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“The camera never lies”

In discussing photograph as evidence with regards to my five chosen texts I hope by the end of this essay that I will have gained a clearer perspective on the veracity behind that saying. 

The first writing which I will analyse is “In Plato’s Cave”, an essay from Susan Sontag’s compilation ‘On photography’. The second is a chapter from ‘Practices of Looking: An Introduction to Visual Culture’ by Marita Struken and Lisa Cartwright. My third is a chapter from John Tagg’s ‘The Burden of Representation’ and my fourth an essay entitled ‘Photographs as Evidence’ by Aaron Meskin and Jonathan Cohen. Finally to gain a slightly different perspective from the above authors, as they are all authors that concern themselves primarily with visual culture and photography, I chose the essay ‘A Picture Is Worth a Thousand Lies’, by Guilshan and Christine, from Rutgers Law Journal. 

To quote Sontag “To collect photographs is to collect the world” so essentially every photograph is a piece of evidence. Writing is seen as just a statement ‘an interpretation’ where as ‘Photographed images do not seem to be statements about the world so much as pieces of it, miniatures of reality that anyone can make or acquire’. 

Sontag states that photographs furnish evidence, ‘Something we hear about, but doubt, seems proven when we‘re shown a photograph of it’. She talks of how the Paris police utilised it as far back as 1871 and how it has became a tool of modern states. She acknowledges that a picture may not be exact or may distort reality but goes on to say that ‘… there is always a presumption that something exists, or did exist, which is like what’s in the picture.’ ‘A photograph passes for incontrovertible proof that a given thing happened.’

Referencing Alfred Stieglitz, Walker Evans and Dorothea Lange she notes how even though ‘… photographers are always imposing standards on their subjects.’ this has never taken from the value of their work as evidence.

Overall in this essay Sontag acknowledges that subjectivity plays a part in all photographs due to the photographer but does not get into discussion of how this subjectivity could devalue them as evidence. However her use of noncommittal words such as ‘seems ’ or ‘presumption’ suggest that this essay would merely only scratch the surface of her opinions on subjectivity’s effects on photographs as evidence.

Tagg accounts for our trusting and acceptance of photographs as evidence due to their ‘realism’. ‘It is this realist mode with which we are confronted when we look at the photograph as evidence’ 

Picking up from an area that Sontag only touched on, police and the modern state, Tagg specifically focuses on photography as evidence in these institutions and also in issues of legality. He discusses power with reference to Foucault, Nietzsche and Althusser as a starting point for how photography gained it’s power to become recognised within these institutions as valuable evidence.

Tagg notes that the development of the photographic process coincided with that of the police service. The police utilised photographs for the purpose of identification and photographed fingerprint impressions in the late 18th century. Nowadays not only are photographs produced as documents of convicts but are constantly used as evidence to convict. In traffic offences, accidents or robberies security cameras or a witness with a camera at hand are often key in bringing the perpetrator to justice. 

Overall Tagg recognises the huge roll photography has played in producing evidence but branching on from his discussion of realism concludes that basically anything presented in a realist form could be an illusion. What lies ‘behind’ the paper or ‘behind’ the image is not reality - the referent - but reference: a subtle web of discourse through which realism is enmeshed in a complex fabric of notions … ’. We only perceive photographs as reality, and thus reliable pieces of evidence, due to ‘… a hidden corpus of knowledge…’ that is called upon through the mechanism of connotation when we view a photograph. 

‘We put forward the view that scientific looking is always caught up in culturally influenced forms of looking.’

Similar to the slant Tagg took Struken and Cartwright also focus on institutions, those of science and medicine. However unlike Tagg’s discussion of it’s realism Struken and Cartwright look at it’s subjectivity.

Although photography in these areas, of medicine and science, may always be seen as objective there are several factors that still render them subjective ‘… scientific looking is as culturally dependant as the other practices of looking …’. However we assume it represents objective knowledge as it come to us ‘with confident authority behind it…’. 

They say that the notion that photographs represent truth, and so for the sake of this essay represents reliable evidence, hinges ‘… on the idea that the camera is an objective device for the capturing of reality…’ and that it does so despite the subjective vision of the person taking the photograph. They go on to immediately disregard that notion, in light of discussions in previous chapters, ‘ … photographic images are highly subjective cultural and social artefacts that are influenced by the range of human belief, bias and expression.’ However they said that within the sector of medicine ‘ seeing father, better and beyond the human eye’ had tremendous currency . So from it’s strong roots as evidence in intuitions such as asylums, hospitals and prisons from the late 1800’s photographs have sustained their place to be perceived as solid evidence despite their subjective nature. 

Not unlike the views of Struken, Cartwright, Tagg and essentially the exact wording of Sontag, Meskin and Cohen state that ‘Photographs furnish evidence.’ 

They referee to the use of photographs as legal evidence going back to the time of the civil war , how it served as historical evidence and ‘how they serve in informal contexts as evidence about all sorts of things…’. 

Similar to Tagg they look at the realism implied in photographs. They talk about the ‘… epistemically special character of photographs…’ and how we are inclined to trust them in a way that ‘…we are not inclined to trust even the most accurate of drawings and paintings.’. ‘The traditional explanation for the special epistemic status of photography is that photography is an inherently realistic medium.’. They go on to say that one ‘… cannot assume this.’ (epistemic value) and look at several theories that have been presented, Andre Bazin’s re-presentationalist theory 1967, Kendall Walton’s claim that photographs are “transparent” 1984 and a theory put forward by Gregory Currie. However they draw no conclusions from these, they merely disregard them due to some fault or other. They go on to suggest that there are ‘… two features of photography that underwrite its distinctive epistemic value…’ 

(1) token photographs are spatially agnostic sources of information

(2) viewers hold background beliefs about the category of photographs

that influence their attitudes towards the epistemic status of viewed

token photographs. 

Like Sontag they concede that although photographs can ‘distort and deceive’ that they nonetheless typically carry information about what they depict. Finally they conclude that their ‘… account does not explain the epistemic status of photographs in the sense that it justifies or provides warrant for the evidential weight they are accorded in all cases.’ 

Guilshan and Christine open on that, with the increasing emphasis on providing visual evidence, photographs have ‘gained recognition as one of the most effective forms of evidence.’. A notion that would undoubtedly prompt indignation in Meskin and Cohen in light of their concluding quote above! 

This recognition has resulted primarily from the fact that photography 

has traditionally been seen as a medium of truth and unassailable accuracy. Virtually without exception, people and courts believe that what they see 

in a photograph is factually true. As a result, photographs introduced as 

evidence have generally been accorded substantial weight.

They continue on to note the problems that have come with an advancement in computer and image manipulating techniques as they ‘…call into question the belief that photographs are neutral records of reality.’Guilshan and Christine express the utmost distaste at the procedures that can render a photograph authenticated in a court of law and state clearly that the screening process needs to be improved. 

Due to the clinical, legal eye with which they are scrutinising photographs as evidence Guilshan and Christine seem to be entirely more sceptical then the previous authors about the actual existence of the image, as in that it is not artificially created, as opposed to some of the others who seemed more concerned with whether a photograph, assume we know it’s real, actually merits to be viewed as evidence in the first place due to the cultural codes in society that effect how we produce and read them. 

 

Of all the arguments put forth I’d have to say that my views on the issue of photography as evidence would relate most to Sontag’s, as put forward in ‘In Plato’s Cave’. Even now I would still be of the opinion that yes photographs are of a subjective nature but despite this and despite the arguments of Marita and Struken I would still consider that this subjectivity is not enough to outweigh their evidential value (Though I am aware none of the authors went so far as to say that they would ever completely write off the evidential value of photographs). Essentially I don’t think a photograph can stand alone as evidence but must be accompanied by knowledge of the event or the things it represents other wise it will be open to all sorts of misinterpretations. So I suppose to conclude I do think that a photograph represents truth and so represents a reliable source of evidence but that we cannot put all the pressure on an image alone, it is up to us to build the scene around the image to validate it as evidence as otherwise it would be as if you examined one small piece of a large jigsaw. 

It think it is now safe to say that I have lost faith completely in the saying

“The camera never lies”
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