








































































































































































































































































472 PHOTOGRAPHY IN PRINT 

rience those same feelings under similar circu~stances in ~c­
tual life; it will lay in the souls of men the ra1ls ~long wh1ch 
the actions of those whom art thus educates w1ll naturally 
pass. And universal art, by uniting the most .differ~nt people 
in one common feeling by destroying separatiOn, w1ll educ~te 
people to union and will sho~ them, n?t by reason but by life 
itself, the joy of universal umon reachmg beyond t~e bounds 
set by life .... The task of Christian art is to establish broth­
erly union among men. (What Is Art?, London, 1959, P· 288.) 

Hine is an artist in the tradition of Millet and Tolstoy, a realist mystic. 
His realism corresponds to the status of the photograph as report, his 
mysticism corresponds to its status as spiritual expression. What these 
two connotative levels suggest is an artist who partakes of two roles. 
The first role, which determines the empirical value of the photograph 
as report, is that of witness. The second role, ~hrough which the ph?­
tograph is invested with spiritual significance, IS that of seer, and .entails 
the notion of expressive genius. It is at this second level that Hme can 
be appropriated by bourgeois esthetic discourse, and invented as a 
significant "primitive" figure in the history of photography. 

III 

I would like to conclude with a rather schematic summary. All 
photographic communication seem~ to take ~lac~, within ~h~' conditions 
of a kind of binary folklore. That 1s, there 1s a symbolist folk-myth 
and a "realist" folk-myth. The misleading but popular form o,~ 
this opposition is "art photography" vs . "documentar~ ph?tograp~Y · 
Every photograph tends, at any given moment of readmg m any ~~ven 
context, toward one of these two poles of meaning. The oppositions 
between these two poles are as follows: photographer as seer vs. pho­
tographer as witness, photography as expression vs. photo~raphy as 
reportage, theories of imagination (and inner truth) vs . theones of em­
pirical truth, affective value vs. informative value, and finally, meta­
phoric signification vs. metonymic signifi.cation . " , _ 

It would be a mistake to identify liberal and concerned d~cu 
mentary entirely with realism. As we have seen in the case of ~u~e, 
even the most deadpan reporter's career is embroiled in an ex.presswmst 
structure. From Hine toW. Eugene Smith stretches a contmuous tra­
dition of expressionism in the realm of "fa.ct." All ph~tograph~ ~~at 
even approaches the status of high art contams the mystical possibility 
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of genius. The representation drops away and only the valorized figure 
of the artist remains. The passage of the photograph from report to 
metaphor (and of photographer from reporter to genius) in the service 
of liberalism is celebrated in one of the more bizarre pieces of photog­
raphy ever written. This is the enemy: 

[Strand] believes in human values, in social ideals, in decency 
and in truth. These are not cliches to him. That is why his 
people, whether Bowery derelict, Mexican peon, New En­
gland farmer, Italian peasant, French artisan, Breton or 
Hebrides fisherman, Egyptian fellahin, the village idiot, or 
the great Picasso, are all touched by the same heroic quality 
-humanity. To a great extent this is a reflection of Strand's 
personal sympathy and respect for his subjects. But it is just 
as much the result for his acuteness of perception which finds 
in the person a core of human virtue and his unerring sense of 
photographic values that transmits that quality to us. It is all 
part of an artistic process in which the conception of form, 
the just balance of mass and space and pattern to frame, the 
richness of texture and detail transform a moment of intuition 
into ,an immutable monument. (Milton Brown in Paul Strand: 
A Retrospective Monograph, The Years l!)l)-1968, Millerton, 
N.Y., 1971, p. 370.) 

The celebration of abstract humanity becomes, in any given political 
situation, the celebration of the dignity of the passive victim. This is 
the final outcome of the appropriation of the photographic image for 
liberal political ends; the oppressed are granted a bogus Subjecthood 
when such status can be secured only from within, on their own terms. 
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