Opening Up
Photojournalism

BY DAVID D. PERLMUTTER

any visual journalists (photographers and

videographers) believe that their craft is not

accorded the same respect as word reporting.

This is an old prejudice. With the exception of

“high art,” visual images have long been
thought of as a simple and uncomplex mode of communication,
or, as the Medieval Pope Gregory the Great put it, “What scrip-
ture is to the educated, images are to the ignorant.”! Yet, the mod-
ern environment is dominated by images which have powerful
influences on personal, political and social behavior. The ways in
which these images are created, impart meaning and are interpret-
ed by audiences are complicated and little understood. Moreover,
not only critical scholars, but many public groups are raising
important questions about the objectivity (accuracy and represen-
tativeness) and credibility of visual reporting. It is vital for scholars
and news professionals to treat the photograph (video or print) as
an object worthy of intense inspection and debate. In short, the
path to respect begins with “speaking up” about what photojour-
nalism is and what it can be.

THE “INREALITY” OF VISUAL MEANING

For academics who use photography as research tool, the com-
plexity of the image has always been self-evident, but also trou-
bling. Many anthropological researchers avoid using photographs
in their work because they feel they have less control over the con-
tent of a picture than the product of their pen.2 Yet, this ambiguity
can enrich the appreciation of the importance of images in society
and their value as teaching tools. Let me offer two examples from a
photographic documentary that I am conducting of a small police
department in Hennepin County, Minnesota.

Both photos portray a similar police event; an under-the-influ-
ence suspect is searched before being placed in the back of a squad
car. Whenever I show these pictures to students, without giving
them any site-specific context or captioning, the reaction to each
picture is slightly different. The male officer [Fig. 1] is generally
taken to be “in control” or to “dominate” the suspect. The female
officer [Fig. 2] is seen to be “struggling” or “not in control,” that is
not dominating the suspect. Now, what is interesting here is that in
my estimation, from being there and perhaps also from my own
biases, both officers were in equal control of the situation. The
search procedure took about the same length of time and was con-
ducted routinely in both cases. That students perceive a difference in
what was going on demonstrates that the images contain visual cues
that may lead viewers to varying conclusions regardless of the
“bias” of the photographer. Certainly, a very simple universal visual
cue is present: the male officer is bigger (huge, muscular) than the
suspect. He literally towers above him, clamping down his hand in a
posture of domination. Also, the male officer’s facial expression is
blank, betraying no fear or apprehension. The female officer, on the

other hand, is small (short, slight-of-build) in relation to the suspect
and the car, and people tend to read exertion or struggle into her
pose and expression rather than control. The male officer is relative-
ly taller and the female officer is relatively shorter to the observer.
The pictures are objective in the sense that they portray events that
really happened, the positions and expressions of the subjects at the
moment of picture-taking (1/500th of second for the male officer in
daylight, 1/250th of second for the female officer with flash), and
the relative size relationships between the subjects as measured by a
fixed point (my own height). In short, each picture contains a por-
tion of meaning copied from the real world.

However, the interpretation of these pictures must obviously be
understood within a social context. Included are traditions of visu-
al representation with which audiences are familiar, wider cultural
prejudices and assumptions, and the standardized practices of news
image production. First, note that the female officer is in a contort-
ed posture. Likewise, contemporary advertising often shows
women bending, or expressing a body cant towards men as an
expression of deference.? Second, the pictures are interpreted with-
in general social assumptions. Several male students wrote in com-
ments about this picture that it is an “example of how women
can’t hack it as cops;” other students implied the same point less
blatantly. Finally, the standards of news representation must be
considered. The second picture is more visually interesting or
dynamic than the first by the standards of photo-reportage, largely
because of the more dynamic expressions and poses. Hence some
of the requirements of accuracy may conflict with the concern of
getting interesting pictures.

What can be drawn from these examples is that the “objectivi-
ty” of a photograph is highly dependent on many factors, both
conventional and universal. Both pictures portray true events; they
are not faked in any sense of the word. Nor is there missing visual
information: the officers were alone with the suspects (except for
the observer). However, in another sense, the second photo is less
accurate than the first. I caught the female officer in a fraction of a
second’s pose that did not correctly portray the emotional and
interpersonal attitudes of the situation. I captured the moment; [
failed to capture the event. That this was not my intention is rele-
vant; the biases of an audience can often override the intention of
the photographer or the circumstances of reality.

A more general point can be drawn: the accuracy of a photo-
graph, especially one used in depicting news, is relative to the event
— reality — being pictured. This criterion is worth examining in the
contradictions of news coverage of my subjects, the police. Much
of their work is not sensational: waiting, form filing, taking
reports, just driving around. But in the visual media world realism
is typically equated with violence or sensational events. A TV show
(e.g., COPS) is considered reality-based if it conspicuously displays
action, conflict and confrontation. Visual journalism seeks out,
then, not reality, but “inreality,” intensified and “interesting” reali-
ty, events that really happened but that may not be representative
of the greater picture.

THE “OBJECTIVE” PHOTOGRAPH

Of course, such questions cannot be examined solely in relation
to a few images, but rather they should be understood within an
industrial system of news gathering and through the sociology of
human vision.

The idea that news reporting should be “objective” dates back




to the 19th century. Objectivity’s rise to the status of industry norm
has been explained as being related to economic benefits and costs,
innovations in the technology of newspaper production, the require-
ments of building a professional image and workforce, and social
and political struggles.* It is no coincidence that the notion of news
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objectivity developed in the same positivist climate as the invention
of photography. Talbot, Wedgewood, Niépce, Daguerre and the

VCQ / Spring 1995

other fathers of “writing with light” sought to copy reality, or as one
early reviewer put it, to hold a “mirror up to nature.”> If journalistic
objectivity is defined as “apparent value-free impartial reporting of
observable or factual data from a detached, impersonal point of
view,”6 then photographs become the best evidence of the reporter’s
neutrality, lack of bias, and status as a third person observer who
records events without influencing them.

Today, the premise that photography (or any form of visual rep-
resentation) can project an objective view of reality is in disrepute.
The extreme of such a position is best represented by the philosopher
Nelson Goodman who holds that, “Realism is relative, determined
by the system of representation standard for a given culture or per-
son at a given time.””

Yet, a case can be made that the discarded ideal of objectivity
should be a goal for visual reporting, even if it is not fully identifiable
or obtainable. A principle of quasi-objectivity for photojournalism,
then, can be developed through three broad arguments. First, experi-
mentation has strongly suggested that visual images can be iconic,
that is they can look like what they represent. Second, the camera is
capable of conveying visual meanings that mimic the way our brains
perceive the visual world. Last, retaining the notion of objectivity
serves both as a useful device forcritiques of press practices and for
public debate. In sum, photojournalists, their critics in the academy,
and above all news consumers have much to gain from building a
more complex notion of objectivity rather than denying its possibili-

ty.

THE CASE FOR REALISM

Images distort sizes, dimensions and colors and are usually two
dimensional. However, the skills viewers need to understand pictori-
al media develop quickly and often appear to differ little from those
learned by previous experience in the act of seeing.® Naive viewers —
people who have never seen pictures — actually have no, or inconse-
quential, difficulty identifying familiar subject matter in color pho-
tographs,” and only slight difficulty in understanding
the shading codes in black-and-white photographs.!? In
sum, recognition of familiar objects in realistic pictures
seems to be an “unlearned ability.”

In addition, many conventions of pictures are
grounded in universal experience. For example, there is
a visual convention that to photograph a character from
a low angle is to imply they are powerful (“big”), while
to shoot them from a high angle is to imply they are
weak (“small”).!! This convention is a common one,
though its use and application varies (e.g., to police offi-
cers of different sizes). The effect is perhaps dependent
on all people spending the early years of their lives being
physically smaller and shorter in stature than other peo-
ple, to whom, in any society, they more or less owe their
subsistence and direction: e.g., parents. During the
Iran/Contragate Hearings, for example, it was suggested
that Oliver North’s popularity was assisted by his con-
sistently being pictured from a low angle.12 This is not
to say that the low angle is the only possible visual cue
for dominance. In many cultures, the big person image
was created by constructing large-scale images of rulers,
such as the colossal statuary of ancient kings and mod-
ern despots.

Note that neither of these universals (of reading images, of formal
structures) undercut ideological critiques of imagery. To some extent
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visual images are a constructed social product rather than an idio-
syncratic creation, a translation of the world rather than a copy of
it, an act of recoding, not recording. However, it adds to our
appreciation of the power of photographs in society to understand
that some of the power of visual persuasion comes from tapping
into an experiential and perhaps hardwired system of representa-
tion. It becomes a renewed challenge to scholars and professionals
alike to uncover how closely a particular image copies the world,
and assess the degree to which its elements form accurate represen-
tations of reality. This is the essence of quasi-objectivity; if we deny
its possibility then on what basis could we say that any particular
image is inaccurate?'3

CONCLUSIONS

In physics, the “objective” is the lens in a telescope or micro-
scope that is closest to the thing observed. Likewise, the visual
journalist, 24mm lens upraised, or videocam balanced on shoulder,
is often the closest observer of a news event and can be the most
effective translator of that view. But proximity should not be con-
fused with objectivity. The task at hand for newsworkers and
scholars is not to jettison objectivity but rather to clarify its general
principles and measure its local application. In this light, the
reporter’s traditional practice of claiming neutrality is dysfunction-
al. The path to objectivity begins with self-awareness; recognizing
and examining one’s biases, not feigning their absence or irrele-
vance; in short, it’s time to talk about images. This is especially
important for those involved in the creation of communication
tools, like images, that have elements of natural realism. It is in the
interest of journalists, scholars and the public to assert that there
are standards of objectivity to which everyone should be held
accountable. It is a major failing of the news industry that those
standards are rarely discussed in public. Most people probably
know much more about what goes into making sausages or the-
atrical films, than they know about how (and why) images appear
on the pages of their newspaper.

A policy of open disclosure and discussion about news images
could take various forms. Photographers can be encouraged to dis-
cuss their views of the scene, their expectations, what they were
sent to find. Newspapers could print contact sheets; editors might
discuss their selection process and why some stories are visually
represented while others are not. People could be encouraged to
send “photographs to the editor;” stories can begin showing more
than one “point-of-view” or “visual side of the story.”1# Such
news practices would be radical only in the sense of opening the
processes of visual reporting to spirited inspection from within and
without. The goal is to create a more aware public, more empow-
ered photojournalists, and a more mature quest for objectivity.
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