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Abstract. Does photography in its various facets lead to alienation or integration? This 
article is based on a Eurasian survey among photography students from India and 
Europe. After working definitions of the central terms, it looks at aspects that students 
have mentioned in connection with alienation – including the view of photography as 
a barrier or intruder and the adoption of an external perspective on the own culture 
through photography, up to an individual escape through photography. With regard to 
integration, photography can open the gates to new experiences and allow growth and 
identity work, offer a common form of expression and go hand in hand with empa-
thy and knowledge, which matches some aspects of Indian art theory. All in all, the 
answers of the Indian and European students were quite similar. It turns out that the 
more reflected people are about photography, the more they can benefit from it.
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If you have ever ambitiously taken pictures of an event, for 
example, a wedding ceremony, a sports competition, or a carnival 
procession, you will probably be familiar with a feeling of not fitting 
in. The camera prevents actual participation, it makes you an out-
sider. On the other hand, photography can help in various ways to 
involve the photographer in what is happening in front of his lens. 
In the following, I explore the role of photography as an alienat-
ing and integrating medium and thus show some of photography’s 
individual and social risks and opportunities. Photography itself is a 
relatively misleading term, as it can both imply an action, as well as 
the product of an action, a job or a hobby. «I like photography» may 
mean that someone enjoys taking pictures, is into photo modelling, 
likes looking at photographs or appreciates photography as an artis-
tic expression. In the following I am mostly referring to the action, 
the “doing photography”, both as a photographer or photographed. 
However, occasionally the focus is more on the product. The vari-
ous sides are even more difficult to distinguish as nowadays the roles 
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of photographer, model, and recipient are often 
mixed, especially in the case of social media.

1. THE BASIC CONCEPTS

Even though it is impossible to give a compre-
hensive assessment of these terms in an article, a 
few aspects should be examined here. It is striking 
that in psychological and sociological literature 
the terms are often used without any previous def-
inition. Apparently, it is often assumed that they 
are so commonly used in everyday language that 
they require no further explanation.

Alienation

Alienation comes etymologically from the 
Latin verb “alienare” which means “to make some-
thing another’s, to take away, to remove”. It shares 
the root with “alius” which can be translated as 
“other”. 

An original association of “alienare” refers 
to the sale of objects. A second traditional use, 
which also has its roots in Latin, refers to mental 
disorders, «in connection with the state of uncon-
sciousness, and the paralysis or loss of one’s men-
tal powers or senses» (Schacht [2015]: 2). The 
third original use sees the term in the context of 
interpersonal estrangement. At this point, a pro-
cess component comes into play. The second and 
third use were taken up by the humanistic psy-
chologist Erich Fromm, who has worked on the 
phenomenon. To him, alienation is a type of expe-
rience in which the person concerned experienc-
es him/herself as a stranger: he/she has lost con-
tact with him/herself and is isolated from other 
people (Fromm [1955]: 88). In philosophy, there 
are innumerable evaluations of the term, which 
are often connected with the fact that man is no 
longer “himself ”. The term is particularly present 
in relation to the theory of Karl Marx, who used 
the German equivalent “Entfremdung”, which lit-
erally means “to make something strange” or “for-
eign”. Marx’s theory assumes that capitalism leads 
to dehumanizing conditions in connection with 

the extreme division of labour typical for this eco-
nomic system (see Lévy [2002]: 110). Even though 
Marx is not thought of as a romanticist (for con-
nections see Mah [1986]), there is a similarity to 
romanticism and “Sturm und Drang”, which stress 
the aspect of a former wholeness that has been 
lost due to the industrialization and its mindset 
which stresses rationality. Romanticism did not 
only envision that human reason and emotions 
should be reconciled, but also that people should 
be comprehensively educated (see Jaeggi [2013]: 
14), thus, be able to see connections between 
various aspects of life and thus experiences it in 
a holistic way. Looking at today’s differentiated 
educational system and the amount of knowledge 
gathered, holistic education is increasingly diffi-
cult. Following this line of thought, we may be all 
alienated: we cannot achieve a holistic perspective 
on the world.  

Besides labour and education, we are constant-
ly confronted with one more fundamental source 
of alienation: our language needs a transformation 
of “inner” thoughts into “outer” words. The char-
acteristic that defines us as human beings there-
fore already contains alienation. However, one 
has to be aware of the danger of the spoken word, 
the threat that it puts itself in the place of living 
experience (see Lévy [2002]: 109). The example of 
language as an alienation already shows proxim-
ity to photography which occasionally has been 
described as a language: «Ultimately, photography 
is a language, and the craft is comparable to the 
grammar on which a language is based» (Schucha-
rd [2005]: 7).

Another area, in which alienation plays a role 
and that is associated with photography is art. 
Here, alienation is often assumed to be a funda-
mental characteristic, «“alienation” looms large in 
book reviews and literary criticism» (Kaufmann 
[2015]: xxxii f.) The artist is understood as some-
one who is unconsciously or intentionally dis-
tancing him/herself from society and eventually 
prevents him/her from feeling consistent. Kauf-
man mentions Goethe as a famous example who 
rebelled against the establishment and had his 
Faust proclaim «two souls, alas, are dwelling in 
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my breast». Beethoven’s seclusion and Mozart’s 
breaches of morals are further impressive examples 
that refer to alienation. But also recent artists like 
Jeff Koons often appear to be different from soci-
ety and their sometimes radical works do not fit in, 
which can be understood as a clever move or as an 
essential characteristic. One may argue that aliena-
tion is linked to creativity, which has been iden-
tified as psychologically beneficial (see Schuster 
[2020]: 5). Yet, the artistic personality, occasionally 
associated with extreme subjectivity and isolation, 
is often imagined as tragic and sometimes even 
self-destructive (see Reitz [2000]: 33), thus, often 
as psychologically unstable, which leads back to 
Erich Fromm’s work on the phenomenon.

As a result of all these aspects, the working 
definition for the present article is that alienation 
can be defined as the feeling of not being whole, 
not being part of something or not fitting in. Fur-
thermore, alienation is a typical characteristic of 
human existence and at this point. However, it 
should be stressed that at this point, I do not want 
to evaluate it, whether it has to be understood as 
negative or potentially positive.

Integration

The Latin term “integratio” means the restora-
tion of a whole, as well as renewal. It is linked to 
“integer” and “intact” and consequently has posi-
tive connotations. Just like alienation, integration 
is something that can be understood both as a 
process and as the result of a process.

Integration refers to the relationship to a 
superordinate whole, a «continuous alignment» 
(Baiden et al [2003]: 235) of various aspects, in 
which collaboration and cohesion play a role. 
The term is often used in socio-cultural contexts: 
unlike “exclusion” and “separation”, it refers to 
the process of acculturation (see Boski [2008]), 
of growing together, or to the result of having 
become one. Thus, integration fulfils an inher-
ent human need (see Deci and Ryan [1991]). The 
integration of other people with other cultural 
backgrounds is often associated with the acquisi-
tion of similar values, languages, and economic 

well-being (see Mohammad-Arif [2008]: 327). In 
the context of integration, empathy often plays a 
fundamental role, defined as the «understanding, 
being aware of, being sensitive to, and variously 
experiencing the feelings, thoughts, and experi-
ence of another» (Merriam-Webster), thus imply-
ing a connection. 

Similar to alienation, integration can be 
understood not only on a social level but also with 
regard to the individual psyche and body. Accord-
ing to the APA Dictionary, «the integration of per-
sonality denotes the gradual bringing together of 
constituent traits, behavioural patterns, motives, 
and so forth to form an organized whole that 
functions effectively and with minimal effort or 
without conflict» (APA) and is seen in connection 
with mental well-being. Especially in humanistic 
psychology, integration plays an important role: 
people are striving for self-realization, which is 
seen as the realization of abilities, talents or mis-
sions and as a tendency towards unity within the 
personality. Here, integration is understood in the 
sense of inner consistency, but also of mutual con-
nectedness (see Hartman [1959]). 

For Carl Gustav Jung, people are motivated 
to achieve greater integration by what he meant 
increasing the recognition of unconscious pro-
cesses, increasing self-acceptance and responsibil-
ity, and becoming more compassionate (see also 
Young-Eisendrath [2008]: 245) — aspects that 
strongly remind on Fromm’s concept of self-love 
(1955). This context also links to practices like 
meditation and mindfulness whose effectiveness 
has been scientifically confirmed: «Brain-imaging 
studies have shown that mindfulness meditation 
could alter the structure and function of the brain 
and produce greater blood-flow in areas associated 
with attention and emotional integration» (Tobert 
[2017]: 28). As a working definition for our con-
text, integration means being or/and feeling con-
nected with others, but also understanding and 
accepting oneself as a consistent, “whole” being.

However, alienation and integration are not 
necessarily opposites, especially since they can 
take place at different levels: physical integration, 
for example, does not necessarily have to go hand-
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in-hand with emotional integration, but often 
both are related. 

In the following, we will explore how both 
aspects of alienation and integration play a role in 
photography.

2. THE RESEARCH

This research is based on two written anony-
mous surveys, conducted in India and the Ger-
man-speaking countries. Both surveys had iden-
tical questions. Apart from demographic data I 
asked whether they would experience photogra-
phy as integrating or alienating and why. Further, 
I suggested giving an ethical evaluation, which 
was done by around two thirds who mostly just 
wrote that it would be «alright» or «an interest-
ing topic», and in some cases, participants asked 
to be informed about the results. The first sur-
vey was conducted with 50 photography respec-
tively media students from India, age 18-29, 44 of 
them male due to the much larger number of men 
studying photography in India. They were study-
ing either at Ajeenkya DY Patil University or the 
Indian Institute of Photography. All of them identi-
fied themselves as “Indian”. The second survey was 
conducted with 32 photography or media students 
from Germany, Austria, and Switzerland, age 20-53 
(most of them 20-30), among them 17 female 
and 15 male, either studying at the University of 
Applied Sciences Trier, the German POP or the 
Fotoakademie Köln. They identified as “German”, 
“Austrian”, “Swiss”, or simply put “European”.  These 
two geographical and cultural areas were selected 
as photography looks back upon different histories: 
it was invented in the so-called “West”, whereas 
in India, it at first came as a technology used by 
colonialists—even though it was soon adopted by 
Indians (see Pinney [2008]: 176), pictures by the 
British dominated for a while. An open survey 
was chosen to give the participants the chance to 
freely put down their thoughts and in both cases 
had a lot of time to do so. As already supposed, the 
answers given referred to different levels. However, 
most participants — especially from the German-

speaking countries — stressed positive aspects, 
which can be attributed to the fact that it would 
cause cognitive dissonance to specialize in a field 
that they consider as problematic. Some research 
suggests that Indians might be able to better cope 
with cognitive dissonance (see Jerrentrup [2011]), 
which might explain the difference. The answers 
given were clustered with the help of content anal-
ysis, «a method for identifying and analysing pat-
terns of meaning in a dataset» (Joffe [2011]: 209). 
Content analysis suits the topic as it not tied to a 
particular theory and serves as a useful tool to 
highlight the process of social construction (see 
Joffe [2011]: 211). Various patterns of meanings 
could be identified by the use of similar words, 
expressions, and in a few cases, personal examples 
of the participants had to be interpreted according-
ly. When drawing such categories it is undeniable 
that—being familiar with the photographic theory 
and at the same time being a participant observer 
(see Altheide [1987]) — there were some precon-
ceived assumptions. Yet, there were also unex-
pected clusters. Thus, the method matches David 
Altheide’s “ethnographic content analysis”, which 
«consists of reflexive movement between concept 
development, sampling, data collection […] and 
interpretation. […] Although categories and “vari-
ables” initially guide the study, others are allowed 
and expected to emerge throughout the study» 
(Altheide [1987]: 68). In this study, content analy-
sis is also meant to bridge qualitative respectively 
interpretative and quantitative data (see Neuendorf 
[2017]: 10). Here, however, the quantity is not of 
the same relevance as the meanings of the answers 
given, e.g. as by chance, certain aspects might or 
might not have been on the participants’ minds 
when answering the survey.

3. ALIENATION THROUGH PHOTOGRAPHY

When looking at photography, we are again 
dealing with a concept that can be understood 
on different levels: as initially mentioned, photog-
raphy refers to a general activity such as a hobby 
or a profession, to a concrete process, but also 



159Dissonances of a Modern Medium. Alienating and Integrating Aspects of Photography

the result of this process or the totality of photo-
graphic images. Thus, various ways of understand-
ing photography can be linked to various perspec-
tives on alienation and integration. Furthermore, 
photography includes various subjects: The pho-
tographer, the person in front of the camera, the 
recipient – just to name the most widely acknowl-
edged, but there can be also stylists and designers 
etc.. Thus, the perspectives on alienation and inte-
gration can differ depending on the subject, but 
also on the purpose, e.g. if a photograph is a self-
portrait meant as a memory for the photographer 
himself or if a photograph should be published for 
a wider audience. Further, it needs to be stressed 
that talking about alienation and integration does 
not necessarily imply any evaluation. Even though 
alienation tends to be given negative connotations 
such as the loss of connection to oneself and the 
society, while integration tends to be positively 
connotated, this does not mean that regarding 
photography, alienation aspects always have nega-
tive consequences.

4. THE CAMERA AS BARRIER AND INTRUDER

In the survey, more than one third of both the 
Indian and German-speaking participants wrote 
something like: «When taking pictures of an event 
I cannot really be part of it» or «I actually don’t 
like roaming around with camera/ makes me feel 
like a tourist» which was clustered as “barrier” or 
“intruder”. This reminds on Susan Sontag’s state-
ment that the camera offers «both participation 
and alienation in our own lives and those of oth-
ers — allowing us to participate while confirming 
alienation» (Susan Sontag [1973]: 167). The cam-
era serves as a social tool, it is a «buffer against 
the unknown» (see Thurner [1992]: 35) and marks 
the status of the person: as someone who does 
not participate in the event in the narrow sense, 
but instead records it, thus, as an outsider. This 
is particularly the case if the photograph is taken 
conspicuously or if it is clear that this is an ambi-
tious or professional activity. «Having a camera in 
your hands – this conveys a message even before 

a photo is taken. The camera is a sign of power 
– sometimes also of wealth – and it assigns roles 
and creates a barrier between the photographers 
and the people being photographed» (Jerrentrup 
[2018]: 105, see also Spitzing [1985]: 114). The 
assigned roles seem to be clear: there is the pho-
tographer who actively does something that turns 
the photographed person “into a passive”. With 
the picture, the photographer owns something of 
the person he has photographed. It may only be 
a virtual possession (see Odom et al. [2011]: 149) 
but due to the indexical nature of photography, a 
certain power over the person photographed can 
be assumed. It is not for nothing that in some 
cultural contexts, people are sceptical about pho-
tography and fear its power (see Strother [2013]: 
177ff.): the photographer may only own the visual 
component of a singular moment, but due to the 
static nature of the photograph, in a way, he can 
know much more about the person photographed 
than the person him/herself, can look at him/her 
much more closely, detect his/her tiniest pecu-
liarities, and alter, or even destroy his/her visual 
representation. «A photographer may easily steal 
what is private» (Beloff [1983]: 165) and further, 
«interaction in photography accepts the power of 
the photographer’s status. That status has always 
an edge over that of the subject» (Beloff [1983]: 
171). This may be the case in model photography 
or street photography, but also refers to documen-
tary photography e.g. in situations of war or cri-
sis. «Our society tries to avoid suffering of any 
sort yet creates a great deal of curiosity about suf-
fering, which is partly satisfied by photography» 
(La Grange [2005]: 62). In this context, the ethi-
cal conflict that underlies documentary photog-
raphy and separates the photographer from his/
her subject is particularly clear. On the one hand, 
the photographer may be motivated by the desire 
for a “good”, “interesting”, or “meaningful” photo, 
eventually even in order to raise awareness, but 
on the other hand, it may also make him feel bad 
to invade people’s privacy, to objectify their hopes 
and sorrows. 

There is also a dichotomy on the part of the 
person photographed: For many people today, 



160 Maja Jerrentrup 

being photographed may be part of everyday 
life, nevertheless, people feel tense, and some try 
to avoid the camera. Posing and interacting with 
the camera shows a high level of awareness of the 
presence of the camera, resulting in intentional 
presentations (see Maleyka [2019]: 9) opposed to 
naturalness and authenticity. This does not nec-
essarily mean that it implies an alienation, as 
for some people, Goffman’s front stage can be a 
place for longing – for articulation, presentation, 
appreciation, and applause (see Blank [2017]: 58), 
yet it is assumable that for most people, it rather 
leads to a feeling of “being not oneself ”, and con-
sequently to a photograph that is not giving an 
authentic representation. 

5. SEEING FROM THE OUTSIDE

This aspect refers to photographing one’s own, 
e.g. if one is taking photographs of one’s own cul-
tural context or capturing oneself and one’s social 
environment, which creates the situation of seeing 
the own from a new perspective. Just like a mirror, 
photography transforms the subject into an image 
(see Brodersen [2017], 145). The person sees him/
herself from the outside and in this way learns to 
differentiate and identify him/herself. What hap-
pens to the individual in the mirror experience 
can be assumed for a group or a cultural context 
as well: photographing one’s own culture trans-
forms the lived experience into a two-dimension-
al, single moment, which on the one hand cannot 
reflect the quality of the actual experience, but on 
the other hand, condenses one’s own culture in a 
photograph that its creator considers important 
or interesting. In doing so, the possible audience 
is usually taken into account: the photographer 
puts him/herself in the position of these persons 
who will see, classify and interpret the pictures. 
«It is the detached look from the outside» or «we 
make a concept from our culture and environ-
ment», these were the statements of around one 
third of the students. A conceptualization, how-
ever, is usually connected to a rationalization that 
implies taking a step away, leaving behind the 

own sentiments, and thus can be seen in terms of 
alienation. «Once I noticed that even when I take 
photographs of my friends and family members, 
I retouch them. What […]? My family is perfect, 
but looking at photographs, I start to feel con-
scious and look for flaws», as one German-speak-
ing participant put it. This idea can be even pur-
sued on a more general level than looking at the 
“own”: photography illustrates «that everything is 
perishable, and because the evidence it collects is 
arbitrary, it suggests reality is basically unclassifia-
ble […] This has manifested itself in a general atti-
tude of alienation from reality» (La Grange [2005]: 
42). No matter what is shown in the photograph, 
no matter if we are recipients, photographed 
or photographers, the photograph’s subject is 
detached from the way we experience reality.

6. ALIEN(ATING) FORM OF EXPRESSION 

Photography can be experienced as a practice 
that was not (originally) part of one’s own cultural 
context. The mere existence of the medium brings 
about a new situation that can be unfamiliar. Of 
course, photography is now commonplace in 
most places, but the power with which selfie pho-
tography and photography for social media have 
changed the lives of many people in recent years 
may still be unfamiliar to some people and may 
not fit into their idea of the world they live in. The 
basic idea that media bring about new cultural 
situations is associated with Marshall McLuhan 
famous statement «the medium is the message: 
the “message” of any medium or technology is the 
change of scale or pace or pattern that it intro-
duces into human affairs» (McLuhan [1964]: 24). 
Even though McLuhan may have heavily underes-
timated the creative ways to use and appropriate 
media (see Carey [1967]: 28) and was criticized 
for the speculative nature of his thoughts, yet, 
a new media-materialism «is already present in 
the way technical media transmits and processes 
“culture”» (Parikka [2012]: 95). In Vilém Flusser’s 
work (Flusser [1983], see also Marchessault and 
Guldin [2008]: 2), the focus is already on photog-
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raphy. Flusser even believes that photography her-
alds a new epoch, a break in history. This fits in 
with the fact that some of the Indian participants 
referred to the fact that photography is a tech-
nique brought into the country from outside. Fur-
ther, India does not have a tradition of black and 
white drawings unlike the west. Therefore, Rag-
buhir Singh, one of India’s most important pho-
tographers, understands black and white — which 
in the beginning was the only way to take pictures 
— as a form of alienation: 

Singh sees “angst, alienation and guilt” as significant 
aspects of Western twentieth-century vision where 
people are alone in the universe without God, and 
this is best expressed in monochrome. This is alien to 
India’s buoyant life and philosophy in which the cycle 
of rebirth is fundamental and colour is a “deep inner 
source”. (La Grange [2005]: 160)

German-speakers did not indicate anything 
connected to this aspect. This could be due to the 
fact, that, in general, photography has long been 
firmly anchored in the German speaking context 
or that “Western” traditional art such as drawings 
or realistic paintings is more similar to the photo-
graphic results than Indian traditional art.

7. ARTIFICIAL MEMORY

«You don’t really see and memorize» — 
around one quarter of the Indian and a little more 
of the German participants in the survey wrote 
something that can be interpreted in the con-
text of “artificial memories”: «Artificial memo-
ries not only supported, relieved and occasionally 
replaced the natural memory, but also gave form 
to our ideas about remembering and forgetting» 
(Douwe [1999]: 10) — and not without criticism: 
in the famous Phaidros Dialogue, which took 
place between Socrates and his friend Phaidros, 
the philosopher explains that writing is rather 
a means against memory than a support for it. 
Moreover, it does not create any new informa-
tion and insights, which can only ever be achieved 
through dialogue. Admittedly, the dialogue could 

only be handed down because his student Plato 
wrote it down. More than 2000 years later, the 
media philosopher Siegfried Kracauer dealt with 
memory and photography: in photography, a spe-
cific moment is picked out of the flow of time and 
then is preserved with visual precision. Human 
memory, on the other hand, is fragmentary and 
imprecise, but follows a logic that goes beyond 
capturing what has been there by emphasising its 
meaning (see Kracauer [1977]: 25). Accordingly, 
photography attempts to replace the interior — 
memory — with something external — a photo-
graph. Compared to memory, the photographs can 
be perceived as weird, foreign, or alien. However, 
as will be shown later, photograph’s connection to 
memory may also be related to integration.  

8. INDIVIDUAL ESCAPE

Photography is «a way to get myself away from 
the normal world, it gives me a way to escape» — 
this is how an Indian students expressed his expe-
riences with photography. Statements related to an 
“individual escape” were written by nearly half of 
the Indians and German speakers. None of them 
clearly said whether they would rather refer to the 
act of taking pictures or looking at them, how-
ever, both options are conceivable. With regard 
to the perception, it reminds on Terence Wright 
statement that one can look at a photograph as if 
it was a window (Wright [1999]: 6) — it does not 
only enable to see something that is not present 
in this moment, but also to immerse oneself into 
it. In this context, the “individual escape” can be 
understood as a refuge that offers relief and posi-
tive experiences, detaches from everyday life, and 
enables new, creative perspectives. 

For both the photographer and the recipient 
it can also mean an escape from everyday per-
ception towards mindfulness — which by alienat-
ing, by overcoming the own, judgmental perspec-
tive helps to achieve an inner peace. Understood 
this way, it even includes therapeutic aspects (see 
Anderssen-Reuster [2016]: 1): «Mindfulness is 
essentially about waking up to what the present 
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moment offers» (Brown et al. [2007]: 272). In this 
context, one can also observe the phenomenon of 
“flow” that can be associated with photography as 
an action (see Eberle [2016]: 99) both for the pho-
tographer and his team.

Indian Sample: 
N=44

German-speaking 
Sample: N=32

ALIENATION
Camera as barrier or 
intruder 24 20

Seeing from the outside 15 9
Alien(ating) form of 
expression 6 -

Artificial Memory 11 9
Individual escape 20 12

INTEGRATION
Access – The camera as 
a ticket 25 24

Possession, appropriation 
and representation 12 9

Shared form of expression 8 5
Memory and Identity 23 19
Empathy and knowledge 18 13

9. INTEGRATION THROUGH PHOTOGRAPHY

Even though “mindfulness” was mentioned 
as an alienation from everyday perception, it can 
be linked to the chance of an ultimate integration 
offered by photography: the intentional separation 
from everyday life can apparently pave the way to 
a deeper understanding and thus to more integra-
tion (see Kabat-Zinn [2012]: 1f.). As it seems, inte-
gration and alienation cannot be clearly separated.

10. ACCESS – THE CAMERA AS A TICKET

«The camera is an excuse to be someplace you 
otherwise don’t belong. It gives me both a point 
of connection and a point of separation» — this 
quote by Susan Meiselas (in Boucher [2018]: 202) 
illustrates how the camera serves as an admis-
sion ticket: it assigns a certain role to the person, 
which allows him/her to enter social contexts he/
she otherwise would not be admitted to. In this 
way, the photographer is e.g. given the chance 

to enter certain private spheres — typically in 
the field of wedding photography. Entering such 
social contexts enables the gain of knowledge 
and understanding, from the first insights up to a 
more in-depth examination. 

«I experience new things through photography» 
— similar statements were written by around two 
thirds of the Indian and even more of the German-
speaking participants. In this context, the experi-
ence of new things may mean, on the one hand, to 
access situations that would otherwise have been 
closed to the person concerned. On the other hand, 
it also refers to situations that are not socially inac-
cessible but that the person would have not taken 
into consideration for him/herself, e.g. climbing 
on a tree for the sake of a good perspective, visit-
ing a Gothic festival to take pictures of strangely 
dressed people, or — as a model — learning some 
dance or stunt poses. «You wouldn’t be standing in 
the middle of a horde of children, holding one on 
each hand if you weren’t going to be photographed. 
You would not put your arm around two complete-
ly unknown, photogenic dressed people who work 
as full-time or part-time photo motifs» (Thurner 
[1992]: 31). Ingrid Thurner ironically reflects this 
aspect — but looking at the alternative, it would 
probably mean ignoring the children or not getting 
in touch with people. Photography is seen as a kind 
of higher value and in its service one is willing to 
open up to new things.

11. POSSESSION, APPROPRIATION AND 
REPRESENTATION

«To collect photographs is to collect the 
world» (Sontag [1973]: 1, quoted by a student) 
and, one could add, a particularly easy way to 
appropriate it. This has a long tradition and at 
first sight, mostly reminds of travel photos. Post-
cards have long ceased to be a souvenir for most 
tourists, whereas in the 19th century, they were 
bound in special albums. At least since the 1950s, 
self-recorded photos had to be added (see Turner 
[1992]: 24). What remained, however, is the focus 
on possession. In the context of photography and 
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possession, Susan Sontag famously wrote: «One 
can’t possess reality, one can possess (and be pos-
sessed by) images» (Sontag [1973]: 126). This 
brings photography close to the field of virtual 
possessions: virtual possessions are considered 
«to include artefacts that are increasingly becom-
ing immaterial (e.g. books, photos, music, movies) 
and things that have never traditionally had a last-
ing material form (e.g. SMS archives, social net-
working profiles)» (Odom et al. [2011]: 1491). To 
acquire something and to own it is the opposite of 
“alienation” in its original meaning—all the more 
this refers to virtual possessions, which are to be 
located quasi within ourselves. But Sontag does 
not only emphasize possession but also obsession. 
The art educator Karl-Josef Pazzini explains this 
connection: «We become obsessed with images 
[…]. These images design us and make us design 
others. They are the ones who are always ready 
whenever we become disoriented. With them, 
we modulate our bodies and the bodies of oth-
ers» (Pazzini [2005]: 26). How we appropriate the 
world through photography influences our per-
ception, creates and strengthens archetypes and 
stereotypes, for which Katharina Schleicher (2009) 
provides a memorable example.  

Cultural appropriation also comes into play in 
this context: by owning the photograph, one can 
reinterpret what is shown and place it in new con-
texts, such as regarding the photograph of a ritual 
as an artistic object and putting it in an exhibi-
tion. But also the own culture can be “appropri-
ated” and re-interpreted: «Photography helps to 
showcase my culture» was a very typical answer in 
the Indian sample, and it was put in context with 
integration. Those who take photographs and/
or stand in front of the camera thus also have the 
opportunity to present their own culture in the 
way they consider appropriate and consequently 
help to shape their own image. Representing one-
self instead of being represented is experienced as 
empowerment and can facilitate identity work (see 
Schönhuth and Jerrentrup [2019]: 203). Of course, 
re-appropriations are also conceivable: Carmen 
Brosig (2019) explains how American Indians in 
the American Indian Movement have re-appropri-

ated stereotypical representations of themselves in 
order to question power relations (Schönhuth and 
Jerrentrup.

12. SHARED FORM OF EXPRESSION

«Photography is a world-wide activity – we 
all take and look at pictures, so it is integrating», 
as one German-speaking student put it: enjoy-
ing photography is a cultural universal (whereas 
the aesthetics might, except for some very general 
aspects like the golden ratio, differ depending on 
the person’s character, experiences, culture etc., 
see Hogan [2015]). Further, photography tells us 
what is socially considered to be photographable 
respectively depictable and what is undepictable 
(see Jäger [2009]: 93). 

Within one culture, it is also noticeable how 
certain photographic forms of expression are 
repeated and intensified, e.g. certain motifs as 
well as certain aesthetic aspects (see Manovich 
[2015f.]: 73). Through the use of social media, 
subcultures or scenes emerge that share their own 
modes of expression and need not be tied to a 
specific location. The individual is free to choose 
his or her own affiliations accordingly — and is 
able to integrate him/herself through his prefer-
ence regarding visual aspects and photo content. 

A «shared form of expression» also relates to 
photography’s functions «as a means for commu-
nication» (Van Dijck [2008]: 58). This does not 
only refer to the time after the photoshoot when 
discussing its results but also to the shooting itself: 
many shootings are teamwork which means that 
contents, styles etc. have to be negotiated with 
the other team members. As most teamwork, this 
requires skills such as the willingness to com-
promise, which can serve one’s personal devel-
opment and ultimately facilitate one’s social life, 
thus pave the way for feeling socially integrated. 
Furthermore, creativity can help the development 
of an inner core of the individual against external 
resistance (see Reckwitz [2012]: 218), which can 
be understood in relation to the feeling of inner 
strength and being at peace with oneself.
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13. MEMORY AND IDENTITY

In the survey, around two thirds of both Indi-
an and German speakers wrote statements refer-
ring to memory and/or identity, however, both 
aspects were often connected, e.g.: «Photogra-
phy helps me to remember things that matter to 
me», «it makes me connect to my past», or «(it is) 
a tool that helps to define what I have been and 
what I am». Identity can be understood as the 
constant work on the image of who we want to 
be (see Abels [2017]: 4) — this, on the one hand, 
includes how we present ourselves in photographs 
and on the other, what we photograph. Looking at 
the first case, there is obviously a strong focus on 
bodily existence. Seeing ourselves in photographs, 
we say «this is me», even though it only depicts 
our physical appearance and merely shows a tiny, 
past moment of our lives. 

The increasing emphasis on the body is often 
explained with the fact that because of disintegrat-
ing social boundaries and the disappearance of 
traditional social classes, […] it has become neces-
sary to position and differentiate oneself through 
deliberately developing an individual style. An 
active self-marketing through performative strat-
egies of image cultivation and staging of the self, 
in which the body plays a central role, has gained 
importance (Leimgruber [2005]: 213-14). 

Following this line of thought, it also makes 
sense to identify with a past-time moment, as it 
adds consistency to the individual: identifying 
ourselves in a photograph, then, means to recog-
nize it as a moment in the coherent path that is 
nothing else than us. The connection to the own 
past through photographs is so strong, that it 
seems to be easy to manipulate it by manipulating 
photographs: Elizabeth Loftus ([1998]: 61f.) and 
other memory researchers have shown in numer-
ous experiments that subjects invented stories to 
fit childhood photographs that were processed 
without their knowledge — we strive for consist-
ency and identify one way of achieving it in our 
personal chronicle kept by photographs. Further, 
«all photographs that a person takes, remembers, 
imagines, or even just decides to keep or show 

someone, are all “self-portraits”, even if no per-
son appears in them directly»  (Weiser [2010]: 16, 
see also Hannah [2013]: 10). Photography offers a 
way of picking out individual items from the wide 
spectrum of visual perception. Besides, one can 
view, edit, change, destroy or re-view images (see 
Mechler-Schönach [2005]: 16) and thus work on 
one’s identity. Here, the term of integration fits in 
a very obvious way: people integrate certain imag-
es—or leave them out. 

14. EMPATHY AND KNOWLEDGE

Even though photography has been criticized 
for being aggressive on the part of the photogra-
pher (see Beloff [1983]: 171) and promoting nar-
cissism on the part of the photographed (Thurner 
[1992]: 29), it can also lead to greater empathy and 
knowledge: if one wants to take a good, i.e. repre-
sentative, aesthetic, spectacular, beautiful etc. pho-
tograph, one usually needs to know something 
about the subject, e.g. when taking a photograph of 
an event, it is useful to know which moments are 
crucial. This may require not only factual knowl-
edge but also empathy. However, factual knowl-
edge and empathy are important not only in doc-
umentary but also in staged people photography: 
this way, one can stage topics appropriately and at 
the same time work cooperatively with one’s team. 
Gisèle Freund already noted that the photographer 
can only take a good photo of his/her model if both 
have a connection (see Jäger [2009]: 26). «I learn 
something about my subjects», «I learn to under-
stand what I record», or «I feel it» — about half of 
the participants put it this way or similarly. Empa-
thy also becomes relevant when looking at photo-
graphs: It «involves paying attention to its subject, 
and any attention, no matter how feeble, is usually 
preferable to ignorance and apathy» (Ow Yeong 
[2014]: 9) — even if the sheer number and the pace 
of images can stand in the way of empathy.

In this context, the Indian theory of art is par-
ticularly interesting. The original use of its cen-
tral term rasa includes a variety of interconnected 
meanings:



165Dissonances of a Modern Medium. Alienating and Integrating Aspects of Photography

a fluid that quickly tends to spill, a taste such as 
sour, sweet or salty, the soul or essence of something, 
a desire, a power, a chemical agent used in changing 
one metal to another, the life-giving sap in plants and 
even poison. Almost all these distinct meanings are 
exploited at different junctures of the complex aes-
thetic phenomenology centering the concept of rasa 
(Chakrabarti [2016]: 8). 

In classical Indian thought, «affective states 
received as much philosophical attention as cog-
nitive or intellectual states […]. All that moves in 
front of our consciousness was taken as alive with 
breath (prāṇa) and capable of subjective feelings 
(cinmaya). To be is to feel or be felt» (Chakrabarti 
[2016]: 5). Ultimately, the boundaries between art-
ists and recipients can be dissolved: «A taster of 
a sweet recipe or similar is rightly so designated 
only because he enjoys chiefly the aspect of his 
own inmost self-delight while judging the given 
recipe in the form, “this tastes exactly this way”, a 
form totally other than that of a tasteless glutton. 
Even in the case of plays, poetry, and such like 
the separate identity [of the perceiver and the per-
ceived] is totally superseded», cites Neerja Gupta 
([2017]: 110) the classical Indian philosopher 
Abhinavagupta.

Here, integration means not just taking over 
another perspective, but dissolving the distinction 
between different perspectives: becoming connect-
ed to everyone else through the emotion transmit-
ted by a work of art such as a photograph. Admit-
tedly, the rasa theory was rarely mentioned by the 
survey participants and if, only in the Indian sam-
ple. But it is possible that the rasa art theory was 
internalized by the Indian students, being social-
ized in a cultural context that builds on it.

15. RESUME 

Integration or alienation — both Indian and 
German-speaking students found various argu-
ments on both sides and it is striking that (except 
for the aspect of photography as an alienating 
form of expression, which was only mentioned 
by Indians) the students from both cultural and 

geographical contexts tend to answer very simi-
larly. This can be interpreted as a sign of photog-
raphy’s integrative potential or of the fundamental 
human aspects addressed by the medium, but at 
the same time, it also stands for the homogeniz-
ing tendency of photography, which through simi-
lar use and aesthetics ultimately abolishes cul-
tural identity. From all these considerations and 
the recognition of photography’s potential, a very 
practical question arises: How should we deal with 
photography? First of all, we have to acknowledge 
that photography is part of our lives, and probably 
almost regardless of where we have been social-
ized and live, whether we are rather photogra-
phers, if we enjoy posing for photographs or if we 
regard ourselves mostly as recipients. Photogra-
phy is omnipresent, and now it is up to us to find 
ways to make the most of it. Media education and 
reflection on the medium play a central role here 
— understanding what opportunities and risks 
arise. This must be assessed on a situation-specific 
and individual basis: there are, for example, situa-
tions in which photography functions more as an 
admission ticket and others in which the camera 
is more of a barrier. For some people, the escape 
that photography can offer is a welcome retreat, 
while others see it as an unnecessary barrier. In 
any case, it is important to promote knowledge 
about photography and to pay more attention to 
its implications.
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