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Introduction

Mark Durden and Jane Tormey

Any account of photography today comes up with what Joanna Zylinska has aptly referred
to as the “mathematical sublime”—the hundreds of millions of photos uploaded to Facebook
every day, the billions of photographs on Instagram, the trillions of pictures that have been
taken so far (Zylinska 2017: 19). In light of photography’s ubiquity and the fact it is now
embedded in our day-to-day lives, what aspects of thinking about photography have been
neglected? How has thinking about photography changed? As Thy Phu, Elspeth Brown, and
Andrea Noble argue in the first essay in this book, it is only recently that the specific impact
of feeling on the study of photography has received serious attention. The importance of
such discussions is how they reveal the ways in which responses to photography that entail
emotions are still social and cultural. Emotions are not simply ‘inner’ or individual, but are
shaped by the prevailing dominant cultural norms in which individuals find themselves. For
Susie Linfield, for the last forty years critical judgment has had a negative relation to photog-
raphy, or, as Robert Hariman and John Lucaites point out, what has been excluded is how
it “articulates civil society, the public sphere, democratic citizenship, human rights, and
other institutions and ideas that define modernity.” So we can also speak of a shift in attitude
and understanding of photography, away from negation and towards an exploration of how
it can “better serve progressive ideals” (Hariman and Lucaites).

In 2001, Geoffrey Batchen asked whether the history of photography can leave behind
the primacy of the photograph’s “taking” and confront the complex trajectory of its con-
struction as a system of representation: “Can we at last abandon our investment in originary
moments and dare to articulate instead the temporal and ontological convolutions that make
photography the strange and fascinating phenomenon that it is” (Batchen 2001: 106). In
talking about the manner in which photography is habitually considered, his statement
implies an impasse in how we theorize photography. In James Elkins’ Photography Theory
(2006), contributors hovered around the impact of digitalization on the nature and specificity
of the medium. As early as 2008, Robin Kelsey and Blake Stimson suggested that discussions
of the particular nature of photographic indexicality were exhausted and that photography,
owing to its availability via cell phone and social networks, had begun to turn toward its
capacity “to remap the interstices of everyday affiliation” (Kelsey and Stimson 2008: xxiii). If
photography no longer retains its special status as a discrete medium, what then is the
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purpose of photography theory? That question assumes the value of essentialness and an
ontology that distances itself from the complexities of reality. Certainly, what emerges from
this collection of essays, which differs from the assumptions of essentialness, is the embedded
nature of the photograph in everyday events and its social commentary.

This book presents critical approaches to photography theory with regard to current
debates, controversies, and questions, as well as consideration of photography theory’s direc-
tion, relevance, and purpose. We asked contributors to consider how questions about pho-
tography have shifted in response to cultural theories and philosophies more generally and as
a consequence, for example, of digitalization. Although the book is structured in three sec-
tions, Aesthetics, Politics, and Theories, it was notable how interdependent these aspects
were. For example, nearly all contributors talk about relationships between photography and
politics in some way or other. Meaningfully categorizing these essays as being principally
about theory, or about aesthetics or politics, presents problems, as one can only approach the
complex and mutable forms of ‘photography’ from multiple perspectives. The difficulty is
best illustrated in Gerry Coulter’s celebration of Jean Baudrillard’s photographs, which are
testament to his thinking about the relationship of subject to object and the world. In pla-
cing his essay in “Aesthetics,” we recognize an emphasis in this volume on the intriguing
relationship between theory and practice on many levels. Similarly, or conversely, we place
Kathrin Yacavone’s expansion of Roland Barthes’ immersion in the relationship between the
image and writing, and his increasing concern with ‘affect’ as a necessary consideration of
aesthetics in practice, in the “Theories” section. Thus, this interdependence underlines our
assumption that practices theorize rather than merely illustrate theories.

Rather than summarizing each and every chapter, this introduction uses essay content as
a prompt for reflection on the significant aspects of theories, and the condition and direction
of contemporary photographic practices. Authors’ names in brackets indicate the source of
comment and/or the essays in which further discussion can be found. While dealing with
different ways in which different uses of photography have been framed in terms of concepts
and ideas, in recognition of the origin of the word theory in the Greek theoria, which means
“beholding” or “viewing,” this book also contains essays that address the ways in which
photographs have been beheld and viewed. The “Aesthetics” section encompasses a range of
interdisciplinary perspectives on practices, in all sorts of contexts, such as the psychological
and cognitive aspects of viewing and remembering (Bennett). There is little discussion of
form in the single image (Wall and Campany), whereas the book frequently discusses social
practices (Bennett, Ginsburg, Keenan, Durden) or work in series (Plummer, Steiner,
Tormey) and uses of photography in social media and public culture (Hariman and Lucaites,
Hand and Scarlett). David Bate’s discussion of Jacques Rancière’s ideas is helpful in explain-
ing the direction of this first section: Rancière’s return to the earlier term aesthesis, which
predates preoccupations with beauty or the sublime, introduces a broader framework within
which to locate the sensory experience of photographic images (Bate). In the “Theories”
section, we sought to include different perspectives from which to view practice in order to
review how visual strategies used in practice can be seen to characterize or reflect develop-
ments in philosophical discussion. Some contributions in the “Theories” section provide an
exegesis of philosophical attitudes to photography (Barnard, Roberts) and do not relate
much to the practice of photography, whereas others are very much concerned with the
subtleties of authorship (Palmer) or the development of new philosophies emerging from the
practice of photography itself (Rubinstein, Elo).

Essays underline the changing nature of the photographic apparatus and the physical and
conceptual expansion in our relationships to/with photographs since the development of

Mark Durden and Jane Tormey

2



digital technologies and their impact on communication. The term ‘apparatus’ is used here
to introduce an understanding of the photographic as an expanded system of relations that
reaches beyond the material device of a camera to encompass, for example, algorithmic sys-
tems and the political implications of the production and dissemination of imagery. Having
assimilated the histories of semiotic analysis and post-structural theory, critiques of represen-
tation continue to move away from the notion of original and copy and towards materiality,
process, and the interdisciplinary. These appear in different guises throughout the book: civil
imagination, non-representational theory, neuropsychology. Photographic representations are
value-ridden and as such can be framed in the light of different theories and viewed in very
different ways. In Jacques Derrida’s terms, representations of reality are already structured
and determined by existing cultural and institutional frames (Derrida 1981, 26); in Gilles
Deleuze’s terms, the limits of representation are extended by integrating “the depth of differ-
ence in itself” (Deleuze 1994, 262). Rather than a means of comparison for measuring
resemblance to something, difference recognizes the particularity of individual things;
Deleuze’s theory of difference encourages a focus on the singular experience. A thread run-
ning through the book across the many perspectives suggests that the dominance of visual
representation is giving way to a rethinking in terms of the context and production of
engaging with the image. The implications of what it means to ‘see’ an image are now
understood to encompass not only the optical, but the conceptual, ethical, and haptic experi-
ence of encountering an image. Significantly, the remit for ‘photography theory’ is extended
and less insular.

Digital expansions

It is clear that the old representational model of photography is inadequate to take account
of photography in terms of its digital expansion, which has shifted focus away from photo-
graphy’s essentialness and privileging of “the private moment over the public, the origin
over the journey, the aesthetic over the social” (Batchen 2001: 105–6). Digital media and
their expanding perspectives force a rethinking of photography’s “temporal and ontological
convolutions” in order to negotiate photography’s everyday social status and our neglect of
“the making of photographs” (Batchen 2001: 105–6; our emphasis). Countering the premise
of momentary capture, digital photography generates the continuous transformation of reality
via infinitely proliferating code. Online communication provides the possibility of simultan-
eous distribution and access to global public networks. It has the potential to invite immedi-
ate multidirectional communication, and social media platforms offer an infinite process of
exchange without necessarily an end product. By extension, images, and how we are able to
interact with them, become central to how we frame the world, so much so that our inter-
face with the digital image engenders a different level of relationship to time and space, and
thereby our subjectivity. Hand and Scarlett discuss how digital personalized photography,
particularly via smartphone and social media, has reconfigured the temporality of the image
and the possibilities of temporal experience. The photographic moment has become “the
‘incessant’ visual communication of ‘moments’ (e.g. Snapchat).” As it “takes place (almost)
all the time it intervenes in the routines and rhythms of everyday life” (Hand and Scarlett).

In this world of online image exchange, both the uses for the photograph and the viewer’s
experience of the photograph are potentially extended and prolonged by means of participa-
tion and addition. The ‘fractal’, which theorizes the new condition of photography as an
algorithmic medium, is upheld as a more accurate way of accounting for the dispersal of
photography and how photography functions today (Rubinstein, Elo). Where the window
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on the world model is allied with passivity, fractal photography can be seen as an active seiz-
ing “through algorithmic processing.” In practical terms, ‘tagging’ embodies the discontinu-
ous logics of digital processing and the networked afterlife of images (Elo). Tagging in digital
networks has led to the shift from snapshot culture, made of fixed digital documents, to
what Elo refers to as “tagshot culture,” dynamic data objects. The notion of fractal photog-
raphy challenges long-held views about our thinking about photography by rejecting “its
reliance on universal totalities that are unable to account for the fragmented, discontinuous,
non-binary, and multi-gendered realities of contemporary life” (Rubinstein).

The kind of transformation of reality afforded by digital technologies has provoked
alternative views to the representational discourses that have dominated photography
theory. A nonrepresentational view emphasizes the active properties of digital photog-
raphy and its capacity to construct experience, distinct from the visual aspects of the still
and passive image. As a consequence of its different material structures, photographs no
longer merely picture the visible manifestations of power structures, and any critique of
photographic representation must now account for the mechanisms of production that
are not visible. Nonrepresentational discourse asserts the non-visible over the dominance
of vision and its correlative notion that reality is out there somewhere to be revealed
and made visible. The aesthetics of digital processing and the fractal image is one of
immersive immateriality, so that the ‘self-sufficient’ image is unraveled entirely: content,
function, and meaning are merged in processes of construction and distribution that
cannot be equated with rational representation (Rubinstein). Reconceptions of photog-
raphy as a result of digital processes and computation open up possibilities of participa-
tory communication, as in pressing the ‘like’ button. Rubinstein argues for the “political
potential of the digital image,” which can construct experience and includes the institu-
tions and processes that govern the use of the image.

Discussions of digital technologies have emphasized the digital image’s condition of
multiplicity that embodies “instantaneity and simultaneity” in a potentially constant pro-
cess of ongoing network exchange (Rubinstein et al. 2013: 9–11). In a counterargument,
the dispersal and movement and traffic in images are not new to digital culture, which
could be said to merely speed up a process that was already integral to photography. For
example, Molly Roger’s text shows us the movement and traffic in a nineteenth-century
image portrait, and Paula Rabinowitz shows how the image of the atomic bomb
mushroom cloud was appropriated and used by all sections of the media to such an
extent that it became “an icon of desire and love” and “central to acculturating citizens
to mass destruction in the postwar years” (Rabinowitz). But, besides the reach and speed
of dispersal, and as a result of its production and dissemination, the digital image has
assumed an expansive social function. No longer limited by human vision or the possibil-
ities of visual representation, digital technology has dispersed the experience of photog-
raphy (Elo) and fundamentally shifted its role. The photographic event is part of an
extensive physical and virtual network, encompassing a mesh of technologies and social
interactions—an “assemblage,” to draw upon Deleuze and Guattari’s term (2004: 3–28).
As photography becomes an instrumental component of human space and exchange, digi-
tal distributions of photography significantly change our apprehension and contribute to
a form of democratized knowledge created through searching and participation by which
viewers can become authors (Palmer). No longer occurring in isolation, but shared and
consumed by communities, the viewing of images on the computer screen is an act of
reaction and duration; experience of the image in relation to time is governed by this
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continuous creation of networks of sense and meaning contributed by participant specta-
tors (Keenan).

We highlight the significance of digital image production here in two respects:
a photograph potentially transformed by online digital intervention can be understood as
generating a prolonged process of production and meaning, rather than a definitive
record; the process of producing (making) photographs, which is complex and dependent
on context and the circumstances of all involved in that production, gives emphasis to
the social over the aesthetic.

Temporal expansions

Derrida’s concern with temporality (Barnard) provides a philosophical grounding for the top-
ical theorizing of the ‘fractal’ (Rubinstein, Elo) and for a consideration of photography that
privileges the making of photographs over the taking (Batchen 2001). Derrida’s reframing of
perception establishes a fundamental premise that underlines much contemporary discussion
of photography—that the photograph does not start or finish in the instant: “In perception
there are already operations of selection, of exposure time, of filtering, of development: the
psychic apparatus functions also like, or as, an apparatus of inscription and the photographic
archive” (Derrida 2010: 15; original emphasis). Any perception, whether of an image or the
world, takes time and is not of one instant, but “duration” (Derrida 2010: 10–2). Perception
of an image is a complex, dynamic process of looking back, via memory perhaps, and pro-
jecting forward, anticipating possibilities. The process of photography extends, in advance of
pressing the shutter, and proceeds through subsequent display, interpretation, and use of the
image; it is a “photographic event” and active (Derrida 1998). Derrida’s description of per-
ception as a “psychic apparatus” and of the “photographic event” as happening when it is
thought of or looked at, rather than as a definitive moment or object (document), extends
our relation to the image (digital or otherwise). His challenge to spatial and temporal logic
in many of his references to the photograph anticipates later discussions of the online digital
image, which places its apprehension beyond the visual (Rubinstein et al. 2013: 8–10). The
digital image in particular, and its prolonged process of production and meaning, has dur-
ation and is not of an instant or a definitive record. The process of making an image online
accentuates the dependence on circumstance and social production, which extends far
beyond what is visible. Digital screen images can be seen as more fleeting and ephemeral, or
as more virtually immersive than physically separate. Adding another dimension to the
photograph’s materiality, viewing images on screen is not a tactile experience as there is no
edge or tangible threshold that is characteristic of viewing an image framed or on paper—as
an object. But, at the same time, our engagement with the touch screen is now a physical
act as we use our fingers and thumbs to swipe, enlarge, reduce, send, and delete images.
However it is described, the nature of its materiality and of the physical sensation in appre-
hending the digital image is different; it is a “photographic event.”

Where Derrida contributes a repositioning of how we approach our understanding of
representation and the complexity and uncertainty involved in our apprehension, Deleuze
and Félix Guattari have moved us toward a re-engagement with sensation and affect. And as
affect does not ‘mean’ any thing, we are forced to ask—what is happening? Affects are events
of duration that are more about experience than signification and representation. What this
brings to our thinking about photography is a concern for experience itself, beyond an
understanding of signs, a questioning of these signs and what moves against or confuses these
signs. The nonlinear structure of Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus demonstrates an
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alternative approach that does not strive for interpretation of some underlying reality or
grounding principle. The focus on possibility and imagining over fact is indicative of a way
of thinking that has contributed to a fundamental change in attitude to the way images are
used, and in reading and sensorily encountering images (Tormey, Phu, Brown, and Noble).
Rather than the compulsion to generalize experience into something that can be universally
shared, and rather than a transcendent (self-sufficient) image that aims to explain or translate
experience, the insistence on difference extends the apprehension of images. As eventful
space, an image provokes thought and experience of qualitative differences that extend over
time, so that thinking about a photograph encompasses all that is brought to mind and all
that can be imagined about it. Deleuze’s thinking challenges the reductive structure of
model and copy, of cause and effect, and of subjectivity. Sarah Pickering’s Public Order series,
as discussed by Sandra Plummer, can be seen to present “simulacral-phantasms,” in accord
with the Deleuzian concept of the simulacrum, which destabilizes and throws into disarray
the distinction between model and copy (Plummer). In recording realms of artifice and
simulation, Pickering’s photographs are documents that undermine representation and
expose photography’s role in the construction of socio-economic stereotypes. Photography’s
relationship to the model can be seen as destabilized by drawing attention to readymade con-
structed worlds, the streets and buildings of a fake town, used for training the police, military
forces, and emergency services. What is happening in Pickering’s photography echoes
a theme that runs through many essays in this book—that of rupturing the assumptions asso-
ciated with, or the conditions for, what we believe the referent to be.

Countering a concern for establishing identity via resemblance, Deleuze gives emphasis to
difference as a positive attribute, rather than being assumed to be negative. It is an approach
that undermines the whole premise of truth and falsity and disassembles the notion of simu-
lacra. If what is central is to determine ‘true identity’, then falsity and simulacra are
a problem. If, on the other hand, the focus is the potential of difference, then this concern is
undermined. By privileging the different qualities over the common characteristics, it devel-
ops what is understood as representation. For Deleuze, the simulacrum is not a resemblance
or mere copy, but is itself—a new thing; the real is not lost, as Baudrillard suggests, but is
becoming other (Plummer). This is easier to understand if we think in terms of events and
creative processes, rather than definitive (original) things. Meanings emerge from processes of
copying and imagining, as well as from material substance; any one thing is its expectation,
what happens to it, and its future possibilities. In this way, the changing condition of experi-
ence is understood as a non-fixed state of ‘becoming’ rather than identity, just as encounters
with a photograph can be seen in terms of process and are not fixed. Not limited to
a notion of the photographic instant, photography is determined by what it does, rather than
what it is. Translating this approach to images is complicated by the photograph, which is
assumed to ‘copy’ the real world. We know images are just one facet of the world: not
copies, but extensions of its properties and possibilities—not anything other than themselves.

François Laruelle provides an updated metaphor for the photograph: “A photo is more
than a window or an opening, it is an infinite open, an unlimited universe from vision to
the pure state, with neither mirror nor window” (Laruelle 2011: 107). His conception of
“non-photography,” more than questioning photography’s relation to the real, emphasizes
the distance between the photograph and the objects depicted. Aligning the photograph
with a fractal system, irreducible to representation, he rejects what we generally associate
with photography—concerns with the real and the social world—and positions all photo-
graphs as “absolute fictions” in the sense that they are ideologically blank or incapable of any
reality, agency or influence (Laruelle 2011: 74). Seemingly at odds with our assumptions,
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this discussion perhaps points to self-perpetuating preoccupations for photography theory
that rely on received notions of representation: the degree to which photography reliably
informs us of the real world; the manner in which photography is culturally embedded; the
tension between an active and constructive representation and one that merely replicates. In
his attempt to divorce philosophy as a science from ideology and the interpretations of the
humanities, Laruelle separates photography from its subjective operations of analysis or social
engagement. Laruelle’s non-photography can be seen as an illustration of his thinking: in
rejecting photography’s representational alliance with the world, he explains a philosophical
liberation from what we assume to be subject to the “historic and causal trajectories” that
predetermine our thinking (Roberts). Laruelle’s non-photography forces a fundamental shift
in thinking about our relationship to objects—away from a position that assumes that we, as
subjects, constitute the world and are separate from the objects in it.

Just as Deleuze and Guattari’s consideration of life beyond the limits of the human subject
has contributed to subsequent developments in ‘post-human’ thinking, John Roberts suggests
that Laruelle’s philosophy can be seen to share a rethinking of the object and of representa-
tion with that of speculative realism. As a brief philosophical movement, speculative realism
included a diversity of positions that attempted to disrupt what is thought of as realism and
encompassed object-oriented ontology as a key line of thought, “a bluntly realist philoso-
phy,” which “holds that the external world exists independently of human awareness”
(Harman 2018a: 10; original emphasis). As an example, Graham Harman asserts that, as the
real object is autonomous, it cannot be wholly discovered and is always eluding us. In
a relation with the object (he includes artworks), the spectator and the object are combined,
the sensual qualities fuse with the object—it is a new object of which the spectator becomes
part. Harman rejects the formalist assumption that “the autonomous art object must be
devoid of human ingredients or participants” (Harman 2018b: 119). Art is “essentially theatri-
cal, a compound object made up of the (usually) physical work plus the spectator” (Harman
2018b: 119; original emphasis). Harman is also useful for recognizing what Baudrillard’s ideas
share with object-oriented theories. Baudrillard draws attention to “the specific relation
between the sensual object and the beholder,” which he terms “seduction” (Harman 2016:
129–30). The notion of seduction by the object effects a reversal of a subject-centered con-
ception of the world with that of the object, which explains his consistent fascination with
the photograph whereby “it is the object which thinks us.” Where the photograph has been
understood to confirm our relationship to objects by representing them for the subject (pho-
tographer), Baudrillard describes the photographic act as a duel in which the subject (pho-
tographer) might “disappear as a subject” and be defined by the object (Baudrillard 1999:
145–52).

Such attempts to achieve a “fundamental re-correlation of subject and object” are signifi-
cant for thinking about photography, as they question whether our understanding of reality
is distorted by our immersion in it—rather than our distance/separation from it (Roberts).
The complex relationships between visual appearance and knowledge, and the contradictions
inherent in our immersion in the world that we view and our interpretations of it, are
heightened via photography. Questioning the division between appearance and reality upsets
an aesthetic that is bound by photography’s singular access to the world outside and what it
signifies for us. An ocular representational worldview understands it through pictures, which
reduce the world in standardized forms of replication: “image/model, subject/object, figure/
ground” (Rubinstein). Seen as the means to realize reality, photography and its aesthetics
derive from the premise of revelation—of what is there, but not seen, until that moment of
‘capture’.
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Photography can either be seen to mediate the world for us or it can be seen as “absolute
fiction.” If photographs are, as Laruelle asserts, incapable of any reality, agency or influence,
what does this separation from photography’s social engagement with the world bring to
a consideration of how we look at the real world or social documentary photography?
Where does this disruption of representational order leave us with regard to ‘picturing’ the
real world?

Documentary expansions

Abstract theories may lead us to reposition our relationship to photographs (Laruelle, Der-
rida, Deleuze) and lend nuances to what essentially underlies any photography theory—
that is, the relationship of the image to the real world and how we conceive what that
means. Consideration of this relationship returns us to persistent points of conflict with
regard to photographic practice: one being attitudes to the document and/or art, and the
other the capacity of the image for political efficacy and/or the advantages over language.
The dialogue around aesthetics and photography between David Campany and Jeff Wall
serves to introduce fundamental distinctions between ‘art’ and the photographic specialism
of ‘documentary’. Here, their exchange is insightful about the limits of the “essayistic”
documentary model, which involves “too much subservience to the motif or subject
matter.” Studying photography in the context of fine art, Wall did not have to engage
with the “institutional network of journalism,” and it is against this that one understands
the importance and centrality of the single image in Wall’s work, which characterizes
uses of photography that distance the “picture” from its subject matter. With this kind of
artistic fabrication in mind, the contentious suggestion is made that the mnemonic dimen-
sion is no longer appropriate in considering such art photography (Campany).

Allied to this, Victor Burgin’s interview with Hilde Van Gelder brings to the fore argu-
ments concerning the relationship between language and the notion of ‘pure visuality’, and
the relationship between art and politics more specifically. Burgin’s stance is consistently crit-
ical of art with pretensions to be effectively political, and even more so of practices that
assume a semblance of criticality and superficially engage with politics. He raises problems
with the way in which the artists’ turn to documentary in the past quarter century does not
depart from conventional media forms but merely calls upon the “same general knowledge
and interpretative capabilities I deploy when I read a newspaper.” He states, for example,
that documenting people at work does not “‘take on’ the issue of the globalisation of the
labour force” and can only illustrate it: “I find something profoundly distasteful in the spec-
tacle of workers having a last increment of value extracted from them by ‘political artists’
parading their moral narcissism in pursuit of their careers.” He argues that, if they do no
more than recycle what is already available in mass media, they provide nothing and their
work will “remain irrelevant as art.” Burgin sees instead that the critical power of an artistic
practice is to work against “the consensual categories and descriptions” (citing Rancière) of
mainstream media, providing an occasion for “the critical speech of others to emerge.”

This view contrasts with the legacy of Allan Sekula, which continues to influence the
political field of photography and offers an alternative practice to either the “pure visuality”
of picture or the transparent evidence of document. Sekula’s emphasis on a political under-
standing over notions of humanism—or art—contrasts with Burgin’s assertion that art cannot
be politically effective. For Burgin, Benjamin Buchloh’s term “critical realism,” which he
used to describe Sekula’s work, is inaccurate and a contradiction in terms. But, taking differ-
ent directions with regard to the use of photography, Burgin and Sekula each reiterate
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Bertolt Brecht’s observation regarding the limitations in photographing complex political
operations, such as a factory. Each have contributed to changes in the assumptions of photo-
graphic practice and the contrasting positions between art and documentary: a suspicion of
the “self-sufficient” image (Sekula) that uses political content for aesthetic purpose (Burgin);
an understanding that subjective reality (psychic or ideological) must always be part of any
‘objective’ reality (Burgin); the significance of context in the choice of subject matter and in
the understanding of the viewer’s construction of meaning (Sekula). Burgin identifies the
functional role of photography and the use or misuse of its capacity to provide a semblance
of the real world as the central issue. His questioning of the possibility of effective documen-
tary in order to make political adjustment signals the significance of the context for that
documentation. One could say that the level of criticality is dependent on the manner in
which the image refers to the social and political implications of any complex situation. One
could also say that Sekula demonstrated this throughout his work: that the photograph is
dependent on the conditions in which it is read and the assumptions of its context. Review-
ing Sekula’s fascination with the possibility of “instrumental images” without rhetorical
structure, Thomas Keenan introduces the perspective of the performative nature of photog-
raphy, as an event that requires a number of procedures. Further consideration of Sekula’s
“manifestation of interest,” that all images communicate a point of view, lends another way
to understand the digital photograph as agent, as its technologies incorporate the necessity of
a reading mediated by circumstance (Keenan).

There is an undoubted tension in photography theory here. On one hand we have those
like Rubinstein who, insisting that representation needs to be subject to critique, oppose the
“privileged” documentary model with the notion of fractal photography. Then we have an
approach such as Keenan’s, coming from a concern for the politics of human rights, which
re-evaluates the documentary mode and advocates a forensic sensibility to indicate the com-
mitment to evidence and testimony. Keenan draws upon the idea of a “counter-forensics,”
a term used by Sekula in an essay on Susan Meiselas’s work in Kurdistan. The manner of
documentation used in the Kurdistan project encompasses seemingly ‘objective’ observations
of its subjects and their circumstance, alongside a collective archive made by those same sub-
jects. It shows how photography can be used as both an instrument of surveillance by an
oppressor state and as a way of challenging that same imperial power: “the exhumation and
identification of the anonymised (‘disappeared’) bodies of the oppressor state’s victims
becomes the key to a process of political resistance and mourning” (Keenan). For Keenan,
counter-forensics redeploys a different notion of humanism that engages photographic arch-
ives not only as sites of abstract equivalence, but also as sites for political struggle. Hariman
and Lucaites also offer a positive view of the productive and democratic potentialities of
photography in which their model is realist and the photography itself is documentary, but
the site of display and its social impact become important. They discuss how the photograph
is positioned within the temporary exhibition and the ways in which photography now con-
stitutes a variant of Andre Malraux’s “Museum without Walls,” as evinced by the attention
to exhibitions of photographs in public spaces and their political possibilities in terms of their
community uses (see also Tormey).

Held up as a problem for documentary by Sekula, humanism is conceived in terms of the
way in which documentary entails a celebration of an abstract humanity, “the dignity of the
passive victim.” Mark Durden addresses the ways in which this humanist model is tested in
many contemporary practices that expand the documentary form, by being “responsive to
the disruptive and ‘deviant’ force of the referent.” Countering the appraisal of “passive
victim” or the self-sufficiency of the singular moment, there is a reorientation towards the
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subject in the photograph, as with Meiselas’s work. Photographers are adopting strategies
that confuse our familiar expectation of the document as reliable witness by, for example,
the introduction of elements of fiction, or by deploying a conceptual framework of systems
photography, an archival logic, such as we see with Joachim Schmid’s appropriated images
showing women photographed by a serial killer and Luca Santese and Arianna Arcara’s
appropriations of found photographs, which speak of the racialized history of Detroit. Here
“the aesthetic is integral to their politics” (Durden). A critical target for Shep Steiner, in his
playful reading of Max Becher and Andrea Robbins’ work, is the trigger analogy of the
moment, allied with modernist photography and John Szarkowski. Becher and Robbins pre-
sent a critique of religious conservatism and the American narratives derived from western
genre films and television—a kind of “investigative journalism” (Steiner). Their archive
mode is one of slow cataloguing—a concern with often volatile subject matter in which
stereotypes are disrupted with insistent photographic acts of repetition.

The possibility of art photography being a form of “investigative journalism” perhaps
depends on the degree to which the photographic ‘reality’ makes the context and circum-
stance visible. Insisting on one model or the other as being better or worse relies on uphold-
ing the essentialness of the medium, rather than the differential, and perpetuates a reductive
conception of photography (Hariman and Lucaites). In 2019, the distinction between “art
world documentary” and “other documentary work” (Burgin) is not perhaps so clear, or
useful. Artists, such as Walid Raad (Lebanon), Emily Jacir (Palestine), Ravi Agarwal (India),
Yto Barrada (Morocco), Ursula Biemann and Alfredo Jaar (in Africa), do not dissociate
themselves from the ethical responsibilities associated with journalism. The encounter with
their subject matter is not second hand, and they conduct their own investigations or work
alongside other researchers. The notion of politics being integral to the aesthetic can be seen
in the counter-forensics promoted by Forensic Architecture.

Ariella Azoulay has argued against practices having to distinguish between being political
or aesthetic and proposes a framework for discussing photographs that regards them as made
up of “complex actions that exist simultaneously in several dimensions.” Judgments of
images as being one or the other assume that the aesthetic or the political are attributes of
the image, and that it can be “devoid of stylistic components,” which it is not. Rather that
reducing what is seen in the image “to the photographer’s intention,” the image should
enable us “as spectators to re-position ourselves” and “let us be engaged with its happening,
its victims, our fellow citizens” (Azoulay 2010: 242–57).

Political expansions

As can be seen in Ruthie Ginsburg’s case study, any ‘reality’ has many facets, so that photo-
graphs showing the “care-giving” activity of the non-governmental organization Physicians
for Human Rights, Israel, not only expose victims’ suffering to the public, but also violate
the rights of those represented (Ginsburg). Here it can be seen that the image is both con-
structed by the reality depicted and contributes to the construction of that reality. Much
more than a simple depiction, other factors than its referential functions are essential to
a photograph’s meaning and effect. Tormey’s examination of photography projects that
attempt to represent complex political situations, such as war and atrocity, considers Judith
Butler’s argument that the circumstances that determine the image—the ‘frame’—necessitate
more attention. Butler asks: “which reality is it that is represented? And how does the frame
circumscribe what will be called reality?” (2009: 85). If the photograph not only depicts an
event, but augments that event by means of its subsequent dissemination and display, then

Mark Durden and Jane Tormey

10



that display becomes part of its production; it potentially changes how the reality of the
event is understood.

Discussed from an ethical point of view, the photograph’s presence, besides the mechan-
ical framing by the camera, looks back to the intentions or circumstances of its making and
forwards to its continuing production of meaning through processes of dissemination. So, for
example, in giving political attention to how photographs circulate or “migrate,” war pho-
tography has to be reviewed in light of its dispersal and the attention paid to screens and the
context of display (Tormey, Zarzycka). Zarzycka discusses the “digital volatility” of image
migration that has changed the conditions of spectatorship. A disregard for specific context
can develop in the process of images’ dispersal and mediation, to the extent that their signifi-
cance can be transgressed and distorted. Azoulay’s “civil imagination” forces us to think of
photography ‘beyond representation’ in ethical terms and besides the presence of the camera,
which is always implied. In these terms, the visual encounter is always anticipated, “regard-
less of whether an image is produced or preserved” (Phu, Brown, and Noble). On another
level, the “civil contract” must include more than a passing acknowledgment of the individ-
ual person in a photograph. As much as photographs are now dispersed, “decontextualized
and recontextualized” (Hariman and Lucaites), there is still need to work on their “historical
contingency” and to give ethical consideration to the individual (Rogers, Zarzycka). Rogers
rethinks the term ‘atrocity photograph’ in relation to an image in which the atrocity-event,
although not visible in the picture, played a part in its production—an 1861 commercial
studio portrait of Cynthia Ann Parker cradling her young daughter, taken shortly after she
was forcibly ‘recaptured’ by Texas Rangers from the Comanche. Rogers extends discussion
beyond a photograph of Parker as cypher for the Pease River Massacre, or for mother and
child. Giving us narratives connected to the photograph, re-animating and repositioning it to
tell of the violence that underlies it, Rogers demonstrates Parker’s specific history as different
and, in this respect, bereft of sentimentality.

For Azoulay, the photograph has been overly identified with the photographer. Instead,
what is important is the way in which photography presents traces of an event. What went
before and after the photograph was taken becomes central, who is photographed, and how
we receive those depictions. For Azoulay, historical work aslant to the dominant histories,
such as that of Rogers, signals an expanded field of research that has opened up a political
dimension. If one takes Azoulay’s reorientation of photography to a civil contract, it is
a phenomenological approach that considers the photograph as a product of exchange. Con-
ceiving of the political implications of the photograph as a product of exchange is underlined
by online digital production, which facilitates access to those social processes in which the
image is embedded—the ‘frame’. Such conceptions of the embedded alliance of photo-
graphic depiction, with the conditions and responsibilities associated with its production, can
be seen in extreme contrast to Laruelle’s abstract discussion of photography. Where the
image has been used for the certainty of witness and evidence, it is now part of a system of
‘opening’ that is in a continuous process of exchange—a different sort of ‘window’.

Aesthetic expansions

Many of the practices that are discussed in this volume directly engage with ethical implications
and require a different sort of reading (Durden, Steiner, Tormey). Significantly, ethical content
can be seen to drive much of the development in photographic practices by means of their stra-
tegic structure and the treatment of subject matters, to the extent that the direction of criteria in
which politics and ethical concerns predominate reconfigures the parameters of ‘aesthetics’.
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Debates that focus on the relationship between art and politics anticipate Rancière’s
observations about the dissident voice that aligns art with politics—in Burgin’s terms, “offer-
ing an alternative to the media”—and the (aesthetic) ways that give form to reality by refi-
guring that reality in ways that do not conform to the “‘normal’ order of things” (Rancière
2010: 35). As photography has become a complex mesh of practices, theories such as Ran-
cière’s broaden the perspective with which to think about photography. Rancière’s theories
help to “loosen the essentialist definitions of ‘photography’” and identify different discursive
directions; they introduce or validate a different emphasis for looking at practice (Bate).
Ignoring traditional divisions, such as what constitutes high or low art, and art or documen-
tary photography, Rancière addresses different modes of practice and mixes up questions of
value. His ‘regimes’ problematize the more traditional categories of aesthetics as he config-
ures them differently and in relation to their functions and how art operates, rather than its
subject matter (Bate). His premise of ‘dissensus’ promotes the possibility of art (and the use
of photographs) to reconfigure normative processes and consensual understanding. Bate’s
examination of Rancière’s discussion of ‘dissensus’ and the ‘political’ functions of photog-
raphy that work through “their aesthetic operations” helps us to reposition a photography
aesthetic that engages with the social and political.

As parameters for aesthetic operations change, so does the aesthetic ‘object’. In this non-
essentialist engagement, practices are increasingly presented as ‘projects’ rather than ‘objects’,
and, in consequence, besides visual documents, multifaceted projects can include collated
archives and scientific interpretations (see Misrach in Scott). Such documentations are not
simplistic. Relinquishing the primacy of “the private moment” (Batchen 2001), they often
use strategies that minimize authorial voice by presenting the artist’s work democratically
alongside content made by the ‘subjects’, as in Meiselas’s Kurdistan, or by collaborating with
people from other disciplines. For example, photographers, working with activist and
autonomous groups such as citizen scientists, can potentially bring about an awareness of
environmental ethics (Scott). Describing authorship as having been in a constant process of
decentering since the birth of the medium, Daniel Palmer reiterates Vilém Flusser’s observa-
tion that photographers “are effectively enslaved to the dictates of its program” (Palmer).
Authorship, Palmer argues, necessarily responds to its technical developments, of greater
automatism and intelligence. He discusses ways in which artists working with found photo-
graphs, such as Patrick Pound, and the selfie’s ultimate severance from meaningfully com-
posed individualized accounts of the world acknowledge the decentered status of the creative
photographer. Todd Cronan offers a valuable reworking of assumptions about aesthetics and
authorship associated with modernist conceptions of photography. Reconsidering the
assumptions behind Minor White’s theory of “pre-visualization,” which was “anything but
an account of inner intention being projected onto external matter,” he argues that White
believed the photographer needed to “become something like a super-audience to oneself.”
Exploring ideas about photography at the same time that the minimalists declared the artist
and work less important than the viewer’s encounter with the artwork, White’s ideas reson-
ate with a contemporary democratization of authorship.

One could say that photographic practice has taken an ethical and discursive turn over an
affective one. Alternatively, Phu, Brown, and Noble’s historical and theoretical overview of
the relationship between emotions and photography establishes how the ‘affective turn’ has
influenced photography studies and the impact of photographic performance; the simultan-
eous properties of the photograph can present material fact, psychical fiction, and ideological
perspective. Championing an alternative to a reductionist view that excludes materiality and
emotion and considers language and rationality the only way to conceptualize the world,
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Phu, Brown, and Noble advocate a broader framework in which the sensory experience of
photography can be responded to: we need “to grasp more fully the role of images in con-
structing emotions, in a process that illuminates the importance of racialized, gendered, and
sexualized subjects in establishing normalized expressions.” From another perspective, Jill
Bennett explores the ways in which certain forms of digital photography, as sensory experi-
ence, are highly cognitively compatible with human memory, a “neurophenomenology.” As
she argues, the relationship between visual memory and real-world events is not simply
reduplicative. Memory is distortive rather than reduplicative, and the referent is unstable and
subject to continuous remaking. The continuous photo-documentation of everyday life by
small wearable automatic cameras is not formed out of intentional awareness, and it is this
that makes them closer to memory.

Theoretical models are often not only challenged by photography, but inadequate to it.
In their different ways, Barthes and Flusser explain photography as a beyond to language.
Responding to newly available material through posthumous publications, Yacavone’s
appraisal of Barthes’ later writing tells us of his insistence on an increasing preoccupation
with the distinction between word and image. With their use of photographs “as first and
foremost affective and emotional vehicles,” she shows the continuities between the phenom-
enology of Barthes’ second book, Michelet, and what was to be his last, Camera Lucida. Both
evidence an attempt to replace language by the photographic image and suggest that Barthes’
structuralist analysis of the medium, although important and influential, was “a kind of intel-
lectual detour.” Barthes’ impassioned approach to photography in Camera Lucida offers “the
first sustained, if incomplete, attempt to think, feelingly, about photography” (Phu, Brown,
and Noble). Nancy Ann Roth discusses Flusser’s “way out of language” through technical
images. His preoccupation with technical images involves a distinction between writing and
photography in which the latter is part of a “magical,” nonlinear relation to knowledge.
Visually grounded consciousness is described as “magical” in that it allows for the possibility
of events repeating themselves or reversing order, whereas writing sustains a logical and
linear “historical” conception of time. For Flusser, in the pre-industrial age, the tool was
a function of the person; in the industrial age, the person was a function of the machine;
and now, with the photograph, we have a new relation in which the apparatus and the
person mutually complete one another. For Baudrillard, photographs demonstrate the way
the object demands attention; his preoccupation with the capacity of the photograph and the
relationship “between concepts and images” (Coulter) can be seen as a way of visualizing his
theories. He enjoyed photographs because something always remains that is inexplicable,
defies logic and continues to acquire meaning and assert a life of its own; their “unseizable
enigma” returns us to the “object’s own magic” (Baudrillard 1997: 28).

The many different lines of thought included in this volume indicate the expansion in per-
spectives that inform what is understood as photography, but do not establish any one direction
for photography theory. The fact that there is no easy way to sum up this content is significant;
the purpose of photography theory must be, then, to examine and exploit photography’s inter-
dependence with other disciplines. However, despite the frequent interdependent address to the-
ories and practices, there are clearly tensions between different premises for developing
discussion, between a concern for the aesthetic object and the values accorded to the possibilities
of visual representation. There are distinctions between those more interested in photography’s
relationship to reality and its representation, and those who advocate non-representational alter-
natives, which are explored in more abstract terms. For those whose prime interest is the uses of
photography, whether the focus is with the implications of the photograph as a document, or
the event of photography, or who is represented (Azoulay), the concern is with the social and
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political and the potential of photography as a medium to witness events and situations (Keenan,
Scott).

Contributors discussing the potential of the medium, of “what might be” or “what
could be” or “what might have been” (Campany), suggest approaches other than the
rational and ocular viewing of photography. Theories, such as ‘non-representation’, can be
interpreted as offering a reductive view of the photographic document, focused as they are
to counter “universal totalities” and documents that claim to accurately represent the
world. In aiming to think beyond outmoded forms, the model of representation that pho-
tography appears to be allied with—referent and representation, model and copy—is associ-
ated with older models of documentation that are assumed to be ‘essentialist’ and fixed,
and are thus thought to be problematic. The properties of photography, in appearing to
simulate reality, were founded on its ontological origin. The transformation from analogue
to digital therefore has provoked the opportunity to question the cultural assumptions that
arose from that ontological status. Whether, in consequence, a new ontology emerges is
dependent on whether the particular qualities of dispersal, embedded in the social, are
thought to be available exclusively through the digital process of production (thereby, its
‘essence’). It does appear that the photography community has not yet exhausted its pre-
occupation with the nature of photography as a medium. Photography may not be able to
relinquish its ontological heritage, but is no longer predominantly to be seen as a singular
medium—as a physical object.

Having provided an aesthetic account of photography, and having established its
medium-specific status and independence from ‘art’, it is significant that, towards the end of
the twentieth century, photography contributed to the critique of representation and cele-
brated the liberation of fictional constructions resulting from conceptualization. Photography
practices moved away from the primacy of the photographer’s individual perspective, singu-
lar meaning, and definitive portrayal. ‘Post photography’ and ‘post conceptualism’, art sub-
sumed photography, and photography facilitated the developing function of art to engage
with the social and the political. Having asserted its status as an autonomous art form, pho-
tography continues to both follow and dictate the expectations of ‘art’ in many ways. As
such, photography is a “fluctuating constellation of different devices, material cultural prac-
tices and representational forms” (Frosh 2019: 118). In practice, photography is more akin to
the post-structural conception of ‘apparatus’ or the generic term ‘writing’ (Bate). Continuing
Tagg’s claim that there is no such thing as photography in and of itself, a post-medium,
non-essentializing discourse considers photographs as they circulate. Dependent on the insti-
tutions and agents that define it, photography’s description as “a flickering across a field of
institutional spaces” (Tagg 1988: 63) is remodelled by Azoulay. Greater understanding of the
equivocal nature of the photographic document has established an aesthetic that attempts to
expose the extended frame of circumstance and institution. This insistence on framing can
be seen in the frequency of series (Robbins and Becher) and in the documentation of per-
ipheral content in addition to central subject matter.

Ideas of non-representation can be seen as an attack on the capacity of photography to
provide account for the real. Peter Osborne describes what is imagined to be the loss of the
real, which has accompanied the digital, as an anxiety. Exploring the role of photography in
contemporary art and aligning it with Deleuze’s philosophy of difference, he usefully argues
that the significant change for photography (and its ontology) is less to do with the techno-
logical form and more with its expanded reach and use, its expanded cultural function and
sensibility. The shift is one of greater intensification and ease of flow or circulation. Whereas
the ontology of the photograph was modelled on its still form as an object, what is an

Mark Durden and Jane Tormey

14



additional photographic characteristic now is its “distributive unity,” which is not dependent
on its particular technological form. The manner of distribution—of “distributive differ-
ence”—and how we use and cognitively relate to photographic documentations of our lives
is extended by the additional properties of the digital medium (Osborne 2013: 122–3).
Although the digital image is championed as being particularly mutable, any photographic
reproduction initiates traffic in images, a traffic that undermines the photograph being
thought of as a fixed medium or thing, or reducible to any one meaning (Rabinowitz,
Rogers). With the ubiquity and ceaseless dispersal afforded by digital production, the digital
image may signal a break from literal reference, but it cannot deny its content and reference
to the real world—it need not be seen at odds with representation. Asserting practice and
theory “as actively possessing appearances,” Roberts negotiates the apparent conflict of Lar-
uelle’s theory of photographs as abstractions with their status as representations of the real
world. He concludes that photography is a process of abstraction, but, as “a specific set of
social determinations,” photographs are also “contentful” and can provide a “socially discur-
sive account.” He reconciles the conflict by asserting that photographs, rather than mimetic
replications that ‘act for’ naturalistic appearance, are closer to “a form of staged production”
and, thereby, an active process.

As photography evolves in response to the many perspectives applied, the different con-
ceptual frameworks used to deny or describe what ‘realism’ might be are unlikely to be rec-
onciled. The fundamental shift that comes with the digital production process is twofold:
with the process of ever-greater distribution via digital traffic, photography’s capacity has
gained social status, and the nature of our experiencing the image is phenomenologically dif-
ferent. The frame that mediates the photographer and what is photographed is now under-
stood as extended by its relation to societal and cultural structures. Photography’s access to
the real, its ‘realism’, is remapped with regard to the “interstices of everyday affiliation,”
“civil imagination,” and the understanding of the image as not confined to an image-object.
As forms of popular photography are now more closely entangled in our lives and tied to
the social realm (Hand and Scarlett), there is the sense of a new realism here, as photography
affects and determines how we engage with the world. More than the literal image or singu-
lar picture, realism is understood as multidimensional—dissensual, conceptual, mnemonic,
visceral, durational—and incorporates the spectator’s encounter and responsibility and the
cause and effect of histories (see Rogers). Hariman and Lucaites propose that, after the twen-
tieth-century critique advanced a reductive conception of realism, “what is needed is
a reinvigorated realism that requires a stronger conception of the photographic imagination.”

The generic term ‘photography’, which has perpetuated a form of essentialism determined
by its specific technology, now accommodates an increasing range of practices and disciplines
(Bate). When the photographic document was assumed to be indisputable evidence, arguments
concerning its capacity to enable interpretation or to form argument were inhibited by an
inevitable comparison with the capacity of language to provide comprehensive understanding.
If, on the other hand, it is understood that both language and image provide only fragmentary
perspectives, then the image can be seen to contribute a further qualitative frame to an under-
standing of reality. Photographs are neither wholly transparently evidential nor emotionally
obscure; they are both factual and have psychical reality (Burgin). They can be described in
contradictory ways as their attributes are both literal and ‘unsayable’ and can refer to the world
poetically, politically, and discursively (Tormey 2013). Understanding that the photograph is
not distinct or transparent but mobile and malleable tends to make our response more ques-
tioning and redirect our understanding of the potential of meaning to be one of process.
Images move between past, present, and future; they can be reused in different contexts or
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revised through memory or used to speculate futures (Rabinowitz). The assumptions of net-
worked processes undermine the certitude of facts, and of the singular image (Bate). Practices
have utilized fiction, as in the works of Jeff Wall or Walid Raad, and documentary works are
more performative than descriptive (Steiner). Incorporating a number of interpretations of J.L
Austin’s utterance (Steiner, Phu, Brown, and Noble), conceptions of the photograph as per-
formative in the way that they construct, incite, and insinuate, reconfigure the relations of sub-
ject and object in fundamental ways of comprehension.

Contemporary photographic practices, born out of an expanding technology and its
processes of dissemination, form part of an “infinite open” and assume a conceptual
sophistication and technological authority that influence art in general, toward manifest-
ations of ethical responsibility. In the twenty-first century, understanding the photograph
in terms of individual psychology has been supplemented by not only the structural
dynamics of the photograph’s construction, but recognition of a responsibility for the
ongoing construction of meaning and consequence. The visual document undoubtedly
retains its useful capacity to provoke affective response, provide counter-forensic testi-
mony and form argument. Rather than photography aesthetics having surpassed itself and
reached an end (Coulter), it is evident that what is expected of photographs has changed
direction and gathered momentum. It is an expectation that asserts agency and ‘reindivi-
duation’, in contrast to the historic celebration of forms of abstract humanism, as in Stei-
chen’s Family of Man (Keenan). Rather than reaching an impasse, the photographic
aesthetic has developed and adjusted the relationship between the private and public, the
origin and process, and the aesthetic and the social (Batchen 2001). The site of the aes-
thetic is dispersed along with the varied conditions in which it can be framed (Bate).
Practices that have responded to the breakdown of essentialist definitions, the social
mobility of digital images, the durational systems of production, the assertion of ethics
and a reawakening of feeling each contribute to its expansion. Practices and theories
move toward a focus on the event of photography and on what it does in practice.
Deleuze invites consideration of materiality, affective intensities, and attention to the par-
ticularity and changing condition of experience. Where Rancière’s advocacy of the polit-
ical emerges from his thesis that dissensus and aesthetics have a common motivation,
Azoulay’s argument forces attention away from the intention of the author to the respon-
sibility of the spectator. She challenges us to “unlearn” photography, to “disengage from
many ‘formative’ debates that shaped the discipline” (Azoulay and Carville.)

Digital technologies and global dissemination have advanced the pluralism of photo-
graphic meaning—untethered from a naïve realist premise and reproducible across multiple
media platforms, photography is not one ‘thing’. In response, photography theory has radic-
ally pluralized. It is an expanded interdisciplinary field of theorizing photography we are
encountering, a breadth beyond the boundaries of singular containing discourses.
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