to the invitation, you know, to sit 
for a photograph. 

22. Please describe your Many of my projects have been a sort of mingling of a 
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photographic practice in detail 
(processes, equipment, 
materials, subject matter…). 

search for my own family history, my heritage mingled 
with obviously the political situation of areas when I 
first worked in Kenya which was the area my father 
was born and then the larger body of work was for the 
legacy left to me by my grandfather in what was 
northern India what was the Afghan border, I have 
always tried to mingled something that is very personal 
with something that is, with a kind of writing or image 
making about what is the contemporary situation in 
places that I’m visiting. My practice is very simple, 
probably has always been about the early days of when 
I first finished college, generally speaking I approached 
the individuals in the community in which I wished to 
work, essentially plead my case and ask them to let me 
work there and they collaborate in the process and 
that’s about it. I think they often inform the process, 
they often add more to the image making than I do, 
indeed, and the thing that I think, for me, is maybe, 
what I can do best is to remain open and to listen to the 
way they inform the process, the equipment very 
simple, I am not very gifted technically, at least I have 
perhaps been able to manipulate the medium to coax it 
to say the things that I wanted to. In other words, I 
think that for my specific way of working I think that I 
developed a pretty good technique but it’s the style that 
is very specific to those images I don’t think I am that 
gifted in the sense of the broader sense in making work 
that is technically proficient. Materials, again, pretty 
simple, I think that the best you can do if you make a 
strong image is to pare things down as much as 
possible the most effective images for me are the ones 
that are able to resonate something through the greatest 
simplicity.  

23. How has your photographic 
practice changed over the 
course of your career?  What 
prompted these changes? 

I think as I mentioned before I think many of the ways 
in which I work are perhaps exactly the same once I 
realize that, you know, there was a great benefit in just 
allowing yourself, well putting yourself in a space to be 
open, a kind of a vulnerable space in the sense where 
you don’t really know what you want to say about the 
place, lets say that it’s a given issue that you’re 
confronting for the first time, Id rather prefer now to 
allow myself the time of unknowing time to move 
through unknowing, trust that you have the tools to 
figure it out slowly. The most difficult thing is each 
time you go to work in a place to remain understated at 
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the outcome. How has it changed? Perhaps I may have 
grown a bit more confident at broaching subjects that 
are difficult or poignant or that perhaps I have a better 
sense of how to confront my own insecurities in a given 
situation and also how to weigh through the complex 
way it should or should not be photographed, that is to 
say when that image, when it would be a trespass to 
make an image, when there is a time to not take a 
photograph, perhaps I am a little better at recognizing 
that difference. 

24. If you could place your 
photographs into a particular 
genre, what would it be and 
why? 

I have to say that this kind of question or this kind of 
stance that has come in the last few years I find 
incredibly unsettling, I just read a catalogue yesterday 
and I picked it up and it said “So and so is an artist to 
use in photography” and I find that so divisive, I find 
that the best images, I would hope that the best images 
I could make could break down barriers, that they could 
function in the realm of art in the realm of documentary 
in the space between, there is no reason to isolate and I 
think the idea that one would argue that someone is an 
artist  who uses photography, I mean if you cut to the 
essence of what that means it is an issue of commerce. 
Well I don’t think that the process that we’re involved 
in should be you know, primarily about commerce and 
I find that not really very helpful, frankly.  I would say, 
if anything maybe I’m a photographer that uses art, I 
mean I don’t really care about those distinctions I think 
when you, like you asked me earlier, when you look 
back 50 years on somebody’s work you’ll judge it by 
all these standards, is it aesthetically compelling, did it 
talk to something, did it talk to us about something that 
was poignant, did it articulate those concerns in an 
effective fashion, does it resonate over time, meaning 
the more I look at it does it actually gain in strength and 
complexity rather than waning.  Those are the things I 
am interested in, those are certainly that I am sustained 
by when I look at other works of art, whether they be, it 
doesn’t matter the medium to me, what matters to me 
the impact they have on me or the person who cares 
about making art. 
There was a tirade for you. 

25. Please list any awards you 
have received and/or 
recognition you have earned 
for your photographs.  Include 

I have been very lucky. I don’t know I’ve had many 
fellowships, and awards and grants from the beginning. 
When I started in college I had some awards and grants 
through Fulbright, National Endowment, McArthur 
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the impact these have had on 
your work, if any  

Fellowship various awards in different arenas that 
would normally be thought of in portraiture or in 
documentary or art, so in a way I am pleased that a 
variety of institutions have seen fit to sort of 
acknowledge the impact of the work maybe. 
I guess it’s hard to say. I mean I have felt that I am 
fortunate that I am able to work and I would like to say 
that I would work with the same kind of determination 
and enthusiasm if had no awards or no chance to 
exhibit my work. I have to say that it has been 
important to me the notion of being able to share what 
you are making I think art is a process in which it’s a 
dialogue. Its very selfish in one sense, but in another 
sense it is selfless, in that you engender you bring about 
a kind of discussion and I think that part of receiving 
these kind of accolades or whatever they are and being 
able to exhibit the work is bringing it back into the 
world so that it is fulfilling a cycle, a circle so that you 
spend more time in a way making and then you bring it 
back in the hopes of having, spinning of a kind of 
conversation. So for people who are having a degree of 
success it is difficult to say, I am very appreciative of 
that fact, I mean I am very appreciative of the fact that I 
am able to primarily work without, you know, having 
to do any other work, in order to support that endeavor. 

26. By which art galleries are 
you represented, if any? 

Yeah, my main gallery is Pace/MacGill Gallery in New 
York City and has been ever since I graduated from 
college. 
No, I have worked with some galleries from time to 
time, but that’s my main gallery. 

27. Are your photographs in 
the collections of any museums 
and/or art museums?  If so, 
which one(s)?  Please indicate 
the type of museum, its name, 
and location. 

Oh, I don’t know, there are probably at least 50 
collections from International Photographers, the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, that kind, various parts of 
the world, I could send you my resume if you like, but 
the normal from university museums to the established 
museums that I was so enamored of growing up. From 
the Metropolitan Museum to the museum in Kenya. So 
those are the ones that give me the greatest pride, the 
ones from the place where you were raised, the ones 
that are part of their collection. 

28. Sebastião Salgado is 
known for producing 
extraordinarily beautiful 
photographs of dramatically 
miserable or traumatic subject 

Yeah, of course. Firstly I would like to say something 
about Salgado himself, I mean because often my work 
is sort of compared to his in the sense that his work is 
by and large is, he is interested in making images of 
heroism, of a sort of Marxist standpoint of the notion of 
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matter.  His work has 
frequently been criticized as 
capitalizing upon and/or 
exploiting the misery of others.  
Have you encountered similar 
criticism in your photographic 
practice? What was your worst 
experience with criticism of 
your work? 

that the individual is subservient to a greater cause. But 
you know I have watched this guy from afar work and 
I, from the moment I started photography in college 
I’ve kept an eye on what he is doing, you know 
someone who has given so much caring , so much 
energy and enthusiasm, and has invested so much of his 
heart in what he’s making, part of that is unavailable. I 
think he really believes in what he is doing and I think 
that he really wants to impact the world with his 
message and this idea of exploiting, I mean I know that 
was one of his, you know, an article of an old New 
Yorker had said the notion of making something 
beautiful out of something so horrifying, you shouldn’t 
forget that his images were instrumental in closing 
down that gold mine in Brazil. So having said that, I 
think my aesthetic is perhaps even diametrically 
opposed from his in the sense that if I am going to get 
to understand a greater. If I want to reach a greater 
understanding of a place or a heroic position I would 
like to do that through a specific nature of an individual 
rather than through a heroic effort of someone that 
sacrifices an individual. I think that is one way in which 
he and I work. Have I encountered any criticism in my 
artistic practice? Yes, I mean, a slight of his work 
would apply to my work as well. How can you make 
something beautiful out of something so horrifying? 
That could be one question, but then you have to ask 
yourself, what would be better? Is it better only to make 
something gritty or something offhand of a difficult 
reality. From my perspective I make images that I hope 
are the most respectful of the sitters, I make the sitters 
as well as I can and I hope that by conferring a degree 
of respect upon the sitter, the respect I think they 
deserve that the viewer will understand and perhaps 
want to know more about the situation. So I guess that 
would probably, if ever that may be the worst criticism 
I have received because sometimes I work with very 
volatile situations and stories and I have to find a 
means of how to confront that. I am conscious at the 
same time that its quite possible when you are dealing 
with the same issues that to say something about one 
person may err on the side of impropriety. But I think if 
you look at someone’s work in the broader context you 
begin to understand what the person is, what their 
sensibilities are, what they’re on about.  
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29. How did this criticism 
impact you personally, 
professionally, and/or 
artistically? 

It doesn’t. I have thought pretty long and hard about the 
way in which I am working and the notion of making 
what I hope very compelling portraits of people that I 
care about and I have no problem with the idea that 
there is something aesthetically pleasing or even 
beautiful about that because I think that only confers 
respect upon the subject.  

30. What do you consider to be 
your greatest accomplishment 
as a photographer? 

I never really considered that I think that perhaps 
…sometimes stripping down my preconceptions being 
able to give over perhaps to the subject and ask their 
permission to photograph and inform them of the 
process. That is one thing that I am happy with.  I don’t 
think its an accomplishment, I think that it’s a…. 

31. How has this impacted 
your subsequent work? 

Perhaps to…at the best of times, to raise questions, to 
create a conversation about issues that are perhaps 
either overlooked or about which we have too many 
preconceptions. But I am not one of those that think 
you can measure your work in tangible impact of your 
work, I think that that’s a kind of a conceit. 

32. Which artists have 
influenced your practice of 
photography?  In what ways? 

The photographers that I was always so keen on were 
those that were basically working with a kind of 
obsession about their endeavor not just by working sort 
of rise in fame or something like that, so I am 
enamored of Walker Evans, I am enamored of Robert 
Frank, Louis Hines of my teacher Emma Gowan (?)and 
how they integrated image making into their lives. 
Robert Frank because he was, though he made his most 
significant work in the late 1950’s, he continued to 
grow as an artist in the next years of his life up until 
today.  You know the idea that you continue to work, 
you continue to explore, and you evolve. Perhaps in 
retrospect it wouldn’t be seen as the strongest work but 
you move on from something and that’s a notion, 
which I am impressed by because I realize how difficult 
it is. 

33. Are there any 
photographers whom you 
particularly admire?  If so, who 
and why? 

I think I kind of mentioned that earlier, you know. 

34. In what way(s) do you feel 
that your own race, ethnicity, 
culture, class, gender, religion, 
or other personal factors 
influence your work? 

I am interested in making work that crosses boundaries 
because I am basically the product of two separate 
poles within myself, so I am interested in making work 
that moves, of bridges between one community, one 
religious sensibility from one culture and another. And 
for instance, in the recent bodies of work that I have 
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been engaged in India there are largely surrounding 
women’s issues and I, the people who have seen them 
they had the notion that these images were made by a 
woman and I thought there is nothing more lovely to 
me than the notion that you can arrive at a kind of level 
of understanding that allows you to make something 
that even bridges gender. That allows you to confront 
somebody on a human level, that is, that transcends 
gender or religion or race.  

35. Please describe the process 
by which you select your 
photographic subjects. 

Yeah, again early on I was interested in those things 
that resonated with my own history, a kind of an 
inquiry into my own heritage. Beyond that I think they 
have been subjects often not attended to, ones which 
resonated with my sort of psychological make up. 
Perhaps which I thought would be educative, in some 
ways me personally and also of the chance to make a 
community that is not often given that kind of attention. 
I think if you are going to spend so much time working 
on a project or in a place I think that it should be in the 
service of someone you care about. 

36. Is your selection of 
photographic subjects affected 
by and/or related to your own 
race, ethnicity, culture, class, 
gender, and/or religion?  If so, 
please explain. 

Absolutely. I mean I think that traditional 
photojournalism to a certain degree is a hierarchal 
relationship whereby an image is made to create a sense 
of outrage or pity from the viewer. The viewer is then 
inclined to give money. Then money becomes a kind of 
distancing mechanism, it is a kind of hierarchy in 
which pity is ‘I am above the person I am giving money 
to’ I think in some ways that is essential, I also find that 
it would be interesting to make images that are not just 
about that kind of hierarchy are rather a broadening a 
vocabulary, that any of us can be in that situation, and I 
feel as though much of my work until now has actually 
been making images that posit the notion that you or I 
could be in the same position could be rendered before 
us and I think on occasion that clashes with a 
traditional mode of kind of half document community. 
In your brackets, as I have said I have very often 
worked not only documenting communities but in 
places where I had a search, an inquiry of my own 
heritage, so that’s been in Afghanistan, that’s been in 
Kenya. And more recently perhaps in the spiritual sense 
has been the work that I have engaged in India has 
loosely been engaged with the notion of loss, perhaps I 
haven’t experienced the same kind of loss as those 
people but I have experienced a depth of loss which 



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

352 

perhaps draws me to people who have experienced a 
similar level of emotion. 
I generally work pretty slowly. Most of my projects 
took two or three years. You know, Moksha, going 
back and forth to a community. It depends on the place. 
Sometimes you may find at ease in a place earlier I’m 
less interested in the act of photographing so for me 
that is already a distancing moment and I generally 
speaking am not so please to photograph until I also 
feel comfortable in the place. So there’s no rule for 
that, sometimes it can come quickly and perhaps in the 
work I made in India it is a rather slower process, until 
it is the people that you are with are comfortable and 
you have enough of the sense of a place that you can 
begin to make images. 

37. Since the inception of 
photography, there has been 
opposition to the classification 
of photographs as works of art.  
Do you think that photographs 
are, or can be, works of art?  If 
so, why?  If not, why not? 

For me it is not even a relevant question, like I said 
before, for me I think the most compelling works, 
whatever medium they are in have the ability to 
resonate in a way that is provocative and profound, that 
are photographed with equal footing with any other 
form of art 

38. Do you consider yourself to 
be an artist?  If so, why?  If 
not, why not? 

Yeah, I think its funny now the notion of the artist and 
the notion of the commerce of the thing it has acquired 
a sort of grandeur. The idea of being an artist keeping 
things together, using media, engaging a conversation, 
making something that is also beautiful and resonate. 
Of course, yes I am an artist, I use text, I use image 
making, I design the books but I don’t use the word 
artist in the sense of grandeur I use it as a sort of a basic 
laborer’s term, as it should be, I don’t think it should be 
exclusive, I think it should be something open and then 
allow the work to argue for itself over time. 

39. Do you consider your 
photographs to be artistic in 
nature and/or works of art?  
Please explain. 

Yes. There is nothing to explain, its clear. The next 
question also, how do you define art. For me, the idea 
of creating something, although my work has had the 
notion of creating something engaging a kind of dialog 
that has an emotional visual sensorial real impact which 
simmers and resonates and transforms over time, the 
best images I have seen and aspire to making myself 
although I wouldn’t claim that I have made are those 
that are so layered and so complex that they hold your 
attention in a way that is actually beyond simple 
description, its beyond words. For me, my own 
personal art, I am also interested also in text I like the 
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notion that you can make an image that stands alone or 
you can orchestrate a piece of text that perhaps also 
stands alone and when you wed the two together they 
transcend the separation of the elements. So for me I 
can look at painting sculpture film music literature and 
for me they are all of a piece. In my own work often 
attracted to things in other media or other artists that 
spark I kind of unspoken emotion in me and I don’t 
really care what medium they have used to arrive at 
that kind of emotional resonance.  

40. Do you intend for your 
photographs to be considered 
by others to be works of art?  
Please explain. 

Isn’t it funny though, about question 42 and 43 that, 
you know that’s an artifice of the last years, you know, 
an argument whether what we consider that are works 
of art. Actually what does that mean? What would it 
mean if you said “No”. What is it that we’re involved 
in, how is it that you orchestrate an image when you 
say if you are just simply talking about making a 
picture even in a photojournalistic sense, what is it that 
you are doing? I mean, what is it in that organizing the 
properties within that frame are meant to achieve? And 
is the idea of a work of art is that something now that 
has become laudable, is it something just about 
commerce? I mean if you say I am an artist who uses 
photography, I don’t really know what that means 
anymore.  It doesn’t define anything to me it only 
defines facts of somebody who says I want to sell 
something that wouldn’t be art. And I wouldn’t claim 
myself as an artist. I don’t really care if I am not 
considered a photographer or an artist I will still be 
making the same thing. I can’t convince you that I am 
an artist or that I am a photographer just by saying it, I 
have to convince you by making something that also 
shows you that conviction, don’t I? 
I am trying to ask you a question aren’t I? 

41. In both historical and 
contemporary usage, 
photographs often serve as a 
tool of communication, or to 
convey factual information in a 
visual form.  Do your 
photographs serve a 
communicative or 
informational purpose?  Please 
explain. 

One of things that I am very pleased about is that they 
on occasion that they fit in various realms that they can 
be just as comfortably fit in the art world as they can in 
within a documentary tradition or even a social 
tradition. No, I have no problem with that. 

42. Do you feel that I don’t believe that the photograph is any longer, I think 
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photographs convey truthful 
information?  Is a photograph a 
factual record of something 
that actually existed, or is it 
something else?  Please 
explain. 

most people would think it is an objective document, 
given that fact I think that I make work that is 
subjective. I do hope that it conveys a certain 
information but that information I have to acknowledge 
or filter my own sensibilities, so indeed it’s a kind of 
evocation of my own sensibilities mixed with I am 
seeing it. I am offering you a kind of dialog and I am 
offering you an objective. 
No I think there are few people that would argue that a 
photograph can convey exact truthful information. As I 
said I think that a photograph is born to us by the 
person who chose how to frame what elements to see, 
what moment to see and in my work I very much 
accept the notion that any of the images are a part of a 
broader sensibility so when you are engaging in a work 
you are also engaging the voice of a person or a 
perspective of who made it. Yeah, for lack of a better 
word there’s a degree of authorship there but its also 
humble in the sense that you are saying that you cant 
make an objective document so lets say that its not 
objective and if its not objective who is the person, lets 
also try and figure out what their sensibilities are lets 
see if we can see what we are being offered.  

43. Do you consider your 
photographs to be documentary 
in nature?  Please explain. 

Depends on how you define documentary. Along the 
lines of … broadly speaking, among other things I 
would consider it documentary. But I mean, my version 
of documentary is certainly different from other 
people’s. 

44. Do you feel that a 
photograph can simultaneously 
be an informational document 
and a work of art?  If so, why?  
If not, why not? 

As I said earlier there is no objectivity in photography. 
I think that that we are seeing is brought to us by the 
sensibilities of a person’s material together. So in my 
books, my exhibitions what you are seeing is one facet 
of a story. So if I say I worked in Somalia and there are 
media in the images that I am angered by. I don’t think 
my work is better than theirs. I think it is important 
when you see that work that you think of mine and vice 
versa so that viewer himself or herself is able to 
somehow begin to challenge to begin to consider what 
are the sensibilities of a person who made that work 
and what am I seeing when I process that with what 
I’ve seen at that place before. 
Yes absolutely. For all the reasons I said before. I think 
that if you want to make somebody interested in an 
issue or a person or a story you use the tools that are at 
your disposal to make the viewer more engaged to feel 



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

355 

more of a kinship with the work that they are looking 
at. In my work many of them are portraits so I am 
perfectly happy wooing the viewer by making an image 
of the person that I care about in a way that makes the 
viewer want to know more. 

45. Have you encountered 
others with an opinion contrary 
to your own as to whether your 
photographs (or the 
photographs of others) are/are 
not works of art?  Please 
explain. 

I don’t know. I don’t really, I haven’t really, 
encountered that. Some of my photographs are 
extremely simple and extremely straightforward and 
sometimes I have on one or two occasions and this is 
interpretive and not really fair but I have a responses of 
anger and I think that in sometimes some emotional 
plateau some of the installations or the books are about 
things that are poignant and complex and also 
sometimes troubling. And I think that that is not always 
easy to, it’s not always easy for a viewer to be 
confronted with those things and so a distancing device 
could be anger. I don’t intend my work ever to be 
aggressive or challenging in that arena but I do 
understand that it often engages topics people and 
places that are difficult on an emotional social political 
level. Not sure that completely answers your question 
but it something that I think on occasion happens where 
the emotional kind of body of work may be unsettling 
for a viewer and create emotions in them that are 
difficult to predict. 
Nobody, I mean for the most part I have more 
emotional responses to work from people who didn’t 
expect because often when you see the installations the 
images woo you in a away and open you, and then 
when you read the text and its often shocking its often a 
very poignant text that are intended actually to be very 
emotional and I think I’ve never met anyone who was 
angered by them but I have read a couple of times 
where I felt that there was probably the sense that it 
was speaking of something too personal. If a person is 
not themselves ready to engage very difficult issues, 
perhaps, I don’t even know how to say that to you, 
perhaps it can be seen as a challenge that if somebody 
else is creating a mood that is very emotive, for lack of 
a better word. I intend for people to see the exhibition 
or in the books I do expect them to be a kind of 
emotional experiences. I know that is a heavy handed 
sense but I think that we have empathy, I like, I love 
the notion that we have empathy for the people that we 
are seeing that it is touching a cord in us and we can go 
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across the divide, you know I could be a rich white 
person in America and look at a destitute Indian on the 
streets of India and yet in the course of the exhibition 
have a kind of confrontation with this person which 
challenges my own sense of calm. How can it be that a 
destitute person in India has this kind of confrontation 
with the camera? How can this person be looking at me 
with such maturity and such calm? That can be 
upsetting. Yeah. If you can put your mind, or you have 
set for yourself a sort of hierarchy in the world, it 
allows for me to feel pity for someone in Africa or 
India, but does it allow me to accept them as the same 
level as I am that’s the different, that’s a different 
relationship. Do you know what I mean?  

46. Among many possible 
interpretations, the art world, 
or the institutional theory of 
art, may be understood to 
indicate that art exists within a 
cooperative network of social 
links.  This network would not 
only include artists, but would 
also encompass museums and 
galleries, educational 
institutions/art educators, the 
manufacturers of art 
supplies/equipment, art critics, 
aesthetic philosophers, and 
many others, all of whom 
engage in activities related to 
works of art.  In what way(s) 
do you feel that your 
photographic practice has been 
impacted by various aspects of 
the artworld? 

I think its, as I alluded to earlier, I think its difficult to 
unravel that you know, I mean from early on I was 
dealing with galleries and museums and fellowships 
and universities, speaking engagements, and things, I 
mean its clear that all of our work is impacted by that. 
It’s also clear that we are happy to engage on many 
levels in the art world. I think what is difficult and for 
me dangerous would be the moment your own sense of 
work and your own priorities become subservient to 
that world. And I think that’s a danger and I think that 
is more and more prevalent the idea that young artists 
have given over too much of themselves in the hope of 
being knighted or lauded by the art world. I think that’s 
a fragile balance, if I may say that in that way. But the 
best of institutions the best of those critic s and the best 
of those philosophers care about the process of making 
art and for them I think the commerce is secondary. I 
think that we all look as artists for a community for me 
that will be not about promotion  or something like that, 
it will be about dialogue and really confronting the 
issues of making things and trying to unravel better 
ways to do that.  

47. In what ways have you 
experienced the effect(s) of the 
marketplace and/or capitalism 
in relationship to your art 
practice?  Has this been largely 
positive or negative?  Please 
explain. 

I guess I already answered it in the last question. It’s a 
reality of my books, for instance, I made a book about 
Afghanistan I think at the time cost $80 dollars and 
then I think I was confronted with the sense that none 
of the people in the book about whom the book was 
made could ever conceive of buying that book. So I 
was troubled by that notion. I set up a kind of a series 
of projects that would allow the work to be accessible 
free of charge. I think that is something that has been 
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important to me. Having said that, I mean I, though I 
have never engaged the media and have always worked 
outside of that realm believe, sort of not believing in 
then media myself, at least for my work, I have always 
believed that there are ways in the galleries. I have 
always shown my work and there is that facet to accept, 
just not be overwhelmed by or to allow your work to be 
driven by those sensibilities.  

48. There are a wide variety of 
social and critical theories that 
can influence, impact, or 
inform visual expression.  
[While definitions for each of 
these are many and varied, a 
brief working definition for the 
purposes of this study is 
included for each.]  Please 
describe they way(s) that each 
of the following social or 
critical theories has influenced, 
impacted, and/or informed 
your photographic practice. 
 
a.Oppositional consciousness: 
an ideology that a subordinated 
group of people chooses to 
employ in order to promote 
equality and change the 
dominant social order. 
 
b.Neo-Marxism: an awareness 
of social inequalities and a 
critique of the social problems 
resulting from these 
inequalities, leading to active 
engagement in resistance.  This 
viewpoint includes a deep 
mistrust of the mass media and 
of capitalism. 
 
c.Feminism: (specifically in 
relation to visual art) the 
historical objectification of 
women in works of art and the 
role of women as active 

I mean all of them in some regard have hit me heavily 
and have been variously integrated in my work, the 
idea of creating a level playing field whether it was 
across a socioeconomic hierarchy offering a voice that 
is allied with women perhaps on the Somali border 
where a vast majority of the camps were women and 
children but whose voices were subjugated to the men 
who were more forceful. All of these things relate to 
the essence of my work which has been about, I think 
from the very beginning, the idea of unraveling as I 
alluded to before, a hierarchal relationship, 
relationships that are hierarchies born of gender born of 
race born of colonial stances colonial fears so yes all of 
these touch tangentially upon my work. I think in some 
subtle ways the work challenges various of those 
structures in probably very subtle ways but depending 
on upon your reading it can be more assertive. I think 
that it is difficult to measure the tangible which one 
creates and I think it is a kind of a conceit of changing 
the world but I think all of this has had elements that 
have a way of engaging…..you would have to ask more 
specifically, how every single one of them relates 
specifically to that. 
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producers of works of art. 
 
d.Critical race theory:  an 
examination of the operation of 
racism in society, including an 
awareness of the ways in 
which the structure and 
vocabulary of society impede 
the action of justice.  As with 
feminism, this includes a focus 
on the representation of non-
Whites in works of art and the 
role of non-Whites as active 
producers of art. 
 
e.Postcolonial criticism:  
similar to critical race theory 
and also to feminism, this 
viewpoint examines the artistic 
representation of non-Western 
cultures in Western works of 
art, and also looks at the role of 
non-Western people as active 
producers of art.  Postcolonial 
criticism raises questions about 
whether there are universal 
concepts of aesthetics, or if 
aesthetic concepts are 
culturally specific.   
 
f.The preceding theories are in 
no way intended to represent 
an exhaustive list of all the 
possible theories that might 
influence visual expression.  
Are there any other theories or 
philosophies that have had a 
specific impact on your 
photographic expression?  If 
so, please explain. 
49. Perhaps one of the most 
pervasive philosophical 
concepts in art is the idea of 
Beauty.  Among the many 
definitions of Beauty are that it 

A. Well I think the things that I aspire to in works that 
I am making or the things that resonate in me best is 
beauty also has something of the sublime it has 
something poignant which transcends it surface that 
has a complexity that allows it to continue to emit 
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is (a) a sensory quality that 
provides intense pleasure or 
satisfaction to the mind as in “a 
beautiful sunset” or “a 
beautiful melody”, and (b) an 
excellent or extraordinary 
example of something.  

 
a. What is your definition of 
Beauty? 

 
b. In what way(s) does the idea 
of Beauty relate to your 
photographs? 

 
c. Do you specifically intend 
for your photographs to be 
thought of as “beautiful”? 
 
d. If so, in what way(s)? 

energy, for want of a better expression. Yeah, that 
is has a poignant and resonance that allows you to 
engage it again and again that it is renewed that it 
offers you something that on prior reading, or prior 
you weren’t able to access.  

 
B. And in a way, the second part of that question, how 

does it relate to my photograph, I mean I think 
probably the thing that I try to do I don’t know if I 
succeed in doing is to try to step back and to allow 
something inherently part of the person to come 
forward. That is to say that if there is any beauty in 
any of those photographs much of it is born by the 
person, the sitter of the photograph. They, I think, if 
I do anything well is allowing someone that is 
inherently already there rather than imposing upon 
them I hope to draw something out of them through 
their sense of calm or ease within their own body. 
You know that very clearly in a portrait you know 
when there’s a kind of ease of the sitter. Yeah? 

 
C.  Do I think of them to be thought of as beautiful, 

yeah, I mean I am not unhappy with the idea of 
using beauty to woo the viewer. Even in complex 
issues I see no impropriety in that. The way in 
which we were talking about Salgado, I mean there 
is that element but then also I think you have to 
wonder you know, what is it that this person really 
wants. Is it only about self, a kind of conceit or are 
they trying to lay a genuine discussion. And I think 
beauty can be a means to which to engender a 
conversation.  

50. How would you define the 
term “aesthetics” and in what 
way(s) might this relate to your 
photographs and/or your 
practice of photography? 
 

I think that for me as I have been saying I use various 
facets to create a work and for me very important, the 
extreme simplicity that is seen as almost nothing to 
allow the simple form or the simple gaze or the simple 
words the dream text of somebody to resonate for a 
picture in the voice of a person or their intended text to 
create something inexplicable that you know your 
hampered by the notion to explain in words because 
there is something emotive that transcends whatever 
you can concoct in language. 
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Appendix C: Transcript of Interview with Miguel Gandert 
 

Question Participant’s Response 
1. When and where were you 
born? 

I was born in Espanola, New Mexico in 1956. January 12 

2. How would you describe 
your family’s race, ethnicity, 
and/or nationality? 

Northern New Mexican Hispanic. On both sides 

3. Did/do you have family 
members outside of the U.S.? 

I have a daughter who lives in Spain but is not a Spanish 
resident. Other than that my entire family is here. My 
daughter just works in Spain, she is a US citizen. 
 

4. In which country were your 
parents born?  Your 
grandparents? 

Only the US. Occupied Mexico. 

5. Did you grow up speaking a 
language other than English?  
If so what and in what settings 
(at home, at school, with 
relatives outside of the 
immediate family…)? 

I have, I am not completely bilingual but I can read and do 
conversational Spanish. 

6. In what sort of community 
did you grow up? 
(Racial/ethnic makeup, 
occupations, single family 
homes or apartments, 
urban/suburban/rural setting…) 

I grew up in Santa Fe New Mexico, at the time most of my 
childhood, we lived in a mixed ethnicity subdivision, 
primarily white but I would say 20% Hispanic and 2% 
Native American. A good description of if was on one side 
my neighbors were from Oklahoma and white, and my 
neighbors on the other side were pueblo Navajo and I lived 
in the middle. So it was a pretty fairly typical Santa Fe New 
Mexico suburban kind of late 1950’s -1960s built 
subdivision. 

7. Into which social class 
would you categorize your 
family while you were growing 
up?  Which social class do you 
consider yourself to be a part 
of today? 

I would say that my dad was professional. He had been a 
schoolteacher when I was born. I would say I was middle 
class. 
I am a college professor, definitely middle class. 

8. What were your parents’ 
occupations? 

My mother was a housewife and then a part-time teacher. 
And for most of my childhood my dad was either a teacher 
or a union organizer for teachers. So he worked for a 
teacher’s union or a public school teacher. 
 

9. What were your parents’ 
levels of education? 

My father ABD, he would have had a doctorate but he never 
finished his dissertation. My mother dropped out of college 
in her sophomore year. 

10. What was your family’s We were raised Catholic.  
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religious background? 
11. What were your family’s 
political beliefs and/or 
affiliations? 

My family would be one of those families you would call a 
traditional long-term democrat. Very liberal to progressive. 

12. What would you say were 
your family’s core values? 

Fairness. Be fair with everyone. Being that a lot of my 
relatives were different social class, a lot of them much 
poorer, you know we should be nonjudgmental of people and 
I think they also instilled in us a lot of values that if you 
worked really, really hard that you can get ahead in this 
world. That was fair.  Steered away from concepts of race as 
much as they could. Although that is the reason I don’t speak 
Spanish fluently. It is both of my parent’s first language. 

13. How many siblings did you 
have?  What level of education 
did they attain?  What 
occupations or professions did 
they choose when they became 
adults? 

Okay there are 3 other, there are four children in the family, 
there are three of us. My older brother and my older sister 
were lawyers, are lawyers, received Juris doctorate degrees. I 
have a younger sister who has two masters degrees she is a 
schoolteacher and she has a masters degree in Latin 
American studies and she has a masters degree in Spanish 
ESL, teaching people who Spanish is their first language. 

14. What cultural experiences 
did you have while growing 
up? (Visits to museums or art 
galleries, concerts, 
plays/theatre, etc…)  Did these 
experiences (or lack thereof) 
have and bearing on your 
decision to become a 
photographer? 

We used to go to the museum and that was about it. We 
didn’t go to movies very often, watched T.V., and probably 
was the most profound thing was in 7th, 8th grade 
photographing for the yearbook. That probably was the most 
profound thing that affected me in becoming a photographer. 
It was more about the magic and the education of 
photography. 

15. At what age did you begin 
to be interested in 
photography?  Did your family 
encourage or oppose this 
interest?  If so, in what way(s)? 

They didn’t take it very seriously. I started doing 
photography when I was 14 years old so I photographed for 
my junior high yearbook. And once I did that I was hooked. 

16. What was your rationale or 
inspiration for becoming a 
photographer?  Please describe 
this process. 

For me photography was absolutely magic, I could preserve 
things, I could see things, I could, you know, make them 
happen with the camera it gave me a power, control over the 
world. I had always thought even when I was young, the 
coolest thing about being a photographer of anything else 
you do, you have to be there. And so in 8th grade starting out 
with football games and basketball games and covering 
sports and I did my three year books in high school and then 
I just explored all different aspects of it, do you want to be a 
photojournalist, there is just so many different possible 
aspects in becoming a photographer. It was just like sort of 
saying that if you were young and you said you wanted to be 
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a writer and figuring out the kinds of things you want to 
photograph and write. So for me it really the thing I really 
had a great art teacher in high school. Who was very 
supportive of it. And when I went to college I was pretty 
much a self-taught, you know I would just read books and go 
to the library. It was just what I wanted to do. 

17. What is your educational 
background?  From which 
institutions have you earned a 
degree? 

I have a Masters degree in art from the University of New 
Mexico. My undergraduate degree was called a BUS, 
Bachelors of University Studies, which is a Curriculum 
University of New Mexico, has, where you get to do a design 
your own curriculum. So when I was an undergrad I had a 
really good photo program and a really good historian named 
Beaumont Newhall who liked everything that I could and 
that’s pretty much focused for me was photography as art. 
But at the same time I was also the photo editor of the 
campus newspaper for 3 of the 4 years that I was in college 
and it just seemed to make sense for me what I wanted to do 
and then realizing and studying with Beaumont Newhall 
When others, I just realized it was an art form that really 
mattered to me. So I guess that’s just the primary details of 
it. 

18. Please describe your work 
history both related to and 
outside of photography, 
including present and former 
employers and occupations. 

Maybe I will start from the beginning, I did yearbooks in 
high school and I worked, intern with a professional 
photographer. Then in college I started working for the 
newspaper and the yearbook and created magazines and then 
I was the photo editor of the Lobo for my sophomore and 
junior year and then my senior year I got a job working in 
television. At the time, this was still pre-video days so at the 
time they hired a lot of still photographers because people 
were still shooting films instead of videos so I did my still 
photography on the side. I worked in television for about 7 
years and then I applied to graduate school at the University 
of New Mexico where I received a master’s degree and 
during the whole time I continued to photograph, I did 
exhibitions and I had small exhibitions all over and right out 
of graduate school I got an NEA grant so even though I am a 
full professor at U & M I don’t have a degree in journalism 
and I don’t have a degree in communications which is the 
other disciplines, I just have a masters degree in photography 
and since then I freelanced and shot photography for a lot of 
magazines and newspapers and then I make some of my 
income off selling art and making money in the galleries 
since about 1983 same gallery and freelancing, although that 
has gotten harder when the economy is not so good as it used 
to be. That is more or less what you want? Okay. 
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19. For the purposes of this 
study, Western culture may be 
broadly understood as a set of 
traditions, languages, 
ideologies, religions, political 
systems, philosophies, and 
technologies stemming from 
the civilizations of ancient 
Greece, ancient Rome, and 
Europe.  Contemporarily, 
Western culture is 
characterized by the ideals of 
democracy/freedom, 
capitalism, human rights, the 
rule of law, Judeo-Christian 
morality and ethics, 
educational attainment, 
individualism, and reason.   
Given this understanding, do 
you consider yourself to exist 
within and/or to take part in 
Western culture?  If so, why?  
If not, why not? 

I mean partially, you know, I guess I have to, I mean I am a 
product of it. I am what you would call mestizo, mixed 
Native American, Spanish heritage. In terms of my growing 
up, in terms of all of my experience I am fairly well educated 
in the Western model and being a student in those days had a 
profound influence on me but in those days mostly profound 
influences because those were the things that were available 
in education. There wasn’t a whole lot else that had a lot of 
meaning that was ever taught to me. There was very little 
Chicano studies when I was younger there were very few 
programs that dealt with indigenous and more traditional art 
and now there is a lot more studying, what we call post 
colonial art, post colonial studies and there is now more 
ways that we are trying to address these questions and issues 
but I would have to say that I am, I am not necessarily 
supporting it all the time, often time in my own work trying 
to subvert it, but I would be hard pressed to not to say that I 
had been profoundly influenced by it. So I guess I would 
have to say that I wish it weren’t so but that’s the world I 
live in. 

20. If you feel comfortable 
sharing this information, 
roughly what percentage of 
your annual personal income 
comes from your art practice, 
and what percentage comes 
from other sources such as a 
salary or through investment 
income? (You need not 
mention specific dollar 
amounts—a rough percentage 
or fraction is enough.) 

Again that is a really weird question, the economy has been 
so weird, I would say that 5 years ago before Bush crashing 
everything I was probably making 20 to 25 percent of my 
income every year off selling art and doing photography 
what I would call doing photography related stuff. Now it is 
like up and down years from 5 percent to last year was a 
good year where I sold public art and public art commissions 
I would say 30% but on any given year I would say maybe 
15 to 20 percent every year. I have kids so I don’t really have 
any money investments. Pretty much that is not, I sort of 
have to spend what I make with my two children. Then I 
have my day job, my day job as a professor. So thankfully as 
a professor there is some, the research part of my work as a 
professor of course is photography and so I consider myself 
pretty lucky that I am able to do this as a living. So in a way, 
my teaching is teaching but my creative work my research 
are things that I have been awarded tenure for and promoted 
are things that have to do with photography. 

21. It could be argued that 
photography was born modern 
within the Western 
cultural/philosophical/aesthetic 

That is a hard question. You know, mostly I let other people 
deal with that. I am the kind of photographer, I am a lot of 
times traditionally what people would call a documentary 
photographer, which I think is sort of a weird concept so I 
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tradition.  Today, photography 
has become a ubiquitous 
communication tool.  How 
would you describe your place 
as a photographer within the 
contemporary practice of 
photography? 

don’t really think much about it and I think anybody who is 
aspiring or says they are an artist and art is like a weird genre 
that you do, sometimes my work is in art museums and 
sometimes my work is in art history museums most of the 
time it is books that illustrated other times it is in books, 
literally art books. So for me, the art, the seriousness of 
being a photographer would be the people who are trying to 
break through the noise. I see our level of imaging now is 
really about noise and having to address different levels of 
noise in the world and so for me, I like to think of myself as 
an artist, more as the painters the sculptors an artist and that 
would be the primary way I would define myself, knowing it 
is not a very supportive world but it is the part that tries to 
make images that matter tries to make things that will make a 
difference. I don’t know if that is the best answer but that is 
the way I try to look at it is that I am trying to break through 
the noise and make something that matters. 

22. Please describe your 
photographic practice in detail 
(processes, equipment, 
materials, subject matter…). 

One of the uniquenesses of my work, that I feel about my 
work is that my work on two different levels so even if no 
one says this guy was just a terrific artist so much of the 
work is about real things real places real people and I think 
that makes a huge difference. I hope they realize that I have a 
unique eye and that I bring something to the table of 
photography that is uniquely mine. But the other part of it is 
I also hope that there is an understanding that these pictures 
are about a documented time. They are about a statement 
about a moment that will always be different from one 
moment to the next. So in that way, the photographs have a 
life of their own too and the subject oriented, they are very 
culturally oriented it is very ritually specific oriented so 
when I think back on the work it will have two lives, I think 
it will have somebody who will recognize at least in some 
way that I had a certain level of creative skill but the other 
being that there is another aspect of why photography is 
important which is the thing that sells. One of the things that 
disturbs me and this will probably come up in another 
question is art school have this obsession with newness and I 
have this obsession with the dialog of the past and I think 
they are two different things. The modernist notion, that’s 
been done before, which is what you will hear in art schools 
and my response is “It was done before but it hasn’t been 
done by me.” I just want to bring something different to the 
table and the things themselves I have photographed 
community and my photography has been viewed in many 
ways, sometimes it is on the wall as fine art and sometimes it 
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is often illustrated in a book as being something else. I don’t 
know if that is a good answer for you. 

23. How has your photographic 
practice changed over the 
course of your career?  What 
prompted these changes? 

I am of the ‘if it ain't broke don’t fix it’ mentality of art. I am 
using the literally the same film that I started out with. I still 
shoot black and white film. For me film is usually important 
it is not that I can’t make a good image with digital it is just 
that something about the process of using film that creates an 
artifact created in digital so I primarily shoot with a 35 
millimeter camera and I have two formats I use with 35 
millimeter one is traditional 35 mm frame and the other is a 
panoramic 35 mm camera.  Two of them actually that use a 
much longer and wider frame. And they have different 
aspects for what they are and the shape of the negative but I 
also shoot digital but for the most part if I am doing my work 
I am still shooting film, I am primarily still a documentary or 
what I call a creative nonfiction because document is like a 
deed in a house and I like to think of myself as a creative 
nonfiction photographer. And what I do is I go out in the 
field and I go out into the community and I find interesting 
things to photograph. Somewhere I have a saying in my 
office, and I can never find it when I need it but it sort of as I 
see as a problem in art schools is that they need to give 
artists permission to go back and document the world that 
they exist in. I get sometimes very nervous even though we 
have million and millions of images a hundred years from 
now, half of those images won’t exist. because technology 
won’t be available to read them. Images made on film will 
probably be around for a while, but I primarily know when I 
am going to photograph I do a lot of community celebrations 
I photograph a lot of rituals and performances but I 
photograph a lot within the community itself. Some of my 
projects have very much involved a specific community a 
specific place what I did from Texas Tech, what I did about 
the Llano so they are very specific themes but the themes are 
less philosophical themes than they are actual themes about a 
place, and a space and a time that we live that is changing 
and so I do print some digitally when I have the time I would 
much rather print on film and conventional paper, but that 
has gotten harder to do, it is not what it used to be for me. 
Mostly I go out and find things that are interesting to me and 
shoot for there. It’s always a trip. 
 
It is really interesting to me as I do very little different than 
the way I started. I mean I still shoot the 35 mm camera you 
know the profound difference is I went from a single lens 
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camera to a range finder camera and that is it. I am using the 
same frame. To me, composition design and making a 
picture is about this enormous puzzle that is moving in front 
of you. And you are trying to make the puzzle work for you 
the best way that you can. And put that puzzle together in the 
best way that you can. For me that is a challenge and that is 
where I come at it, I just hopefully I have gotten better. I 
always think of two different kinds of photographers and it is 
sort of based on John Szarkowski and other people who 
make pictures and people who take pictures and the idea is 
mirrors and windows and I am a window photographer, I like 
to see what happens in front of me. And then I like to take 
the picture. Very seldom, except when I am taking 
portraiture my orchestrating people to do things and that is 
sort of where I always come at it.  It is about making a 
picture versus taking it. I have other friends who are the 
exact opposite and I was wondering how do they think that 
way because that is not the way I think and that is interesting 
and I am interested in how people think when they are doing 
the creative process knowing that I don’t think that way. One 
of my closest friends is Peter Whitkins(?) who absolutely 
makes things up. It is different approach and that is exciting 
to me about how we see things differently. But mine is about 
reality, reaction as opposed to being proactive in an image 
and it has always stayed that way. That is my thing, I am not 
a directorial photographer even when I am doing portraits I 
let them put as much into it as much as they want to put in 
there they are as much a part of the creation as I am. And it’s 
about reacting. 

24. If you could place your 
photographs into a particular 
genre, what would it be and 
why? 

That goes back to that whole notion of, I think one of the 
reasons I like black and white is that it becomes part of this 
historical place in photography. I think very much about the 
people who made images in the past. I become part of that 
historic grand archive of images that are important to the 
world. How do we understand things now or later 
generations understand them in the future. So I am part of 
that huge human album and what becomes interesting about 
that to me is that each photographer that works in these 
genres really picks their own way of doing what they do. 
Cartier-Bresson has a different vision from me. That’s what 
we are doing, we are all doing the same thing, I think back in 
time, I have friends who photograph for National 
Geographic and we go out and we shoot together. He so 
differently looks at things than I do and how on a certain 
level that is really really quite exciting. We are all looking at 
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the same world but our vision creates different sets of images 
of that world. That is what’s exciting so in terms of my work 
that, that is why I love, I don’t know if anybody else sees it, 
that title from literature what I do is creative nonfiction. It’s 
real, there’s some kind of truthfulness in it from where it 
came from but it is still the photography, the camera allows 
me to make it mine.  

25. Please list any awards you 
have received and/or 
recognition you have earned 
for your photographs.  Include 
the impact these have had on 
your work, if any  

This may take a while, there is a lot that I have had National 
Endowment for the Arts grant, I have had public arts grants, 
the Whitney Biennial in 1993, exhibits at the Smithsonian in 
Washington, D.C. that was kind of a mind boggling thing my 
work was up at the Smithsonian for 5 months and 5.3 million 
people walked by my stuff, I don’t know if they stopped and 
looked at it but for me, I have always loved photography but 
the bigger goal for me has always been the idea that I can 
remember dreaming once that my work would pay for itself 
and I thought if I could just make my work where it pays for 
the film that’s enough. Now its put my kids in school, it is 
archived at Yale, it is a huge collection at Stanford, lots and 
lots of museums and they have given me the freedom to 
work more. And when I had a family, they gave me the 
freedom to work more and not be resources away from my 
family. That was hugely important. So right now, its like, oh 
my God people will pay me to come speak about 
photography, people will pay me to go and talk about my 
work, last fall I had an exhibit in Spain, the Spain trip gave 
me enough frequent flyer miles to fly to Bolivia to do my 
own work. It is just know being able to put the puzzle 
together to do my own work.  So I consider myself very 
lucky in that way. 

26. By which art galleries are 
you represented, if any? 

The galleries, and I can barely supply them with enough 
work. Andrew Smith gallery in Santa Fe and I have been 
with Andy for about 30 years in Santa Fe, NM. I don’t 
remember the street but it is a prime location for Santa Fe 
right next to the Georgia O’Keefe museum, I consider 
myself very lucky to have them as my agent representing my 
work.  

27. Are your photographs in 
the collections of any museums 
and/or art museums?  If so, 
which one(s)?  Please indicate 
the type of museum, its name, 
and location. 

I should send you my CV. The two biggest collections of my 
work are in libraries. That is at the B(?) Manuscript 
Collection at Yale and also there is a huge collection of 350 
objects at Stanford and they are in libraries, which is kind of 
cool because that’s different but I have Museum of Fine Arts 
in Santa Fe, the Smithsonian in Washington D.C. the MFA 
in Boston, any number of universities, Florida State 
university in Gainesville, High Museum in Atlanta, the 
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Museum in San Diego, Center for Creative Photography in 
Tucson, the Mexican Museum in San Francisco, collection at  
UT San Marcos, Texas Tech, of course. There’s the Bronx 
Museum in New York, it is just a lot of Museums. They are 
all different kinds. For the most part, probably other than the 
libraries, the research libraries they take my shows intact. So 
when I do a show and I did a big show at the National 
Hispanic Cultural Center that is not in a fine arts museum, 
that collection is actually in the library in Yale. I like selling 
to the libraries better than museums, libraries you don’t 
make as much money per piece but they are into buying 
collections and for me that is huge, somebody who wants to 
buy a collection. 
Its like, I don’t even think I have all the collections on there 
but there’s a lot of them. When I got promoted to full 
professor I sort of quit taking care of my CV, actually it is 
kind of embarrassing because I haven’t done anything in my 
CV in about 5 years and I got nominated for distinguished 
professor which is the highest official rank. I have to go back 
and reconstruct my CV, but yeah I will send you that. One of 
my friends who was writing for me was saying why did you 
leave that out, why did you leave this out, one time I gave 25 
prints to the University of Valladolid Spain collection. Its 
like okay, that sounds in impressive. So I am in collections in 
Mexico and Spain, sometimes I don’t know where else I 
might be, there are a lot of them. The art world has been very 
kind to me. 

28. Sebastião Salgado is 
known for producing 
extraordinarily beautiful 
photographs of dramatically 
miserable or traumatic subject 
matter.  His work has 
frequently been criticized as 
capitalizing upon and/or 
exploiting the misery of others.  
Have you encountered similar 
criticism in your photographic 
practice? What was your worst 
experience with criticism of 
your work? 

There is an American studies article on that that people have 
told me not to read that is probably the worst criticism of my 
work. You know, I was going to get accused of 
commodifying culture, You know selling somebody else’s 
story. Salgado gets a bad rap, I mean they are really 
beautiful, but if they weren’t really beautiful then no body 
would pay attention to them, so as an artist you are caught 
between a rock and a hard place, you want to make images 
that are beautiful and unforgettable. And it is a problem 
when you beautify them there is something very perverse 
about hanging a starving man in Africa on your wall in your 
living room because it is a beautiful object but on the other 
hand maybe nobody ever thought about that man, I think it is 
a very, very difficult place. I have been accused of glorifying 
lower class Hispanic to the embarrassment of upper class 
Hispanics there is one person here in New Mexico who tried 
to not allow the Albuquerque Museum to buy the show that I 
did for the Smithsonian in 1950, that whole entire body of 
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work, that show is in their collection which is wonderful for 
me but, it is like, what is wrong with this picture so deals 
with it that way. So, it is a really hard line. It is Salgado cross 
is that he makes really beautiful pictures and Salgado’s fame 
is because he made those beautiful pictures but I don’t think 
his motive and I think that is what we always have to deal 
with, what are his motives. His motive is that he is trying to 
deal with a difficult situation to make images that people will 
come back and respond. There are other photographers who 
do difficult situations but I think there are photographer’s 
photographer. I think the audience for somebody like 
Sebastião Salgado is really, really huge, but then you take a 
photographer like Joe Perez and I don’t know if you are 
familiar with his work but photographers become unglued 
when they see that work. I could talk to a lot of art 
photographers and a lot of my former teachers and they are 
like Joe Perez is the man. And Joe Perez got barred, doesn’t 
have the money or resources that Salgado has, but I think if 
you talk to a lot of photographers both in the tradition of 
photography and outside of it he is the man. He is one of the 
few people that if I see a book of his comes out I buy it I 
don’t even look at it before I buy it. Salgado has some 
problems. And I have a big problem with Salgado and it is 
not about the beauty of his images or being critical of that he 
has a tendency to group things together into huge groups. His 
book “Other Americas” is really beautiful but he does one 
peasants as all peasants and I think that’s a problem and I 
want to see captions and information. That is my problem 
with Salgado, I want to know more about the story than what 
is in the picture and I don’t think he capture these things very 
well. Like in “Other America’s” which is really kind of his 
first big book, it is like Ecuador in 1983, Peru, 1983 then you 
have all this thing going on the cemetery and then you go 
what is the rest of the story? And it is not there. So that is 
sort of my complaint, I guess. 

29. How did this criticism 
impact you personally, 
professionally, and/or 
artistically? 

Its funny, you know it never has had an impact on me. I just 
do the work.  The way I look at it is that there is so much 
work out there to be done and I do it the best I can and when 
people criticize me pretty much I ignore it. There was 
nothing more intimidating, I was at a National Association of 
American studies conference and I pick up the program and 
there is a whole fucking panel dealing with my work. There 
are all these academics that are dealing with my work. 
Should I show up, should I not show up? How does my 
being there effect what’s going on? Its kind of an 
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intimidating feeling its like, I don’t know, what do you do? 
And that is a challenge. That is a challenge, when I am 
shooting and doing the work its, it’s own world, it’s the best 
place you can be. I studied Buddhism and Buddhism is really 
important and you are here now and all that other stuff 
doesn’t matter because all that makes sense is that is in front 
of me. Sure I get hurt, but there is this one article that one of 
my colleagues has done a couple books with says, don’t even 
read it. It just doesn’t get you, and that never has been a 
curiosity enough to read it, I trust my friend’s judgment, he 
is probably right. I don’t even know what it is, it was some 
American Studies journal and it just like oh my god. You can 
probably find it somewhere. A woman wrote it, she was on 
that panel and I didn’t show up, I had a couple of friends, I 
didn’t show up to be a jerk I just figured if I was there in the 
audience it would inhibit the conversation and I would wow 
if, I am honored to have a panel on my work and I think its 
cool you are worthy of being studied in a conference, but the 
other part is, I don’t have to stand there and take it. 

30. What do you consider to be 
your greatest accomplishment 
as a photographer? 

I would have to say that my greatest accomplishment as a 
photographer is that I have been able to give voice and tell 
people my stories people might not have had their stories 
told. I think that is what I would like to think I have done 
that matters. 

31. How has this impacted 
your subsequent work? 

I continue to search out the same kinds of stories. Making 
stories and the kinds of pictures that I do it is really in the 
end about finding my place in the world, finding what really 
matters and just going out and doing it again. It is a hard 
thing. The drive of being a photographer and somebody says 
lets go do a book and somebody says road trip and its like 
okay I am there. Because I can be there and see and do 
things I could never do before. Photography is a really 
powerful thing. I have this experimental body of work, I 
don’t talk about it very much so please don’t write about it 
very much but to show you the power of the camera is I have 
been doing this experimental body of work and it is like my 
therapy because I can’t go shoot everyday and I can’t go 
shoot the things that I love every single day, I have been 
doing portraits and nudes for 20 years and its amazing. I can 
walk up to somebody in a bar or a restaurant in a hotel, 
anywhere and I have done it and convince them to take their 
clothes off that is incredibly powerful thing that a camera 
can do. It is an amazing thing, it allows you to go places see 
things be in worlds that you can’t. One of the bodies of work 
that was at the Whitney Museum of American Art was 
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portraits of prostitutes on the border that I did. And it’s like 
wow I get to go hang out with prostitutes, its that cool, you 
know. And it is. It is very cool and I am always thinking 
about that. It is like, my God I can do all these things and be 
in all these places and the camera just totally allows me to, it 
a magical thing. 

32. Which artists have 
influenced your practice of 
photography?  In what ways? 

Probably the photographer that has singlehandedly 
influenced me the most is probably a photographer that 
nobody has even knows. He is a Puerto Rican photographer 
from New York, his name is Renee Gelpi who literally just 
did portraits of his community. There is a photographer who 
has profoundly influenced me was him. He was pretty big in 
the 70’s and then he sort of disappeared, I hear he runs a 
photo finishing place in New York and another friend of 
mine says that I if I go to New York he will introduce me. 
Mary Ellen Mark, I saw pictures of hers in Look magazine 
they were pictures of junkies when I was in 8th grade and 
those pictures had a profound effect on me. Of course, 
Cartier-Bresson. Cartier-Bresson is not just a photographer 
but he is also a philosopher and a zen master and that is huge 
to me. The hardest thing about that question to me is that 
when I went to the University of New Mexico and I was a 
student here we had a guy named Beaumont Newhall here 
who wrote a book The History of Photography and he was 
my professor and so I studied a lot of photography. But in 
the end, a lot of people like Robert Frank, the usual suspects, 
Lee Friedlander, I saw him very early Robert Frank I saw 
‘The Lines of my Hands” before I even knew what the 
Americans was, which was kind of the classic work. So 
many of them, Weston, the books of Weston, he sort of 
taught me what it meant to be a photographer, somebody 
could have that much passion about making pictures and 
doing work, that was huge to me. Those are the kinds of 
people who have influenced me. Irving Penn, Richard 
Avedon, knowing what you are doing and supposed to do 
with cameras. All those people were just huge to me.  
Rene Gelpi. And I will be surprised if you even find images 
of him on the web, but he is brilliant. His work is just so 
mind blowing. I think for me being a Hispanic, Latino 
photographer was just amazing to me. The images that come 
up when you are Googling him, the 4th image after that there 
is none of his other artwork that I can see. This guy was just 
the hottest thing in the world. But if you Google him he will 
be like the 4th picture and its just an incredible portrait by 
Rene Gelpi but I don’t see any of the others at least the ones 
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that influenced me as a young man. 
33. Are there any 
photographers whom you 
particularly admire?  If so, who 
and why? 

I mean the most is Cartier-Bresson. And why do I admire 
Cartier-Bresson? Is he sort of lived and embodied 
photography. And I am very interested in Buddhism and 
spirituality. And he was very much in tune with that, he 
writes a little bit about this in his writings.  There is a book 
called the “Minds Eye” its really few writings of Cartier-
Bresson and portraiture and other things and the thing that is 
really interesting about this is that when you read this kind of 
opening there are things about his philosophy. He even talks 
about Buddhism and the spirituality being in place. To me 
that is huge 

34. In what way(s) do you feel 
that your own race, ethnicity, 
culture, class, gender, religion, 
or other personal factors 
influence your work? 

Well most of my work is a search for being Hispanic. So 
most of my work deals very, very directly from that. My 
culture and then what I consider my culture and my cultural 
roots. I photograph what I call Indo-Hispano ritual and that’s 
who I am. Whether its Bolivia and Nicaragua or Mexico or 
Spain even. I am always searching for those things that are 
an expression of myself. Its probably the most important 
aspect to what I do in terms to almost all my serious work 
that I have done. The work that has received many accolades 
is many times work about who I am, which is being 
Hispanic. 

35. Please describe the process 
by which you select your 
photographic subjects. 

It’s almost completely about culture. I just find people who 
are interesting. Most of the work is about things that I am 
interested in now. I am very interested and profoundly 
influenced by the experience of Mexico and New Mexico, 
Spain, colonization, so those kinds of things, those 
affirmations of culture are really hugely important to me. 
That is what matters. So hugely important to me when I was 
doing commercial work it was much less personal but it can 
still be personal so for me it my ethnicity is probably 
influence by how I am accepted and received as a 
photographer. The work is about things that are traditionally 
aren’t seen or weren’t seen. It is a statement about culture. I 
like to think that I photograph worlds that we don’t see a lot 
of, especially traditional, Hispanic Mexican culture. And I 
hopefully don’t photograph it in an exotic way. We have a 
tendency, dominate cultures have a tendency to exotify, and 
hopefully I am accomplishing one thing in the context of my 
work is that it is not exotic. 

36. Is your selection of 
photographic subjects affected 
by and/or related to your own 
race, ethnicity, culture, class, 

Yeah, absolutely. I am a spiritual seeker of understanding 
that fusion of who I am which is Native American and 
Hispanic. So almost all of the work is about that. And I am 
much more interested in the confluence of those two cultures 
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gender, and/or religion?  If so, 
please explain. 

that I am or the other way around. I live in the southwest, I 
have lots of Native American friends and very few pictures 
of native American culture. They are mostly about that mix 
and mix is who I am.  

37. Since the inception of 
photography, there has been 
opposition to the classification 
of photographs as works of art.  
Do you think that photographs 
are, or can be, works of art?  If 
so, why?  If not, why not? 

Absolutely. That’s what it is about. The camera changes me 
and the way they perceive me on one level but on the other 
level there are absolutely about that and that’s what makes 
them mine. I need that connection. The stronger that 
connection the stronger I think the pictures are 

38. Do you consider yourself to 
be an artist?  If so, why?  If 
not, why not? 

I don’t have and MFA. I have an MA. My university had an 
MFA and my faculty thought that I would go away and get 
an MA somewhere else because they wanted to hire me in 
the art department years ago but I decided to get married 
have babies and do what people do. So I have an MA and it 
is 1983.  Oh I am absolutely an artist. And why am I an 
artist, because I say I am. I live to be creative and that’s what 
an artist is. And I hope that in being creative that the work 
that I do can make a difference. And that is what an artist is 
and that is my responsibility and so I absolutely believe I am 
artist. And for a long time that is where a lot of my work is 
shown. I had a gallery before a lot people I went to school 
with and I used to do museum shows, and if I had been in an 
art department, now I like doing books, but if I was in an art 
department and what I needed to do to get tenure, etc, was 
shows then that’s what I would do. But right now all I care 
about is making pictures. But am I an artist, absolutely. 
Artists are like shamans, we just have this power to 
transform the way we see thing and that is really what I want 
to think my life is about. 

39. Do you consider your 
photographs to be artistic in 
nature and/or works of art?  
Please explain. 

They are absolutely works of art. They have everything the 
Western society has this strange hierarchical model of art, 
primitive art, real art, painting is art, now painting is not art, 
multimedia is art. I think art is a philosophy in that people 
say what they want to do and they do it. How serious or how 
good you are at it is really up to you and I think it absolutely 
is art. I always laugh because the same year I had a show at 
the Whitney Museum of Art I had a show at the National 
Museum of Anthropology and some of the pictures were the 
same pictures. And I sort of deal with it like if it is good 
enough for the Whitney they must be art, and if they are 
good enough to be Anthropological then that’s okay too. All 
I care at the end of the day is that they put them on the wall. I 
don’t think very many artists, I hope don’t deal with that 
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question seriously anymore but I could be wrong. I wrote a 
masters thesis in college and on one level I am really 
embarrassed about but I on the other level it was fun it was a 
good exercise, one of the things that someone on my 
committee asked was “Why should we consider the work 
that you do as art?” I think one of the conversations was that 
if it was documentary or considered photojournalism and 
finally at the end of the day, you know I thought about this 
for months here I have this committee that’s going to beat 
the shit out of me to give me my masters degree and they are 
question me about the value of what I do as art.  In the end I 
finally just said this is art because I say it is and in the end I 
am not the ultimate arbiter though I believe this is art, and 
that was a good enough answer for them. And that’s what I 
believe, I do this because I am an artist and I philosophize 
and I research. When I read Picasso’s biography and I read 
that he is sitting in the Louvre and he is drawing a Velasquez 
or he is drawing somebody else’s work he is studying that as 
an artist and so when I am sitting there studying Cartier-
Bresson I am looking at Irving Penn or Rene Gelpi when I 
was young, its like oh my God, these guys are artists of the 
highest order and that is what it is. The fact that it is 
transmitted with a machine and in the end who cares its 
about that picture and does it speak to you. I have 
photographs that are compositionally complex than anything 
I have done by any painter. And I have seen work that has 
done the same. In the end, that’s what its about. 

40. Do you intend for your 
photographs to be considered 
by others to be works of art?  
Please explain. 

Absolutely. And museums have said it all over the world so 
that’s okay. I don’t have to think it anymore or be defensive 
about it. I think that anything done with strong creativity and 
heart and commitment is art. And I like to think that that’s 
what I am doing. 
 
Art is the creative process that one chooses to do, and if not 
it is something to create something that is not functional but 
more inspirational. Art doesn’t make trees that grow or build 
buildings, art doesn’t, it can be on a building but that’s not 
the point. Art is about something that is about spirit and the 
idea. Its like the difference between if I am a writer and I 
write journalism, I am trying to make a message and tell a 
story or give information whereas I am poet, and I am just 
trying to be a poet and a poem is art 
 
Absolutely. It doesn’t really matter that much really, I just 
hope people like them.  What we call them, it doesn’t; matter 
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they are either a bad photograph ore a good photograph. A 
good photograph is art. I am not going to argue with anyone 
about what does that word mean because it doesn’t really 
matter in the grand scheme of things. 

41. In both historical and 
contemporary usage, 
photographs often serve as a 
tool of communication, or to 
convey factual information in a 
visual form.  Do your 
photographs serve a 
communicative or 
informational purpose?  Please 
explain. 

Absolutely. My idea of art in terms of my personal work, the 
idea is that these pictures are about a community at a period 
of time and the artist in me wants them to be perceived as 
being art. 
 

42. Do you feel that 
photographs convey truthful 
information?  Is a photograph a 
factual record of something 
that actually existed, or is it 
something else?  Please 
explain. 

That is a really weird question and it depends on the 
philosophy of the one creating it. What I think is a really 
phenomena is it truth, truth is dangerous loaded term, I think 
fair is representation and one photographer can make a fair 
representation another photographer can make a very 
different representation. So for me we are making a fair 
representation and anytime we choose within the frame and 
without of the frame we have made a huge, huge decision on 
how the image is going to be perceived. 

43. Do you consider your 
photographs to be documentary 
in nature?  Please explain. 

I don’t like that term but I lot of people do but I still like the 
term creative nonfiction for lack of a better term, I am gong 
to be difficult there but that’s what is fun, is that they are all 
a form of nonfiction. 

44. Do you feel that a 
photograph can simultaneously 
be an informational document 
and a work of art?  If so, why?  
If not, why not? 

Absolutely. I think they have to be. The good ones.  
 

45. Have you encountered 
others with an opinion contrary 
to your own as to whether your 
photographs (or the 
photographs of others) are/are 
not works of art?  Please 
explain. 

Yeah, I think anyone who has had to deal with the academy 
has certain aspects of the art world than what I call creative 
nonfiction, my own subversive term, I think we all have had 
to deal with that. For me its about all these people are 
probably simplistic. I mean it happens and I don’t understand 
it. 
Not really, not that I would publicly…not that I want to put 
on the record. 

46. Among many possible 
interpretations, the artworld, or 
the institutional theory of art, 
may be understood to indicate 
that art exists within a 

That is an interesting question. That is the world I have 
existed in my entire career as an artist. I mean very early on 
my first show was when I was 20, I had a gallery in Portland, 
OR which was far away from New Mexico place called Blue 
Skies and it was an art gallery and from that point on dealing 
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cooperative network of social 
links.  This network would not 
only include artists, but would 
also encompass museums and 
galleries, educational 
institutions/art educators, the 
manufacturers of art 
supplies/equipment, art critics, 
aesthetic philosophers, and 
many others, all of whom 
engage in activities related to 
works of art.  In what way(s) 
do you feel that your 
photographic practice has been 
impacted by various aspects of 
the artworld? 

with curators dealing with art dealers and galleries and 
dealing with museums it is about that world that shows my 
work, it is a part of my world and it is what it is so I am very 
comfortable in that world. 

47. In what ways have you 
experienced the effect(s) of the 
marketplace and/or capitalism 
in relationship to your art 
practice?  Has this been largely 
positive or negative?  Please 
explain. 

After the economy, negative. I could guarantee myself at 
least 15 to 20 thousand a year and unless I sell a big public 
art piece and that can take an awful long time to get paid, it 
is different. It is a whole capitalism economy, it is just 
horrible. Corporations used to buy art, companies used to 
buy art. Now it’s a different animal. One thing art schools 
don’t prepare you for is the business part and it is huge, it is 
important, we need to think about it as such. 

48. There are a wide variety of 
social and critical theories that 
can influence, impact, or 
inform visual expression.  
[While definitions for each of 
these are many and varied, a 
brief working definition for the 
purposes of this study is 
included for each.]  Please 
describe they way(s) that each 
of the following social or 
critical theories has influenced, 
impacted, and/or informed 
your photographic practice. 
 
a.Oppositional consciousness: 
an ideology that a subordinated 
group of people chooses to 
employ in order to promote 
equality and change the 
dominant social order. 

A. I think whenever you educate people or you get them 
to understand photographs, it’s a versive act. For me 
my master’s thesis was created because I was pissed 
off because I was in an art school that was primarily 
white, there were no Hispanics on the art faculty and 
if I photographed gangs and young gang bangers and 
it was a political statement it was a subversive idea 
that I could put these people in the context of art and 
my colleagues would have to deal with them because 
I was making them deal with them and that is the art. 
That was a very subversive trend. In New Mexico we 
have this idea of it is a strange Spanish 
exceptionalism among the Hispanic community. I 
think it is all bullshit. So when I think of Hispanic 
exceptionalism and they open this National Hispanic 
Cultural Center the whole point of the show was 
about subverting the idea that people from New 
Mexico being descendants of Spain. And I did the 
first show that opened the center and it was about 
Indo-Hispano ritual. It was about that fusion between 
two cultural identities so it was very much intended 
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b.Neo-Marxism: an awareness 
of social inequalities and a 
critique of the social problems 
resulting from these 
inequalities, leading to active 
engagement in resistance.  This 
viewpoint includes a deep 
mistrust of the mass media and 
of capitalism. 
 
c.Feminism: (specifically in 
relation to visual art) the 
historical objectification of 
women in works of art and the 
role of women as active 
producers of works of art. 
 
d.Critical race theory:  an 
examination of the operation of 
racism in society, including an 
awareness of the ways in 
which the structure and 
vocabulary of society impede 
the action of justice.  As with 
feminism, this includes a focus 
on the representation of non-
Whites in works of art and the 
role of non-Whites as active 
producers of art. 
 
e.Postcolonial criticism:  
similar to critical race theory 
and also to feminism, this 
viewpoint examines the artistic 
representation of non-Western 
cultures in Western works of 
art, and also looks at the role of 
non-Western people as active 
producers of art.  Postcolonial 
criticism raises questions about 
whether there are universal 
concepts of aesthetics, or if 
aesthetic concepts are 
culturally specific.   

to be a subversive act.  So when I do these shows I 
want to educate and often educating to subvert. And 
that is what its about educating people to make them 
think. And that is what I hope I am doing with my 
work 

 
B. Most of my work doesn’t work with mass media. 

Most of my work deals with capitalism in getting 
money to do my work but on the other hand it is 
important and often times to make a political 
statement because I do my art to also be a platform 
and it is probably Marxist in its origin. Hispanics, a 
lot of times were not taken very seriously as artists 
and there were tremendous bias for Hispano artists 
and I think that is a place that we go and we use our 
art to inhabit places where we may not be welcome to 
get into the museum world that isn’t considered our 
place. There are all sorts of ideas about what is art, 
what isn’t art, I think back right now you go to the 
New Mexico Museum and there are five paintings in 
the opening corridor and so I went in and complained 
and I know the curator really well and the curator for 
photography really well and these are people who 
have an effect on my career and I went in and 
complained and you have five pictures in the front of 
this museum and the first people are a bunch of white 
people in a trolley in Albuquerque the second picture 
is a nice landscape, the third picture there are a bunch 
of white people standing in front of a pueblo, and 
then there are two more pictures of landscapes and I 
said, “What is wrong with the presentation about a 
history museum about New Mexico? What is wrong 
with that? One, there are no Mexicans. What is the 
name of this place, it is not New Mexico it is Nuevo 
Mexico. That is what it was. And the Indians are 
secondary to the white people looking at them. What 
is wrong with that, what is the statement your 
museum is making with huge photo murals when we 
are walking into this space for the first time. Is there 
anything wrong with that? So those are the questions 
I can ask as a photographer having privileged myself, 
there was another time, which I was there. I was the 
first picture in the show. It was like that is great but it 
was like photograph of a white photographer well, 
that’s a political statement there, who is 
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f.The preceding theories are in 
no way intended to represent 
an exhaustive list of all the 
possible theories that might 
influence visual expression.  
Are there any other theories or 
philosophies that have had a 
specific impact on your 
photographic expression?  If 
so, please explain. 

photographing Hispanic culture? So I am trying to 
use my camera as a tool to be a part of this dialogue 
in culture. Our museum has horrible, horrible 
fundamental problems with what they do and what 
they mean. 

 
C. That is what it is. Somehow civilization after the 

Greeks where men were the objectified images, well, 
it sort of is what it is. I love to shoot a nude, my 
earliest nudes were in the documentary gaze, like the 
prostitution in Mexico, that was something a 
documentary photographer can do. I think we have to 
watch out and not get too hung up on it. When I deal 
with my students now and young artists women see 
nudity and the objectification of nudity as 
empowering, I think there are generational switches 
and trends. I would love to do more nudes, but the 
other aspect of culture is that men think I want to 
photograph a male nude so I must be gay or they 
might think I’m guy which is a feminism flip. I think 
it is a really, really hard line we have to work with 
and deal with. As a heterosexual man I still think that 
beauty and potential of a female nude is quite 
extraordinary but then it comes to how do we really 
deal with it how do you really make those pictures 
that relevant and strong and powerful and have 
meaning. I am not bothered by it. I love it. A lot of 
women are using their bodies in performance art and 
other things as statements against sexism. I have two 
nudes hanging in my office, they are both by women 
and they both were gifts to me and I think they are 
both really powerful art.  I think sometimes the 
politics and the aspects of politics are taken too 
seriously. On the other hand because of the internet 
and the use of the net it is a huge issue. You can see 
everything but now they are becoming more than 
contexts of the human body I mean we are more 
comfortable viewing a woman’s body. I mean if I go 
online there are just as many now objectifications of 
males as marketing. I think now it is a problem of 
social attitudes. The United States is very repressed, 
and because of this repression we have a different 
unhealthy attitudes. I like the nudes I think there are 
people that doe them well. Edward Weston and the 
serious nudes that he took, and Georgia O’Keefe and 
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she took sexual imagery and at the same time Alfred 
Steiglitz is making pictures of Georgia O’Keefe as a 
serious important gesture. The human body is 
beautiful. Some people partly out of homophobia 
only think that women’s bodies are beautiful but 
there is that other side. I think it is an interesting 
political minefield and political place that people can 
take work. I think it is important. 

 
D. That’s a tough one. When I first got my job at UNM 

and the first office I had I was running a documentary 
studies program here then we did video documentary. 
By chance I walked into the office that was going to 
be my office and there was a postcard that somebody 
left on my bulletin board, and it is still there and it 
has come into every office I have had and, it sort of, 
where I think it is important to tell Hispanic stories in 
the post colonial world and the camera doesn’t make 
me an outsider in terms of them but it’s the idea to 
me of always getting people to tell their own stories 
if you can, the saying is this “Poverty in an age of 
affluence is being unable to write and having others 
write about you.” That is sort of my philosophy on 
this whole thing. Have a friend name Jim Farris who 
wrote a really good book called Navajos and 
photography and it is about identity. And Jim thinks 
that most of the work done by white people of 
Navajos is a failure. It is exciting now that there are 
Navajo photographers doing their own work about 
their culture and making photography on the Navajo 
reservation and we have this conversation over beers 
one night. My argument was bad Curtis is better than 
no Curtis. That is if we are going to take Curtis ...my 
point is that sometimes a bad cultural study and 
sometimes a bad formulization of work is better than 
no colonialization of work. If these cultures disappear 
because nobody is making images of them we are 
also at a loss. The politics is really about how to get 
others to appreciate art about themselves. One of the 
problems of my Native American friends who make 
art, they are not taken very seriously. By major 
collectors because their work doesn’t look like Native 
American art. They are not allowed the freedom and 
cultural freedom to explore other people. And that’s 
the problem with the cultural paradigm. Certain 
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things become uncomfortable so my idea as an 
educator is to teach and get dominant cultures to 
understand non-dominant cultures and reverse. I use 
a book that catalogue for an exhibit at ICP a few 
years ago, on a show I was in. It was how 
photography has been used both to understand and to 
negate cultural identity. “Only Skin Deep,” that is the 
name of the catalogue. It is a really interesting book 
on culture and identity. It is, a lot of the articles and 
essays deal with cultural paradigm of how we 
represent people and they are huge issues. We take 
pictures of people in a group and it is a problem but 
the thing is getting people to understand that it is just 
a few frames and its just a few people. 

49. Perhaps one of the most 
pervasive philosophical 
concepts in art is the idea of 
Beauty.  Among the many 
definitions of Beauty are that it 
is (a) a sensory quality that 
provides intense pleasure or 
satisfaction to the mind as in “a 
beautiful sunset” or “a 
beautiful melody”, and (b) an 
excellent or extraordinary 
example of something.  

 
a. What is your definition of 
Beauty? 

 
b. In what way(s) does the idea 
of Beauty relate to your 
photographs? 
 

c. Do you specifically intend 
for your photographs to be 
thought of as “beautiful”? 
 
d. If so, in what way(s)? 

A.   I do a whole program in the class, I teach a class 
in communication and visual narrative and it is really 
all about teaching people to see. Anytime you start 
talking about a universal concept of aesthetics and 
beauty and anything else you are really addressing a 
colonial paradigm. This creation of myth. Why is the 
Demoiselles d’Avignon, Picasso’s greatest painting, 
dealt with so much more recently than the art he 
ripped off from it? Which is African masks that were 
mostly by anonymous people who we have no idea 
who they were. That’s a problem. The African masks, 
what’s to think that just because they were in western 
civilization that those artists aren’t dealing with 
sophisticated a paradigm. That’s a problem in getting 
people to understand that in education and in 
educating people and for me in this call which I call 
Communications to visual rhetoric its about that. Is 
there a universal thing? Absolutely not . Look at the 
concept of women and how they have changed in the 
last 500 years or 1000 years. I mean if we take the 
Venus of Willendorf as the oldest piece of actual art 
for art’s sake as opposed to wall painting which 
people were thought to have religious meaning you 
paint buffalo on the wall in order to get more buffalo 
whereas to create this clay nude, you can’t crack a 
nut with it and maybe it was part of a prayer in 
another cultural setting how we address that where 
we go from that to Flemish paintings to these skinny 
pathetic bloated women with saggy breasts to then 
you go to Michelangelo with men with breasts put on 
his body was his contribution to sculpture to the 



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

381 

concept of beauty now. Each version is different. So 
universal is shaped by culture by time, by place by 
people. What’s to say that clothes that in a tropical 
environment make people sick is better than walking 
around naked. I was in Nicaragua this summer in 100 
degrees with 100% humidity and I’m just like what 
the hell were Hispanics doing making people wear 
clothes in these conditions? Where is the civilization 
in that? If it had been proper for me to take all my 
clothes off with my horribly bloated western body I 
would have done it in a minute. Instead of every time 
I walked out of outside I would go to my hotel room 
and I would take off all my clothes and get in the 
shower. I had to cool myself because of this silly 
western notion of clothing. And shame. What a 
different world we would be if we didn’t have all that 
shame. I mean, you know there is no one thing and 
who’s to know that one day some art historian is 
going to discover some piece of papyrus in some of 
those African masks that Picasso ripped off, for lack 
of a better word, and its not in the gaze, the power of 
the work he created its actually to acknowledge 
intimate ideas that were embodied in this other 
artwork. I just totally don’t believe in at all that there 
is one concept or one view or one this or one that. I 
don’t know if you have ever read “Monumental Code 
to the Nude” it was in the 50’s by Kenneth Clark and 
it is really interesting to see his take on the 
manifestations of how the nude has changed in the 
history of art when it was about the male. It is almost 
hysterical to look at the Roman nudes in the context 
of now. The first thing you would see with all these 
Roman nudes would be stunned by is the size of the 
genitalia which was always presented as plain 
compared to what our macho construct of male 
genitalia should be. Its like whoa, and yet that’s the 
classic art that is so much of that line of 
contemporary art that that comes from and the belief 
that we have so for me its like No, I mean you know. 
You know, when I went to a show of Jackson Pollack 
years ago, eight years ago at the Museum of Modern 
Art when they did the whole Pollack retrospective, I 
was like blown away at how unbelievable good 
Pollack is and then I read the big critics of the time 
and they are writing about the flatness of the picture 



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

382 

plane and you are reading Goldberg and Greenberg 
and you are going this is shit, this work is about a 
powerful emotional quality of expression of the brush 
and its not about all this flat theory. I mean I read 
about all that stuff as an art history student and you 
know those were the big critics when I was art 
student and you have to remember, I am little bit 
older than you are, and that was like the big work and 
I was looking at these guys going these guys were 
silly writing about themselves not about what I feel 
and see on the wall when I see Pollack and then all 
the other people that they influenced paintings should 
be flat, you know, your going that is a silly question. 
So I don’t know if that was a good answer. 

 
B. That’s one of the easiest questions to answer. Yes. I 

mean, you know, sometimes its an image that is 
absolutely beautiful and I remember my photo 
textbook in a sense when I first started studying 
photography it was this book, I don’t even know, I 
think he was French, I never saw any pictures by him 
but he wrote a great book that had a little bit of 
history and a little bit of that and a little bit of this a 
guy named Eric DeMare, I bought it in the university 
bookstore it was like 1970. And it was my book that 
helped me learn to be a photographer. And there was 
this little tiny Weston nude. I had no idea who 
Weston was. The nude doesn’t show a breast, its 
shows some leg and this wrapped up figure and I just 
thought wow, art can do that.  And what does that 
mean. And I was like blown away.  It was beautiful 
picture but it challenged my notions that of looking at 
my dad’s playboys at age 6 and it just challenged 
everything and great art does both. But great art can 
also be challenged. You know I finally went to see 
Guernica, the famous painting and it’s incredible, its 
powerful, its not very well painted, it looks like house 
paint to me and the strokes are not mastery or subtle 
as some of the other works he did, that Picasso did 
that I have seen in the flesh. In fact I was in Spain 
and I saw a painting by a Spanish painter influenced 
by Guernica and I am going, this man’s painting 
influenced by Guernica is better than Guernica.  It 
technically was a better painting, it was a beautiful 
painting but there were differences. So if I think of 
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one, probably Picasso’s  was the more powerful 
statement, but this Spanish painter was the more 
sensuous painter.  So whose painting was better. So if 
I am thinking there is a Spanish painter who 
technically paints rings around Picasso at least at that 
moment in time these things were made about 6 
months apart. On the other hand, Picasso was there 
first and it s the idea that everything else. I was a 
little disappointed, you know I saw Picasso’s 
Guernica before the first trip I made to New York 
then I saw it again in Spain 30 years later when I had 
more knowledge of art. The first time I was blown 
away because it had been in all the textbooks and it 
had been reproduced in front of me. The second time 
I looked at it as a painting, I’m going this is not that 
great a painting folks. He looks like he splashed that 
paint on and you know, but the idea is still, its still an 
incredible idea about the humanity, about war to 
man.  Goya’s etching’s of war they are not beautiful 
at all. Technically the skill in them as an etcher can 
be a very sensuous experience but at the end of the 
day its about man’s inhumanity to man. A good 
friend of mine and a good powerful book that in 
many ways compared to Goya’s etching is Jim 
Notchway, I mean what is he, photojournalist, 
documentary photographer artist, his book is a 
journal and I can’t even look at it. I mean I have 
known the guy for years and I can’t even look at that 
book. And yet, when I do the prints the quality of his 
vision the darkness of the work, the technical skill of 
it they are simultaneously a sensuous image that just 
gives me nightmares. And that is a great piece of art. 
But on the other hand, so is that portrait of the nude 
woman all wrapped up like a cornucopia, you know. 
My favorite Alfred Steiglitz nude is not one of 
O’Keefe’s, it is Paul Strand’s wife. I know who it is, 
and its beautiful and it’s a nude and a leg with goose 
pimples on the woman’s body and little droplets on 
her skin and her breasts and its like oh my god this is 
really, really quite extraordinary. So you know my 
answer has to be yes. It just, the other thing I was just 
thinking of another really wonderful another Weston 
nude is of Tina Menotti on the roof in Mexico it 
exotify nudes but I can look at that over and over 
again but I can think of that as one of the works of art 
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that really made me think on a multitude of levels. 
 
C. No. That is like a really weird word. I mean beautiful 

is a word like truth. It has lost so much of its 
meaning. Its…I would like to think of my pictures as 
impactful or gripping or you know lets pick some 
other words. Beautiful is a word that has lost so much 
of its meaning so for me its almost a worthless word. 

50. How would you define the 
term “aesthetics” and in what 
way(s) might this relate to your 
photographs and/or your 
practice of photography? 
 

You know, its really funny I study a lot of composition and 
design and I do a lot of demonstrations when I teach art. I 
have a lot of friends that photograph art in certain ways and 
you begin to look at their work and you begin to see things in 
their work over and over and that to me is an aesthetic. If 
you look at the work of work someone who was a magnum 
photographer, really one of the first photojournalists to 
switch over shooting color, but if there was an aesthetic thing 
in his work more often than not when I look at them you find 
hundreds of infinity signs. The frames, its like all these 
strange eights that move your eye through the frame that he 
really balances. I think it is real interesting there is a 
National Geographic guy Sam Abel and I compare him to 
Agnes Martin in a lecture I do and Agnes Martin only 
painted horizontal lines and then people are like how can you 
compare somebody who only paints horizontal lines to a 
National Geographic photographer and I go “They both 
grew up in the same place or the same kind of place she grew 
up in the great plains of Canada which is like the cattle 
region in Canada and its all flat. He grew up in Kansas, 
which is all flat, and so their world view is based on 
horizontal lines.” And I can see that in Abel’s work and I can 
see that it becomes a fascination of Agnes Martin the painter 
who is only going to paint horizontal lines. There as 
somebody who tried to copy or counterfeit her work and 
there was court hearing about it and the woman comes in and 
these works look exactly like Agnes Martin’s work but this 
woman who made the counterfeits hadn’t studied her enough 
and Agnes Martin said, I never paint vertical lines those 
aren’t mine. I mean if you turned them on their side they 
looked like them, they were that good but in terms of the 
shape of the canvas are always vertical and my paintings are, 
and yet there is a man who builds along those lines, Cartier-
Bresson was ultimately about geometry. His fascination was 
making this rectangle and doing things to it that powerful, 
that is an aesthetic. Aesthetic is choosing a way that you 
paint and one of my favorite painters is a guy named Ray 
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Abita who grew up in the same town I was born in and lives 
in New York and Ray went and he studied classical painting 
in Peru and he paints like a 16th century 17th century 
European painter of the highest caliber and yet the funny 
subjects he will paint a lowrider car or hell paint mythical 
Aztec figures with 6 eyes and it’s a different kind of 
aesthetic animal and so aesthetic to me is you choose a genre 
within the context of your art form to work. If one chooses 
black or white film to work over color film it is a huge 
aesthetic decision. If one chooses square format versus 5 x 7 
format those are the huge aesthetic decisions about how you 
utilize the frame. When you use the panoramic camera it is 
still very different than black and white film but that is a 
little change in my aesthetic. To deal with space and place in 
a different way So when I think of term aesthetic, it is about 
the language that someone chooses in which to do their 
creative work. 
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Appendix D: Transcript of Interview with Delilah Montoya 
 

Question Participant’s Response 
1. When and where were you 
born? 

I was born in Fort Worth Texas, in Texas in 1955, December 
10th in Tarrant County 

2. How would you describe 
your family’s race, ethnicity, 
and/or nationality? 

Mixed race, my father is what you might call blueblood, he 
is from way back to the Mayflower, actually, he joined 
Daughters of American Revolution, it was southern rock that 
they took, eventually settling in St Louis area. My mother’s 
family comes from northern New Mexico, and they took, 
well the trail. They came into the United States, probably 
before the people from the Mayflower. So my family on both 
sides have been in the United States for centuries. And my 
mom used to laugh when my father’s family would tell her 
that they were from the Mayflower and part of the Daughters 
of Revolution, and she would just laugh at him and say, 
“Yeah we were on the other side waving you on! Over here, 
go west, go west.” (laughter) 

3. Did/do you have family 
members outside of the U.S.? 

No, we don’t remember any family outside of the United 
States. 

4. In which country were your 
parents born?  Your 
grandparents? 

United States only 

5. Did you grow up speaking a 
language other than English?  
If so what and in what settings 
(at home, at school, with 
relatives outside of the 
immediate family…)? 

Well, predominately I speak English, and that’s from living 
in the United States for so long. But I understand Spanish, 
my mother is fluent in Spanish so it was in my generation 
that language wasn’t Spanish. 
I speak Spanish okay, I’m not the best at it, because I wasn’t 
born in Mexico I was born in the Untied States. 

6. In what sort of community 
did you grow up? 
(Racial/ethnic makeup, 
occupations, single family 
homes or apartments, 
urban/suburban/rural setting…) 

The community that I grew up in, we moved around quite a 
bit from Las Vegas, New Mexico, into Texas, into all these 
different areas. Eventually we landed in Omaha, Nebraska. 
That was a packing house and it was interracial and we were 
in Las Vegas New Mexico and that was a Hispanic 
community, then we went to Texas, and when we went to 
Omaha it was mostly Italian, Native American, African 
American, Mexican, it was racially mixed and that was the 
one thing that was keeping everybody together 

7. Into which social class 
would you categorize your 
family while you were growing 
up?  Which social class do you 
consider yourself to be a part 
of today? 

Predominately the working class. The class that my family 
came from, on both sides. My father, even though, from way 
back his mother was an immigrant, a Polish immigrant and 
his father had, well, they lived very poor. They were working 
class. My mother’s side of the family my grandfather went 
blind when he was 50 years old, so he was blind. But he took 
some jobs in New Mexico and he would go home to a house 
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with no electricity. It was very odd I thought, but they were 
working class. 
 
I guess because now I’m a professor I can’t call myself 
working class but I certainly have working class mentality. I 
don’t know it’s hard to say. I feel like I’m working class, but 
I don’t work in the working class. 

8. What were your parents’ 
occupations? 

My father worked. My mother, she worked in the home 
when I was growing up and when my parents got a divorce 
she eventually she started working in an office. 

9. What were your parents’ 
levels of education? 

My father got his GED. My mother, eventually in her 40’s 
got a college education. She did get a B.A.  

10. What was your family’s 
religious background? 

Catholic 

11. What were your family’s 
political beliefs and/or 
affiliations? 

My mother was very democratic. She always voted along the 
democratic party line. My father was a little bit of a 
vigilante. He was, at one point, I remember, he joined the 
militia. So he was pretty fanatical. At one point or another, 
he took a downfall. Finally, he realized republicans were for 
the rich and he darn it he never got rich. 

12. What would you say were 
your family’s core values? 

My mother followed a religious order in Northern New 
Mexico. So I would say as far as religious, she was very tired 
of religion. It was a branch of Catholicism, but Catholic 
church didn’t recognize it. I remember things in her values 
that you never go to confession unless you will never do that 
again. I mean you shall never be forgiven for that kind of 
sins. 

13. How many siblings did you 
have?  What level of education 
did they attain?  What 
occupations or professions did 
they choose when they became 
adults? 

I have three sisters. All my sisters, my eldest has a college 
degree, she has a BA in computer sciences. Then of course, I 
went on to get my MFA. My sister Page worked for the 
governor for a while, then she retired early and then she had 
saved and invested and everything and so she is pretty happy 
as a clam right now. So she gets to do whatever she wants its 
unbelievable you know. My sister Susan is really smart and 
early on she worked and retired from there and she is doing 
pretty well. 

14. What cultural experiences 
did you have while growing 
up? (Visits to museums or art 
galleries, concerts, 
plays/theatre, etc…)  Did these 
experiences (or lack thereof) 
have and bearing on your 
decision to become a 
photographer? 

Well, you know my mother liked to go to museums and find 
free entertainment, you know, things like that, so she was the 
one who would drag us to galleries and museum and things 
like that. Of course my father was the vigilante and wasn’t 
concerned about those things.  
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15. At what age did you begin 
to be interested in 
photography?  Did your family 
encourage or oppose this 
interest?  If so, in what way(s)? 

I have to say as an artist my mother encouraged me because 
she knew I liked art and she said do what you enjoy the 
most, do what makes you happy. And that’s what really 
motivated me to have an art career. More than anything else, 
I mean I really liked looking at things but I liked looking at 
life around you. Either drawing it. I didn’t really start 
photographing until I got into college. Prior to that I would 
draw 
 
I was, like I said was in my twenties when I started taking 
classes in photography. My older sister would always held 
the camera and she thought she was the photographer. It was 
only because I had to take a photo class...and then I began to 
think about make a living with it. I picked it up and my 
mom, she saw that I liked looking at things so she 
encouraged me to do that.   

16. What was your rationale or 
inspiration for becoming a 
photographer?  Please describe 
this process. 

I needed a job, because I had a daughter at that time. So I 
needed something that was going to sustain me and what I 
really wanted to do with art, it just seemed like I couldn’t 
find a job in commercial art but I could find a job as a 
photographer and I was able to get my bread and butter off 
of it so that really influences me a whole lot, I needed 
money. 

17. What is your educational 
background?  From which 
institutions have you earned a 
degree? 

My educational background, I started off with an Associates 
degree in Omaha, at what they called a Metro Technical 
community college. I think the name has changed now and I 
am not too sure what it is. Then I received a BA from the 
University of New Mexico and then I got my MA from 
University of New Mexico and then I got an MFA. 

18. Please describe your work 
history both related to and 
outside of photography, 
including present and former 
employers and occupations. 

Well you know I started working and I, at one point I was 
probably about 11 or 12 something like that I would help my 
mom clean restaurants and so she would give us money to 
help her clean the restaurants. And then when I was a teen I 
started working in a Mexican restaurant as a waitress and I 
worked there until I was like 18 and then after that I started 
working in production like on sets and videos, videos and 
then also slides, educational kind of material and things like 
that. Then I took a job doing special effects, title slides, and 
then I worked in advertising and then like advertising like 
flyers and ad agencies, things like that. And then I worked 
for medical communications. Then I started working for 
medical illustrations where I helped putting things together 
for journal entries and also documenting studies, things like 
that. Part of that medical communications I would have to 
photograph like the morgue, victims of accident, things like 
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that. Right now I am working as a professor at the University 
of Houston, I have taught at a number of institutions, in Los 
Angeles, in Massachusetts, in Santa Fe, Albuquerque, and 
Houston. There it is. I have been working…what can I say. 

19. For the purposes of this 
study, Western culture may be 
broadly understood as a set of 
traditions, languages, 
ideologies, religions, political 
systems, philosophies, and 
technologies stemming from 
the civilizations of ancient 
Greece, ancient Rome, and 
Europe.  Contemporarily, 
Western culture is 
characterized by the ideals of 
democracy/freedom, 
capitalism, human rights, the 
rule of law, Judeo-Christian 
morality and ethics, 
educational attainment, 
individualism, and reason.   
Given this understanding, do 
you consider yourself to exist 
within and/or to take part in 
Western culture?  If so, why?  
If not, why not? 

I think that we all have to take part in what is in culture. We 
don’t have much choice actually. You don’t get a choice on 
that one. Either you’re a part of it or you’re not a part of it, 
and then you just die.  
 
There have been people on this continent and people in this 
country that have probably been here for centuries and they 
were the indigenous. There is a reason why, in a very kind of 
sublime way, there is a way of investigating our moral code, 
where we can begin to find out indigenous ideas that are still 
there. They are there but they are hidden, you can’t get to 
them very easily because they are not taught. They are not 
taught, everything else is taught in western culture. 

20. If you feel comfortable 
sharing this information, 
roughly what percentage of 
your annual personal income 
comes from your art practice, 
and what percentage comes 
from other sources such as a 
salary or through investment 
income? (You need not 
mention specific dollar 
amounts—a rough percentage 
or fraction is enough.) 

In terms of my art practice, what I can say is that it pays for 
itself. I come up zero. I put a lot of time and energy into it, 
on making and selling and its like it doesn’t eat into anything 
but it doesn’t give me much either. 

21. It could be argued that 
photography was born modern 
within the Western 
cultural/philosophical/aesthetic 
tradition.  Today, photography 
has become a ubiquitous 

Photography right now is transcending so quickly, right, that 
really, really hard to say what our place is anymore. In that, 
used to be you would have a film based office and you 
would make work, now it’s this digital thing right, and then 
there’s video, web, you are using files and stuff where it goes 
into contemporary art practices. Photography is in a lot of 



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

390 

communication tool.  How 
would you describe your place 
as a photographer within the 
contemporary practice of 
photography? 

contemporary art but you don’t necessarily go into a genre, I 
guess what I am trying to say. So I think, let say, there is 
documenting photography, lets say, documenting 
photography is at odds because there are no longer any 
magazines for the documentary photographer and their work 
and what it does, what goes around documenting 
photography is video, right. And now it is at a point where 
you can view your iPhone and capture that and then send it 
off to the newspaper. I mean so much of you know, 
documentation happens when somebody has that iPhone at 
the right place at the right time. You don’t necessarily see 
documentary photographers like the old Gene Smith, he was 
this wonderful researcher. And Salgado’s work, think about 
anything he has done recently. Where are you going to see 
the pictures? It is certainly not going to be seen by the 
masses. If you take a look at contemporary art, you’ll notice 
that a lot of what you would consider contemporary artists, 
they utilize a lot of photographic medium within their work. 
So where is it right now, I don’t know. I think it certainly 
used, but it is not as, it is that it is made in many different 
ways… 
 
About me, in particular? In terms of the kind of work that I 
do, it’s a vision of a culture and it’s looking at inside of 
American culture. And when I am talking about American 
culture it’s understanding of it, in many ways my work 
expands, and it becomes more as opposed to the veiled 
western look at America. America is much more diverse than 
that, when I really look. It’s very different. In other words a 
European comes into the United States and understands that 
they are in the United States because it is different, they 
don’t see it necessarily as an extension of Europe. They 
won’t even consider it European. But the Americans see 
themselves as extensions of Europe, or western civilization. 
And that’s only because they haven’t been taught to look , 
none of them. They look at the United States with blinders 
on.  It’s the same kind of mentality that Mexicans have, 
Mexican Americans going into Mexico as being different. 
They are not proud about being Mexican. They are 
Americans, they have been transformed and rightly so. The 
same thing happens to a European American when they go 
back to Europe, they look at it as being transformed.  
And really I think the United States is a conglomerate of 
many ethnicities that have come together and have to stand 
by each other. 
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22. Please describe your 
photographic practice in detail 
(processes, equipment, 
materials, subject matter…). 

Well, it depends on the project. So it , I mean, which project 
are you talking about, there are a lot of them. 
Generally it is lens-based medium that I use. So it can 
change from an 8 by 10 camera, it can be a video camera, it 
can be a millimeter camera, the copy camera. I have used all 
of them. As far as materials go, it can be silver based, it can 
be digital, depth, it can be lithography, that’s the beauty of 
photographic medium you can shuffle it right through 
differently. 
In terms of my subject matter, usually I look within a 
cultural perimeter. Anything is interesting, especially out of 
a cultural frame work.. 

23. How has your photographic 
practice changed over the 
course of your career?  What 
prompted these changes? 

Technology of course. Right? It doesn’t stay still. 
Technology has been changing since the time it was 
invented. It has never stayed still. In terms of the last 8 years 
learning curve is straight up. 

24. If you could place your 
photographs into a particular 
genre, what would it be and 
why? 

Part of me would say it is experimental the other part of me 
would say it is documentary but that it is an experimental 
documentary. 

25. Please list any awards you 
have received and/or 
recognition you have earned 
for your photographs.  Include 
the impact these have had on 
your work, if any  

With the, I think I have that list somewhere, I did receive an 
award in December. The college in Denver, in New Mexico I 
received awards for my photos. They have been entered in 
shows and it is actually are shows that have helped me out a 
lot. Like I had an exhibition that …I can send you a CD if 
you’d like. 

26. By which art galleries are 
you represented, if any? 

And that’s on the CD too. There is an art gallery in Dallas, 
San Antonio, Andrew Smith Gallery in New Mexico. And 
there’s a place in Los Angeles, you know I have had a 
number of recent responses. 

27. Are your photographs in 
the collections of any museums 
and/or art museums?  If so, 
which one(s)?  Please indicate 
the type of museum, its name, 
and location. 

Actually I am in a number of collections. One of them would 
be the LA County, the Smithsonian, over there in New 
Mexico at McCarthy Museum, the National Hispanic 
Cultural Center has my work. There are a number of places, 
there again on the CD. 

28. Sebastião Salgado is 
known for producing 
extraordinarily beautiful 
photographs of dramatically 
miserable or traumatic subject 
matter.  His work has 
frequently been criticized as 
capitalizing upon and/or 
exploiting the misery of others.  

You know, I can’t say that I have, because my documentary 
work isn’t as proactive necessarily as Salgado’s work. And I 
would say Salgado is more along the lines of moralism and 
because of the idea of the zone and if you are going to take 
on these politically active photographs that shows these 
things, well that is what its supposed to be doing. My own 
work, what it does is that it demonstrates that the United 
States of America have these things that we don’t…  for 
instance I might do a documentary, I document a part that is 
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Have you encountered similar 
criticism in your photographic 
practice? What was your worst 
experience with criticism of 
your work? 

manifested itself in the United states and was inspired by a 
community that was close to my heart, it was inspiration. 
That is very different from what Salgado is doing  because 
people he is photographing had no place. He was there, he 
was looking. 
Then also when I was photographing female boxers, right, 
there was a difference in that I saw women as strong, the 
work comes across with something you can identify with. So 
the idea comes across. 
I think the worst experience was when I had an art historian 
write, and I have the article here somewhere, she wrote an 
article saying “I do not understand why Delilah Montoya, a 
Latina would want to continue to use indigenous photos 
because it is just so overdone.” 

29. How did this criticism 
impact you personally, 
professionally, and/or 
artistically? 

She was the first one who failed to understand what was 
going on was her and she failed to be able to read into it. 
And so I just continued to do my work, and her criticism just 
demonstrated how little she really knew. Another time I put a 
show together and put a lot of the portraits in Albuquerque 
and a got a lot of criticism “I don’t understand why Hispano 
women are images of themselves,” And that was another art 
critic. And its like they totally missed the point. But when 
you are working outside of the genre you are working 
outside of the culture there are going to be criticisms that to 
what the applications you want to see and generally they 
don’t want to see anything that verifies an identity of the 
person because they find it uncomfortable and they don’t 
know how because they haven’t been taught. So the person 
who cant think outside of the box are the ones who can think 
of nothing but the box, they are creating a box. That is why 
we need our own writers, we need our own art critics, 
because they have more than those who have been taught in 
western culture. 

30. What do you consider to be 
your greatest accomplishment 
as a photographer? 

As far as the work goes... well you know its different things 
at different times to tell you the truth. Right now I have an 
exhibit up at Santa Fe and I’m getting a lot of response off 
that work it generally is whatever is getting a response. I 
would say that any photographic images I have those are 
getting really good reviews and responses at this time. But in 
terms of accomplishment I would say is my ability to do 
work that is relevant. It is hard to say. 

31. How has this impacted 
your subsequent work? 

Generally I try to find new investigations, I find that one 
investigation leads to another idea, right. And current events 
and then to kind of push me into different directions. 

32. Which artists have I would say that a lot of artists that have done photography. 
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influenced your practice of 
photography?  In what ways? 

Particularly a lot of my teachers have been an inspiration, 
especially at the University of New Mexico they were 
helpful to me. Also Patrick Nagatani was helpful, Eddie 
Hann. There’s a lot of people out there, I would say in terms 
as influencing me as an artist would be the Chicano 
movement, in the Chicano movement writers, Garcia 
Cavarrio, very influential. As far as visual artists I would 
have to say that recently, Luis Jimenez, was very influential. 

33. Are there any 
photographers whom you 
particularly admire?  If so, who 
and why? 

I would say, I am drawing a blank. There are certain 
documentary photographers that I have like and you know I 
have always like Salgado, Salgado’s work is amazing. Some 
of the Mexican artist’s work. You know one the works that 
early on really captured my imagination was Luis Fernan (?) 
he was one of the first Chicano photographers, he worked 
out of Arizona, is really nice. 

34. In what way(s) do you feel 
that your own race, ethnicity, 
culture, class, gender, religion, 
or other personal factors 
influence your work? 

You know, that is my work. Everything that you said there. 
Particularly of my mom’s side of the family. I never thought 
much about my father’s side of the family, because I didn’t 
know them that well.  He left when, he had always been 
leaving. So I was influence by my mother’s family. So I 
would say that side of the family in terms of religion, and so 
forth would heavily influenced.. 

35. Please describe the process 
by which you select your 
photographic subjects. 

It just depends on what captures my imagination. For 
instance the sacred heart, I was really, really interested in the 
icon of the sacred heart, questioning where did it come from. 
I had seen it all my life, yet there were very little references 
in that in art history. Eventually I started researching it and 
realized it was a * image. I realized we didn’t come into 
being until after the conquest. And it sounded fascinating 
and so I kind of created a photographic archive for myself. It 
was then that I began to understand my world, such as the 
Guadalupano, the Guadalupano came and I just didn’t want 
to ..I wanted to add depth to it.  I began to think about how 
do we see the Guadalupe, not necessarily as a relic, but as a 
cultural phenomena, an image within our culture and that’s 
where I started looking for those using the Guadalupe 
.image. It is a true colonial image, what it does is talk about 
servitude, talks about violence and a colonial world was 
imbedded in this icon, and they become like an investigation 
to me. Same thing as macreada, the bad girl, you know, 
people tend to think things about Hispanic women are very 
far from the truth.  A lot of Hispanic women are very 
macreada, and are very bad girls and I wanted to look at that. 
Yeah.. there was the Chicana movement .  The idea is to 
create a new genre. Create a new way of looking or a new 
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way of expressing and art making.  What I would do is 
gravitate to all of those things, envision them in many ways. 

36. Is your selection of 
photographic subjects affected 
by and/or related to your own 
race, ethnicity, culture, class, 
gender, and/or religion?  If so, 
please explain. 

Well, since it is about my culture, and it’s about the things 
that I see around me it’s the, it is the way that I investigate 
my world. 
 

37. Since the inception of 
photography, there has been 
opposition to the classification 
of photographs as works of art.  
Do you think that photographs 
are, or can be, works of art?  If 
so, why?  If not, why not? 

I think that is a matter of history. Photography has been 
brought in to this kind of art. Photographs are usually called 
as contemporary art and thought of that way quite frequently. 
So in many ways I think it is something, I know that early on 
photography was a big question of whether is was art or not 
or a form of art making,  but now in this digital world I don’t 
think anybody even considers what art making is anymore.  
Benjamin was the one who began to explain that one when 
he was in the age of mechanical reproduction but now we are 
in the age of digital reproduction, it goes beyond mechanical 
stuff. 

38. Do you consider yourself to 
be an artist?  If so, why?  If 
not, why not? 

Yes, I am an artist. And I have always thought of myself as 
being an artist even before I considered myself to be a 
photographer. Why? I am an image maker. 

39. Do you consider your 
photographs to be artistic in 
nature and/or works of art?  
Please explain. 

Absolutely.  And that’s what I said. 
It’s a matter of expression. A matter of self-expression and it 
has to do with creating many ways, creating what manifests 
what culture comes out of. 

40. Do you intend for your 
photographs to be considered 
by others to be works of art?  
Please explain. 

Yeah I do, and that’s why I show the work. I show the work 
in art galleries and they get shown in museums and you 
know they get purchased as such and I guess other people 
think so too. 

41. In both historical and 
contemporary usage, 
photographs often serve as a 
tool of communication, or to 
convey factual information in a 
visual form.  Do your 
photographs serve a 
communicative or 
informational purpose?  Please 
explain. 

Yeah, I think they do. I mean, I did that for years and years 
making images for medical journals, so I understand 
photographs acting as tools for communication for education 
and all that. In my personal work as art I think they bridge 
something that  for me is very important, for instance my 
recent work of the Guadalupana, right now it is, its up in 
Santa Fe... there is the image of this inmate with the image of 
Guadalupe on his back and he is handcuffed and for them it 
is the ultimate expression of their culture there is a lot of 
pride there inside him. 

42. Do you feel that 
photographs convey truthful 
information?  Is a photograph a 
factual record of something 
that actually existed, or is it 

It just depends on how it is used. It’s just like anything, its 
like text, it just depends on how the text is being used. If it is 
being used to explain a thought or something that actually 
occurred then it does translate to truthful information, if 
that’s what its intent was. Same thing with a photograph. It 
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something else?  Please 
explain. 

depends on what the intent is and how it is used. If an image 
is used to falsify something and not represent something well 
or something that didn’t exist then its not truthful at all. It 
has to do with the intent, it depends on the person sending it 
out and the person seeing it. 

43. Do you consider your 
photographs to be documentary 
in nature?  Please explain. 

I think so. I think so and it is because the idea is to represent 
culture as I see it as I investigate it as I look at and to get to 
understand my world. 

44. Do you feel that a 
photograph can simultaneously 
be an informational document 
and a work of art?  If so, why?  
If not, why not? 

Certainly, I think that’s the nature of art. Think about 
Guernica. That’s what documents war. The process of war, 
the feeling of war. When people look at it they understand 
how powerful that happens. In many ways, good art can do 
that. 

45. Have you encountered 
others with an opinion contrary 
to your own as to whether your 
photographs (or the 
photographs of others) are/are 
not works of art?  Please 
explain. 

I don’t think I have had a really in depth conversation along 
those lines, I mean if I were to have any conversation in 
terms of documentary or documentary photographs its not 
whether or not it’s a work of art or its functioning as 
documentary. Like insider questions, I find those too 
arbitrary and that its an aesthetic way of looking at a created 
documentary image. And I find that that documentary image 
is colonial matter in other words it’s a kind of fiction that has 
more of an objective rather than whether or not its art. 

46. Among many possible 
interpretations, the artworld, or 
the institutional theory of art, 
may be understood to indicate 
that art exists within a 
cooperative network of social 
links.  This network would not 
only include artists, but would 
also encompass museums and 
galleries, educational 
institutions/art educators, the 
manufacturers of art 
supplies/equipment, art critics, 
aesthetic philosophers, and 
many others, all of whom 
engage in activities related to 
works of art.  In what way(s) 
do you feel that your 
photographic practice has been 
impacted by various aspects of 
the artworld? 

You know, it certainly has hasn’t it. You know its that social 
art network that you don’t totally disengage, not if your 
going to come up zero. In terms of money made or money 
lost. You know how all that works, it needs to be out there 
and needs to be seen and you know that art world... thats 
where it all happens. So have, for instance, a gallery 
approached me and they want me to d a show to follow my 
religious work and I am thinking to myself…well I am not 
really doing that, and they look at me and they are like well 
how come you are not doing that any more , and I’m like 
because I move one. But the push is like if you want the 
show with those people…that’s how that social network 
keeps working on you. 
 
 

47. In what ways have you 
experienced the effect(s) of the 

Well, you know I probably don’t think enough about the 
market place. I don’t think of it as a small entrepreneur and I 
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marketplace and/or capitalism 
in relationship to your art 
practice?  Has this been largely 
positive or negative?  Please 
explain. 

have never given it much attention as I should. That’s 
probably why I keep coming up with zero. One of these days 
I will. 

48. There are a wide variety of 
social and critical theories that 
can influence, impact, or 
inform visual expression.  
[While definitions for each of 
these are many and varied, a 
brief working definition for the 
purposes of this study is 
included for each.]  Please 
describe they way(s) that each 
of the following social or 
critical theories has influenced, 
impacted, and/or informed 
your photographic practice. 
 
a.Oppositional consciousness: 
an ideology that a subordinated 
group of people chooses to 
employ in order to promote 
equality and change the 
dominant social order. 
 
b.Neo-Marxism: an awareness 
of social inequalities and a 
critique of the social problems 
resulting from these 
inequalities, leading to active 
engagement in resistance.  This 
viewpoint includes a deep 
mistrust of the mass media and 
of capitalism. 
 
c.Feminism: (specifically in 
relation to visual art) the 
historical objectification of 
women in works of art and the 
role of women as active 
producers of works of art. 
 
d.Critical race theory:  an 

A. Ok so your asking me whether my work falls in that 
category? Yeah it does. Most definitely. 

 
B. I would say that having, what do you call it, a 

NeoMarxism mentality and I’m sure the topics that I 
choose have a lot to do with that. 

 
C. Right and obviously I did take on the theme of Chicana 

bad girls and that did fall in those lines. And that’s sort of 
a feminism, in terms of art women don’t really get a 
good rap on that one. You know we don’t bring down the 
big figures, we aren’t engaged in market as we should 
be.. 

 
D. You know you have the kind of background ..my work 

falls within that.  But once again those are the things that 
I pick out.  

 
E. Yes in terms of part of the Guadalupano and also the idea 

of the sacred heart, I was drawn to those icons because of 
their image what that meant to my community and how 
that is a colonial experience. I am really interested in 
colonialism in the United States. I don’t think we have 
left it, I think it is still here but we don’t look for it. 

 
F. I would say that one thing that I have always strived for 

is trying to envision what an indigenous aesthetic would 
be within my work. How to look at my work as not being 
a part of the American necessarily but of people that 
have been there, of people that are there.  
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examination of the operation of 
racism in society, including an 
awareness of the ways in 
which the structure and 
vocabulary of society impede 
the action of justice.  As with 
feminism, this includes a focus 
on the representation of non-
Whites in works of art and the 
role of non-Whites as active 
producers of art. 
 
e.Postcolonial criticism:  
similar to critical race theory 
and also to feminism, this 
viewpoint examines the artistic 
representation of non-Western 
cultures in Western works of 
art, and also looks at the role of 
non-Western people as active 
producers of art.  Postcolonial 
criticism raises questions about 
whether there are universal 
concepts of aesthetics, or if 
aesthetic concepts are 
culturally specific.   
 
f. The preceding theories are in 
no way intended to represent 
an exhaustive list of all the 
possible theories that might 
influence visual expression.  
Are there any other theories or 
philosophies that have had a 
specific impact on your 
photographic expression?  If 
so, please explain. 
 
49. Perhaps one of the most 
pervasive philosophical 
concepts in art is the idea of 
Beauty.  Among the many 
definitions of Beauty are that it 
is (a) a sensory quality that 
provides intense pleasure or 

A. I don’t know, it just feels right. Like when everything 
comes together and everything works in harmony 
with each other. I think that it is different for other 
people and what that is and we come to know what 
the social deal is and art is giving that back. 
Sometimes I find things that are beautiful that 
nobody else sees. So it’s very personal and its 
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satisfaction to the mind as in “a 
beautiful sunset” or “a 
beautiful melody”, and (b) an 
excellent or extraordinary 
example of something.  

 
a. What is your definition of 
Beauty? 

 
b. In what way(s) does the idea 
of Beauty relate to your 
photographs? 

 
c. Do you specifically intend 
for your photographs to be 
thought of as “beautiful”? 
 
d. If so, in what way(s)? 

something that you are drawn to. You can’t help but 
look at. 

 
B.  I don’t know, some of my photograph art is very 

beautiful and I find the ones that hit that core. Trying 
to reverberate those are the ones you remember. 

 
C. I think I do, yeah. I do, more so now.  

 
D. I think in the way that they are kind of haunting and 

the demand a person’s attention. They look back at 
you, in that way. 

50. How would you define the 
term “aesthetics” and in what 
way(s) might this relate to your 
photographs and/or your 
practice of photography? 
 

I think the term aesthetics is something that develops in you 
and you develop and certainly the outside world warns you 
about, you pick up on that and good artists helps you bring 
that aesthetic inside and allows you, it challenges itself in 
different forms. You can’t quite put your finger on it but you 
know what it is. You know it when you see it. How do you 
say exactly what it is? Its like the same idea about art. 
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Appendix E: Self-Interview, Bruce Mackh 
 

Question Participant’s Response 
1. When and where were you 
born? 

I was born in Chicago, IL, on October 27, 1962. 

2. How would you describe 
your family’s race, ethnicity, 
and/or nationality? 

My family is Caucasian, of European descent 

3. Did/do you have family 
members outside of the U.S.? 

Yes, we do, in several different European countries. 

4. In which country were your 
parents born?  Your 
grandparents? 

My father was born in the U.K.; my mother was born in 
France to parents who were also French.  My grandparents 
were born in Germany, Prussia, and in the south of France. 

5. Did you grow up speaking a 
language other than English?  
If so what and in what settings 
(at home, at school, with 
relatives outside of the 
immediate family…)? 

No. 

6. In what sort of community 
did you grow up? 
(Racial/ethnic makeup, 
occupations, single family 
homes or apartments, 
urban/suburban/rural 
setting…) 

I grew up in a working-class, mostly Caucasian, suburban 
community 

7. Into which social class 
would you categorize your 
family while you were 
growing up?  Which social 
class do you consider yourself 
to be a part of today? 

Middle-class 

 

8. What were your parents’ 
occupations? 

My father was a credit collections manager, and my mother 
was a medical billing specialist. 

9. What were your parents’ 
levels of education? 

Only my father had a college education. My mother did not. 

10. What was your family’s 
religious background? 

Cathiloc 

11. What were your family’s 
political beliefs and/or 
affiliations? 

My parents tended to support whichever political candidate 
they liked the most.  They were not committed to any 
particular political party or ideology. 

12. What would you say were 
your family’s core values? 

My family’s strongest belief was in maintaining a good work 
ethic.  They held Catholic values.  They also valued culture, 
primarily in the areas of art, music, and theatre. 

13. How many siblings did I have an older sister and a younger brother.  My sister 
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you have?  What level of 
education did they attain?  
What occupations or 
professions did they choose 
when they became adults? 

graduated from high school and worked in the radio industry, 
but she has held many other jobs as well.  My brother has a 
bachelor’s degree in accounting and works for a hospital 
accounting department. 

14. What cultural experiences 
did you have while growing 
up? (Visits to museums or art 
galleries, concerts, 
plays/theatre, etc…)  Did these 
experiences (or lack thereof) 
have and bearing on your 
decision to become a 
photographer? 

We did visit museums and attend cultural events.  My parents 
were both amateur musicians.  One of my earliest experiences 
with photography was when I was in 4th grade. I remember 
my mother giving me an old camera with three rolls of film in 
order to take pictures on a school field trip to a museum.  She 
had the film developed for me at a Walgreen’s.  I remember 
this as my first photography experience and the beginning of 
my wish to photograph and later study the pictures I’d made.  
On a 7th-grade trip to Washington D.C., I had a new Kodak 
instamatic camera and I shot 32 rolls of film.  One picture in 
particular, featuring the Mall in front of the Capitol, turned 
out great—it looked like a postcard.  I was very pleased with 
that photograph. 

15. At what age did you begin 
to be interested in 
photography?  Did your family 
encourage or oppose this 
interest?  If so, in what 
way(s)? 

I first became interested in photography around age 10.  My 
family encouraged me by providing me with inexpensive 
cameras and film. My mother had a very expensive camera, I 
believe it was a 35mm camera, and when I was about eight 
years old I took it apart to see how it worked, much to my 
mother’s chagrin.  I disassembled it completely and we could 
never get it back together properly. 

16. What was your rationale or 
inspiration for becoming a 
photographer?  Please describe 
this process. 

Garry Winogrand famously said, “I photograph to find out 
what something will look like photographed” (from the 
Museum of Contemporary Photography website 
www.mocp.org/collections/permanent/winogrand_garry.php).  
I didn’t know anything about Winogrand when I was 10 years 
old, but that’s exactly how I felt.  I was always enamored 
with a photograph’s ability to snatch a moment in time and 
freeze it, and then somebody could study that moment. 
Another influence on me came from my 4th grade teacher, 
Mr. Hoffman, who was also a photographer. On Friday 
afternoons we’d have school-wide special activities during 
which time students could participate in activities led by 
different teachers, and Mr. Hoffman was the teacher who 
would do photography.  We even had a tiny darkroom at my 
elementary school.  Mr. Hoffman taught us how to make 
cigar-box pinhole cameras and we also used light-sensitive 
treated paper to make cyanotypes.  Throughout my years 
growing up I continued to hold a passive interest in 
photography, and when I was an adult I decided to pursue 
photography by taking evening courses at a local community 
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college. 
17. What is your educational 
background?  From which 
institutions have you earned a 
degree? 

I took evening courses at Elgin Community College from 
1997 to 2003.  I then transferred to the School of the Art 
Institute of Chicago and earned my BFA in photography in 
2006.  I went to Tulane University for my MFA in 
photography, graduating in 2008.  I then went to Texas Tech 
University, where I am in the dissertation stage of my studies 
for a PhD in Fine Art. 

18. Please describe your work 
history both related to and 
outside of photography, 
including present and former 
employers and occupations. 

I have held many jobs in different industries in my life, 
beginning with a paper route at age 9.  I have worked as a bus 
boy, at a soda shop, in a hospital dietary department, as a 
financial consultant, in retail sales, in the retail auto industry, 
I served in the United States Army, worked in the 
construction industry, and in the insurance industry. I have 
owned my own business, worked as a heavy-equipment 
operator, and as an instructor separate from my graduate 
studies at Tulane University.  Other professional pursuits 
have included teaching within the visual arts. 

19. For the purposes of this 
study, Western culture may be 
broadly understood as a set of 
traditions, languages, 
ideologies, religions, political 
systems, philosophies, and 
technologies stemming from 
the civilizations of ancient 
Greece, ancient Rome, and 
Europe.  Contemporarily, 
Western culture is 
characterized by the ideals of 
democracy/freedom, 
capitalism, human rights, the 
rule of law, Judeo-Christian 
morality and ethics, 
educational attainment, 
individualism, and reason.   
Given this understanding, do 
you consider yourself to exist 
within and/or to take part in 
Western culture?  If so, why?  
If not, why not? 

Yes, I work, live, consume, partake in education, and practice 
art centered in Western culture. 

20. If you feel comfortable 
sharing this information, 
roughly what percentage of 
your annual personal income 

At present, zero percent of my income comes from my art 
practice; 100% comes from other sources. 



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

402 

comes from your art practice, 
and what percentage comes 
from other sources such as a 
salary or through investment 
income? (You need not 
mention specific dollar 
amounts—a rough percentage 
or fraction is enough.) 
21. It could be argued that 
photography was born modern 
within the Western 
cultural/philosophical/aesthetic 
tradition.  Today, photography 
has become a ubiquitous 
communication tool.  How 
would you describe your place 
as a photographer within the 
contemporary practice of 
photography? 

I self-identify as a fine art social documentary photographer 

22. Please describe your 
photographic practice in detail 
(processes, equipment, 
materials, subject matter…). 

My practice is to choose a place, a culture unique to that 
place, and to create an aesthetic representation that provides 
an emotional, aesthetic, historical representation while telling 
a story about that place and culture.  This is a consciously 
subjective narrative, in which I deliberately record and 
represent the subjects I choose, with the goal of creating an 
emotional, aesthetic, and historic representation of my 
subjects. 
All photographic processes are able to be utilized; however, I 
normally confine my practice to analog silver gelatin black 
and white photography and color digital photography 
utilizing equipment that runs from traditional large-format 
field cameras, medium-format film cameras, 35 mm film 
cameras, and digital single lens reflex cameras.  I use 
chemical-based photographic traditional darkroom rendering 
and digital printing and computer processing.  I take and 
record thousands of photographs and hundreds upon 
hundreds are edited out.  Large bodies of work generally 
consisting of 50 photographs or better are edited and 
sequenced before presentation considerations are made, and 
then, generally speaking, all photographs are mounted and 
framed, in addition to digital rendering for web-based 
applications and exhibition, which sometimes includes the 
addition of music in order to better convey the emotional 
message I care to communicate 

23. How has your The biggest change to my work, although it is still evolving, 
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photographic practice changed 
over the course of your career?  
What prompted these changes? 

is that I am currently lessening the degree to which my 
practice is centered in analog techniques and moving more 
towards color digital throughputs.  My previous work was 
mostly in traditional analog black and white chemistry-based 
photography, but I am moving that practice ever so slowly to 
color digital 

24. If you could place your 
photographs into a particular 
genre, what would it be and 
why? 

Giving consideration to Kendall Walton’s categories of art, 
for the purposes of this dissertation, I would argue that my 
work is centered within the practice of fine art social 
documentary photography.  This is because I believe that art 
can be joined with storytelling and social criticism in order to 
aesthetically convey a story, social commentary, or a message 
about the particular time, place, people, or culture at the 
center of a photographic study.  While I intend first and 
foremost for my work to be considered as art, and therefore 
primarily be placed within the category of art, I believe that it 
can also exist, or co-exist, within the realms of documentary 
photography, reportage, and photo-journalism 

25. Please list any awards you 
have received and/or 
recognition you have earned 
for your photographs.  Include 
the impact these have had on 
your work, if any  

Given my educational pursuits, my awards have been few and 
my practice has been eclipsed by my scholarly studies; 
however, I consider my greatest accomplishment so far that 
my MFA project No Direction Home—a two-year study on 
life in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina—is housed in the 
permanent collection of the Louisiana State Museum, located 
in New Orleans.  Those photographs exist as part of a larger 
record of the effects of Hurricane Katrina upon New Orleans 
and its people.  The effect of this work has been to further 
promote my scholarly interest in social documentary 
photography in anticipation of future writing, research, 
teaching and artistic accomplishment through a return to the 
active practice of photography.   

26. By which art galleries are 
you represented, if any? 

I do not have any gallery representation at the present time. 

27. Are your photographs in 
the collections of any 
museums and/or art museums?  
If so, which one(s)?  Please 
indicate the type of museum, 
its name, and location. 

Yes—my work is part of the permanent collection of the 
Louisiana State Museum, located at 751 Chartres Street, New 
Orleans, LA 

28. Sebastião Salgado is 
known for producing 
extraordinarily beautiful 
photographs of dramatically 
miserable or traumatic subject 
matter.  His work has 

Within the confines of my academic studies in higher 
education, from its beginnings at community college through 
my masters program, my photographs have been criticized by 
art academicians and faculty members as being (1) “too 
documentary”, (2) not “looking like art”, (3) not being art, (4) 
not conveying any “ethos” upon which understanding and 
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frequently been criticized as 
capitalizing upon and/or 
exploiting the misery of 
others.  Have you encountered 
similar criticism in your 
photographic practice? What 
was your worst experience 
with criticism of your work? 

appreciation may be found; I’ve been told that (5) I should 
change my work to look like “a combination of Mathew 
Brady and Cindy Sherman”, (6) that I should cut up my 
photographs and make sculptures out of them, (7) that my 
work was “stifling” and that my work “didn’t let the viewer 
breathe” which was objectionable because “art is supposed to 
make you feel good”.  My work has been criticized as “too 
informational—art isn’t supposed to function that way”, and I 
have been told point-blank that my work is “not art”.  In 
addition, I was told specifically with regard to my work in 
New Orleans, that I had “no right as an outsider to 
photograph life in New Orleans” or to represent it from my 
point of view. 

29. How did this criticism 
impact you personally, 
professionally, and/or 
artistically? 

These criticisms only strengthened my resolve to further 
study and create art.  I have therefore studied the philosophies 
of intentionalism, self-identification, art theory and criticism, 
categories of art, art world theory, epistemology, narrative 
and personal representation, and aesthetic philosophy in order 
to develop a firm philosophical foundation for future practice 
and research. 

30. What do you consider to 
be your greatest 
accomplishment as a 
photographer? 

One of the unanticipated results of my photographic study of 
New Orleans, No Direction Home, was that the gallery where 
the work was presented actually purchased facial tissue, 
placing it on the podium next to the guest book, for the many 
guests who stood before my photographs and wept. In the 
spring of 2009 I had two one-person photographic exhibitions 
of this work at Gulf Coast Community College, and the 
students and faculty were also moved to tears by that show.  
The same thing has happened when I have conducted digital 
presentations of the work to other audiences.  I feel that 
causing or eliciting an emotional response is superior to 
simply conveying information to the viewer. 

31. How has this impacted 
your subsequent work? 

I have not had the opportunity to create new work in the last 
two and a half years, but what I hope to carry forward into 
my future work should be capturing subject matter in the 
same way so as to elicit a similar emotional response, 
whatever that subject matter may be. 

32. Which artists have 
influenced your practice of 
photography?  In what ways? 

I have had many influences, and those I am about to list are 
only a few I might be able to mention.  To begin with, these 
include Solomon Butcher, who traveled the plains of 
Nebraska in order to create a historical record of the 
homesteaders and inhabitants of the area.   
Another major influence is Walker Evans, who created work 
for the FSA, particularly in terms of the number of images he 
took—he was a very prolific photographer and spent months 
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in the field—and I consider him to be the proto-practitioner 
of social documentary photography, just as today social 
documentary photographers spend months and years in the 
field snapping thousands of photographs. On the hierarchal 
continuum, most of his photographs are more informational 
and less aesthetic representation, but I admire his practice.  
He was the pictorial equivalent of James Agee, his co-author 
in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, who went into 
painstaking detail in his writing about things he saw and 
observed.  I also admire Evan’s contemporary, Dorothea 
Lange.  With her famous Migrant Mother and White Angel 
Breadline photographs, she was really also a proto-
practitioner of social documentary photography.  She can be 
seen as capitalizing on or creating or capturing the emotional 
aspect of the subject, culture, society, and circumstance. 
Milton Rogovin, who was persecuted as a communist and 
endured really harsh superficial criticism, has been a big 
influence on me because he maintained his photographic 
practice in spite of his critics, and he has succeeded through 
time in becoming a well-respected, published, and collected 
social documentary photographer. 
I’d say that Sebastião Salgado has taken social documentary 
photography and evolved it into today’s contemporary 
practice.  He creates thousands of images and huge bodies of 
work—400 or more photographs—which he considers to be a 
single work of art made up of individual photographs as the 
component parts. 
Before all of my scholarly study, I found the practices of 
these photographers to possess a certain spirit of adventure—
the photographer with a camera out traversing the world—the 
idea that the practice is an adventure really appealed to me.  
A documentary photographer seemed to be an adventurer, 
sociologist, artist, epistemologist, and storyteller all rolled up 
into one person and to me this is a very attractive thing.  I 
know that this practice goes back into the 1800s—I walk in 
these people’s shoes; I’m not the first person to have done 
this.  There is definitely an excitement to it: one of my 
greatest passions in life is getting out into the thick of things 
and then going to the darkroom in order to re-experience the 
adventure.  One of my greatest regrets is that it took me so 
long to get to this point in life and that I wasted so much time 
before now.  Research and academia are worthwhile, but I’m 
also anxious to get back to the adventure of experiencing life 
and aesthetically representing it—to creating art and talking 
about it. 
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33. Are there any 
photographers whom you 
particularly admire?  If so, 
who and why? 

Clearly, the people I already mentioned have not only been 
those who have influenced my practice but are also 
photographers whom I admire.  To be more specific, though, 
I particularly admire Dorothea Lange because she captured 
the emotion present in her subject matter and conveyed it to 
the viewer aesthetically; she was the first to do this 
successfully, and it appears consistently throughout her work.  
I think that she was the first person to successfully join 
information, aesthetics, and emotion in her photographs.  The 
same quality is present in the work of Fazal Sheikh—there is 
a great deal of power present in his photographs in Moksha 
and his other works.  He tenderly, respectfully, and 
emotionally represents the aesthetic image and information in 
order to point to situations of social injustice.  He also spends 
months to years in the field, earning the trust of his subjects, 
so that he does not just superficially represent those in his 
photographs.  Lange and Sheikh, as well as Gordon Parks, 
reach deeper with their photographs rather than just 
presenting a superficial image.  To consider a parallel 
practice in painting, it is similar to Impressionism, which 
strove to convey a feeling as well as a visual image.  Social 
documentary photographers want the viewer to feel how 
things really are, not just see how they look 

34. In what way(s) do you feel 
that your own race, ethnicity, 
culture, class, gender, religion, 
or other personal factors 
influence your work? 

I certainly realize that I am a privileged, White, Western 
male, and an inhabitant of Western culture, and that there are 
societies, cultures and sub-cultures within Western culture 
that are interesting to study.  In addition, as an inhabitant of 
Western culture, and for the purposes of this dissertation, I 
would argue that it is the dominant culture on Earth, but I 
also acknowledge that there are other cultures outside of 
Western culture, all of which have value to impart and from 
which others may learn, and I believe that art can be the 
vehicle for that education.  Being raised in a religious 
construct and system that was and is still pejorative towards 
other religious beliefs and systems, my education and studies 
have caused me to wonder, discover, study, and pictorialize 
other religious systems (specifically the Amish in my work 
Quiet Life, Not Simple) in order to gain understanding and 
appreciation. 
The more I study within academia centered in Western 
culture, particularly in America, the more I am exposed to the 
prevailing view in theory, thought, and philosophy that White 
males are responsible for a great many of our world’s ills, 
especially White Western males.  And while this is not 
untrue--there have certainly been White men who have 
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oppressed and subjugated, murdered and killed, who have 
profiteered and taken advantage of other people of all races 
and genders—we are not alone.  And while it is true that 
certain of my associations within Western culture are 
complicit with the subjugation and oppression of others, I do 
not feel that it is wise or even smart to simply point the finger 
at White Western males when there has been a great deal of 
oppression and subjugation carried out by members of other 
races, cultures, and genders.  Evil is not entirely centered in, 
or exclusive to, White Western males: Pol Pot, Idi Amin, 
Baby Doc Duvallier, the pharaohs of Egypt, Mary Queen of 
Scots (aka Bloody Mary), Queen Victoria, Delphine LaLaurie 
(New Orleans socialite), Jiang Qin (wife of Mao Tse-tung) 
founder of the Cultural Revolution—none of whom were 
White Western males—killed and persecuted millions. 

35. Please describe the process 
by which you select your 
photographic subjects. 

My primary photographic subject is a society, culture, or sub-
culture, which I select deliberately based on differing factors.  
For example, I chose the Amish because I think that they are 
misunderstood by the general public.  I look for subjects that 
are (1) available over a long period of time, (2) I discover that 
there is a story that can be told in a different way via 
protracted study, (3) the culture or society is one in which I 
can immerse myself over that protracted period of time in 
order to gain understanding and acceptance as a participant-
observer.  The process involves creating the body of work 
over the protracted period of time, rendering the photographs, 
and then selecting photographs which may have linear or 
non-linear narratives, and are compatible or enhance one 
another and the overall story I am trying to tell. 

36. Is your selection of 
photographic subjects affected 
by and/or related to your own 
race, ethnicity, culture, class, 
gender, and/or religion?  If so, 
please explain. 

Yes, but not intentionally so, because those factors likely 
influence every person, at least to a certain extent.  I plan and 
prepare, but I am not confined; I am organized but there is 
opportunity for chance; there is conscious design, but there is 
also a sub-conscious emotional response. 

37. Since the inception of 
photography, there has been 
opposition to the classification 
of photographs as works of art.  
Do you think that photographs 
are, or can be, works of art?  If 
so, why?  If not, why not? 

Yes, I do feel as though photographs are or can be works of 
art.  They need only be created for or presented for artistic or 
aesthetic appreciation and they transcend their original 
design and construction in order to be art.  Similarly, a person 
who is an artist creates photographs with the intention that 
they are art and then via the vehicles of intentionalism and 
the categories of art, they are art.  Conversely, a photograph 
can be taken or created with the intention that it will exist 
outside of art; therefore, in that case it is not art.  If an object 
is never created to be or presented as art, it is therefore not 
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art.  In photography there are many examples of non-art 
photographs: for instance, wedding photographs, such as 
those taken by disposable cameras placed on tables at the 
wedding reception, are never presented as works of art.  Even 
though they might possess pictorial qualities that may be 
found in works of art, if no one ever looks at those images 
and decides that they are works of art, they are not art. 

38. Do you consider yourself 
to be an artist?  If so, why?  If 
not, why not? 

Yes, I do consider myself to be an artist, because I create 
photographs with the intention that they be seen as works of 
art. 

39. Do you consider your 
photographs to be artistic in 
nature and/or works of art?  
Please explain. 

Yes, I create photographs with the intention that they be seen 
as works of art.  I intentionally brace of—my photographs, 
which is a characteristic of the aesthetic experience of art.  
While there are fewer who possess my photographs, there are 
far more who care to view or experience my works, to feel 
the emotions and understand the stories they convey.  This is, 
in my opinion, what gives them status as artworks. 

40. Do you intend for your 
photographs to be considered 
by others to be works of art?  
Please explain. 

When people view my work there is often a powerful thing 
that happens in the associations that people communicate to 
me.  In No Direction Home, I had two images of strippers 
working as barkers on Bourbon Street, standing outdoors in 
lingerie, holding placards trying to lure customers into a strip 
joint.  A woman saw these images and told me she could 
relate to this because she’d been a stripper and had done 
exactly that job.  She could see the C-section scar on one 
woman’s stomach, and she told me that she’d had to do that 
same job six months after the birth of one of her children.  
The photograph brought back all the memories and emotions 
she experienced at that time.  There was a student at Tulane 
nicknamed Stripper Tammy because she worked at one of the 
strip clubs, and she said that the picture really had an 
emotional impact for her as well, telling me that people can’t 
imagine how embarrassing it is to see people you know when 
you’re standing on Bourbon Street in a thong. 
Those photographs, for one reason or another, either 
emotionally or psychologically, created desire in the viewer 
to interact with the photograph—they stop and stare to the 
point of transfixion—which is how I intend those 
photographs to function as art.  Roland Barthes talked about 
the “punctum”—the element in the photograph that creates 
interest, which can be psychological or emotional—and I feel 
that my photographs have this quality.  Some of the harshest 
critics who told me that my art was oppressive, that it doesn’t 
make the viewer feel good, that it doesn’t give the viewer 
room to breathe, inadvertently communicated exactly the 
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reaction I am seeking in my work.  In another example, I 
have a photograph of a woman lying crumpled in a French 
Quarter doorway.  The viewer’s initial assessment is usually 
that the woman is drunk and has passed out, but when they 
ask a question about her and I explain that I took the picture 
while on a ride-along with the New Orleans Police 
Department and she was the victim of a mugging, people 
consistently respond, “Oh, my god!’’ While it’s horrible, I 
also think that emotional response of horror is the measure of 
success for the image.  Consciously or sub-consciously, when 
the viewer stands transfixed and the work causes the viewer 
to relate to the work or ask a question and then feel a 
reaction, I think the image is successful as a work of art 

41. In both historical and 
contemporary usage, 
photographs often serve as a 
tool of communication, or to 
convey factual information in 
a visual form.  Do your 
photographs serve a 
communicative or 
informational purpose?  Please 
explain. 

Yes, because one of my goals is to convey a story to the 
viewer.  This can happen with a single image, but it is even 
more pronounced in the entire work of art made up of 
individual images. 

42. Do you feel that 
photographs convey truthful 
information?  Is a photograph 
a factual record of something 
that actually existed, or is it 
something else?  Please 
explain. 

This is a complex answer, but it begins with No.  For the 
purposes of this dissertation I would argue that photographs 
are not truthful records.  They might not be, however, 
malicious or willful lies.  From a certain point of view, they 
can be honest representations of reality or honest aesthetic 
representations of reality.  I would roughly, for philosophical 
purposes when talking about photography, define truth as 
dealing with facts honestly.  If I take a photograph and I do 
not manipulate the content of what appears within the frame 
of the rectangle—not taking away or inserting content—I am 
dealing with what factually appeared within the frame.  
Nothing is altered from the way it appeared in the frame, as 
in the infamous recent incident in which Demi Moore’s 
image was Photoshopped to remove a large portion of her 
hips, as well as other similar examples.  Barring such 
intentional misrepresentation, the photograph bears an 
indexical relationship to its referent.  It is, however, 
aesthetically and perceptually distinct.  The subject is not 
black and white in real-life, and its colors may not bear an 
exact match to reality, but the occupant of the image existed 
and has been dealt with honestly.  Is it truthful 
representation?  It could be argued that it is not entirely or 
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exactly representational of what was there.  A photograph 
removes sound and all of the 4-D elements associated with 
reality; there is no movement, no breathing.  It is frozen in 
time.  But there is no willful or malicious misleading of 
anyone about what was present in reality such as the width of 
a woman’s hips.  If Christie Brinkley were wearing a bikini 
and I photographed her hips with black and white film, the 
information would be recorded and portrayed—not 
maliciously or willfully, but purposefully—and that 
information would be rendered pictorially in order to give a 
representation of what her hips looked like via black and 
white photography. Truth?  No.  Honest?  Yes, via the 
mechanics of photography.  Skin tones may not be an exact 
match even rendering in color, but it is an honest 
representation of reality.  I am not ignorant of the fact that 
photographs cannot 100% tell the truth.  In my opinion, truth, 
in photography, means dealing with facts honestly.  In that 
sense, photographs can be honest because of the indexical 
likeness to the real-life referent.  Not all photographs are lies, 
and not all are truth—there is an indexical relationship that 
exists within the confines of framing, content, and film.  We 
have a culturally accepted norm that depends on this 
indexical relationship, such as the photographs we place on 
passports, driver’s licenses, and other forms of identification.  
These use photographs, not paintings or drawings, because 
we generally believe in the accuracy of a photograph in 
portraying the truth about someone’s appearance. 

43. Do you consider your 
photographs to be 
documentary in nature?  Please 
explain. 

Yes.  The subject matter is recorded and represented.  The 
photograph contains facts from which we can learn, that can 
cause us to become curious, or that can inform us.  On a 
specific day and time (July 26, 2007 at 11:30 p.m.), that 
particular woman was lying in that particular doorway after 
she had been mugged.  I know it, and now the viewer knows 
it. Or on New Year’s Eve, 2006, in the French Quarter, the 
hand visible in my photograph belonged to a person, and I 
photographed it.  It looks like an outstretched hand looking 
for help in the midst of the celebration.  It was real, and the 
way it looked was preserved in my photograph. 

44. Do you feel that a 
photograph can simultaneously 
be an informational document 
and a work of art?  If so, why?  
If not, why not? 

Yes, obviously.  Even if I did not intend for my photograph 
to be a work of art (which I certainly do), the photograph of 
the strippers exists as a record of their activity as they try to 
lure customers into the strip joint on Bourbon Street, but it 
also elicits an emotional response from two separate viewers, 
causing it to transcend its informational purpose and became 
art.  I intend it to be both a work of art and an informational 
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document.  Others view the work both for its informational 
content and the emotional response it creates in them.  
Therefore, my works exist simultaneously in both categories 

45. Have you encountered 
others with an opinion 
contrary to your own as to 
whether your photographs (or 
the photographs of others) 
are/are not works of art?  
Please explain. 

Yes, obviously.  As I said in an earlier answer, from the very 
inception of my higher education quest in art, several 
professors have told me directly that documentary 
photography is not art, that documentary photography does 
not look like art, and therefore is not art, because art should 
look like art, that I should not go with still photography but 
make video/film or sculpture, that my work is too 
informational and not aesthetic enough 

46. Among many possible 
interpretations, the artworld, or 
the institutional theory of art, 
may be understood to indicate 
that art exists within a 
cooperative network of social 
links.  This network would not 
only include artists, but would 
also encompass museums and 
galleries, educational 
institutions/art educators, the 
manufacturers of art 
supplies/equipment, art critics, 
aesthetic philosophers, and 
many others, all of whom 
engage in activities related to 
works of art.  In what way(s) 
do you feel that your 
photographic practice has been 
impacted by various aspects of 
the artworld? 

This is a complex answer.  My photographic practice has 
been impacted by the artworld in many ways.  Historically, 
documentary photography has not been considered art.  We 
can see this in how the FSA purposely treated photography, 
saying it was NOT art in order to continue the project and 
maintain their funding, which would otherwise have been lost 
as it was for the other WPA arts projects.  Museums such as 
the Smithsonian are hesitant to call documentary photography 
art, MOMA has a documentary photography collection but 
won’t give it a straightforward designation as art, the 
publishing industry in one of its best-known publications 
(Beaumont Newhall’s The History of Photography) separates 
documentary photography from art photography, there are art 
educators who don’t call it art, won’t accept it as art, say it 
isn’t art and that it doesn’t look like art, won’t deal with the 
original ethos of the work of art and instead suggest things 
like making the art a combination of Cindy Sherman and 
Matthew Brady… So, those in the artworld who aren’t 
cognizant of or aware of the aesthetics of documentary 
photography certainly have impacted my practice.  While 
they may not have hindered it, because I’ve succeeded in 
spite of the criticism, it has caused me to be more steadfast in 
my resolve.  The artworld represents a collision with my 
practice, not a hindrance to my practice, because I’ve had to 
push forward harder against it 

47. In what ways have you 
experienced the effect(s) of the 
marketplace and/or capitalism 
in relationship to your art 
practice?  Has this been 
largely positive or negative?  
Please explain. 

I have sold very little work but I have sold some, and I have 
benefited financially from my work’s acquisition by the 
Louisiana State Museum. I would say that this has been 
largely positive.  My work is of such a varied nature that not 
many people hang my work on their walls unless they can 
choose from the less-depressing images, and in cases such as 
this my works have been collected. 

48. There are a wide variety of 
social and critical theories that 

A. Normally, my work has been about cultures and societies 
that are parochial in nature.  New Orleans is a city and many 



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

412 

can influence, impact, or 
inform visual expression.  
[While definitions for each of 
these are many and varied, a 
brief working definition for the 
purposes of this study is 
included for each.]  Please 
describe they way(s) that each 
of the following social or 
critical theories has influenced, 
impacted, and/or informed 
your photographic practice. 
 
a. Oppositional consciousness: 
an ideology that a 
subordinated group of people 
chooses to employ in order to 
promote equality and change 
the dominant social order. 
 
b. Neo-Marxism: an awareness 
of social inequalities and a 
critique of the social problems 
resulting from these 
inequalities, leading to active 
engagement in resistance.  
This viewpoint includes a deep 
mistrust of the mass media and 
of capitalism. 
 
c. Feminism: (specifically in 
relation to visual art) the 
historical objectification of 
women in works of art and the 
role of women as active 
producers of works of art. 
 
d. Critical race theory:  an 
examination of the operation 
of racism in society, including 
an awareness of the ways in 
which the structure and 
vocabulary of society impede 
the action of justice.  As with 
feminism, this includes a focus 

people come and go, but those that stay have a very parochial 
culture.  
 
B. A great deal of social documentary photography has an 
overriding ethos promoting the awareness of societal injustice 
and inequality.  This quality is present in many of my 
photographs, and it is also a way in which viewers tend to 
interpret my works. 
 
C. Many of my works depict women, but I do not specifically 
intend to create a feminist message.  One photograph shows 
two female police officers in New Orleans arresting a female 
drug addict; likewise, the photographs of the strippers 
working as barkers on Bourbon Street have been interpreted 
as having embedded feminist messages. 
 
D. This is not an area on which my works have been focused 
up to this point, but I remain open to the possibility in the 
future. 
 
E. As with critical race theory, this is not an area on which I 
have focused thus far, but the possibility for future study is 
intriguing 
 
F. I feel that all theories and philosophies can be used as a 
lens or filter to see, criticize, and interpret my work as well as 
the imagery of others.  The photographer, the photograph, 
and the viewer represent a dynamic three-way conversation, 
creating a nearly infinite number of possibilities for 
interaction and interpretation. 
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on the representation of non-
Whites in works of art and the 
role of non-Whites as active 
producers of art. 
 
e. Postcolonial criticism:  
similar to critical race theory 
and also to feminism, this 
viewpoint examines the artistic 
representation of non-Western 
cultures in Western works of 
art, and also looks at the role 
of non-Western people as 
active producers of art.  
Postcolonial criticism raises 
questions about whether there 
are universal concepts of 
aesthetics, or if aesthetic 
concepts are culturally 
specific.   
 
f. The preceding theories are in 
no way intended to represent 
an exhaustive list of all the 
possible theories that might 
influence visual expression.  
Are there any other theories or 
philosophies that have had a 
specific impact on your 
photographic expression?  If 
so, please explain. 
 
49. Perhaps one of the most 
pervasive philosophical 
concepts in art is the idea of 
Beauty.  Among the many 
definitions of Beauty are that it 
is (a) a sensory quality that 
provides intense pleasure or 
satisfaction to the mind as in 
“a beautiful sunset” or “a 
beautiful melody”, and (b) an 
excellent or extraordinary 
example of something.  

 

A. Beauty, for me, begins with an emotional response, which 
is not at first easily understood.  I can look at a baby or 
woman or cat or dog and have an emotional response leading 
to a judgment that the thing to which (or to whom) I have just 
responded is beautiful.  I can also see beauty in something 
that is not necessarily emotionally positive but is rendered 
well or is an excellent example of something, and thereby it 
becomes beautiful to me.  For instance, I remember seeing a 
photograph of the killing fields in Cambodia—of skulls in the 
mud—that was really disturbing, especially when you know 
what happened—but the photograph had incredible power It 
was emotionally negative power, but it was rendered very 
well, so the power I felt from it, in addition to it being 
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a. What is your definition of 
Beauty? 

 
b. In what way(s) does the idea 
of Beauty relate to your 
photographs? 

 
c. Do you specifically intend 
for your photographs to be 
thought of as “beautiful”? 
 
d. If so, in what way(s)? 

rendered as a great example of black and white photography, 
made it beautiful to me even though the subject matter was 
completely disturbing.  Another example of this is found in 
the photographs of Barbara Crane, a retired professor at the 
School of the Art Institute of Chicago, who picks up flattened 
road kill, takes it home and freezes it.  Then she puts the flat, 
dead animal in a copy stand, allows frost to form on it as it 
begins to thaw, and takes a picture of it in the moment when 
it is the most frosty.  These dead animals are, then, rendered 
really beautifully into photographs.  They are dead, crushed, 
decaying, frozen, frosted animals yet they are used to make 
beautiful photographs.   
 
B. I have received a great deal of positive feedback for my 
skill in photograph Not all of my subject matter is romantic 
or beautiful; in fact, some of it is disturbing and ugly.  But all 
of the photographs within a body of work—the component 
parts of the work of art—are all like puzzle pieces to the 
eventual collection that becomes the work.  Beautiful or ugly, 
they are all part of the story.  The story is beautiful to me 
even if the story itself is negative, and the images are 
individually rendered as beautifully as I can make them. hic 
rendering, especially in terms of my black and white analog 
printing.  I am exceptionally meticulous in my technical 
process.  My photographs also often have multiple layers of 
meaning, which lends to the sense of beauty in them. 
 
C. Yes, I do. 
 
D. I hope to combine good composition and powerful subject 
matter in a photograph that is rendered perfectly in order to 
convey the idea of the overall body of work.  So, every 
photograph that makes the final cut into the body of work is 
beautiful to me, and I want others to judge them as beautiful 
as well, even if they’re disturbing.  I don’t try to make every 
photograph disturbing, but do I want all of them to be 
beautiful.  There are parallels to this found in still life 
paintings that are hundreds of years old (there are many of 
these at the Art Institute of Chicago), which can show dead 
animals with blood dripping from them alongside vegetables, 
flowers, and fruit.  Even though the dead animal is disturbing, 
it is a beautiful painting.  The same is true for my photograph 
of the woman lying in the doorway:  it is composed and 
rendered well, and is emotionally stirring, especially when 
you know the story, and it is also perfectly printed.  
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Therefore, I feel that it is a beautiful picture. 
50. How would you define the 
term “aesthetics” and in what 
way(s) might this relate to 
your photographs and/or your 
practice of photography? 
 

For the purposes of this dissertation, the word aesthetic is 
intended to indicate the visually discernible characteristics of 
an object that are subject to evaluation or that suggest a high 
degree of skill or accomplishment on the part of the maker of 
the object.  Such characteristics are often, but not always, 
identified with works of art.  Therefore, I consistently strive 
to create photographs that are the very best examples of 
photography, in terms of their subject matter, composition, 
printing, angle of view, depth of field, and the elements of art 
(line, shape, color, form, space, etc).  I also choose the 
highest quality materials available, usually going to great 
personal and financial detriment in choosing the best 
cameras, darkroom equipment, lenses, paper and chemistry, 
and so on, related to all possible aspects of the creation of 
photographs.  I also use an incredibly laborious process.  
With analog silver gelatin black and white prints, I want them 
to be the highest-quality archival prints that are able to be 
produced.  I choose the finest quality paper.  I mix my own 
chemistry, sometimes with an eyedropper, to achieve an exact 
result in the mixture.  My process has multiple steps: 
developer, stop bath, fix, water rinse, hypo-clear, toning, 
hypo-clear, and a final water rinse.  The paper is immersed 
for a very long time prior to drying, resulting in a complex 
process, which I feel results in the highest-quality print.  In 
terms of digital printing, I start with the best digital 
equipment available at the time, I run the highest-grade 
computer I can afford, and the imagery is viewed on a high-
definition color-corrected screen, printed out on really fine 
paper (usually Crane’s paper, which is really expensive 
because it is impregnated with millions of tiny balls of 
ceramic dust), I print with ink, not dye, and the ink set itself 
costs over $1000, using a $5000 printer.  Whether analog or 
digital, all of this comes before framing and presentation 
considerations.  For me, there is only one framer in the world 
that I like well enough and trust enough to purchase—
Metropolitan framing in Minneapolis.  So, the entire process 
and practice of photography is aesthetic according to the 
definition I’ve given.   
    One of the painters who was among the harshest critics of 
my work commented, “Photography is easy—you use a 
machine and you render an image.  What does it take you, 
twenty minutes?”  No!  It takes more that two hours just to 
get one print through the chemistry, and more than 10 hours 
in a computer to get rid of dust specks and so on.  I consider 
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the work of art ready when it possesses the ability to be hung 
on the wall, which takes hours more to mount, frame, attach 
hardware, and so on.  I put in as much time making one 
photograph as many painters do to make one painting, and for 
No Direction Home I made more than 900 images, whittling 
it down to 76 framed images for the final exhibition, taking 
two years on the work.  The only painter I know of who spent 
two years on single work of art was Seurat.   
   The same painter also told me, “Your work might tell a 
story, but so what?”  So does Picasso’s Guernica!  So do a lot 
of paintings!  Would you say that about Guernica?  Would 
you say that about Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf?  Would 
you say that about Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot?  
Telling a story is intrinsic across the arts and is important in 
many different kinds of art. 
    I adamantly feel that my work is not only a collection of 
images, one piece of work made of many component parts; 
moreover, it performs-each image is like a measure of the 
music in a symphony or a scene in play and they work 
together as a whole performance.  Beethoven’s fifth 
symphony is known for its distinctive first measure, but he 
expands on this theme, returning to it throughout the 
composition.  The whole process is aesthetic: we deal with 
how well its composed, how well it is rendered, how well it is 
presented, and finally, how well it performs. 
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Appendix F: Consent Forms and Interview Questionnaire 
 

Proposal for Research Using Human Subjects 

 

I. Rationale:  In this study I seek to identify the basis for the criticism that 

photographs cannot simultaneously be documentary in nature and works of art 

and to disprove this criticism using a combination of research into the theory, 

philosophy, epistemology, and history of documentary photography, 

interviews with selected documentary photographers, and an autoethnographic 

study of my own art practice as a documentary photographer.  While much 

has been written about the history and theory of photography, little has been 

specifically written about documentary photography and the potential for 

documentary photographs to also be considered as works of art.  My study 

will contain a literature review of relevant materials; however, given the 

scarcity of such documents, original investigation is needed.  Therefore, 

interviews of practicing documentary photographers are necessary to this 

study.  In these interviews I will seek to elicit the respondents’ views as to 

whether they feel that their photographs are works of art, inquire about the 

criticism the may have encountered, ask about the life experiences, values, 

and beliefs that may be relevant to their photographic practice, and other 

similar questions.  I will be seeking permission to conduct video and/or audio 

taping of the interviews and to quote the respondents verbatim in any and all 

written materials resulting from the interviews.  However, none of the 

questions I will ask would put the respondents at risk in any way—all 

questions deal with the respondents’ normal, everyday professional 

experiences.  Respondents may potentially benefit from the study in receiving 

greater recognition for their accomplishments as photographers, and may 

enjoy or appreciate the knowledge that others in their profession have 

experienced similar criticism and professional hardships based on what I feel 

is the unfounded criticism that documentary expression and artistic expression 

are mutually exclusive terms. 
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II. Subjects:  (a) Because of the narrow pool of subjects available—practicing 

documentary photographers—only three of the five potential subjects listed 

will be invited to participate:  Miguel Gandert, Steve McCurry, Delilah 

Montoya, Sebastião Salgado, and Fazal Sheikh.  All of these photographers 

are well-known in their field and their contact information is easily accessible 

to the general public.  (b) These subjects will be contacted by letter via U.S. 

Mail. 

III. Procedures: (a) Interviews may take any of several forms depending on the 

respondent’s availability.  Thus the interviews may be conduced face-to-face, 

over the telephone, or via a computer videoconference.  In all cases, the 

subject will be asked to give permission for the interview to be recorded either 

on video-tape, audio-tape or a combination thereof.  Once I have conducted 

the initial interview and processed the data, I will possibly re-interview the 

subject using follow-up questions in order to clarify or expand on important 

themes.  The possibility of this second interview will be made clear to the 

subjects on the consent form. (b) Risks to the subjects are minimal.  All 

questions relate to general information about the subjects and to their personal 

opinion about their art practice.  Revealing any of this information poses no 

personal or professional risk.  Subjects may, of course, decline to answer any 

and all questions with which they feel uncomfortable. (c) There will be no 

compensation for subject participation. 

IV. Adverse effects and liability:  this study will entail nothing more than daily 

activities with no liability offered.  Participation in the study poses no 

personal risk for the respondents. 

V. Consent form:  A consent form will be provided due to the request that the 

interviews be recorded and portions quoted in subsequent publications.   

Attachments: 

1. Letter of Request for Participation 

2. Interview Questionnaire 

3. Consent Form 
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Attachment 1: Letter of Request for Participation 

Dear ____________________________  

 

In order to fulfill the requirements for the Doctor of Philosophy in Fine Art at Texas Tech 

University, I am conducting a study about the aesthetics of documentary photography.   

 

As a notable documentary photographer, your work is respected and admired.  I would be 

greatly honored if you would consent to participate in my study through a personal 

interview about your practice of documentary photography. 

 

This interview will encompass approximately fifty questions, inquiring about such topics 

as the decision-making process you utilize when choosing photographic subjects, your 

opinions about art and photography, and life experiences you may have had that influence 

the choices you make about your photographic work. 

 

I would very much like to set up a time when we could meet face-to-face in order to 

conduct this interview.  However, I realize that your schedule may not accommodate 

such a meeting, so I would be more than happy to conduct this interview over the 

telephone or via a videoconference.  I would also like your permission to record our 

interview session and to use the transcripts of our conversation in my subsequent 

publication.  Please know that none of the questions will pose any personal or 

professional risk to you, and that you may decline to answer any questions that make you 

uncomfortable. 

 

Thank you very much for considering participation in my study.  I look forward to 

hearing from you soon. 

 

Sincerely,  

Bruce Mackh 
Texas Tech University School of Art 
Fine Arts Doctoral Program 
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Attachment 2:  Interview Questionnaire 

Section 1 Personal Information 
 
1. When and where were you born?  In which country or countries do you hold 

citizenship? 
 

2. How would you describe your family’s race, ethnicity, and/or nationality? 
 

3. Did/do you have family members outside of the U.S.? 
 
4. In which country were your parents born?  Your grandparents?  
 
5. Did you grow up speaking a language other than English?  If so what and in what 

settings (at home, at school, with relatives outside of the immediate family…)?  Do 
you speak any languages other than English today?  If so, which one(s)? 

 
6. In what sort of community did you grow up? (Racial/ethnic makeup, occupations, 

single family homes or apartments, urban/suburban/rural setting…) 
 
7. Into which social class would you categorize your family while you were growing 

up?  Which social class do you consider yourself to be a part of today? 
 
8. What were your parents’ occupations? 
 
9. What were your parents’ levels of education?  

 
10. What was your family’s religious background?   
 
11. What were your family’s political beliefs and/or affiliations? 
 
12. What would you say were your family’s core values? 
 
13. How many siblings did you have?  What level of education did they attain?  What 

occupations or professions did they choose when they became adults? 
 
14. What cultural experiences did you have while growing up? (Visits to museums or art 

galleries, concerts, plays/theatre, etc…)  Did these experiences (or lack thereof) have 
and bearing on your decision to become a photographer? 

 
15. At what age did you begin to be interested in photography?  Did your family 

encourage or oppose this interest?  If so, in what way(s)? 
 
16. What was your rationale or inspiration for becoming a photographer?  Please describe 

this process. 
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17. What is your educational background?  From which institutions have you earned a 
degree? 

 
18. Please describe your work history both related to and outside of photography, 

including present and former employers and occupations. 
 
19. For the purposes of this study, Western culture may be broadly understood as a set of 

traditions, languages, ideologies, religions, political systems, philosophies, and 
technologies stemming from the civilizations of ancient Greece, ancient Rome, and 
Europe.  Contemporarily, Western culture is characterized by the ideals of 
democracy/freedom, capitalism, human rights, the rule of law, Judeo-Christian 
morality and ethics, educational attainment, individualism, and reason.   Given this 
understanding, do you consider yourself to exist within and/or to take part in Western 
culture?  If so, why?  If not, why not? 

 
20. If you feel comfortable sharing this information, roughly what percentage of your 

annual personal income comes from your art practice, and what percentage comes 
from other sources such as a salary or through investment income? (You need not 
mention specific dollar amounts—a rough percentage or fraction is enough.) 

 
Section 2 Photographic Practice 

 
21. It could be argued that photography was born modern within the Western 

cultural/philosophical/aesthetic tradition.  Today, photography has become a 
ubiquitous communication tool.  How would you describe your place as a 
photographer within the contemporary practice of photography?  

 
22. Please describe your photographic practice in detail (processes, equipment, materials, 

subject matter…). 
 
23. How has your photographic practice changed over the course of your career?  What 

prompted these changes? 
 
24. If you could place your photographs into a particular genre, what would it be and 

why? 
 
25. Please list any awards you have received and/or recognition you have earned for your 

photographs.  Include the impact these have had on your work, if any. 
 
26. By which art galleries are you represented, if any? 
 
27. Are your photographs in the collections of any museums and/or art museums?  If so, 

which one(s)?  Please indicate the type of museum, its name, and location. 
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28. Sebastião Salgado is known for producing extraordinarily beautiful photographs of 
dramatically miserable or traumatic subject matter.  His work has frequently been 
criticized as capitalizing upon and/or exploiting the misery of others.  Have you 
encountered similar criticism in your photographic practice? What was your worst 
experience with criticism of your work? 

 
29. How did this criticism impact you personally, professionally, and/or artistically? 
 
30. What do you consider to be your greatest accomplishment as a photographer? 
 
31. How has this impacted your subsequent work? 
 
32. Which artists have influenced your practice of photography?  In what ways? 
 
33. Are there any photographers whom you particularly admire?  If so, who and why? 
 
34. In what way(s) do you feel that your own race, ethnicity, culture, class, gender, 

religion, or other personal factors influence your work? 
 
35. Please describe the process by which you select your photographic subjects. 
 
36. Is your selection of photographic subjects affected by and/or related to your own race, 

ethnicity, culture, class, gender, and/or religion?  If so, please explain. 
 

Section 3 Theory and Philosophy 
 
37. Since the inception of photography, there has been opposition to the classification of 

photographs as works of art.  Do you think that photographs are, or can be, works of 
art?  If so, why?  If not, why not? 

 
38. Do you consider yourself to be an artist?  If so, why?  If not, why not?  
 
39. Do you consider your photographs to be artistic in nature and/or works of art?  Please 

explain. 
 
40. Do you intend for your photographs to be considered by others to be works of art?  

Please explain. 
 
41. In both historical and contemporary usage, photographs often serve as a tool of 

communication, or to convey factual information in a visual form.  Do your 
photographs serve a communicative or informational purpose?  Please explain. 

 
42. Do you feel that photographs convey truthful information?  Is a photograph a factual 

record of something that actually existed, or is it something else?  Please explain. 
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43. Do you consider your photographs to be documentary in nature?  Please explain. 
 
44. Do you feel that a photograph can simultaneously be an informational document and 

a work of art?  If so, why?  If not, why not?  
 
45. Have you encountered others with an opinion contrary to your own as to whether 

your photographs (or the photographs of others) are/are not works of art?  Please 
explain. 

 
46. Among many possible interpretations, the artworld, or the institutional theory of art, 

may be understood to indicate that art exists within a cooperative network of social 
links.  This network would not only include artists, but would also encompass 
museums and galleries, educational institutions/art educators, the manufacturers of art 
supplies/equipment, art critics, aesthetic philosophers, and many others, all of whom 
engage in activities related to works of art.  In what way(s) do you feel that your 
photographic practice has been impacted by various aspects of the artworld? 

 
47. In what ways have you experienced the effect(s) of the marketplace and/or capitalism 

in relationship to your art practice?  Has this been largely positive or negative?  
Please explain. 

 
48. There are a wide variety of social and critical theories that can influence, impact, or 

inform visual expression.  [While definitions for each of these are many and varied, a 
brief working definition for the purposes of this study is included for each.]  Please 
describe they way(s) that each of the following social or critical theories has 
influenced, impacted, and/or informed your photographic practice. 

 
a. Oppositional consciousness: an ideology that a subordinated group of people 

chooses to employ in order to promote equality and change the dominant 
social order. 

 
b. Neo-Marxism: an awareness of social inequalities and a critique of the social 

problems resulting from these inequalities, leading to active engagement in 
resistance.  This viewpoint includes a deep mistrust of the mass media and of 
capitalism. 

 
c. Feminism: (specifically in relation to visual art) the historical objectification 

of women in works of art and the role of women as active producers of works 
of art. 

 
d. Critical race theory:  an examination of the operation of racism in society, 

including an awareness of the ways in which the structure and vocabulary of 
society impede the action of justice.  As with feminism, this includes a focus 
on the representation of non-Whites in works of art and the role of non-Whites 
as active producers of art. 
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e. Postcolonial criticism:  similar to critical race theory and also to feminism, 

this viewpoint examines the artistic representation of non-Western cultures in 
Western works of art, and also looks at the role of non-Western people as 
active producers of art.  Postcolonial criticism raises questions about whether 
there are universal concepts of aesthetics, or if aesthetic concepts are 
culturally specific.   

 
f. The preceding theories are in no way intended to represent an exhaustive list 

of all the possible theories that might influence visual expression.  Are there 
any other theories or philosophies that have had a specific impact on your 
photographic expression?  If so, please explain. 

 
49. Perhaps one of the most pervasive philosophical concepts in art is the idea of Beauty.  

Among the many definitions of Beauty are that it is (a) a sensory quality that provides 
intense pleasure or satisfaction to the mind as in “a beautiful sunset” or “a beautiful 
melody”, and (b) an excellent or extraordinary example of something.  

 
a. What is your definition of Beauty? 
 
b. In what way(s) does the idea of Beauty relate to your photographs? 
 
c. Do you specifically intend for your photographs to be thought of as 

“beautiful”? 
 

d. If so, in what way(s)? 
 
50. How would you define the term “aesthetics” and in what way(s) might this relate to 

your photographs and/or your practice of photography? 
 
 
 
If these questions have not touched on topics or ideas that you feel might be of interest, 
please add anything else that you would like to contribute to this interview. 
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Attachment 3: Consent Form 

What is the subject of this project? 
The purpose of this study is to examine the aesthetics of documentary photography and its 
relationship to art.  The area of documentary photography has received little scholarly attention 
and research into its unique aesthetics may benefit future documentary photographers as well as 
those who study art, media, and other forms of expression. 
 
What does participation involve? 
You would be answering approximately fifty (50) questions related to your photographic practice.  
This interview would be conducted face-to-face, over the telephone, or using videoconferencing 
technology, depending on your personal availability.  We are asking that you consent to the video 
and/or audio taping of this interview and also to the use of the interview transcript in subsequent 
publications. 
 
Are you required to answer all of the questions?  Can you opt out after giving the interview? 
Yes.  You may decline to answer any questions with which you are uncomfortable, and you may 
request that your responses not be used even after you have completed the interview.   
 
How long will the interview take? 
We estimate that the interview process may take from two to four hours, depending on the length 
of your responses.  We also request that you allow an opportunity for a follow-up visit once your 
initial interview data has been processed.  The follow-up interview should require only one 
additional hour of your time. 
 
How are we protecting privacy? 
No questions requiring personal or private information will be asked.  Therefore there is no risk 
to your privacy. 
 
What is the benefit of participation? 
You will receive no compensation of any type.  However, many photographers may find that they 
appreciate the recognition that being selected for and included in such a study entails.  You may 
also find that you derive personal satisfaction from assisting in this research.  If you wish, a copy 
of the research findings will be provided to you.  You will be one of just three subjects in this 
study, so your participation is of particular importance. 

 
Contact Information 

This study is supervised by Dr. Dennis Fehr, the Fine Arts Doctoral Program Coordinator at 
Texas Tech University.  You may contact Dr. Fehr at 806-742-3825 ext. 234 if you have any 
questions, comments, or concerns about this study.  For questions about your rights as a subject 
or about injuries caused by this research, contact the Institutional Review Board for the Protection 
of Human Subjects, Office of Research Services, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, TX 79409, or 
call 806-742-3884. 
 
Date ______________________________  Signature __________________________ 
Printed Name _________________________  Not valid after June 10, 2011 
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Appendix G: Email Exchange with Kathleen Adrian,  

Smithsonian American Art Museum 

From: AskALibrarian@oclc.org [AskALibrarian@oclc.org] On Behalf Of ajoa@si.edu 
[ajoa@si.edu] 
Sent: Friday, July 02, 2010 9:12 AM 
To: Mackh, B 
Subject: Library Question - Answer [Question #5710711] 
 
Hello Bruce Mackh 
 
Dear Bruce, 
 
Great question! There are many works in the collection of the Smithsonian American 
Art Museum by documentary photographers. Unfortunately it isn’t possible to search 
the museum’s online collection catalog to identify these specific works 
(http://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/). A broad search can be made for all 
photographic works by selecting “photography” from the “select artwork type” dropdown 
box. You can also search the collection using keywords such as “Farm Security 
Administration” or by individual artist, like Walker Evans. 
 
One of the most significant periods of documentary photography in America occurred in 
the 1930s. The following excerpt from a lengthy entry on "Documentary and Social 
Document Photography" appears in the INTERNATIONAL CENTER OF 
PHOTOGRAPHY ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHOTOGRAPHY (New York: Crown 
Publishers, 1984): 
 
"...In the United States, the 1930s emerged as the heroic age of social documentary 
photography, in part as a response to the social and economic havoc wrought by the 
Depression. The work of the photographic section of the Farm Security Administration 
stands as the high-water mark of social documentary in this country. Organized in 1935 
by Roy Stryker, a former economics instructor at Columbia University, the FSA group 
eventually included such figures as Walker Evans, Dorothea Lange, Russell Lee, Arthur 
Rothstein, Marion Post Wolcott, and Jack Delano. Their photographs of Dust Bowl 
refugees, Alabama sharecroppers and their shanties, the uprooted and the homeless, 
helped awaken Americans to the plight of their fellow citizens. Eventually numbering 
over 270,000 negatives, the work of the FSA photographers helped define the essentials 
of the American approach to social documentary..." 
 
This excerpt from DOCUMENTARY PHOTOGRAPHY (Alexandria, Va.: Time-Life 
Books, c1983), also provides some information: 
 
"...Through the Depression of the 1930s, the war years of the 1940s and into the postwar 
recovery period, documentary photographers roamed and examined their own 
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neighborhoods to capture the special world of time and place created by each society at a 
given moment in history. Although these photographers, who included such giants as W. 
Eugene Smith, Andre Kertesz, Dorothea Lange and Walker Evans, viewed human 
suffering and despair everywhere they wandered, they also captured the inner strength, 
dignity and transcendent hope of their subjects. They believed that man was redeemable. 
Perhaps more important, they felt man was worthy of redemption. Like the Romantic 
novelists of the 19th Century, these documentary photographers thought that by showing 
man his follies, they would lead him to correct them. The brooding genius Smith was 
convinced that once his pictures laid bare the futility, savagery and brute stupidity of war, 
mankind would be horrified into abolishing warfare for all time. 
 
By the 1950s, however, it was clear that the documentary photographers had achieved no 
more in reforming society than had the Romantic novelists. Some consciences had been 
stirred, some laws had even been enacted Hine's pictures led to the passage of labor 
legislation that rescued children from servitude in factories. But mankind had not been 
elevated to a state of greater purity through photographs, and many disillusioned 
documentarians turned to another approach. 
 
The development of a new concept of documentary photography was signaled by a single 
event, the publication in 1958 of Robert Frank's book, THE AMERICANS. A collection 
of photographs that Frank made during a tour of the United States, it presented views of 
the country by an outsider-Frank was born and raised in Switzerland. In his pictures, he 
saw the patch in the fabric of the American flag (page 174). He set down the tedium of 
daily life, the polluting residue of industrial society, the frustrations of those Americans 
caught between the promise of the national rhetoric and its everyday reality. Frank's view 
was hard-nosed, direct and very personal. 
 
After THE AMERICANS documentary photography entered the contemporary phase of 
its evolution. Many photographers turned inward as they withdrew from the rough-and-
tumble of public life and actions. Their concern became the recognition-and the 
problems-of the inner man. Communicating psychological reality became more important 
than conveying visual reality or social reality. The photographer's emotions, or his 
experience, became as pivotal to the picture as his view of the world. This charting of the 
psyche is complex, often treacherous, photography, for it leads to pictures that at first 
glance may look more like rejects-blurred, strangely framed, empty-than like successful 
works of art. They demand close interpretation; the viewer must think about them to get 
the photographer's message. 
 
In its newest form documentary photography is, oddly, returning to its beginnings for 
subject matter. These modern photographs, like daguerreotypes of old, often show 
families, friends and homes. But the resemblance to the old family snapshot is only 
superficial. For within these familiar images today's photographers have found a new 
reality to record and comment on: their pictures communicate the emotions and 
interpersonal relationships of private life. From the 19th Century album of snapshots to 
the 20th Century portfolio of intimate views, documentary photography continues its 



Texas Tech University, Bruce M. Mackh, May 2011 

428 

spiral toward the understanding of society and man." 
 
 
If you want to read more on the subject, I recommend the following books and articles 
that you can track through your local library: 
 
Bezner, Belinda Corbus. AMERICAN DOCUMENTARY DURING THE COLD WAR: 
THE DECLINE OF A TRADITION (Ph.D. dissertation: University of Texas, Austin, 
1993). 
 
PORTRAIT OF A DECADE: ROY STRYKER AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF 
DOCUMENTARY PHOTOGRAPHY IN THE THIRTIES by F.J. Hurley (Baton Rouge, 
LA: Louisiana State University Press, 1972) 
 
MIND'S EYE, MIND'S TRUTH: FSA PHOTOGRAPHY RECONSIDERED by James 
Curtis (Philadelphia : Temple University Press, c1989) 
 
DARING TO LOOK: DOROTHEA LANGE'S PHOTOGRAPHS AND REPORTS 
FROM THE FIELD by Anne Whiston Spirn (University Of Chicago Press, 2009) 
 
DOCUMENTARY EXPRESSION AND THIRTIES AMERICA by William Stott 
(University Of Chicago Press, 1986) 
 
DOCUMENTARY PHOTOGRAPHY (Alexandria, Va.: Time-Life Books, c1983) 
 
PHOTOJOURNALISM (Alexandria, Va.: Time-Life Books, 1971) 
 
"Storyteller (documentary photography as it evolved in America from the 1930s to the 
1980s; 6 article special section)." APERTURE, no. 112, Fall 1988, p. 1-77 
 
Lemann, Nicholas. "Whatever happened to the family of man? (death of documentary 
photography). WASHINGTON MONTHLY, v. 16, October 1984, p. 12-18. 
 
 
In terms of your second question asking if documentary photography is art, this is a 
difficult question to answer, as entire books have been written on this topic, which 
in many ways is subjective and changes over time. However, I can provide you with 
some basic information and suggest resources for further research on this topic. 
 
The following definition is from ARTLEX.COM (<http://www.artlex.com>), an online 
dictionary of art terms: 
 
"art - For numerous reasons, the most difficult word to define without starting endless 
argument! Many definitions have been proposed. At least art involves a degree of human 
involvement -- through manual skills or thought -- as with the word "artificial," meaning 
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made by humans instead of by nature. Definitions vary in how they divide all that is 
artificial into what is and isn't art. The most common means is to rely upon the 
estimations of art experts and institutions. More useful may be to see definitions of 
aesthetics, the arts, beaux-arts, craft, high art, and low art. Quotations about art, including 
others' definitions of art." 
 
 
Another definition is from the subscription service ENCYCLOPEDIA BRITTANICA 
ONLINE (<http:/britannica.com>): 
 
"art 
the use of skill and imagination in the creation of aesthetic objects, 
environments, or experiences that can be shared with others. The 
term art may also designate one of a number of modes of 
expression conventionally categorized by the medium utilized or the 
form of the product; thus we speak of painting, sculpture, 
filmmaking, music, dance, literature, and many other modes of 
aesthetic expression as arts and of all of them collectively as the 
arts. The term art may further be employed in order to distinguish a 
particular object, environment, or experience as an instance of 
aesthetic expression, allowing us to say, for example, that that 
drawing or tapestry is art. 
 
Traditionally, the arts are divided into the fine and the liberal arts. 
The latter are concerned with skill of expression in language, 
speech, and reasoning. The fine arts, a translation of the French 
beaux-arts, are more concerned with purely aesthetic ends, or, in 
short, with the beautiful. Many forms of expression combine 
aesthetic concerns with utilitarian purposes; pottery, architecture, 
metalworking, and advertising design may be cited as examples. It 
may be useful to conceive of the various arts as occupying different 
regions along a continuum that ranges from purely aesthetic 
purposes at one end to purely utilitarian purposes at the other. This 
polarity of purpose is reflected also in the related terms artist and 
artisan, the latter understood as one who gives considerable 
attention to the utilitarian. This should by no means be taken as a 
rigid scheme, however. Even within one form of art, motives may 
vary widely; thus a potter or a weaver may create a highly functional 
work--a salad bowl, for example, or a blanket--that is at the same 
time beautiful, or he may create works that have no purpose 
whatever beyond being admired. 
 
Another traditional system of classification, applied to the fine arts, 
establishes such categories as literature (including poetry, drama, 
story, and so on), the visual arts (painting, drawing, sculpture, etc.), 
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the graphic arts (painting, drawing, design, and other forms 
expressed on flat surfaces), the plastic arts (sculpture, modeling), 
the decorative arts (enamelwork, furniture design, mosaic, etc.), the 
performing arts (theatre, dance, music), music (as composition), 
and architecture (often including interior design)." 
 
 
A third interpretation is from A DICTIONARY OF ART TERMS AND TECHNIQUES 
by Ralph Mayer (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1981): 
 
"fine art. 
Art created primarily as an aesthetic expression, to be contemplated or enjoyed for its 
own sake. Unlike APPLIED ART, it is not used as an instrument for some other activity. 
Examples of fine art include painting, drawwing, sculpture, print making, and 
architecture.  The distinctions between fine and applied art are, however, arbitrary, at 
best.  For instance, a Greek vase or a medieval manuscript illumination that may have 
been functional at the time of its creation is enjoyed today as a purely aesthetic object." 
 
 
Additional information is from the book LIVING WITH ART by Rita Gilbert and 
William McCarter (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1988): 
 
"THE ROLE OF THE ARTIST 
Nobody questions the role farmers play in society. They produce the food necessary to 
sustain life. Much the same is true of furniture makers, car and clothing manufacturers, 
and nowadays, computer programmers and bankers. But what of artists? What role do 
they fill? What do they contribute to society, and do we really need them? Would our 
world be seriously diminished if there weren't any artists? To answer these questions, let 
us focus briefly on those people who live actively with art every day of their lives--the 
artists themselves... 
 
Throughout history artists have filled many different kinds of social roles. In ancient 
Egypt, Greece, and Rome, artists usually had very low social status, and some were 
actually slaves whose task was to carry out the artistic requirements of their masters. 
During the Middle Ages the artist moved into the realm of the craftsman, occupying a 
social level roughly equivalent to that of today's fine cabinetmaker. Only by the time of 
the Renaissance, the 15th century, were artists accepted in "good" society, and still their 
creations were under the rigorous control of wealthy patrons. Today's artists in most 
countries enjoy a social status like that of Renaissance artists-a special elite apart from 
class-but their freedom of expression is greater than that of artists even a few generations 
ago. The social role of artists has changed over time, but their function remains basically 
the same. Like their counterparts in earlier times, contemporary artists fulfill a practical 
function, designing virtually every structure and object in the environment. Today this 
practical role is carried out by artists with specialized, often technical, training-industrial 
and graphic designers, architects, craft artists, and fashion designers, among others. But 
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what about the painters and sculptors, the photographers and cinematographers? What 
needs do they meet in our computer age? We can identify at least four basic functions for 
the artist, all of them age-old, all expanding in complexity. 
 
First, artists record. They give us visual images that can be preserved for historical 
reference. This idea is so obvious that we take it for granted, forgetting how 
overwhelming our ignorance otherwise would be. Were it not for artists, we would have 
no idea what people from the past looked like. Thomas Jefferson was one of the founders 
of our country, principal author of the Declaration of Independence, and third president 
of the United States. He is well known to us from his extensive writings. His splendid 
architecture (443) stands today and is still admired. But Jefferson died more than a 
decade before the invention of photography, and were it not for artists' portraits, 
including the sensitive one by Rembrandt Peale (16), we would have no visual image of 
the man to match the achievement. Nor could we form any visual image of historical 
places and events. Before the invention of the camera in the early 19th century, artists 
recorded images mainly through painting and sculpture. Today we rely more heavily on 
photography, cinema, and television to keep our history, but of course the people behind 
these media are also artists. Even with the prevalence of mechanical recording, there is a 
renewed interest in the painted portrait, and a great many well-known artists are thriving 
on portrait commissions. 
 
Second, artists give tangible form to the unknown. In other words, they attempt to record 
what cannot be seen with the eyes or what has not yet occurred. This role has been 
important throughout the history of art, and it is no less vital today. Ancient artists had a 
somewhat different list of unknowns to contend with. They puzzled over and feared such 
things as tornadoes, floods, eclipses, and the wrath of spirits. Even in an age when 
satellites predict the weather and spirits have been tamed, there still are certain 
unknowns, and artists still are struggling to give them tangible form. What would a 
nuclear holocaust be like? We do not know and dare not find out. What exists at the edge 
of our universe? Scientists will know eventually, but not soon. What do our dreams and 
nightmares really mean? None of us can analyze them definitely. These unknowns are 
frightening to us, just as the Thunder God must have been to our ancestors. If artists can 
present them to us in some concrete form, we can tame them and go about our business. 
 
Third, artists give tangible form to feelings. These may be the artist's own feelings that 
are expressed in paint or marble or whatever the medium. But surely they are feelings 
shared by many people-love, hate, despair, fear, exhilaration, anger, admiration, the terror 
of nightmares. When we respond to a work of art, when we pay attention to the emotions 
it evokes, we a communicating in a way with the artists and with other people who share 
these responses. 
 
Fourth, artists offer an innovative way of seeing, a unique visual perspective. When we 
experience a work of art, we confront the artist's perspective, compare it to our own, and 
take note of both the similarities and the differences. Art encourages us to think, to 
question, to imagine, to explore, to dream. It stretches our own horizons by confronting 
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us with someone else's. 
 
To sum up, artists perform at least four important functions in society: they record, they 
visualize the unknown, they portray feelings and they stretch one's ability to see. All of 
these functions have to do with communication. Artists are able to fill these roles because 
they create new visual images..." 
 
 
A great deal of information has been published on the evaluation, analysis and critique of 
art, which addresses issues such as what is considered "good art", the shifting tastes and 
popularity of different types of art based on public demand and the art market, and 
general issues related to the appreciation of art. For example, the following article is from 
GROVE ART (<http://www.groveart.com/>, accessed 30 June 2010). This is a 
subscription-based online version of THE DICTIONARY OF ART, edited by Jane 
Turner (New York: Grove's Dictionaries, 1996), a multi-volume, authoritative art 
encyclopedia that you may be able to find in your local university or large public library. 
According to GROVE ART: 
 
"Aesthetics. 
Branch of Western philosophy concerned primarily with the arts, especially the fine arts, 
although it often treats the concepts of natural beauty and appreciation of nature as well. 
The notion of fine art and that of a corresponding branch of philosophy are of relatively 
recent origin, dating from the 18th century, although historical antecedents of many of 
the particular issues now recognized as belonging to aesthetics go back to antiquity. The 
present usage of the term stems from its adoption in 1735 by Alexander Gottlieb 
Baumgarten, who employed the Greek aisthesis (perception) to distinguish the study of 
sensory, perceptual concerns, such as beauty, from logic, the study of reason and 
intellect. 
 
1. Defining art. 
The central question of aesthetics, according to some, is what art is, what works of art 
have in common and how they differ from non-art (see Art). Plato and Aristotle have 
inspired definitions in terms of mimesis or imitation. Benedetto Croce and R. G. 
Collingwood took art to be essentially expression of a certain sort. Tolstoy emphasized 
the communication of emotion. Clive Bell and others focused on formal properties. Some 
definitions are based on intrinsic features of works of art themselves (see Art, work of ). 
According to others, whether something is art depends rather on how it was created, the 
effects it does, or might, have on those who experience it, how people use it or think of it, 
or its role or status in society. Some aestheticians understand a concept of aesthetic 
experience, aesthetic emotion, aesthetic attitude, artistic creation or aesthetic objects 
(including natural objects) to be more fundamental than that of works of art and define 
the latter in terms of one or another of the former. 
 
There has been considerable skepticism about the possibility of defining art, or of 
defining it in a useful and illuminating way. The diversity of what is commonly called 
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art, as well as the variety of definitions that have been suggested, the often striking 
similarities between some kinds of art and some things, or activities, that are not usually 
considered art, the absence of a clear correlation between the notion of art in non-
Western and pre-18th-century cultures, and also the dramatic shifts in uses of the term in 
recent Western culture, can easily make it seem that any definition will be arbitrary and 
pointless. Whether it is worth worrying about what art means rests in large part on how 
important that notion is within the cultural practices being investigated. If the creation, 
appreciation, understanding or value of such things as paintings, novels and musical 
works essentially involves thinking of them as instances of art, aestheticians will want to 
explain what it is to think of them in that way; but if art is a category imposed on these 
practices from above in an attempt to understand them, there is always the possibility that 
another way of understanding them might be more perspicuous, one that does not classify 
certain things as art or certain objects, activities, emotions or attitudes as aesthetic. If the 
notion of art is intrinsic to the practices of one particular society but not to others, 
examining it will be necessary in order to understand that society; but the fact that the 
notion is merely a local one may suggest that it is not very fundamental, even in that 
society. 
 
Uncertainties about how to define art translate into uncertainties about the scope of 
aesthetics. But many issues traditionally classified under that heading can be pursued 
independently of a definition. Rather than making and defending generalizations about 
art, the nature and importance of works of specific media, periods, genres or styles can be 
investigated. Concepts of imitation, expression and communication can be examined 
without troubling over whether they apply to everything properly called art. Pictorial 
representation, metaphor, fiction and other notions, which appear to be important outside 
the realm of art as well as within it, can be explored without deciding where to draw the 
line. 
 
2. Objectivity and subjectivity. 
Much discussion has focused on questions about the objectivity or subjectivity of 
aesthetic judgements. Some speak of a 'science' of criticism whose task is to ascertain 
objective facts about works of art and regard aesthetic judgements, when true, as 
expressing such facts. There are, in contrast, various more subjective conceptions of 
aesthetic judgement, some of them encapsulated in the idea that 'beauty is in the eye of 
the beholder'. Such judgements are said to be descriptions not of the work but of the 
speaker's response to it, or claims about how the work does or would affect people of 
certain sorts, or projections on to the work of the ideas or feelings of the person who 
judges it. Some take judgements to be mere expressions of the speaker's feelings or 
responses, not allowing for truth or falsity at all. Criticism is sometimes regarded as a 
creative enterprise, not unlike that of an artist, rather than anything like a search for 
knowledge or truth. 
 
David Hume articulated a dilemma that vexed Immanuel Kant and many others: aesthetic 
judgements seem to be mere matters of taste, there being nothing in the object to make 
them correct or incorrect; so no-one has a right to demand the agreement of others. 
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Nevertheless, in some particular instances it seems entirely reasonable to demand 
agreement - it may simply seem obvious that works by Rembrandt (or Homer or Bach) 
are superior to those of many 'lesser' artists. More recently some have argued that 
multiple incompatible interpretations of a work may be equally reasonable and hence that 
no interpretation can be considered correct or true (even if some can be ruled out as 
definitely incorrect); the best that can be said about an interpretation, it is argued, is that it 
is 'valid', or 'interesting', or more plausible than various alternatives (see Hermeneutics ). 
These issues are analogous to ones about the objectivity or subjectivity of moral 
judgements, of judgements about colours and other secondary properties, and even of 
hardcore scientific propositions. The status of aesthetic judgements needs to be 
investigated in the context of more general theories of language and truth. 
 
3. Values. 
Aesthetics is sometimes classified as a branch of value theory, along with ethics. This 
ignores the many significant issues of aesthetics that are related only indirectly, if at all, 
to questions of value, and it begs questions about how fundamental judgements of value 
are. It may be more important to understand a work than to decide how good it is. 
Nevertheless, questions about value have been central in the work of many aestheticians. 
 
The most obvious ones concern evaluative judgements of particular works: judgements 
that a work is good, great, successful, mediocre, or better or worse than another. There 
are discussions of the grounds on which such evaluations are made and, of course, 
disputes about their objectivity or subjectivity. Some have attempted to formulate general 
criteria of aesthetic value, to specify what characteristics of a work or natural object 
constitute aesthetic merits. Some definitions of art are in effect specifications of such 
criteria. Only good art counts as art at all, on some accounts, and to be good art is, for 
instance, to be expressive or to possess 'significant form'. Those who distrust 
generalizations about the arts may deny that there is a single kind of value that might be 
called aesthetic. The fact that questions of comparative value seem so often to make little 
sense (e.g. which is better, the Sistine Chapel or the Taj Mahal?) may suggest that works 
of different kinds are valuable in very different and incommensurable ways. Some argue 
that no useful rules or criteria can be given for judging aesthetic value, and some consider 
the whole enterprise of assessing the value of a work irredeemably subjective and 
pointless. There are fundamental questions about how aesthetic value is related to other 
kinds of value, especially moral value: do moral virtues or defects in a work have any 
bearing on its aesthetic value or are the two entirely independent? Is there an aesthetic 
component to moral values - do or should distinctively aesthetic considerations play a 
part in determining whether someone is a good or a virtuous person or lives a good life? 
 
In addition to questions about the merit of particular works, one can ask about the value 
of the institution of art as a whole, the reasons why people engage in it and the benefits 
they derive from it - or the ills that it is responsible for. Questions about the importance 
of the institution in people's lives and in society remain even for those who reject 
estimations of the value of particular works (see also Psychoanalysis and art; Psychology 
and art; and Social history of art). 
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Some consider the values of the arts - either of particular works or of the institution - to 
be primarily cognitive; others consider them primarily emotive. The former emphasize 
the role of art in expressing or communicating knowledge, understanding or insight, in its 
capacity to edify or instruct; the latter focus on the evocation of emotional experiences in 
appreciators or the expression of emotions by artists, or simply the pleasure of 
appreciating and creating art. However, the distinction between emotive and cognitive 
conceptions of art is not very clearcut. A cognitivist may hold that the insights art 
provides are primarily about emotions or that art promotes understanding of a special 
intuitive or emotive kind, perhaps one involving empathy. Appreciators' emotional 
experiences may be important because of their contributions to understanding - 
understanding either of emotions or of their objects. Emotions themselves, on some 
accounts, are partly cognitive or even constitute ways of knowing. 
 
There are sharp differences among aestheticians about how special the arts are, how 
closely they are linked to other interests and integrated into the rest of life. For theorists 
influenced by Plato, Aristotle, Freud, Darwin and Marx, for instance, the importance of 
the arts consists in their bearing on other aspects of our lives. Art is said to provide a safe 
outlet for dangerous emotions, to contribute to emotional catharsis, to promote 
understanding and empathy. It is praised for its capacity to reveal truths about ourselves 
and the human condition or to improve people morally - or it is damned for obscuring the 
true nature of reality or for its contributions to moral depravity (see also Ideology). It is 
an effective tool of Propaganda, some say, a means of achieving political domination or 
fomenting revolution, or a means of deepening religious faith (see also Censorship and 
Religion and art). Even when art serves as an escape from the cares of life, its benefits 
may be thought to consist in its capacity for psychic renewal. 
 
There has been a strong tendency, however, deriving partly from Kant but especially 
prominent in the late 19th century and early 20th, to regard art as essentially autonomous 
from the rest of life, to think of the arts as inhabiting a separate domain with its own 
distinctive intrinsic values. Some recognize a special 'aesthetic emotion', stressing the 
disparity between it and the emotions of life (Clive Bell and Roger Fry). Some regard the 
representational content of visual art as being not truly aesthetic and resist works with 
messages or morals, or ones that are 'merely' informative or interesting. The notions of 
'disinterest' as a crucial ingredient of the aesthetic attitude (Kant), of the advisability of 
'distancing' works from personal needs and ends (Edward Bullough) and of 'art for art's 
sake' emphasize what is distinctive about the arts or the aesthetic and their separation 
from other aspects of life. 
 
4. Art and art-making. 
There is a nest of traditional problems concerning whether and to what extent what is 
important about art is located in works of art themselves, whether the artist and his act of 
creation, or more broadly the manner and circumstances in which the work came about, 
come into play, and in what ways they do. Some of these problems are discussed under 
the rubric of the 'intentional fallacy', but the issues are much larger than that of the 
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relevance of artists' intentions. According to Monroe Beardsley and the 'New Critics', all 
that matters aesthetically about a work are its intrinsic properties, what is perceptible in it 
and the effects its perceptible properties have on appreciators; the artist is important only 
as a means whereby the work is produced. 
 
Contrary views take many forms. Some have regarded art as essentially a matter of 
communication between the artist and appreciators, with the work serving as a vehicle of 
such communication. The appreciator's primary interest is in the person who made the 
work, in something like what he meant by it, rather than in properties of the work itself. 
The communication theorist (see Communication theory ) recognizes a fundamental 
difference between works of art and aesthetically regarded natural objects, since the latter 
seem not to be vehicles of anyone?s acts of communication. According to Richard 
Wollheim, the task of the critic is to reconstruct the artist's creative process as it appears 
in the work. Some recognized fictive or apparent communicators (which arguably are to 
be found in the work itself) what Wayne Booth called 'postulated authors', for instance - 
rather than actual ones. Nietzsche, Benedetto Croce and R. G. Collingwood emphasized 
the artist's creative act rather than the product of his action but did not think of it 
especially as an act of communicating with appreciators. 
 
Ernst Gombrich and Nelson Goodman, among others, contend that a work of art is to be 
understood in a certain language or in terms of certain conventions, and that identifying 
the relevant language or conventions requires going beyond a work's intrinsic properties 
(see also Iconography and iconology; Semiotics; and Symbol). Communication may 
involve such conventions, but in some views what an appreciator is primarily interested 
in is what the work itself means, given the relevant conventions, rather than what the 
artist meant by it or communicated by means of it. Others have claimed that works need 
to be understood against the background of the circumstances in which they were 
produced but in ways that may not involve conventions; Michael Baxandall, for instance, 
argued that appreciation requires awareness of the problems the work was designed to 
solve. 
 
5. Aesthetics and practice. 
Many important questions of aesthetics are specific to particular genres, media or styles 
of art, and many of them grow naturally out of the concerns of artists and critics. In some 
cases aestheticians aim to provide theoretical backing for one or another side of a critical 
dispute or attempt to justify a particular kind of art. Assessing the significance of various 
techniques for representing reality in the visual arts requires consideration of what may 
be meant by realism and the ways in which realism of various sorts may be desirable or 
undesirable. These interests - and also disputes about non-objective or abstract art - lead 
quickly to fundamental questions about the very notion of Representation : questions 
about what it is to represent something and how pictorial representation differs from 
verbal description; about the point or purpose of pictorial representation or of the 
portrayal of reality by any means. There are lively disputes concerning what might be 
special about the medium of photography: whether the supposedly automatic manner of 
their genesis makes photographs inherently more realistic than paintings and drawings; 
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whether photographs are merely mechanical reproductions of reality lacking in artistic 
value. Many aestheticians have been especially intrigued by the Dadaists and Surrealists 
and avant-garde figures such as John Cage, Marcel Duchamp and Robert Rauschenberg - 
by their ready-mades, happenings, Minimalism, performance art and conceptual art. 
Some worried whether, for example, Duchamp's Fountain (1917; editioned replica, 1964; 
Ottawa, N.G.; for illustration see Ready-made ) qualifies as art, but many issues are 
independent of this one. Critical disputes about whether to regard such works, events or 
activities as frauds perpetrated on a gullible public or as refreshing escapes from stodgy 
tradition, or something in between, need to be adjudicated. What is the point of using 
indeterminate or aleatoric means in the production of works of art? What significance is 
there in the breakdown of traditional genre, in the extreme emphasis on newness and 
originality, in the blurring of the lines between artist, performer, work and audience and 
in the apparent disdain for value judgements and the lack of interest in greatness? Avant-
garde works are sometimes said to be about art itself, and many of them inevitably raise 
fundamental issues of aesthetics. 
 
Other practical matters that lead quickly to larger theoretical concerns for aestheticians 
include questions about Authenticity and Forgery. If it is only a work's intrinsic 
properties that are important aesthetically, a forgery indistinguishable from the original 
will be no different from it aesthetically. The communication theorist, however, can 
argue that the forgery and the original are vehicles of very different acts of 
communication, even if they are indistinguishable. There are related questions about how, 
and whether, to repair or reconstruct damaged works and archaeological sites - whether 
the aim should be to restore the appearance of the original as nearly as possible or to 
avoid disturbing the remains. 
 
Other practical matters that lead quickly to larger theoretical concerns include questions 
about relations between form and function in architecture and design, about pornography 
and censorship, about public support for the arts, about choices between 'high art' and 
popular art, and about the nature and validity of the test of time for greatness in art..." 
 
 
You also might be interested in some of the following information about the importance 
of art. The following statement on the value of art is an excerpt from H.W. Janson's 
HISTORY OF ART (New York: Abrams, 1996): 
 
"...In a larger sense art, like science and religion, fulfills humanity's innate urge to 
comprehend itself and the universe. This function makes art especially significant and, 
hence, worthy of our attention. Art has the power to penetrate to the core of our being, 
which recognizes itself in the creative act. For that reason, art represents its creator's 
deepest understanding and highest aspirations. At the same time, artists often play an 
important role as the articulators of our shared beliefs and values, which they express 
through an ongoing tradition to their audience... Why do people create art? Surely one 
reason is an irresistible urge to adorn themselves and decorate the world around them. 
Both are part of a larger desire, not to remake the world in their image but to recast 
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themselves and their environment in ideal form. Art is, however, much more than 
decoration. It is laden with meaning, even if that content is sometimes slender or obscure. 
What do we mean by content? The word encompasses not only the subject matter and 
literal meaning (its iconography) but its appearance as well, for the visual elements are 
themselves filled with significance. Art enables us to communicate our understanding in 
ways that cannot be expressed otherwise. In art, as in language, human beings are above 
all inventors of symbols that convey complex thoughts in new ways. We must think of art 
not in terms of everyday prose but of poetry, which is free to rearrange conventional 
vocabulary and syntax in order to convey new, often multiple, meanings and moods. A 
work of art likewise suggests much more than it states. It communicates partly by 
implying meanings through pose, facial expression, allegory, and the like. And like a 
poem, the value of art lies equally in what it says and how it says it..." 
 
 
For more information on this topic, you might want to look at the following online 
article: 
 
WHAT IS ART? WHAT IS AN ARTIST? 
<http://www.arthistory.sbc.edu/artartists/artartists.html> 
 
Finally, you might also want to look at the following books. You can track these 
publications through your local public or university library, or a librarian can order them 
for you through inter-library loan. 
 
Canaday, John. WHAT IS ART?: AN INTRODUCTION TO PAINTING, SCULPTURE 
AND ARCHITECTURE (New York : Knopf : distributed by Random House, c1980) 
 
Davidson, Rosemary. WHAT IS ART?  (Oxford : Oxford University Press, c1993) 
 
Curtler, Hugh, ed. WHAT IS ART? (New York: Haven Pub.Corp, Inc.,1983) 
 
Dickie, George. EVALUATING ART (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1988) 
 
Wolterstorff, Nicholas. WORKS AND WORLDS OF ART (Oxford: Clarendon Press; 
New York : Oxford University Press, 1980) 
 
Baxandall, Michael. PATTERNS OF INTENTION: ON THE HISTORICAL 
EXPLANATION OF PICTURES (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1985) 
 
Gealt, Adelheid. LOOKING AT ART (New York: R. R. Bowker, 1983) 
 
Gilbert, Rita. LIVING WITH ART (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1995) 
 
Taylor, Joshua. LEARNING TO LOOK: A HANDBOOK FOR THE VISUAL ARTS. 
2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981) 
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Mittler, Gene A. UNDERSTANDING ART (New York: Glencoe/McGraw-Hill, 1999) 
 
Stecker, Robert. ARTWORKS: DEFINITION, MEANING, VALUE (University Park, 
PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1997) 
 
Anne D’Alleva, Look! Again: Art History and Critical Theory. (Upper Saddle River, NJ, 
Prentice-Hall, 2005) 
 
Vernon Hyde Minor, Art History’s History, 2nd Ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ, Prentice-
Hall, 2001) 
 
Michael Hatt and Charlotte Klonk, Art History: A Critical Introduction to its Methods 
(Manchester University Press, 2006) 
 
I hope this information is helpful. 
 
Sincerely, 
Kathleen Adrian 
Smithsonian American Art Museum 
email: ajoa@si.edu 
 
This response may include copyrighted materials not owned by the Smithsonian 
Institution.  Transmission or reproduction of such materials beyond that allowed by fair 
use requires permission of the copyright owners. 


