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Introduction to the Course. Over the past several decades, a small, but growing, corpus 
of scholars have begun to investigate the uses of photographs in the U.S. past and present. 
What new understandings might we gain, they ask, if we examine the past thorough 
visual sources? As visual texts that were created in the past, photographs clearly have 
enormous potential to fill in details about otherwise unreconstructable events, ideas, 
places, and lives from another era. But photographs are also a complicated sort of 
primary document. Although they seem to describe, in the words of historian Alan 
Trachtenberg, “nothing less than reality itself,” they are not transparent representations of 
the truth. They are, to the contrary, stories, interpretations of events and people. And they 
require the same level of critical interpretation as do textual documents. 

In this class, we will inquire into the history of photography with an eye toward 
developing a critical stance toward photographs as historical and cultural documents. 
What, we will we ask, is the relationship between photography and truth? How does the 
history of photography help us understand broader themes in U.S. (and global) pasts? 
How have technological innovations (such as the invention of the portable still camera in 
the early in twentieth century) shaped the ways in which Americans understood their 
relationship to each other, and to the rest of the globe? What role might visual knowledge 
play in a participatory democracy? And finally, how can we use photographs to teach 
history—and historical thinking—to young people? 

Requirements for Written Work. All written work should be typed and double-spaced 
with reasonable margins and reasonably-sized font. Assignments will be collected in 
class on the days they are due. Late papers will be marked down one letter grade for each 
calendar day overdue, unless an extension has been cleared with me in advance.  

Class Participation. This class will follow a format that essentially requires the 
involvement and participation of all students. It is therefore very important that you arrive 
each day on time and with the assigned readings and required assignments completed, 
ready to engage actively in class discussion.  

Attendance. All students are responsible for the material covered in each class period. 
Excused absences should be cleared with me in advance, and the students in question 
should arrange to make up missed work and to get notes from class from a student peer. 
Please note that in-class assignments missed due to unexcused absences may not be made 
up. Students who accumulate three (3) or more unexcused absences will receive an F for 
class participation. 



Academic Integrity Statement. Students are expected to maintain the highest standards of 
honesty in their college work. Cheating, forgery, and plagiarism are serious offenses, 
and students found guilty of any form of academic dishonesty are subject to disciplinary 
action. For definitions of these offenses, as well as the process that a faculty member will 
follow if a student is found to be engaging in any form of academic dishonesty, see the 
section on Academic Integrity in the Advising Handbook, available at 
www.newpaltz.edu/acadadv. 

Disability Resource Center. Students with documented disabilities who believe that they 
will need classroom and/or testing accommodations are encouraged to contact the 
Disability Resource Center in the Student Union Building, room 205, 257-3020 as close 
to the beginning of the semester as possible. The DRC will provide forms verifying the 
need for accommodations for you to deliver to your instructor. Reasonable 
accommodations will be put into place once the instructor receives the form.  

Readings. There is only one required book for this course: Leigh Raiford, Imprisoned in 
a Luminous Glare: Photography and the African American Freedom Struggle (UNC 
Press, 2011). Students may also wish to purchase the book they choose for their 
Supplemental Reading Essay. And they may wish to purchase other books—especially 
books of photographs that might be of use in teaching—over the course of the semester. 
Additional Readings are available on this course’s Blackboard site. Readings on 
Blackboard are NOT OPTIONAL.  
 
Written Assignments and Grading Policy. Assignments are all meant to help you 
develop your skills as a critical historical thinker and a competent teacher of historical 
thinking to young people. Descriptions of written assignments will be handed out in class.  
 

• Class participation……………………………………………………...25% 
• Reading Response Essays and In-Class Presentations………………....20% 

Due on various dates, to be explained in class.  
• Roy Stryker/Documenting the Great Recession Assignment……….…10% 

Due March 5 
• Essay: Photography, History, and Truth……………………………….15% 

Due March 12.  
• Supplemental Reading Essay…………………………………………..15% 

Due April 7.  
• Final Project…………………………………………………..…….…15%  

Due on the day of your final presentation.  
 
PLEASE NOTE: STUDENTS ENROLLED IN THIS CLASS SHOULD ARRANGE 
TO CHECK THEIR NEWPALTZ.EDU ACCOUNTS ON A REGULAR BASIS, AS 
INFORMATION REGARDING READINGS, ASSIGNMENTS, AND OTHER 
IMPORTANT MATTERS WILL BE INTERMITTENTLY COMMUNICATED VIA 
EMAIL. It is expected that students will read all class-related digital communiqués as 
they arrive in their emailbox.  
 



Schedule of Readings. Please note that readings and assignments are due the day they 
appear on the schedule. Always bring the day’s readings with you to class. This 
syllabus is subject to change in accordance with our progress.  
 
Week One. January 23. Introductions.  
No readings due. 
 
+ 
 
Week Two. January 30. Approaches, Beginnings                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
Required Readings: 

•Alan Trachtenberg, Reading American Photographs: Images as History, 
Matthew Brady to Walker Evans, Preface and Prologue.  
•Ardis Cameron, “Sleuthing Toward America: Visual Detection in Everyday 
Life” from Looking for America: The Visual Production of Nation and People 

 
DUE: Reading Response Essay, groups A and B (in other words: everyone).  
 
+ 
 
Week Three. February 6. The Gaze and the Idea of Normal  
Required Readings: 

•Christopher R. Smit, “A Collaborative Aesthetic:… the Late Nineteenth-Century 
Freak-Performer” 
•bell hooks, “The Oppositional Gaze” from Black Looks: Race and 
Representation 

 •Lutz and Collins, “The Photograph as an Intersection of Gazes”  
•Ariela Azoulay, The Civil Contract of Photography, Introduction and Chapter 3 

 
DUE: Reading Response Essay, group A. Presentations, group A1 
 
+ 
 
Week Four. February 13. Visual Approaches to the History of Race, Class and 
Gender 
Required Readings: 

•Andrea Volpe, “Cartes de Visite Portrait Photographs and the Culture of Class 
Formation”  
•Brian Wallis, “Black Bodies, White Science: Louis Agassiz’s Slave 
Daguerreotyopes 
•Nell Painter, “Sojourner Truth's Knowing and Becoming Known,” Journal of 
American History, Vol. 81, No. 2 (Sep., 1994), pp. 461-492 

 
DUE: Reading Response Essay, group B. Presentations, group B1 
 
 



+February 20: NO CLASS+ 
 
 
Week Five: February 27. The Progressive Era: The Birth of Reform & Surveillance 
Photography  
Required Readings: 

•Peter Bacon Hales, “Jacob Riis and the Birth of Reform Photography” 
•Robert Cohen interviews Hasia Diner about Jacob Riis 
•Pegler-Gordon, “Chinese Exclusion and the Introduction of Immigration 
Documentation, 1875–1909” 

 
DUE: Reading Response Essay, group A. Presentations, group A2 
 
+ 
 
Week Six: March 5. Social Reform Photography in the Great Depression 
Required Readings: 

•Errol Morris, “The Case of the Inappropriate Alarm Clock, Parts 1 and 2” 
•Linda Gordon, “Dorothea Lange, The Photographer as Agricultural Sociologist” 

 
DUE: Roy Stryker/Documenting the Great Recession Assignment 
 
+ 
 
Week Seven: March 12. Social Reform Photography and the Civil Rights Era I 
Required Readings: 

•Adam Green, “A Moment of Simultaneity” 
•Leigh Raiford, Imprisoned in a Luminous Glare: Photography and the African 
American Freedom Struggle, Introduction and Chapter 1 

 
DUE: Essay: Photography, History, and Truth 
 
+March 19: SPRING BREAK. NO CLASS+ 
 
Week Eight: March 26. Social Reform Photography and the Civil Rights Era II 
Required Readings: 

•Leigh Raiford, Imprisoned in a Luminous Glare, Chapters 2 and 3 
•Mattson, “Theater of the Assessed” 

 
DUE: Reading Response Essay, group B. Presentations, group B2 
 
+ 
 
 
 
 



Week Nine: April 2. Westward Expansion  
Required Readings: 

•Laura Wexler, Tender Violence: Domestic Visions in an Age of U.S. Imperialism 
Introduction and Chapter 3. 
•Glen M. Mimura, “A Dying West?: Reimagining the Frontier in Frank Matsura’s 
Photography, 1903-1913” 

 
DUE: Supplemental Reading Essay 
 
+ 
 
Week Ten: April 9. Approaches to Visual Inquiry in the 21st Century Classroom  
Required Readings: 

•Excerpts from Wendy Ewald, I Wanna Take Me a Picture 
•Mattson, “Using Visual Historical Methods” 
•Elspeth H. Brown, “Reading the Visual Record” 

 
+ 
 
Week Eleven: April 16. Critical Approaches to Reading and Deploying Ideas from 
Teaching Guides Created by Other People  
 Required Readings: 
please read and write a critical evaluation of two of the following: 

•FDR Library, “‘This Great Nation Will Endure’: Photographs and the Great 
Depression” 
•International Center for Photography Teaching Guide: “This is War! Robert 
Capa at Work”  
• International Center for Photography Teaching Guide: “Archive Fever: Uses of 
the Document in Contemporary Art” 
• International Center for Photography Teaching Guide: “Photography and 
Writing” 
•Without Sanctuary Teaching Guide 
•Teaching With Documents: Photographs of Lewis Hine: Documentation of Child 
Labor  
•Teaching With Documents: Photographs and Pamphlet About Nuclear Fallout 
•Teaching With Documents: Documents and Photographs Related to Japanese 
Relocation During World War II 
•Teaching With Documents: Photographs of the 369th Infantry and African 
Americans during World War I 
•Teaching With Documents: The Civil War Photographs of Matthew Brady 

 
DUE: Learning to Fish Presentations 
 
+ 
 
Week Twelve: April 23. Student Presentations 



DUE: Presenters’ Final Projects. 
 
+ 
 
Week Thirteen: April 30. Student Presentations 
DUE: Presenters’ Final Projects. 
 
+ 
 
Week Fourteen: May 7. Student Presentations 
DUE: Presenters’ Final Projects. 
 
+ 
 
Week Fifteen: Final Exam Day.  
Final Reflections. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Assignments: 
 
1) Reading Response Essays and In-Class Presentations. (Due on various days 
throughout the semester, to be explained in detail in class).  

Reading Response Essays are meant to spark student thinking on outside reading. 
They should be no more than 4 pages long (12 point-font, double spaced), and should 
feature a thoughtful response to the readings. What do you perceive as the central issues 
of the week’s readings? Is there an idea that the authors take up that you find compelling? 
Students are encouraged to identify the sorts of questions that get raised within the 
readings; to summarize the threads that connect the various readings; to indicate what 
they perceive as the central arguments of one or more of the readings; and/or to quarrel 
with the central assumptions or arguments. Students will receive a check plus, a check, or 
a check minus for these response essays. (4 pages.) 

Once over the course of the semester, each student will also co-create and co-lead 
a short, In-Class Presentation with a small group of their peers. (These groups will be 
created on the first day of class.) These presentations are meant to give students an 
opportunity to frame and lead our explorations of the weekly readings. Presentations can 
take multiple forms; but they must: 1)identify and offer up for consideration at least 2 of 
the overarching questions that emerged from the week’s readings; 2)introduce the central 
arguments from the week’s readings; and 3)feature discussion of at least 1 relevant 
photograph. (Please bring this photograph to class with you, either in digital form or in 
hard copy—& bring enough hard copies so that everyone in class can have their own). 
Presentations should last for approximately 20 minutes.  
 
2) Roy Stryker/Documenting the Great Recession Assignment (Due March 5).  For 
this assignment, you are asked to make two photographs, using either a digital camera or 
your cell phone, that addresses, documents, or comments upon the current economic 
crisis. One of these photographs should follow the suggestions included on the “shooting 
scripts” that Roy Stryker gave to FSA photographers during the Great Depression. 
(Copies to be handed out in class.) The other photograph should simply convey, in some 
way, your understanding of, ideas about, or perspective on the current state of the U.S. 
economy.  Upload your photographs to your email, or to a thumb drive, or find some 
other way to make your images digitally available, so that you can show us your 
photographs on the big screen in class.  
 
3)Essay: Photography, History, and Truth (Due March 12.)  Do photographs tell the 
“truth”? How do struggles over power shape the kinds of stories that photographs tell? In 
this essay, students are asked to take a position about the relationship between truth and 
photographic images, based on careful consideration of the readings and images we have 
examined thus far. Effective essays will include a clear statement of argument, and a 
subtle defense (or consideration) of that argument. In crafting your essay and your 
argument, please draw upon at least 5 of the readings we have completed this semester, 
as well as a range of historical events, images, and ideas. (8-10 pages.)  



4) Supplemental Reading Essay (Due April 7.) For this assignment, each student 
should select and write a critical essay about a text from the supplemental book list (see 
below). Structure this essay however you would like, but please discuss, somewhere in 
your essay, each of the following: 

a. Why did the author write this book? That is, what political, biographical, 
or historical question motivated the author? What common 
misunderstanding did he or she hope to challenge? What story did he or 
she hope to tell? 

 
b. What generalizations did the author hope his readers would remember 

after the details had been forgotten? That is, what are the central 
arguments that the author puts forth? (Please note: even in a biographical 
study, there are still arguments being put forth.) 

 
c. What photographers, and/or photographs, does the author consider at 

length, and why? What does he/she say about these people and images? 
What does he or she suggest is the significance of these individuals or 
images in American life and memory? 

 
d. And finally: what does this book add to our understanding of the central 

questions of this class? How does this book help us understand the 
creation of American visual culture? How does it deepen our 
understanding of the interpretive work that photography has done over the 
past 100+ years? How does it broaden our view of what and who has 
shaped that history? 

 
Supplemental Reading List 
--Patricia Bosworth, Diane Arbus: A Life 
--Gregory Gibson, Hubert’s Freaks: The Rare Book Dealer, the Times Square Talker, 
and the Lost Photographs of Diane Arbus 
--Linda Gordon, Dorothea Lange: A Life Beyond Limits 
--Linda Gordon and Gary Okihiro, eds., Impounded: Dorothea Lange and the Censored 
Images of Japanese American Internment  
--Bonnie Yochelson and Daniel Czitrom, Rediscovering Jacob Riis: Exposure Journalism 
and Photography in Turn-of-the Century New York 
--Erroll Morris, Believing is Seeing (Observations on the Mysteries of Photography) 
--Susan Sontag, On Photography 
--Laura Wexler, Tender Violence: Domestic Visions in an Age of U.S. Imperialism 
--Alan Trachtenberg, Reading American Photographs: Images As History, Matthew 
Brady to Walker Evans 
--Martha Sandweiss, Print the Legend: Photography and the American West 
--Peter Bacon Hales, Silver Cities: Photographing American Urbanization 
--Eric Breitbart, A World On Display: Photographs from the St. Louis Fair, 1904 
--Amitava Kumar, Passport Photos 
 



5)Final Project: To be explained later in the semester. (Due May 5.)  


