
Response Paper: The Photography Reader (148-150), “Introduction” 

For such a short reading, this one raises quite a number of questions about photography and the 
idea of it in regards to the postmodern movement. I search for answers only to find more questions. 

Firstly, with the reaction of postmodernism came the questioning of all previously standardized 
modes of thought both about the sociopolitical sphere and art. On the side of politics and social 
concerns, postmodernism questioned patriarchy and also an embedded assurance of authority of the 
Western realm. In short, it allowed us to realize that the equation of understanding our reality is not so 
straightforward as modernism made it seem. 

On the side of art, this transferred over as a question of originality and also of complexity. 
Postmodernism made artists and critics question the originality of an artwork’s idea and particularly that 
of photographs. The reason being because photography inherently drew from reality but the 
representation which a photograph makes is not the real thing itself which it is representing, but a 
reproduction. 

This is a cause for alarm. I say this because the postmodern movement, to a degree, set back the 
progress photography made to justify itself as an art. Yet, strangely, it also moved it forward by pointing 
out its ability to capture the complexity of the reality in which we live. The photography could no longer 
be taken for its face value, but was also assumed to have more meaning than that which is first 
perceived. 

I agree with this line of thinking because a photograph is structurally complex. It will always 
draw from reality yet it will also never correctly capture it either, but our understanding and reading of a 
photograph with its relationship to reality is what postmodernism wants to point out. This also makes 
me think of the creation of any art with regards to how it is made by what it isn’t made of. Our 
interpretation of what art, or photograph for that matter, is based on what it isn’t (or doesn’t show) 
allows for a deeper critique of our understanding of it. 

I think the postmodern movement, however, is especially critical of photography because of its 
natural tendencies. While a painting can be “postmodern,” a photograph instead immediately raises the 
questions that the postmodernist philosophy wishes to address: can originality be obtained or is 
everything appropriated from something else? I think of other questions as well: does the natural 
fragmentation of reality caused by making a photograph distort our understanding of reality? Does 
photography even embed the faith of technology deeper into human condition? Does photography 
escape the Western-centric philosophies of a world view? I have no immediate answers to these 
questions. 

And funny enough, it is because this shift in thinking that allowed photography to hold more 
meaning that what it represented in the first place. It allowed it to become a form which could be empty 
of full, there by becoming a symbol or alibi too. I feel that many photographers want that from there 
photographs, for if we were to take a photo at face value, we would be surely bored and dismissive of it. 

  



Response Paper: Roland Barthes, “Mythologies” 

Aside from deciphering the language-object that Barthes uses to explain what a myth is and how 
one can approach it, I found his reading to be complex and yet greatly rewarding. What I found most 
reward was, not discovering how to think about a myth, but recalling the myths that are present in my 
time and space, my history. 

But before diving into what I recalled to assist in understanding my understanding of Barthes’s 
words, I’d like to reflect on his own ideas. Frankly, I began to enjoy the complex breakdown between the 
signifier and the signified. I thought about the first-class semiological system which creates signs and 
how straightforward. When dealing with the first-class system, often the relationship between the 
signifier and the signified seems abruptly obvious. However, once these same concepts extend into the 
second-class system, which is a folding of the first in on itself, things get really complex. 

All of a sudden, one thing has multiple meanings and these multiple meanings are dictated by 
motivation, the historical context and a number of other things. That’s why I believe Barthes was correct 
when saying that myths disappear as history and social usage no longer finds relevancy in them. 

But let me go back to looking at how we perceive the meaning and the form in relation to the 
concept. Barthes said that meaning has history and context while form is empty in comparison.  It 
became even more convoluted when he mentioned that you can struggle to give attention to both at 
the same time. I also agree with this to an extent. If you look at the sign which is produced at the new 
form, sometimes you forget the history from when that sign was originated. It’s easy to fill the form with 
anything you want and replace its distant history with something else. 

That’s exactly how the context of signifiers changes in my opinion. Much like Barthes said, the 
signified hardly ever changes but what we associate with that concept can change at a moment’s notice 
given the right circumstances. For example, we may think about roses as a symbol for passion or love 
but the idea of love never changes. We can use a multitude of objects/items/words to compare love or 
passion to something else. But there is a consequence when we do so. The previous myth attached to 
that signifier suddenly dissipates because it’s not relevant, or should I say “true,” anymore. 

And I’d like to comment on that as well, which is the most interesting part of a myth to me. It’s 
how we decide to decipher or read a myth—the two fields which either do away with a myth or keep it 
alive. If we decide to decipher a myth by looking at a myth for its meaning then suddenly the 
comparison between it and a concept makes it a symbol. If we look at a myth for its form and compare it 
to the concept, it’s a “falsehood” of some kind, where we know that it’s trying to be something it’s not 
because we think it should meaning something else. But the most fruitful of all is when we read a myth, 
which really means to accept a value/belief as truth. 

After all, myths are based around the ideas of beliefs and values just as the relationship 
between a signifier and a signified is. We believe our object/item/word should represent or make us 
think of something else and then we choose to not question it, there for reinforcing that belief as a 
truth. That’s powerful in its own right, because that means that myths dictate how we view truth 
because truth comes from the evolution of myths. 

I think about this belief in the “truth” which stems from our own social agreeance. It makes me 
realize that the truth is subjective to an extent and even more appalling, that it’s hardly a science as 
many make it out to be, much like how myth is not a science either. But the fact we do interpret many 
“myths” (in the context that Barthes is describing them) as truths, is both problematic and slightly 



unavoidable. I believe so because we as humans have a habit of looking for patterns and comparisons 
and if we can find them, we will acknowledge them more than, maybe, we should. 

  



Response Paper: Robert Adams, “In The 20th Century West” 

Now this is an interesting parallel that exists between chapter five of Solnit’s novel and this 
actual article. Both do heavily talk about the topic of home and human relationship to land. But I think 
Adams talks about it in a much more down-to-earth way. 

Really, I believe Adams is an activist for land preservation and proper treatment of it. But there 
are some ideas that I disagree with (even if only slightly) and there are some ideas that I completely 
agree with. For example, I disagree with his notion that there is less of a tie to the land at large than 
there is of a tie to one’s home and its land. Well, on one hand, I personally have ties to the land that 
makes up my home, but at the same token, I don’t really attach to the land itself because I attach to 
people. But I do think about those who have moved around a lot and haven’t established a good sense 
of land to attach to “home.” 

But this “bitterness” that Adams talks about in relation to losing one’s home, I believe that is 
true. Even if we may not consciously recognize it, there’s a mourning that takes place when one loses 
their home. The memory of what was versus what actually is can be hard to come to terms about. We 
can become so passionate about restoring our previously lost “home” in a number of ways, much like 
how the Modoc wished to see a return to the past. 

Then Adams talks about the American value of land. In honesty, he’s right. We really don’t value 
land as sacred and what kinds of ties humans have to land. Even for Americans ourselves, we are 
affected usually in a negative way when land that we attach ties to is lost; but what’s astonishing is that 
we do not combat the system that takes away our land and instead accept the tragedy.  

But this strange concept makes me question my own ideals as an American. While I subscribe to 
our culture’s way of thinking, I also disassociate and reject it. I am repeatedly a hypocrite, forever 
condemning a way of thinking that I feed into. Yet, I think the hope that Adams has for a change in this 
line of thinking is an optimistic one but will only come via enough humans being fed up about the 
situation. In America, that would meaning holding one’s breath for some time, because I believe this 
disrespect for the land which “makes” us is so embedded, it would take catastrophe to separate it from 
our culture. 

In thinking about this article as a whole, I thought a lot about how photography achieves, to an 
extent, the aim that Adams wishes for. A photograph has the power to evoke memory which transports 
us to places and resurfaces deeper ties and feelings. Even pictures of places which no longer exist 
beckon our attention. What’s cool though is how Adams describes that places which are treated as 
sacred (and one can tell as so), the sacredness of the place is felt even without having gone there. 

I think that photography is a temporary solution to this land problem America is facing. It 
suffices for as long as the photograph exists and has its original value. But I am curious as to how we 
could transplant this feeling of sacredness, along with what it looks like, to our own land of living. If the 
same sacredness can be felt in Japan and Germany, surely it can be felt here in America too. 

And lastly, Adams discusses the benefits of our ties to land. Land helps us grow and we grow 
fond of it and are made by it “because of our love for it.” I think Adams is on to something here. It’s 
subtle and takes self-examination to realize it but it holds true, whether for urban or natural landscape. 
So I guess I am left with a question for starters: how strong is my love for my own land? 

  



Response Paper: Harrell Fletcher, “Some Thoughts on Art and Education” 

Immediately, I must say that this reading has been, by far, my favorite reading I’ve read thus far. 
The reason I feel this way is because it touched upon relevant ideas and concerns, in a down to earth 
way, without desire to flaunt vocabulary choice. Also, I connected to Fletcher because of his writing 
style, which is disjointed, colloquial, and personal. I love that! 

Now, to get to some of these ideas. Well, where do I start? How about the overall concern with 
education? Man, I tell you, the education system here in the United States can feel like a prison a lot of 
the times. We’re not allowed to feel as human as we could, and that became evident, not only reflecting 
on my own childhood and adult experiences, but also on younger generations and attitudes. I think 
Fletcher offered some amazing opportunities to learn and grow by breaking the boundaries of what 
teaching could entail. How I wish I could have an experience such as that for perhaps my mind would 
leap into situations with a more open mind of how to learn and grow. (I do believe I am getting this 
experience with your class Jessica, so you have my sincerest gratitude.) 

What also struck me was the regards to attitudes as an artist. Fletcher made the artistic process 
straightforward. Even though it may sound rudimentary, I enjoy that as it takes out all of the 
brainwashed expectations of how to be an artist. We just need to make work that we’re interested in, 
with no intention but being satisfied by learning more about our interests, and then go share it with the 
world. The rest will come later. Of course, it’s hard to think that way nowadays when you’re expected to 
focus on the capital gain, and you’re informed on how to do it. Still, the optimism is refreshing. 

On a happier note, social practice seems much more, well, fruitful for an artist. Collaborating 
with fellow artists to produce new ideas and refrain from creating private bubbles is, I believe, helpful. 
Even better, we can grow by just first experiencing life: events, places, people; all of those things can 
rejuvenate an artist. I’m curious to explore something like social practice in the future myself. Funny 
enough, it can be relaxing to just experience creating rather than planning a creation and then acting 
upon it. 

Although, something that struck me was how Fletcher referred to what art “is.” I do think, after 
sitting on it for a while, that art is what you want it to be in the moment you’re calling it art. Art is art 
while it’s being appreciated as such. And the fact that everyone has the potential to be an artist, but 
isn’t always actively one, it so true. In fact, artists are privileged people because we get to do, basically, 
whatever we want; we’re not required to be static and routine! 

Fletcher also brought up making art accessible to a non-art audience. Well, that’s most certainly 
a challenge I feel. Still, the way he explains on how to do it seems kind of like a given (although I think 
we are quick to forget this.) In a way, it’s like catering you art to an audience which doesn’t need to 
know a lot to get it, but then leaving complex ideas embedded for them to munch on later. That brings 
me to something else too, which is when work reaches the unintended audience. I thought that was 
funny, because we do think about that, but more importantly, why is the unintended audience a bad 
thing? Shouldn’t we just be happy that more people gave their time and attention to our work, even if 
we didn’t acknowledge that they could? 

But by far, (I need to make sure I get this clear) I am most affected by his belief in the 
conversation. A simple talk with others can lead to so much. Whether in the classroom, in exploration of 
a place, or whatever, a simple chat with someone can do so much. You can grow from hearing other 
peoples’ experiences. Why isn’t this happening more? I don’t know. 



I suppose as a last little note, I too become aware of what I’m interested in by taking photos. 
However, for me, the experience of the photograph itself goes way past “pointing” me to what I like. 
Eventually, it can become the embodiment of what I like. A photograph has that tricky amount of power 
for itself. 

  



Response Paper: Fred Ritchin, “Photography Changes How News Is Reported” 

Ritchin brings up a good point about “citizen journalism” that I never really thought about. I 
mean, all I ever knew was that it made the job of a photojournalist a lot harder. A citizen is there in the 
moment when it happens, but is untrained; a photojournalist arrives later and must craft a story which 
properly conveys what happened with less initial knowledge. 

Well, I do think that his argument holds up. It is much harder to understand a news story when a 
thousand different images of the same thing from slightly different vantages bombard you. It’s even 
harder because those images, indivually don’t add up to anything on their own, not as a proper 
photojournalist image would. Collectively, the thousand images say what one image can say. I know this 
because I’ve found it hard to understand a news story when it’s captured by a citizen image-maker. 

Thinking more about what the rise of citizen journalism has done, it seems true from what I’ve 
observed. People, especially millennials, are much more prone to reject news media and try to decipher 
on their own what a news story is saying. Even though there are those who report on these stories with 
credentials, it seems the habit of interpreting the story for oneself has been widespread. No longer are 
we as passive and dependent on the news to give us information about the world around us. 

I do think about the work of photojournalist though. I originally wanted to be a photojournalist 
because I wanted a “practical” job after college. However, once I became fully aware of the impact of 
citizen journalism, I felt disheartened to continue. Rightfully, it seems that my choice wasn’t an empty 
one either because there are few photojournalists left. 

But the hope that Ritchin has presented is nice. Perhaps “citizen journalism” and professional 
photojournalism will go hand-in-hand but I’m not sure we’re there yet. Right now, we’re still figuring out 
if one will trump the other or if they really do need each other. I would hope that we come to our senses 
soon about the issue, because I’m tired of having to do my own research about everyday occurrences. 
That’s just one of the reasons news was invented, to get common occurrences about the 
environment/world you live in to you in an easy to understand way. But it’s not so easy to understand 
anymore. 

  



Response Paper: Allan Sekula, “Reading An Archive: Photography Between Labour and Capital” 

I’m a bit baffled by Sekula in his explanations in this essay. However, I am enthralled by the 
ideas that I did understand about the archive, and the impacts of photographic archives. Let’s jump right 
in. 

Firstly, Sekula talks about context and meaning. Personally, I think he’s making a point on this 
truth about photographs as they move about through contexts. Meanings are subjective to the context, 
although, still, they may retain some of their old meaning. I think that plays very much so into the later 
presented idea that photographs cannot be seen as innocent and independent from their intention of 
being made. Still, we view photographs based on their context and that changes their meaning. Even if 
we go back to their original contexts to look at their original meanings, it is interested how they can be 
exchanged as needed with others (much like an economy as Sekula points out.) 

Then what peaked my interest, is how we organize archives and where they get their authority 
from. I never really took to heart how we do view archives with some degree of truth based upon their 
associated history with authority presences. We see police photographic archives, and journalism 
archives, and historic archives, all the time; because these photographs are associated with these 
institutions, we are likely to view them as true (although they are from truth the more we think about 
it.) And on the ordering, the two mentioned methods try to grab ahold of truth through categorization 
or chronology but still, interesting how we can break archives apart and again change their meaning as a 
whole. 

Referring then to photographs as documents or as aesthetic objects was even more profound. 
On one hand, we do view history through representation (often to a fault.) We act as if representation is 
a replacement for interpretation, which photographs can easily be, and they are therefore not a science. 
We cannot believe them to be “documents” of any type because they aren’t truth. They are made with 
intentions, and ignoring those intentions just turn them into, at a base level, into pleasing pictures with 
a dated history. 

The other side of this is viewing photographs as solely aesthetic objects, which brings up how 
we judge photographs as art. Now, I believe there to be truth in that we look at photos with a romantic 
perspective where we’re focused on the originality of the image, as if from an authoritative figure whose 
view we must accept; alternatively, we also depend much on the viewer to allow their subjections about 
the image be the wholeness of the aesthetics of image. Even here, we refer back to the influence of the 
archive because we talk about ownership versus authorship and what they affects have on the image as 
an object. 

Thinking, however, about the reading overall, Sekula gives me a lot to think about with the 
photograph in relation to the economy (or economic ways of thinking.) Photographs are bought and sold 
just like their meaning. We struggle between authority and culture/subjectivity controlling value, and in 
all of this, one thing was made very clear—a photograph should not be seen one-dimensionally for it 
never can be. 

We bring so much to a photograph and also rid a photograph of much of what it originally 
carried all of the time. And in an archive, we can begin to examine a photograph more in-depth, as we 
bring to the surface the issue of photography, that being the non-dedication between “objective truth” 
and subjective experience. We are given agency to try to polarize individual images, yet, if we do this we 
are openly ignoring the paradox of a photograph which we must accept—once economized, a 
photograph is whatever you need and/or want it to be. 



Response Paper: Susan Sontag, “Regarding the Pain of Others” 

Sontag has hit me where it hurts by revealing a truth, which I’ve known to be truth for a while, 
in the bluntest way possible. The truth about how we talk about war, and more directly, the horror of 
humanity; she’s discussing how we experience our universal reality of atrocities enacted by our fellow 
men. 

To be frank, as dated as the text is, it is completely relevant, if not more in the contemporary 
period. At least here in America, many things have been made into spectacles, and I think that’s because 
we as a culture have been cultivating that habit and mindset for decades. We’ve been taught to think 
about life as a performance of sorts, and that at any moment we may have the spotlight thrown on us 
and those around us. 

In regards to the role of images in the conundrum, the images of horrors only make the horrors 
themselves real because we are blinding ourselves to the fact that they frequently occur. And yet, we 
are desensitized to the pain of others because we experience it so frequently. Either one of two things is 
occurring: humanity has grown more horrific in the last couple of centuries, or images of horrors are 
repeated often enough to numb us to new horrors that are comparable. 

Yet, is this the media’s fault? Well, yes. The media set the stage for this possibility to occur even 
before images replaced text in news media. The news has been so eager to highlight all of the bad that 
happen in humanity and rarely the good. That foundation has really casted a negative light on the media 
because we can expect no more than horror from it, making news in general problematic. 

What became interesting about the text is when Sontag referred to who gets to feel numb 
about the pain of others, that being the well-off and those not directly involved in the horrors. The 
spectators of these “spectacles” and those who experience the conflicts of war or humanity in anyway 
are left feeling them full force. 

Even more interesting is that those who suffered in the horrors of humanity, find that they 
cannot come to sympathize with others in their same position. I’m referring to the mindset that one’s 
own plight is above anyone else’s. What completely foolishness. That argument is honestly dumb 
because in that mindset, everyone’s plight is above everyone’s, in theory putting everyone on equal 
ground. But the fact that we hold the barriers up when suffering and while others are suffering is 
dumbfounding. 

I really, being honest, thought about how I play into this problem personally. I too have been 
numb to the pain of others but I believe it is because I was taught to be that way. Yet, I do feel 
immensely for other’s suffering. Images make me feel removed but suffering before my eyes, I cannot 
turn away from. Actually, I can’t turn away from the suffering in images but I am quicker to get over my 
empathy in an image than in actuality. 

So how do we solve this problem? Well the options posed by Sontag are a great start. But, 
firstly, the world has to become hyper-sensitive to pain once again. If we could feel the impact of pain, 
as it is initially felt before learning to control our reactions, we might at least then, begin to undo the 
mess made by the news and images. However, that’s only if the world is even open enough to care 
about others anymore. 

  



Response Paper: Bell Hooks, “In Our Glory” 

There are a few things I would like to discuss in regards to this article, in general, and secondly, 
as a Black individual. 

First, let me start by acknowledging the importance of the politics of representation. This idea of 
the image having enough power to cultivate a mindset of how to view a community, a culture, an 
ethnicity, is astounding. I admit that I have not given much thought to representation at large but it’s 
even more powerful in the hands of imagery. An image has the power to implant stereotype, to form 
assumption and prejudice. It makes we wonder immensely, how we use image representation today; in 
fact, I know we use it heavily if I simply think about an image telling the entire story. 

Speaking of narrative, I’ve often thought about a photograph’s power to convey journey and a 
story. While the photograph does not contain an experience, or multiple experiences, it does actively 
remind us of it. We use photographs all the time as reminders of experiences. I certainly do, and the 
enormous presence of photographs which are aligned together to shape a narrative, is an idea that is 
perpetuated heavily in the contemporary period. 

As an individual, I’ve not given much thought to the snapshot. I’ve been caught in snapshots and 
have taken some myself. I have not, as Hooks has, thought about them as a way to reveal the “real” me 
or the “real” anyone. In the moment of a snapshot, you have no time to masquerade because often you 
forget that the camera is even there capturing you in your truthfulness. But reflecting on snapshots, you 
must question (at least I do) who you are and if the image itself lies or tells the truth. 

I do think that it is interesting that image representation has had such an importance in the 
Black community. I’ve never realized it but I see plenty of photographs all over the walls of my elder 
family members. My grandparents for example, have photos all over their house, of other family, of 
other wonderful moments. And I’ve seen them so many times that I have taken them for granted and 
not really thought about their importance is representing a facet of Black life which seems to be 
encapsulated in the home. 

I grew up in a house where hardly any pictures were on the wall. In fact, hardly are still on the 
wall to this day in my parent’s house. But we did keep family albums, plenty of them. Actually, I believe 
that I was incorrect. I remember there not being photographs on the wall but we did have many of them 
on the walls. The problem was that they were taken down, leaving the walls barren, as I grew older and 
so I don’t remember them actively being there. 

I wonder what this had done to my own experience of image representation. My mother has 
often told me how to think about the Black image or Black people in juxtaposition to the White 
representation of Blacks. She never failed to remind me that White representation was not always true 
and was often only partial and wrong. But I wonder, when did the need for a constant reminder of 
representation dwindle away? Perhaps I’ll never know. 

But something else struck me which Hooks discussed, and that was how a photograph keeps the 
dialogue alive between the dead and the living. I’ve never looked at a photograph of someone who has 
died that I know of personally. Well, I take that back. I have but it wasn’t a family member, it was a 
friend. He died and while I wasn’t close to him, looking at his picture does keep our dialogue “alive.” I 
am reminded of who he was based on my relationship to him and that’s how I think about his 
photograph; that’s what I attach to it. 



And I am genuinely curious if I will do the same when a family member of mine passes? Will that 
same dialogue be kept alive and will I attach similar feelings to that photograph which may hang on the 
wall? Only time will tell, but something pushes me to believe so. 

As a Black individual, the representation of my community has never really struck me. Why? 
Well, because I never thought that it directly affected me. But in retrospect, it did. Having first-hand 
experience with racism, I understand that most likely such interaction with me from another was primed 
by how Blacks are represented in images. Most likely, they saw me in the same way, and approached me 
as a generalization and not an individual. 

Images are a powerful thing. Perhaps there needs to be a revamping of image-making in the 
Black community. Often I think that images are becoming less meaningful as a whole, yet perhaps, for 
our own sake of thinking about ourselves, we as Blacks should be making more. We should be adding to 
the conversation, in what small ways we can. 

  



Response Paper: Liz Wells, “Introduction” 

Within the Liz Well’s Introduction reading, many questions and ideas were raised. Some of these 
questions were obvious while others seemed arbitrary, however, they all held relevance with regards to 
discussing how to approach the subject of photography and its impact. 

Something that I found to be incredibly interesting was how Well’s described what it is that 
photography actually does; that is, that it separates a recorded event from its context of time and space. 
This notion then embraces the importance of context which helps gives specific meaning and 
(sometimes) interpretations to a photograph itself. I find this logic to be truthful. An event which is 
separated from the reality which it originally developed out of becomes its own entity. 

I found that the presented notion of the necessity of including other seemingly isolated, but 
connected, fields of discussion (such as discussions about politics, hierarchy, science, etc.) to cultivate a 
rounded understanding of photography to be extremely captivating. After all, as Wells points out, 
photography is not truly separate from other influences throughout the world, both in terms of its use in 
other fields themselves and the influence it then pushes onto those fields it is used in respectively. 

When I think about this concept, I think about my own work and its influences as well. I’m not 
quite sure if my work has had an impact of other fields which I have drawn influence from, however, I 
cannot deny that indeed my photography is affected by what goes in in other spheres of ideas and 
reality. 

Rather reassuringly, I was moved by the argument that there is no “right” way to discuss 
photography. Rather Wells simply points out that in order to discuss photography and the realms it 
encompasses, there are a few basic things with regards to criticism and context that we must 
understand. I’m referring to the counterpart of this argument where idea that, since photography has 
impacted nearly everything, that to narrow-mindedly focus on one aspect of it, would not truly be 
seeking understanding it. 

Therefore, instead of exclusively focusing on, perhaps, the obvious and general connects and 
context that photography appears in, we must focus on any and all contexts that it appears it. Unlike 
some other realms which are exclusive in their own right, not allowing for the encompassing of concepts 
associated with those realms because they hold little to no relevance, photography must encompass 
even the tiniest facets associated with it. That, as Wells argues, is how we could “properly” understand 
what photography is, what it does, and its world relevance. 

I do honestly believe that many, if not all, of the ideas put forth by Wells were valid with regards 
to how photography can be analyzed, interpreted, and should be discussed. While I myself have not 
previously given thought to some of these ideas having relevance to the realm of photography, I do 
believe now, that these ideas only further the exploration and understanding of what photography is. 
While they also plainly acknowledge the complex entity that photography is, they bring society one step 
closer to grasping the importance of photography, not just as a technical construct, but a social one as 
well. 

  



Response Paper: Andy Grundberg, “The Crisis of the Real” 

Grundberg, firstly, does a pretty decent job of attempting to explain how postmodernism works. 
While he does wait until the very end of his argument to mention photography’s relationship to it, it is 
made clear that photography has an undeniable hand in mudding the waters. 

Postmodernism is already difficult to understand, as you cannot really understand it without 
first knowing about modernism. But as Andy says, postmodernism is not necessarily an antithesis to 
modernism and means different things to different artistic mediums. Really, the entire development of 
this movement was hoping to be deconstructed into styles in order to categorize and classify it. The 
problem here lies in that you cannot fully perceive postmodernism this way. 

Postmodernism is firstly, so focused on its influence from structuralism and deconstruction; 
everything either can have no meaning or have lots of meaning that remains to be found. Most of the 
time, it is seen that the latter applies. The different ways of categorizing postmodernism however 
expose and unmask the problem with this thinking. While pastiche parodies, it doesn’t; while 
appropriation borrows, it re-contextualizes. The very act of making postmodern work is a paradox in 
which you must address the issue of what is seen and not see; what information is presented for 
analysis and what is hidden to be found later for understanding. 

For photography specifically, the abandonment of the photographic tradition plays heavily into 
its place in the postmodern world. Starting from Formalism and then to have its foundations removed 
before complete fruition left it up in the air in terms of what it should be doing. But, since it had no finite 
and established modernist past, it was allowed to be made into the poster child of what postmodernism 
actually does—question our understanding of the world. 

Photography relies on the appropriating from life, even if to create a new image. However, what 
photography has done, as Andy says, is created a world that is dependent on images to function. In 
actuality, we understand reality through what we have seen and that informs what we can and will see. 

Now, here’s where my own opinions come in. I agree that photography has contextualized the 
understanding of reality. After all, it is forced to interpret it and that is how the medium even creates an 
image. However, I have the feeling that Andy brands photography as the poster child because it’s easy 
and it’s only complicated life. To that endeavor, I am saddened. Photography for so long has been 
limited by its mechanical nature and only received recognition because of the cultural thought which 
powered its artistic potency and relevance. Finally, it gets on its feet only to make matters more 
complex in the art world; what unforeseen misfortune. 

But with what it has done, I understand that in a postmodern context, photography has in fact 
altered the world, in a sense almost ruling over it. Images are everywhere, are unavoidable, and much 
like postmodernist thought, we cannot avoid our contact with them and we are made impure by them. I 
don’t think this is a bad thing, mainly because much of what the postmodernist address I believe to be 
true. Originality is dead, and authorship is easy to be separated from (whether by choice or not.) All we 
have left is our individual perception of the world around us. Any art, regardless of the medium, allows 
for this. 

In the end, the question remains: what is real and what is not? Well, that all depends on how 
you understand the world around you doesn’t it? 

  



Response Paper: John Szarkowski, “The Photographer’s Eye” 

Firstly, this article, while short, is a goldmine. Szarkowski really boils down the impacts of 
photography often unseen into a few simple ideas. 

I’m most moved by the realizations of photography’s impact on the understanding of the world, 
rather than art. While photography still struggles in its effort to name itself an art, it continues to expose 
unseen and unnoticed perceptions of what is real and experienced and what is not. 

We’ve broken down the idea of the fact that photography can only document what is there or 
the thing itself. But it is funny how humanity has decided that photography exposes a truth because in 
honesty, photography fragments the truth. I’m more intrigued by the fact that photography has been 
understood to be truth so much that it replaces narrative, has become narrative, when really it is a 
symbol of what has occurred. And the idea that a photo makes the narrative real, only comes from the 
fact that humanity agreed that photo captures truth. 

Speaking of what has occurred, the idea linked between time and photography is both obvious 
and still profound. Szarkowski argues that photography only photographs the present and is linked to 
the past by old photos or the future by ideas which the image symbolizes of things yet to come. I 
actually agree, because in the logic of what photography does, it makes sense. 

What is also stunning is the concept of the frame. What we choose to put into signifies what is 
important and what is outside of the frame is not. Yet, the frame creates relationships that were not a 
part of the original narrative because photography fragments life. So in our understanding of reality 
through photographs, we are trying to validate relationships that only exist within the image but not in 
the original context. Our view of the context is different when comparing human eyes to the eye of a 
camera. 

But let’s switch to the vantage point argument. In Szarkowski defense, photography has so 
much to do with our change in understanding a context due to multiple vantages of points; that in turn 
leads to multiple perceptions of the same event. Better yet, it leads to multiple interpretations of the 
symbol which is the image. We so heavily link the recording of a fragmented reality to the truth and the 
ideas which are seen in the byproduct image force us to think about understanding an entire seen, even 
though we as humans have but one natural vantage point. 

I’d like to say that Szarkowski said things that I found untrue, but in honesty, I didn’t. I actually 
agree with him in almost all of his main arguments with regards to photography, especially when talking 
about the beauty of the image. Photography does have that little quirk too of separating a subject from 
its context to admire its features often unnoticed. 

I suppose that is why photography makes such an impact on the world because it forces us to 
look at life a different way all of the time. With all of its techniques and abilities, it changes reality itself 
with a simple process. And so the perpetuation of the photographer’s mindset and the photographer’s 
eye in both the traditional art realm and everyday reality is undeniable and inevitable. 

  



Response Paper: Lev Manovich, “The Paradoxes of Digital Photography” 

Manovich certainly brings to my forefront attention that which I am already aware of but do not 
actively acknowledge. See, I believe that the paradoxes of digital photography are already apparent, 
however, we do often act as if we are unaware of these paradoxes (at least a specific few.) 

With the first paradox, I believe that my generation is already aware of this—the digital acts as a 
replacement material for the traditional material without sacrificing the traditional culture, so to speak. 
We see cinematic and photographic elements in the digital realm all the time, especially in this 
contemporary period where we cannot escape it! Just because it isn’t on a film strip anymore doesn’t 
mean it’s not cinema or a photograph. 

But then it becomes a bit more complex as we run into the second and third paradoxes: digital 
images, while infinitely reproducible without quality loss in theory, do degrade in practice; and digital 
images, while restricted to a finite amount of information, can hold more information than a traditional 
image. We think about the digital in terms of replacing the traditional because it seems more powerful, 
but in truth it can be just as weak. We have accepted quality which inevitable degrades as part of digital 
culture while simultaneously expecting to see more information than the human eye normally 
perceives. 

In fact, the only reason that these paradoxes seem so contradictory is because of the 
assumption about what a “normal” photograph is. Manovich talks about “straight, un-manipulated” 
images as the norm when in actuality it is but one facet. We base photographs in the truth of the reality 
which they are expected to capture, even though photographs have openly been known to be false 
representations of reality by being illustrations. I found this to be the most interesting because often we 
do look at photographs as true representations of reality, when we are far too aware of the fact that 
they aren’t and never will be. 

But then getting right back to the ultimate paradox of the digital image (I believe), is that digital 
images can altogether relinquish real reality for a virtual one, which uses a virtual camera. Digital images 
can altogether, in the entire process, be a fabrication. Still, they can be so “hyperreal” that they must be 
degraded and made “imperfect” to fit with our current photographic reality. That is how the digital 
blends seamlessly into photographic reality. 

But what I would like to harp on is our attitude towards images at large. While we are not 
actively thinking about this all the time, it is an important thought to be thinking about. I believe our 
relationship to images is that we are less fascinated with relating it to reality and more fascinated with 
being enticed by its spectacle and pleasure. No longer are we solely attached to the photographic as the 
real or a reference to the real, but it also includes that which is not physically tangible. 

 In some way, we only expect images, nowadays, to entertain us or to make us feel content. 
Even if we if we think about images as real, we approach them with an attitude gifted to us by digital 
and fabricated images—that they should remove us from everyday reality, if only for a moment. Even in 
that removal, we allow ourselves to explore real life experiences, pressures, and issues, along with 
complete visual pleasure. And so the digital image has indeed become “all too real” because it can 
visually represent parts of reality that have yet to exist or cannot be captured through non-virtual 
reality. That may be the ultimate paradox, the fact that digital photography can abandon “real” reality 
for the virtual to represent truthful parts of non-virtual reality. 


