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(Liberation from) Photographs as Speech

Exploration of Photographs and their Visuality in the “Photography-Related Chronology”

Kiritorimederu (Art Critic)

1. Outline of the “Photography-Related Chronology”

The “Photography-Related Chronology” (pp.125-142) in this book, was created and edited by Kobayashi Maiko
and the author with the goal of assisting in retrospective examination of visuality in photographs from 2007 to
August 2024." The “Photography and Society” section of the chronology notes the cessation of publication of
major Japanese photography magazines such as Asahi Camera (1926-2020) and Nippon Camera (1950-2021) and
discontinuation of photography awards like New Cosmos of Photography (1991-2021) , and T_WALL (2009-2022) in
rapid succession. Conversely, it highlights the launch or revival of photography-specific magazines such as IMA
and Shashin, as well as the advent of photography festivals such as Kyotographie International Photography
Festival and T3 Photo Festival Tokyo. This suggests that organizations relating to photography may have
undergone restructuring during the 2020s. However, this broad and detailed chronology is marked by omissions.
Therefore it is maintained and presented in this state for its goal, which is to map visuality and to explore
developments surrounding the gaze in recent years.

An intriguing recent exploration of visuality is the Rebooting Memories Project (2017-) , the starting point of
which is the Al-assisted colorization of black and white photos from around the time of World War Il. Through
repeated discussions with the contributors of these photographs and chromatic adjustments, the project fosters
reflection on that era. The initiative involves concern that our (i.e. contemporary people’s) visual unfamiliarity with
black and white photos may “distance us from the realities of war,” depriving us of “opportunities to see how
these events relate to us.” ® Despite the vast number of photographs that have come down to us, the challenge
remains: how do we engage with the legacy of events, tragedies, and their outcomes that occurred before we
were born or became aware of the world? This strongly relates to the concept of “post-memory.” 4 What are the
visuality characteristics that “we” use as criteria in exclucively responding only to certain photos? Visuality is not
only a phenomenon mediated by the optic nerve, but is also to a great extent a social construct.®> Of course this
goes beyond technological factors, as our visuality is cumulatively shaped by social and personal experiences,
which affect how we view images as discriminatory or oppressive, or on the contrary, as joyful. Above all, the
social construction of visuality is brought about by the inextricable intertwining of technological progress and
social change, which forms a feedback loop between the two.

2. Photographs, Visuality, and Photography As Not Equal to Speech

Digital photography in the early 1990s sparked debates over its potential to compromise the authenticity and
reliability of all images.6 However, as photography merged with the internet, digital photographs became
entrenched not only in our cultural practices, but also in all manner of information verification and surveillance
processes.7 Photography gradually shifted from a paper-based to a screen-based medium, hybridized with other
digital forms of entertainment such as videos and music. This convergence took shape in the context of “digital
lifestyles” promoted by companies such as Microsoft and Apple in the 2000s. For example, photo viewing apps
like Picasa and iPhoto abandoned metaphorical references to traditional photo-developing procedures and
introduced interfaces that allowed users to scroll through photos like movie frames, enabling them to rapidly
browse through a year’s worth of images and radically departing from previous viewing formats and habits. This

was accelerated by the advent of smartphones in 2007. By the early 2010s, smartphones were already deemed
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essential infrastructure within image-related industries,® not to be resisted but to be integrated into, prompting
the reconfiguration of camera technologies.g However, the drive to update existing formats took a new direction
with the emergence of photo-sharing applications like Instagram (launched in 2010) that simulated the processes
of photography such as editing and printing. As software dismantled traditional modes of expression, the
proliferation of such apps incited the platforms to distinguish themselves from others. The full-on replication

of legacy formats became an effective means of achieving “trans-medium,” i.e. the ability to define oneself in

relation to other media."®

Under these circumstances, during the 2010s photography asserted its influence both as a means and as an end
in itself. In the fashion industry, the new type ZOZOSUIT (2018) , for which one dons a black body suit covered with
indicator dots and uses a smartphone camera to take 360° images to calculate body dimensions, exemplifies the
use of photography for digital body scanning. Meanwhile, photography as an end in itself is epitomized by low-
cost fashion e-commerce sites that use models’ reflections in mirrors or selfies as product photos, although
these do not function at all to convey what it is like to wear the garments.11 The implication is that the value of
clothing lies not in its wearability, but in how it appears in photos or videos.

As the sociologist Michael Goldhaber has noted, the volume of circulated information has exploded with the
ubiquity of the internet (it is said that 1.94 trillion photos are taken each year, equating to 61,000 photos per second) 2 and
people’s attention has become a scarcer resource accordingly. This has led to the rise of the attention economy,
in which attention and interest themselves are monetized and hold economic value.” As a result, the posting of
photos and the garnering of attention have become commaodities, increasingly entrenching photography as an

end in itself, whatever ulterior motives may exist.'

3. Photography as Speech

Photography has not only become an end in itself but has also evolved as a highly sophisticated form of
expression, comparable to language. When the photo-sharing site flickr debuted in 2004, it became common

to post photos as a substitute for written blogging, heralding the emergence of photography as a form of
“visual speech.” ™® This term was used in reference to blogs at the time, but “visual speech” in photos is more
aptly applied to images posted on platforms like the former Twitter (nowX) and Instagram, i.e. photos intended
for fleeting consumption, appearing in users’ feeds and then vanishing. Taking photos with devices that are
constantly connected to the network ties them to specific times, accounts, and platforms, closely mirroring the

dynamics of verbal communication.

This dynamic is the diametric opposite of the one discussed by Judith Butler, in which the physical act of
speaking conveys more than mere words, with bodily communication revealing the blind spots in verbal
narration® (as encapsulated by sayings such as “a look can say more than a thousand words”) . However, photos as “visual
speech” that communicates what someone ate, where they went, who they were with, or what they did, preclude
the discovery of their punctum (the “blind spots” in the narration, i.e. the platform) due to the platform structure. The
punctum of these photos encompasses not only what is perceived in the image, but also the elusive “behavior”
generated by its context within the network, such as when, by whom, and under what circumstances the photo
was posted. In light of this approximate equivalency of speech and photography, it becomes feasible to treat Al-

generated images and photos in a similar manner.

In this context, let us consider the awarding of the top prize in the Creative category to an Al-generated image
at the Sony World Photography Awards 2023. Initially, the organizers did not recognize the work as a product of
generative Al, but when creator Boris Eldagsen was notified of his award, he disclosed the production process.
Upon further consideration, the organizers determined that the work was a “collaboration” between the Al and
the artist, and satisfied the entry criteria. However, Eldagsen declined the award, arguing for a clear distinction
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between Al-generated images (he said “promptography”) and photography. Indeed, images produced via prompts

to generative Al lack physical indexability or provenance.17 At the same time, these generated images are built
upon an accumulation of numerous past photographs, embodying the optical unconscious that extends beyond
the artist’s full control.”® From both perspectives — speech “approximates” photography and speech “does not
equal” photography — photorealistic Al-generated images have a dual connection with photography as a form
of visual speech. This is because they constantly raise questions about “how things appear” and “how we want
them to be seen,” in the context of people’s perceived distance from visuality aspects of current photography.

4.When Photography Does Not Equal Speech

Obviously, it is not only photography that is being transformed today into a form of speech. We live in a world
where all forms of content can play the role of discourse through data and links. With this in mind, let us examine
Artie Vierkant's concept of Image Objects19 as a means of reinterpreting photography as an end in itself, or

in other words, photography as not equaling speech. Image Objects constitute a strategy that involves seeing
representational or duplicative objects, such as photographs of artworks, not as mere copies of the “original”
but as distinct objects in their own right (thus reinterpreting the representation of artworks through documentary photographs
as new entities) . Vierkant sees Image Objects of the condition as images autonomy, eloquent, placing the artwork
in a state free of language. While this seems closely aligned with the idea that photography “approximates”
speech, Vierkant contends that the objective here is not merely to compile educational data in the manner

of an ethnographer, but rather to present a model of the world through Image Objects, thereby unlocking the
potential to reconstruct the world.2° Here, we glimpse a methodology in which all photography is seen as an
end in itself and photography “does not equal. Here, what is important for the works is seriality and continuity,
and the presence of an actor that governs them, however weakly. Photography cannot function as a standalone
image. It is full of blind spots and unable to consistitute of speech by its own, and the actor is also not aware of
every aspect of the artwork. At the same time, not all artwork-like photography depends on continuity, nor does
it reject instantaneousness. All related events can be captured in a single photograph.2' Also, Vierkant suggests
that Image Objects do not merely represent a specific perspective or reality, but also have the potential to incite

a particular type of behavior.

In March 2022, the Al technology of “deepfakes” was used to disseminate a fabricated news video falsely
showing Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy calling for Ukraine to surrender to Russia. By 2024, the
problem had escalated with the Al generation of faked sexual videos using photos and videos of ordinary women
obtained through various means. As the US presidential election approaches, Meta has announced that Al-
generated videos, images, and audio on Facebook and Instagram would be labeled “Made with Al” (later changed

to “Alinfo”) to help curb the spread of misinformation and disinformation. Despite this, there were cases of Al-
generated images of fictitious supporter demographics being posted on behalf of presidential candidates.
Photography is increasingly seen as a broad term for a network that seeks to verify the indexability and
authenticity of images. Open-source intelligence organizations are playing an increasingly crucial and prominent
role in piecing together scattered online information about critical events like wartime atrocities and disasters.
Meanwhile, the creation of violent images that incite discriminatory behavior continues unabated. Under these
circumstances, all photographs are not only conventionally referenced as indicating authenticity, but are also
retroactively burdened with visuality akin to that of generative Al images.22 Additionally, regardless of metadata
such as a “Made with Al” tag, all images exist in the dimension of speech, and the problem lies with the speaker

and what they aim to convey through images.

At the same time, there is a diverse mix of photographs circulating, including those taken with smartphone
filters that replicate the look of vintage film, photos taken with nearly 10-year-old smartphones, and unfiltered
photos on the app BeReal. This blending and blurring of visuality can potentially disrupt the temporal order
by recreating the look of past eras. In this situation, not only should we not distance ourselves from images
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because they are black and white, we should develop the ability to receptively view all images. When we cease

glorifying particular qualities above others, our visual sensibilities can detach and be liberated from specific

eras and group identities. Amid this juxtaposition of all manner of photographic images, the power to perceive

and construct imagery for ourselves is in our grasp.

16
17

18

19

20

21
22

124

Notes

Note that the central topics of the chronology are “Photography and Society” and “Exhibitions,” with hardly any mention of critical
aspects of the history of Japanese photography such as photo books and magazine work. Also, the “Exhibitions” section focuses
primarily on museums, inevitably omitting real-time photographic trends in galleries and alternative spaces, as well as the names of
groups and individuals who represent these trends.

For example, the chronology cannot be used to track the “Neo-Kompora” trend discussed by Shimizu Minoru, developments in
Japan related to “close-up magic” as written about by Charlotte Cotton, events triggered by the Great East Japan Earthquake, or
developments in photography centered around Google Maps.

The project is led by Niwata Anju and Watanabe Hidenori. Quote is from Watanabe Hidenori, “Rebooting Memories,” Prewar and
Wartime Photography Revitalized by Al and Colorization (Al to karaka shita shashin de yomigaeru senzen-senso) , Kobunsha Shinsho, 2020, p. 9.
For a discussion of Al colorization and photo selection, see Ohyama Ken, Photographing Me Photographing You (Kodansha, 2024) .

See the discussion by Marianne Hirsch in Family Frames: Photography, Narrative and Postmemory (1997) and elsewhere. Also,

see Suzuki Tomoyuki's insightful arguments in “Remember/imagine Anne Frank (2) : Biographical Synchronicity, Deep Time, Deep
Memory in Dear Kitties by Erika Kobayashi,” Hosei journal of sociology and social sciences, 2018.

The visual sensibility of individuals who have grown up with sharp images taken with smartphones and digital cameras differs from
that of people with lifestyles built around spatial computing and other XR (“cross reality” or “extended reality”) technologies. Assuming the
visual sensibilities of photographs’ viewers are socially constructed, then do photographs in themselves constitute a pure gaze? For
a study of racial bias in film color tones, see Lorna Roth, Looking at Shirley, the Ultimate Norm: Colour Balance, Image Technologies,
and Cognitive Equity (Canadian Journal of Communication, 2009) and other writings on this topic.

See the discussions of the ontology of the photograph brought about by the emergence of digital photography by William J. Mitchell,
Martin Lister, Martha Rosler et al.

In Japan, the “e-Japan” initiative (launched in 2000) has led to diverse use cases such as the “Local Safety and Security Information
Network,” which integrates camera-equipped mobile phones into municipal safety management.

There are several important points pertaining to the visual with regard to smartphones as both display surfaces and photographic
devices. For instance, the iPhone 4 released in 2010 was equipped with a Retina Display with a resolution of 326 dpi, equivalent to
the resolution needed for printed materials (Apple’s current model as of 2024 features the Super Retina XDR Display) . From the iPhone 11 onward,
the Deep Fusion function performs automatic depth synthesis during shooting, starting even before the shutter button is pressed.
Before the user presses the shutter button, four short-exposure and four standard images are buffered (implying that video is always being
captured and buffered while the camera function is active) , and an additional longer-exposure image is taken, with all nine images synthesized
to enhance the texture of the subject at the pixel level.

“Interview with Konno Tatsuo of Canon,” Asahi Camera, January 2013, p. 143.

For more on “BE*5 177 Lit4 (trans-medium] ,” see Kitano Keisuke, Introduction to Theories of Visual Image (Jimbun Shoin, 2009) . For
example, the photo editing app VSCO, used by over 200 million users, features filters that analyze and replicate Kodak analog film.
For more details, see “Not Folds but Photographies,” Studio Voice, vol. 414, March 2019, pp. 132-133.

Matic Broz, “How many pictures are there 2024,” Photutorial, 2024, https://photutorial.com/photos-statistics/ (last accessed on August
31,2024. Note: This article is being regularly updated throughout 2024.)
Michael H. Goldhaber, “The Attention Economy and the Net,” 1997, https:/firstmonday.org/ojs/index.php/fm/article/view/519/440
(last accessed on August 31,2024) .

With regard to photography for photography’s sake as well, the “1>ZX 5Btz (Instagrammable])” phenomenon relates to the issue

of frontality of the subject. Lev Manovich describes “designed photography” as a style of social media photography tailored for
visibility on 2010s smartphones, with the act of taking the photo itself cited as an issue.

Daniel Rubinstein, Katrina Sluis, “A Life More Photographic; Mapping The Networked Image,” Photographies, 1(1) :9-28, 2008. In
Japan, it is reasonable to see photographs as “visual speech” emerging with the advent of camera phones in 2000.
Judith Butler, Excitable Speech, Routledge, 1997, pp.10-11.

There are two areas of difficulty related to the provenance of generative Al images. The first is the difficulty in participating in the
generative history of the Al. The second is the low durability of provenance, as metadata related to generative Al can be erased
through screenshots and other means.

Consider the discriminatory tendencies of generative Al images.

The “Image Object” refers to a reversal of value wherein photographs of artworks posted on websites take precedence over physical
exhibits, as if the majority of people only see the photos, then it is sufficient for those photos to be appealing, hence the retouching
of photos intended for documentation. In this way, an image that is not merely a documentary photo is presented to the viewer as
another “object.” This turns the system, in which photos signify the existence of the works and the fact that an exhibition was held,
on its head, producing a work that directly realizes the performativity of the act.

Artie Vierkant, “The Image Object Post-Internet,” 2011, https://jstchillin.org/artie/pdf/The_Image_Object_Post-Internet_us.pdf (last
accessed on August 31,2024) .

Peter Osborne’s concept of the “series” in conceptual art can offer insights.

Today, “cultural Al” is all-pervasive, embedded in all devices and services at industrial scale and becoming unidentifiable over time.
There is often intervention at the time of shooting by Al-driven automatic image processing, such as the Deep Fusion function
mentioned in note 8.
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