

5. Objectivity
How do you prove that you are really you? When you take an exam at Komaba, you might be asked to put your photo ID on the desk. So you prove that you are really you with the photograph. But do you think your ID photo really represents you accurately and objectively?

In her controversial book on photography, the American critic Susan Sontag challenged the common assumption that photographs accurately represent reality. Sontag argued that in fact, the cameras rendering of reality must always hide more than it discloses. When we’re reading a newspaper, we don’t often stop to ask ourselves what a photograph might be hiding, avoiding, or distorting. For most of us, a photograph seems as real as a real view through some kind of real window.

But, do you think photographs accurately and objectively capture the reality of an event?                                     

Well, part of the problem here is that it’s just so difficult to define the meaning of reality. So perhaps a better way to approach the issue of the question of reality of photographs is to think of these visual images in the same way that Professor Fujigaki approaches numbers. Professor Fujigaki warns us that things seem to take on a life of their own when they’re turned into numbers. And they stopped to seem objective. So she encourages us to be mindful of the process of approximation and the construction of hypothesis. Photographic images too, easily take on a life of their own and start to seem objective. So perhaps we should treat photographic images in the same way that Professor Fujigaki encourages us to treat numbers. What we should focus on is the process, not the product. We should be thinking about how a photographic reality is constructed. 

So, let’s think of how a photograph is made. Think for you do when you take photographs. What are some of the things that are involved in making an image? Maybe first, you identify an object or a scene. Are you taking a photo of a person, a tree, something else? And then, maybe you decide on the angle. Are you shooting straight ahead, to the right, the left, the back, the front?

Next, composition. How are you going to arrange the objects? 

And then, cropping. You’re going to crop the image, what are you going to include?

What are you going to leave out?

And finally, you’re going to focus. What are you going to focus on?

Use just a few of the things. We all think about when we’re taking a photograph whether we think about them consciously or not. And of course nowadays, with digital cameras, there’s also the question of digital manipulation.

Using software, we can easily decide, after the photograph is already on our computer screen, how much to crop, what colors to emphasize, what a degree of contrast is going to be. Or we could even combine two or more images to make a composite image showing something that never really existed. 

Just as numbers can make data seem objective, photographs can make visual data seem real. So in order to assess the reality, it’s important to be highly conscious of the process by which those visual images were created.
