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Abstract 
 

Since the inception of the medium, photography has oscillated between 
instrumental and pictorial approaches to taking pictures. The documentary form is 
shaped by these histories. Social scientists have used photographs within their research 
methods to point to phenomena that support their field work as evidence. Art 
photographers in the documentary tradition employ a more expressive approach to 
framing their subjects. As the field of visual anthropology grows, critiques have 
surfaced interrogating how photographs are constructed to formulate record, pointing to 
the positivist histories of ethnocentrism in representation. Discourse within the art 
community has been no less critical, as post-modernity renders the subjectivity of 
authorship conscious. A photograph is thought to testify on its own, but is better 
understood as the context surrounding its production is made visible. Revealing the 
contingency and social spaces around photographs forges critical engagement. Looking 
at Edward Steichen’s government sponsored exhibition The Family of Man in contrast 
to Allan Sekula’s discursive Fish Story and Corrine Kratz’s reflexive Okiek Portraits 
show an evolution in the practice and curation of documentary photography which 
lends weight to its dialectical potential. 
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Documentary Photography as a Contingent, Spatial Practice 
 
THE FAMILY OF MAN 
 

In the winter of 1953, famed photographer Dorothea Lange sent out a letter 

1calling on her community of fellow photographers to submit their work for an upcoming 

exhibition that would become the most notable in the history of the medium. A collection 

of images that would “show Man to Man across the world” revealing “his dreams and 

aspirations…” Using her connections from the Farm Security Administration and Life 

magazine, Lange would recruit and join 272 other photographers to form Edward 

Steichen’s opus, The Family of Man, sponsored by the United States Information 

Agency. As the director of the photography department at the Museum of Modern Art, by 

this time, Steichen’s career had spanned decades.  

His earlier ties to the Photo Succession movement championed photography as an 

art form. In WWII, he served in the military as chief of the photographic unit of the 

American Expeditionary Forces. After the war, he joined Condé Naste publications to 

create the most iconic fashion imagery of his time, cementing his reputation in the field 

as a purveyor of photographic style as well as someone allied with Washington. By 1947, 

the trustees of MOMA looked for Steichen to replace photography curator Beaumont 

Newhall, whose art historical approach was not satisfying the institution’s needs to bring 

the medium to mainstream audiences. When interviewed later about the turnover, 

Newhall stated, “My interests were increasingly in the art of photography; his were 

																																																								
1 Dorothea Lange’s letter written January 16, 1953 as quoted in John Szarkowski, “The Family of Man,” The Museum 
of Modern Art at Mid-Century at Home and Abroad. New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1994, p. 24 
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increasingly in the illustrative use of photography, particularly in the swaying of great 

masses of people.”2 By 1955, Steichen had succeeded in bringing crowds to the museum, 

and this following as a curator uniquely positioned him to procure the support needed for 

a large scale travelling show. 

Under Steichen’s curatorial vision, The Family of Man was presented as a photo-

essay about the cycle of human life through a global lens. It featured 503 photos from 68 

countries. But, of the 272 photographers showcased, 163 were American and 70 were 

European, situating it as a predominantly Western survey. Within the same year, 

American troops would enter Vietnam, Cuba was on the cusp of a regime change and 

Guatemala was unravelling at the hands of the CIA. An American museum, staging 

photography as a universal language, served to naturalize the United States as a central 

figure in promoting world peace. 

The organization of the show was purposeful in its design. Marrying the gestalt 

theories of the Bauhaus that viewed individual works as subordinate to a whole, with the 

totalizing commercial aesthetic of trade displays, the arrangement of the art was intended 

to be absorptive. Surrounding the viewer were mural scaled images, arranged at every 

level of sight, grouped together thematically. Upon entering, viewers were greeted with 

images of birth, guided through various stages of life, confronted with scenes of war and 

death and left to meditate on depictions of children at play against a backdrop of the 

charter of the United Nations— the group “determined to save succeeding generations 

from the scourge of war.” Captioned with famous quotes and multicultural proverbs, the 

																																																								
2	An interview of Beaumont Newhall conducted 1965 Jan. 23, by Joseph Trovato, for the Archives of American Art.	
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black and white photographs served as a populist montage, as original work was cropped 

and altered to shape a universalist message. 

Photography’s foray into mass communication had mass appeal. Steichen’s 

project toured the world for eight years, making stops in 37 countries on six 

continents. All of this was made possible by the generous sponsorship of Coca-

Cola, a brand that had already reached global markets with a similar message of 

progressive humanism in their Coca Cola Overseas magazine3 that was filled with 

full color photographic ad campaigns promoting American culture and values. 

Years after the exhibition, the show would become a source for polarizing debate 

among scholars across disciplines. The French semiotician Roland Barthes called the 

work “moralized and sentimentalized forms of myth”, arguing with Steichen’s imposed 

narrative structure that treated the moments of human life as lyrical fodder ignorant of 

difference. (1957) But, in the essay The Traffic in Photographs, artist Allan Sekula 

continues this interrogation by going beyond the authorial construction of the work itself, 

and asks larger questions about its photographic meaning and semantic currency.  

In his writing and artistic practice, Sekula argues for “a materialist, social history 

of photography”, one that takes into account “discursive networks in which photographs 

are produced, circulated and received.” Based on this notion, his criticism of The Family 

of Man is most incisive when he begins to locate the sociopolitical systems of the time 

period that laid the foundation for its wide reception. His cold war analysis deconstructs 

how the ideology of “family” was used in the service of power; the “nuclear family”, a 

nexus of consumerism which advances a capitalist framework keeping gendered divisions 
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of labor in place to advance the state, and the “universal family”, which ignores 

hierarchies of race and class at a time when marginalized groups were determining 

themselves in the political process. (1981) Influencing opinion both domestically and 

abroad was the objective of the USIA, an agency built to combat the perceived negative 

portrayal of America from communist rhetoric. It existed to provide a view of the world 

to America as much as it gave the world a view of America. (Elder 1968) 

Documentary images were integral to this ideological exchange as the realism of 

the photograph materialized these views. It is this “instrumental realism” that troubles 

Sekula. He writes: 

With the rise of the modern social sciences, a regularized flow of symbolic and material 
power is engineered between fully-human subject and less-than-fully-human object along 
vectors of race, sex, and class. The social scientist’s appropriation of photography led to 
a genre I would call instrumental realism, representational projects devoted to new 
techniques of social diagnosis and control, to the systematic naming, categorization, and 
isolation of an otherness thought to be determined by biology and manifested through the 
‘language’ of the body itself. (1981:16) 
 
The advent of photography at the turn of the century coincided with Western expansion 

and new scientific research. Instrumental uses of photography during the colonial period 

were employed to develop field work that written accounts could not fully express. Yet, 

these accounts underplayed the biases of the observer which often reflected a political 

purview to represent natives as colonial subjects.  

Mining these loaded histories, Sekula points to how photographic realism 

shapes belief. He sees a public that accepts the veracity of a photograph without 

broader context. Photographic theory has typically understood images made by 

cameras to be indexes, pointers to reality or material traces of a past moment. But, to 
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overlook how these traces are presented visually and culturally disconnects what we 

see from what is signified. In its attempt to forge new ways of presenting documentary 

photography for a global audience, The Family of Man subsumed 19th century 

anthropological histories of explaining the world through perceived objectivity. 

Photography was divorced from its original impetus, stripping away the photograph’s 

provenance and conjoining it to a graphic monolith.  

In an age where media removes the conditions of how photographs are made and 

privileges their meaning, it becomes the project of the documentary photographer to 

acknowledge the contingency of photographs and render the social and material space 

around what is being documented. Since there is no way to free an image from the 

subjectivity of the photographer’s framing, the aim instead, becomes one of 

acknowledging authorship as a testimony that is a part of a larger system; employing 

visual observations to inform and reveal. 

FISH STORY 

Though Sekula critiqued the role of realism in photographic propaganda, he 

acknowledged its utility. He was in search of a realism “not of appearances or social facts 

but, of everyday experience in and against the grip of advanced capitalism.” (Sekula 

1984:x) Fish Story, an exhibition and book of photographs chronicling globalization by 

way of sea trade, was a work resulting from his research over a period of five years 

connecting industrial ports from all over the world. Sekula’s work challenged traditional 

modes of documentary photography in order to weave an archive of maritime history, 

myth, industry and life.  Growing up near a port city in Los Angeles, and as a politically 
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active professor that was concerned with class and labor, his own experience informed 

the voice that frames the series, but the collection he amassed serves as as a kind of 

narrative inquiry with broader dimension.  

Fish Story was exhibited with seven chapters that include 105 color photographs, 

two slide projections and is narrated by 26 black-and-white text panels to correspond to a 

photo book that was published in a similar format. In both forms, the first chapter begins 

with a series of meditations, moves into the vernacular of harbor life and introduces the 

hierarchies of the sea trade industry with short, numbered paragraphs like this one: 

4. 

Space is transformed. The ocean floor is wired for sound. Fishing boats disappear in the 
Irish Sea, dragged to the bottom by submarines. Businessmen on airplanes read exciting 
novels about sonar. Waterfront brothels are demolished or remodeled as condominiums. 
Shipyards are converted into movie sets. Harbors are nowless havens (as they were for 
the Dutch) than accelerated turning-basins for supertankers and container ships. The old 
harbor front, its links to a common culture shattered by unemployment, is now reclaimed 
for a bourgeois reverie on the mercantilist past. Heavy metals accumulate in the 
silt. Busboys fight over scarce spoons in front of plate-glass window overlooking the 
harbor. The backwater becomes a frontwater. Everyone wants a glimpse of the sea. 
(1995: ) 
 

Beginning the chapters of photographs is a boy holding coin-operated binoculars 

on the lower deck of the Staten Island ferry eluding to the displacement of labor from 

tourism. Images of abandoned California shipyards and oil spilled beaches are juxtaposed 

with nautical remnants. Pictures of under-paid deck laborers from the Mid-Atlantic to 

Rotterdam coalesce with scenes from privatized South Korean port towns effected by the 

post-Fordism sprawl of Hyundai’s presence. From segment to segment, what the viewer 

sees encompasses both visual points of departure and similarities, but Sekula depends on 

this complexity to point to the unique struggles of the communities. When he unifies this 
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geography, it is through prose that weaves together the function of myth about the sea 

with a rooted analysis of production surrounding it. Gleaning historical insights into 

romantic marine painters like J.W. Turner and citing Friedrich Engel’s analysis of 

working life along the Thames at the turn of the century represent some of the ways 

Sekula curates information for critical consideration. (1995) The realism in his 

documentary work detaches the viewer from sentimental oceanic depictions, serving as a 

record of his investigations, grounding the poetic tone often associated with art making to 

show causal phenomena. Unlike fine art photography, each photograph depends on the 

next in seriality, so as not to be rarified as a single work of art. As a departure from 

traditional anthropology, Sekula’s images and observations are used to critique and 

spatialize rather than convey totalizing evidence. The macropolitics of globalization are 

addressed with his personal observations at the micropolitical level. 

Benjamin Paul, founding father of medical anthropology, once wrote, 

“Participation implies emotional involvement; observation requires detachment.” 

(1953:69) Is detachment the most proficient way to observe or share phenomena? 

Visual Anthropologists use photographs in the conventional sense of data gathering. 

They also study the sign systems surrounding those modes of communication. For 

events to be recorded, the subjects must be actual people, in actual places, doing actual 

things as they would naturally occur, without the artful intervention of a director. 

Though there is an integrity to depicting real events in Fish Story, it is how those 

events are organized for the viewer that create the greatest impact. Sekula’s narrative 

approach to presenting visual data might blur the dichotomy between participant and 



	
	
Documentary Photography as a Contingent, Spatial Practice		
 

9	

observer, but is an important device. His voice is used to break up the act of spectating, 

to lay bare how cultures and societies function in the epoch of globalization.  

SUBJECTIVITY & AUTHORITY 

Historically, photography became more widely used by the late 1800s, 

coinciding with the institutionalization of social science in academia. Though a few 

ethnologists during this time were beginning to use photography as a tool of research, 

most of the empirical projects of the day were taken by lay photographers who adopted 

documentary methods, but were self taught. Because of this, the role of the artist and 

researcher often merged.  

Edward S. Curtis worked collaboratively with scientists and anthropologists to 

construct detailed ethnographies of Native Americans who were thought to be in 

jeopardy of vanishing after European/American expansion. Over the course of his 

career, Curtis photographed over 40,000 images from over 80 tribes3, making it one of 

the largest endeavors of its kind in history. 

Jacob Riis’s images of tenement communities in New York City chronicled the 

residential conditions and difficult urban life wrought by industrialization at the turn 

of the century. Using social scientific modes of observation and the deployment of 

statistics and descriptions alongside his reproductions, Riis challenged moralizing 

accounts of the period with more factual captions.  

Riis and Curtis later garnered criticism for the subjectivity of their process and 

intention. Beyond the Darwinian impulse that sought to capture first peoples fading into 

																																																								
3	Edward S. Curtis Collection housed in the Library of Congress	
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extinction, some have accused Curtis of constructing his images with directed poses 

and elaborate sets which shape a nostalgic view of indigenous life. Riis’s written 

accounts have been equally scrutinized for their racially insensitive 

language and misguided narration that was informed by prejudiced attitudes of the 

time. While questions remain, researchers across disciplines still look to their images 

for insight into early America, understanding that the stories they continue to tell 

transcend any maxim of truth.   

Beyond similitude, photography embodies time, representation and conscious 

reflection. The relevancy of photographic subjects is reinvigorated with each viewing. 

As photographs move into the viral nature of the internet, where images are recycled 

and fragmented, should their value merely hinge on the credibility of the observer or 

how objectively they portray reality? A photograph’s influence may not lie in its 

authority, but in its historicity and ability to relay experience. 

As we try to situate documentary photography across disciplines, resolving 

problems of bias and authenticity may not be as productive as encouraging a variety of 

articulations that elucidate many experiences—even that of the photographer.	New 

methods of reflexive data collection encourage researchers "to explore the ways in which 

their involvement influences, acts upon and informs the findings”, emphasizing that those 

doing field work are part of the world they study. (Nightengale & Cromby 1999:228) 

Documentarian Dona Schwartz explains, 

Viewed as works of art, photographs are thought to embody the personal concerns of the 
photographer artist. Viewed as records, photographs are thought to reproduce the reality 
in front of the camera's lens, yielding an unmediated and unbiased visual report. 
Approached from either of these perspectives, photographic meaning is conceptualized 
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as being contained within the image itself. The photograph becomes a receptacle from 
which individual viewers withdraw meaning. However, these two perspectives fail to 
consider the role of the spectator in the process of constructing photographic meaning. 
(1989:120)  
 
Schwartz argues for a visual ethnography that is qualitative; one where meanings are 

constructed between all those who see it.   

 
OKIEK PORTRAITS 

 
Anthropologist Corinne Kratz began working in eastern Africa with Okiek 

communities in the 1970s. Okiek people are an ethnic and linguistic group based in 

Northern Tanzania and rural parts of Kenya. Kratz’s field work, which encompassed 

studies of their cultural customs and language, culminated in an exhibition of 

photographs. The work, which she titled Okiek Portraits, were colorful scenes of 

daily life meant to reimagine the experience of an othered people through 

photography and interviews. Depicted in a mix of traditional and Western clothing, 

organized by stages of life, the work was intended to challenge American ideas of 

African homogeneity, revealing the nuanced cultural expressions of the group. 

(Kratz 2002)  

In order to give agency to the Okiek as subjects in the exchange, Kratz 

employed a forward method for that time called photo-elicitation. Photo-elicitation is 

a mode of interviewing in which researchers ask respondents to talk about a set of 

photographs they have a relationship to. Kratz used this method to show her pictures 

of the Okiek to other Okiek people encouraging their responses. First describing this 

technique in an article he published in 1957 in American Anthropologist, John 
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Collier Jr. explains this process as one that negotiates meaning with the subject: 

“When native eyes interpret and enlarge upon the photographic content, through 

interviewing with photographs, the potential range of data enlarges beyond that 

contained in the photographs themselves.” (Collier 1957 and Collier 1986, 99) 

	
In the original exhibition, Kratz’s color photographs were captioned first by 

the anthropologist’s own narrative next to the image, then a running dialogue was 

placed below of responses from Okiek villagers to the same picture. The work was 

exhibited in museums between 1989 and 1997. During their showing, data was 

collected of the reception and criticisms surrounding the project. In 2002, Kratz 

revisited the same exhibition by analyzing those responses, along with the curation 

of the work and her own aesthetic choices, in a book entitled The Ones That Are 

Wanted: Communication and the Poetics of Representation in a Photographic 

Exhibition. The original showing of the photographs and preceding exhibitions 

received mixed reviews from critics across disciplines. However, Kratz’s ability to 

transcend the spatial apparatus of photography with a reflexive analysis of her own 

subjectivity and that of her audience remains a notable contribution to photographic 

discourse. 

In the book, a discussion is presented two fold. The first half of the book 

replicates the original exhibit in detail with high end reproductions. The second 

presents the exhibition-goers responses, along with a self-reflexive critique of 

Kratz’s own aesthetic and that of the curators, revealing the machinations 

behind institutional representation. (2002) Revisiting the virtual site of her 
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work, traditional spaces between the museum, the book form and the institution 

become rhizomic. As quotes and references oscillate between historians of 

photography, visual anthropologists, and other scholars, contests of intention 

and interpretation emerge. (Scherer, 2004) These conflicts test semiotic chains 

and hierarchies, over time and geography, yielding complexity. Responses by 

other Kenyans, Americans viewing the exhibit, scholars debating the work and 

an anthropologist negotiating it all, serve as fertile ground to 

understand the limits of the gaze.4 It is the images of the Okiek that pierce this 
 

dissonance, as their likeness and words are seen with renewed perspective, again 

and again. 

CONTINGENCY & SPATIALIZATION 
 

Photographs traverse space, moving beyond the intention of the 

photographer as they are copied and circulated. Part of their power is their 

reproducibility. As an image moves through physical and social terrain, the 

indexical relationship to what was photographed is removed again and again. The 

referential power of the image, then, relies on the ways it discloses, but also how 

it communicates into the future. 

 In response to social documentarians of his time, philosopher and 

playwright Bertolt Brecht remarked once5 that the reality of a factory could never 

																																																								
4	The “gaze” here is coined after Sontag’s definition that “creates a false sense of ubiquity, a deceptive mastery of 
experience” which flattens relationships to the subject being looked at. Sontag, Susan. 1979. On Photography. NY, 
NY.Penguin Press. 
	
5	Translated from German to English: Threepenny Process: A Social Experiment by Bertolt Brecht	
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be conveyed by a photographic reproduction of a factory’s surface. In Brecht’s 

view, this is because socio-economic realities have become functional and human 

relationships have become reified in such a way that they are not immediately 

given in experience, visual or otherwise. (Giles, 2008:122) Brecht called for 

disrupting static presentations and interrupting what is seen by bringing it into 

conflict with the present, so the observer can make decisions. The critical work of 

visual research might not be to attempt to convey social realities through a single 

image but, to make them visible through a network of supporting content. The 

aesthetic aim could be an interdisciplinary approach that subverts the totality of an 

image and distances the audience enough to heighten perception so that they may 

see around a photograph and ask deeper questions. It must break the absorption of 

fine art photography and challenge the naturalized epistemology of the social 

sciences.  
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