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over the world, and I can’t get a penny out of it.” She said that she is proud to
be its subject but asked, “What good’s it doing me?” She has tried unsuc-
cessfully to get the photo suppressed. About it, Roy Stryker, genius of the
photo section of the Farm Security Administration, for which Lange was
working, said in 1972:“When Dorothea took that picture, that was the ulti-
mate. She never surpassed it. To me, it was the picture of Farm Security. . . .
So many times I've asked myself what is she thinking? She has all of the
suffering of mankind in her but all of the perseverance too. . . . You can see
anything you want to in her. She is immortal.”"® In 1979, a United Press
International story about Mrs. Thompson said she gets §331.60 a month
from Social Security and §44.40 for medical expenses. She is of interest solely
because she is an incongruity, a photograph that has aged; of interest solely
because she is a postscript to an acknowledged work of art. Mr. Burnett’s
Chilean photograph will probably not reach such prominence (I've never
seen it before, myself), and we will not discover what happened to the people
in 1t, not even forty-two years later.'®

A good, principled photographer I know, who works for an occupa-
tional health and satety group and cares about how his images are understood,
was annoyed by the articles about Florence Thompson. He thought they
were cheap, that the photo Migrant Mother, with its obvious symbolic dimen-
sion, stands over and apart from her, is not-her, has an independent life history.
(Are photographic images, then, like civilization, made on the backs of the
exploited?) I mentioned to him that in the book In This Proud Land," Lange’s
field notes are quoted as saying, “She thought that my pictures might help
her, and so she helped me” My friend the labor photographer responded that
the photo's publication caused local officials to fix up the migrant camp, so
that although Mrs. Thompson didn't benefit directly, others like her did. I
think she had a different idea of their bargain.

I think I recognize in his response the well-entrenched paradigm in
which a documentary image has two moments: (1) the “immediate,” instru-
mental one, in which an image is caught or created out of the stream of the
present and held up as testimony, as evidence in the most legalistic of senses,



arguing for or against a social practice and its ideological-theoretical sup-
ports, and (2) the conventional “aesthetic-historical” moment, less definable
in its boundaries, in which the viewer’s argumentativeness cedes to the or-
ganismic pleasure afforded by the aesthetic “rightness” or well-formedness
(not necessarily formal) of the image. The second moment is ahistorical in
its refusal of specific historical meaning yet “history minded” in its very aware-
ness of the pastness of the time in which the image was made. This covert ap-
preciation of images is dangerous insofar as it accepts nof a dialectical relation
between political and formal meaning, not their interpenetration, but a hazier,
more reified relation, one in which topicality drops away as epochs fade, and
the aesthetic aspect is, if anything, enhanced by the loss of specific reference
(although there remains, perhaps, a cushioning backdrop of vague social sen-
timents limiting the “mysteriousness” of the image). 1 would argue against
the possibility of a nonideological aesthetic; any response to an image is in-
evitably rooted in social knowledge—specifically, in social understanding of
cultural products. (And from her published remarks one must suppose that
when Lange took her pictures she was after just such an understanding of
them, although by now the cultural appropriation of the work has long since
removed it from this perspective.)

o A problem with trying to make such a notion workable within actual
photographic practice is that it seems to ignore the mutability of ideas of aes-
thetic rightness. That is, it seems to ignore the fact that historical interests,
not transcendental verities, govern whether any particular form is seen as ad-
equately revealing its meaning—and that you cannot second-guess history.
This mutability accounts for the incorporation into legitimate photo history
of the work of Jacob Riis alongside that of the incomparably more careful
Lewis Hine, of Weegee (Arthur Fellig) alongside Danny Lyon. It seems clear
that those who, like Lange and the labor photographer, identify a powerfully
conveyed meaning with a primary sensuousness are pushing against the gi-
gantic ideological weight of classical beauty, which presses on us the under-
standing that in the search for transcendental form, the world is merely the
stepping-off point into aesthetic eternality.
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The present cultural reflex of wrenching all art works out of their con-
texts makes it difficult to come to terms with this issue, especially without
seeming to devalue such people as Lange and the labor photographer, and
their work. I think 1 understand, from the inside, photographers’ involve-
ment with the work itself, with its supposed autonomy, which really signifies
its belongingness to their own body of work and to the world of photo-
graphs.” But I also become impatient with this perhaps-enforced protec-
tiveness, which draws even the best intentioned of us nearer and nearer to
exploitiveness.

The Sunday New York Times Magazine, bellwether of fashionable ideo-
logical conceits, in 1980 excoriated the American documentary milestone
Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (written by James Agee and photographed by
Walker Evans in July and August of 1936, in Hale County, Alabama, on as-
signment from Forfune magazine, rejected by the magazine and only published
in book form in 1941).' The critique? is the same as that suggested in germ
by the Florence Thompson news item. We should savor the irony of arguing
before the ascendant class fractions represented by the readership of the Sun-
day New York Times for the protection of the sensibilities of those margin-
alized sharecroppers and children of sharecroppers of forty years ago. The
irony is greatly heightened by the fact that (as with the Thompson story) the
“protection” takes the form of a new documentary, a “rephotographic proj-
ect,” a reconsignment of the marginal and pathetic to marginality and pathos,
accompanied by a stripping away of the false names given them by Agee and
Evans—Gudger, Woods, Ricketts—to reveal their real names and “life sto-
ries”” This new work manages to institute a new genre of victimhood—the
victimization by someone else’s camera of helpless persons, who then hold still
long enough for the indignation of the new writer to capture them, in words
and images both, in their current state of decrepitude. The new photos ap-
pear alongside the old, which provide a historical dimension, representing the
moment in past time in which these people were first dragged into history.
As readers of the Sunday Times, what do we discover? That the poor are
ashamed of having been exposed as poor, that the photos have been the source




of festering shame. That the poor remain poorer than we are, for although
they see their own rise in fortunes, their escape from desperate poverty, we
Times readers understand that our relative distance has not been abridged; we
are still doing much better than they. [s it then difficult to 1magine these vi-
carious protectors of the privacy of the “Gudgers” and “Ricketts” and “Woods”
turning comfortably to the photographic work of Diane Arbus??!

The credibility of the image as the explicit trace of the comprehensible
in the living world has been whittled away for both “left” and “right” rea-
sons. An analysis that reveals social institutions as serving one class by legiti-
mating and enforcing its domination while hiding behind the false mantle
of even-handed universality necessitates an attack on the monolithic cultural
myth of objectivity (transparency, unmediatedness), which implicates not
only photography but all journalistic and reportorial objectivity used by
mainstream media to claim ownership of all truth. But the Right, in contra-
distinction, has found the attack on credibility or “truth value” useful to its
own ends. Seeing people as fundamentally unequal and regarding elites as nat-
ural occurrences, composed of those best fitted to understand truth and to
experience pleasure and beauty in “elevated” rather than “debased” objects
(and regarding it as social suicide to monkey with this natural order), the
Right wishes to seize a segment of photographic practice, securing the pri-
macy of authorship, and to isolate it within the gallery—museum—art-market
nexus, effectively differentiating elite understanding and its objects from
common understanding. The result (which stands on the bedrock of finan-
cial gain) has been a general movement of legitimated photography discourse
to the right—a trajectory that involves the aestheticization (consequently,
formalization) of meaning and the denial of content, the denial of the exis-
tence of the political dimension. Thus, instead of the dialectical understand-
ing of the relation between images and the living world that I referred to
earlier—in particular, of the relation between images and ideology—the re-
lation has simply been severed in thought.

The line that documentary has taken under the tutelage of John Szar-
kowski at New York’s Museum of Modern Art—a powerful man in a pow-
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erful position—is exemplified by the career of Garry Winogrand, who ag-
gressively rejects any responsibility (or shall we say culpability?) for his images
and denies any relation between them and shared or public human meaning.
Just as Walker Evans is the appropriate person within the history of street
photography to compare with Lee Friedlander, the appropriate comparison
for Winogrand is Robert Frank (who is compared with almost everyone),
whose purloined images of American life in the 1950s suggest, however, all
the passionate judgments that Winogrand disclaims.” Images can yield any
narrative, Winogrand says, and all meaning in photography applies only to
what resides within the “four walls” of the framing edges. What can, in
Frank’s work, be identified as a personally mediated presentation has become,
in Szarkowski’s three “new documentarians,” Winogrand, Arbus, and Fried-
lander, a privatized will o’ the wisp:

Most of those who were called documentary photographers a
generation ago . . . made their pictures in the service of a social
cause. . .. to show what was wrong with the world, and to per-
suade their fellows to take action and make it right. . . . [A] new
generation of photographers has directed the documentary ap-
proach toward more personal ends. Their aim has not been to re-
form life, but to know it, Their work betrays a sympathy—almost
an affection—for the imperfections and the frailties of society.
They like the real world, in spite of its terrors, as the source of all
wonder and fascination and value—no less precious for being ir-
rational. . . . What they hold in common is the belief that the
commonplace is really worth looking at, and the courage to look

at it with a minimum of theorizing.*

Szarkowski wrote that introduction to the New Documents show in
1967, in an America already several years into the “terrors” and disruptions
of the Vietnam War. He makes a poor argument for the value of disengage-
ment from a “social cause” and in favor of a connoisseurship of the tawdry.
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How, for example, do we define the boundaries and extent of “the world”
from looking at these photographers’ images, and how we can be said to
“know it”? The global claim he makes for their work serves to point out the
limits of its actual scope. At what elevated vantage point must we stand to re-
gard society as having “frailties” and “imperfections”? High enough to see it
as a circus before our eyes, a commodity to be “experienced” the way a re-
cent vodka ad entices us to “experience the nineteenth century” by having a
drink. In comparison with nightmarish photos from Vietnam and the United
States’ Dominican adventure, the work of Friedlander, Winogrand, and Ar-
bus might be taken as evidencing a “sympathy” for the “real world.” Arbus
had not yet killed herself, though even that act proved to be recuperable by
Szarkowki’s ideological position. In fact, the forebears of Szarkowski are not
those “who made their pictures in the service of a social cause” but bohemian
photographers like Brassal and the early Kertész and Cartier-Bresson, But
rather than the sympathy and almost-affection that Szarkowski claimed to
find in the work, T see impotent rage masquerading as varyingly invested
snoop sociology—rfascination and affection are far from identical, A dozen
years later, aloofness has given way to a more generalized nihilism.

In the San Francisco Sunday paper for November 11, 1979, one finds
Jerry Nachman, news director of the local headline-and-ad station, saying:

In the sixties and seventies all-news radio had its place in people’s
lives: What was happening in Vietnam? Did the world blow up
last night? Who's demonstrating where? . .. Now we're on the
cusp of the eighties and things are different. To meet these changes
KCBS must deliver what’s critical in life in a way that’s packaged
even perversely. . . . There’sa certain craziness that goes on in the
world and we want people to understand that we can chronicle

it for them.

Nachman also remarks, *“Our broadcasters tell people what they saw out there

in the wilderness today” The wilderness is the world, and it inspires in us, ac-
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cording to this view, both anxiety and perverse fascination, two varieties of

response to a spectacle.
IV

Imperialism breeds an imperialist sensibility in all phases of cultural life. A sa-
fari of images. Drunken bums® retain a look of threat to the person. (Not,
perhaps, as well as foreign prisoners . . .)* They are a drastic instance of a
male society, the lumberjacks or prospectors of the cities, the men who (seem
to) choose not to stay within the polite bourgeois world of (does “of” mean
“made up of” or “run by” or “shaped by” or “fit for”?) women and children.
They are each and every one an unmistakably identifiable instance of a phys-
ically coded social reality. The cynicism they may provoke in observers is far
different from the cynicism evoked by images of the glitter world, which may
end in a politically directed anger. Directed foward change. Bums are an “end
game” in a “personal tragedy” sort of chance. They may be a surreptitious
metaphor for the “lower class” but they are not to be confused with a social
understanding of the “working class.” Bums are, perhaps, to be finally judged
as vile, people who deserve a kick for their miserable choice. The buried text
of photographs of drunks is not a treatise on political economy, on the ma-
nipulation of the unemployment rate to control inflation and keep profits up
and labor’s demands down, on the contradictory pressures on the institution
of the family under capitalism, on the appeal of consciousness-eradicating
drugs for people who have little reason to believe in themselves.

vV

The Bowery in two inadequate descriptive systems 1s a work of refusal. It is not de-
fiant antihumanism. 1t is meant as an act of criticism; the text you are read-
ing now runs on the parallel track of another descriptive system. There are
no stolen images in this book; what could you learn from them that you didn't

already know? If impoverishment is a subject here, it is more centrally the
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g

Martha Rosler, from The Bowery in two inadequate descriptive systems, photo-text work
(1974-75). Forty-five black-and-white gelatin silver prints mounted on 22 black
mountboards.
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plastered stuccoed
rosined shellacked
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inebriated

polluted
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impoverishment of representational strategies tottering about alone than that
of a mode of surviving. The photographs are powerless to deal with the real-
ity that is yet totally comprehended-in-advance by ideclogy, and they are as
diversionary as the word formations—which at least are closer to being lo-
cated within the culture of drunkenness rather than being framed on it from
without.

There is a poetics of drunkenness here, a poetry-out-of-prison. Adjec-
tives and nouns built into metaphoric systems—food imagery, nautical im-
agery, the imagery of industrial processes, of militarism, derisive comparisons
\ViEh animal life, foreignisms, archaisms, and references to still other universes
of discourse—applied to a particular state of being, a subculture of sorts, and
to the people in it.

The words begin outside the world of skid row and slide into it, as
people are thought to slide into alcoholism and skid to the bottom of the row.
The text ends twice, comprising two series. First the adjectives, beginning
with playful metaphor to describe the early, widely acceptable stages of in-
toxication and moving toward the baldness of stupor and death. A second se-
ries begins, of nouns belonging firmly to the Bowery and not shared with the
world outside. Occasionally the texts address the photographs directly; more
often, if there is a connection, it is the simultaneous darkening of mood as
the two systems run along concurrently.

The photos represent a walk down the Bowery seen as arena and living
space, as a commercial district in which, after business hours, the derelict res-
idents inhabit the small portal spaces between shop and street. The shops
range from decrepitude to splendor, from the shabbiest of ancient restaurant-
supply houses or even mere storage spaces to astonishing crystal grottoes
whose rapt cherubim entwined in incandescent fixtures and whose translu-
cent swans in fountains of fiber-optic tubes relentlessly dripping oil blobs into
dishes radiate into the street. Above the street, the now-infrequent flophouses
and their successors the occasional, unseen living lofts, vary from mean raw
space to constructed tropical paradises, indoor boweries whose residents must
still step over the sleeping bums in the doorway and so are not usually the type
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who think of having kids. None of this matters to the street, none of it
changes the quality of the pavement, the shelter or lack of it offered by the
doorways, many of which are spanned by inhospitable but visually discreet
rows of iron teeth—meant to discourage sleep but generally serving only as
peas under the mattress of a rolled-up jacket. While the new professional-
managerial urban gentry devour discarded manufactories and vomit up archi-
tectural suburbiana in their place, the Bowery is (so far) still what it has been
for a hundred years and more. Bottles, and occasionally shoes, never flowers,
are strewn on the Bowery, despite a name that still describes its country past.

The photos here are radical metonymy, with a setting implying the
condition itself. I will not yield the material setting, though certainly it ex-
plains nothing. The photographs confront the shops squarely, and they supply
familiar urban reports. They are not reality newly viewed. They are not reports
from a frontier, messages from a voyage of discovery or self-discovery. There
1s nothing new attempted in a photographic style that was constructed in the
1930s when the message itself was newly understood, differently embedded.
I am quoting words and images both.

Vi

Sure, images that are meant to make an argument about social relations can
“work.” But the documentary that has so far been granted cultural legitimacy
has no such argument to make. Its arguments have been twisted into gener-
alizations about the condition of “man,” which is by definition not suscep-
tible to change through struggle. And the higher the price that photography
can command as a commodity in dealerships, the higher the status accorded
to it in museums and galleries, the greater will be the gap between that kind
of documentary and another kind, a documentary incorporated into an ex-
plicit analysis of society and at least the beginning of a program for changing
it. The liberal documentary, in which members of the ascendant classes are
implored to have pity on and to rescue members of the oppressed, now belongs
to the past. The documentary of the present, a shiver-provoking appreciation
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of alien vitality or a fragmented vision of psychological alienation in city and
town, coexists with the germ of another documentary—a financially unloved
but growing body of documentary works committed to the exposure of spe-
cific abuses caused by people’s jobs, by the financier’s growing hegemony over
the cities, by racism, sexism, and class oppression; works about militancy or
about self-organization, or works meant to support them. Perhaps a radical docu-
mentary can be brought into existence. But the common acceptance of the
idea that documentary precedes, supplants, transcends, or cures full, substan-
tive social activism is an indicator that we do not yet have a real documentary.

t NOTES

Permission to reproduce Irving Penn’s photograph Asare Mudmen, New Guinea, 1970 was
refused by Condé Nast Publications, Inc., in a one-sentence rejection stating; “Unfortu-
nately, the material requested by you is unavailable for republication.” By phone their rep-
resentative suggested that it was Penn who had refused the request.

Permission to reproduce a photograph of Ida Ruth Tingle Tidmore, one of Walker
Evans's Hale County subjects, taken in 1980 by Susan Woodley Raines and reproduced
in conjunction with Howell Raines’s article “Let Us Now Revisit Famous Folk” in the
Sunday New York Times Magazine of May 25, 1980, was refused by Ms. Raines because
Ms. Tidmore was suing Mr. Raines over the content of the article (see note 20). The
photo requested was captioned “Ida Ruth Tingle Tidmore and her husband, Alvin, out-
side their mobile home, which is adjacent to Alvin’s collection of junked automobiles.” A
small corner inset showed one of Evans’s photos from Let Us Now Praise Famous Men and
was captioned “Young Ida Ruth struck this pensive pose for Walker Evans’ camera.” How-
ever, the inset photo 1s identified in Walker Evans: Photographs for the Farm Security Admin-
istration 1935—1938 (New York: Da Capo Press, 1973, photo number 298) as being of Ida
Ruth’s younger sister Laura Minnie Lee Tengle (sic) (LC-USZ62-17931).

1. In England, where documentaty practice (in both film and photography) has had a
strong public presence (and where documentary was named, by John Grierson), with
well-articulated theoretical ties to social-democratic politics, it is customary to distinguish
social documentary from documentary per se (photos of ballerinas, an English student re-

marked contemptuously). The more general term denotes photographic practice having
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