Chapter 4

On the Invention of
Photographic Meaning

Allan Sekula

I

The meaning of a photograph, like that of any other entity, is
inevitably subject to cultural definition. The task here is to define
and engage critically something we might call the ‘photographic
discourse’. A discourse can be defined as an arena of information
exchange, that is, as a system of relations between parties engaged
in communicative activity. In a very important sense the notion of
discourse is a notion of limits. That is, the overall discourse relation
could be regarded as a limiting function, one that establishes a
bounded arena of shared expectations as to meaning. It is this
limiting function that determines the very possibility of meaning. To
raise the issue of limits, of the closure affected from within any given
discourse situation, is to situate oneself outside, in a fundamentally
metacritical relation, to the criticism sanctioned by the logic of the
discourse.

Having defined discourse as a system of information exchange, 1
want to qualify the notion of exchange. All communication is, to a
greater or lesser extent, tendentious; all messages are manifesta-
tions of interest. No critical model can ignore the fact that interests
contend in the real world. We should from the start be wary of
succumbing to the liberal-utopian notion of disinterested
‘academic’ exchange of information. The overwhelming majority of
messages sent into the ‘public domain’ in advanced industrial
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society are spoken with the voice of anonymous authority and
preclude the possibility of anything but affirmation. When we speak
of the necessary agreement between parties engaged in com-
municative activity, we ought to beware of the suggestion of freely
entered social contract. This qualification is necessary because the
discussion that follows engages the photograph as a token of
exchange both in the hermetic domain of high art and in the popular
press. The latter institution is anything but neutral and anything but
open to popular feedback.

With this notion of tendentiousness in mind, we can speak of a
message as an embodiment of an argument. In other words, we can
speak of a rhetorical function. A discourse, then, can be defined in
rather formal terms as the set of relations governing the rhetoric of
related utterances. The discourse is, in the most general sense, the
context of the utterance, the conditions that constrain and support
its meaning, that determine its semantic target.

This general definition implies, of course, that a photograph is an
utterance of some sort, that it carries, or is, a message. However, the
definition also implies that the photograph is an ‘incomplete’ utter-
ance, a message that depends on some external matrix of conditions
and presuppositions for its readability. That is, the meaning of any
photographic message is necessarily context-determined. We might
formulate this position as follows: a photograph communicates by
means of its association with some hidden, or implicit text; it is this
text, or system of hidden linguistic propositions, that carries the
photograph into the domain of readability. (I am using the word
‘text’ rather loosely; we could imagine a discourse situation in which
photographs were enveloped in spoken language alone. The word
‘text’ is merely a suggestion of the weighty, institutional character of
the semiotic system that lurks behind any given icon.)

Consider for the moment the establishment of a rudimentary
discourse situation involving photographs. The anthropologist Mel-
ville Herskovits shows a Bush woman a snapshot of her son. She is
unable to recognise any image until the details of the photograph
are pointed out. Such an inability would seem to be the logical
outcome of living in a culture that is unconcerned with the two-
dimensional, analogue mapping of three-dimensional ‘real’ space, a
culture without a realist compulsion. For this woman, the photo-
graph is unmarked as a message, is a ‘non-message’, until it is
framed linguistically by the anthropologist. A metalinguistic prop-



