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The evIDeNce of SIghT

JUlIa aDeNey ThomaS

aBSTRacT

In The Archaeology of Knowledge, michel foucault focuses on excavating discursive 
formations, but he acknowledges that a pre-discursive reality, “the enigmatic treasure of 
‘things’ anterior to discourse,” also exists. This divide between the pre-discursive and the 
discursive is straddled, I argue, by photographs as historians use them. The reason for 
photography’s dual capacity lies with the complex nature of sight, which is both precogni-
tive (primarily so, as neuroscience demonstrates), and also culturally encoded. historians 
most commonly rely on mute sensuality; they place photographs in books with little com-
ment, implying that some form of unmediated recognition is possible. Used in this way, 
photographs cannot serve as the basis for new analyses but may underscore the affective 
stance of historians toward their topics. less commonly, historians interrogate photographs 
much like texts, locating them within the discourses through which they emerged. This 
strategy treats the experience of sight, in Joan Scott’s words, as “an interpretation that 
needs to be interpreted.” Photographs seen as discursive objects may provide understand-
ing of past political and social relations, but we lose any assurance that we can recognize 
and intuitively understand their subjects. In short, we risk blindness. I explore these two 
fundamentally different strategies for approaching photographs, using the concepts of rec-
ognition and excavation to examine an image made in 1946 by Japanese photographer 
hayashi Tadahiko. Photographs, I argue, expose our dual relationship with the past, both 
visceral and cultural. 
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Photographs flirt. This is why historians love them, and why they drive us crazy. 
Unlike texts, which we usually approach with delicacy and suspicion, photo-
graphs often disarm us. They appear to offer immediate access to past realities, 
and yet, when we try to embrace vanished worlds through them, we meet with 
resistance. We are left feeling baffled, even jilted, as photographs coyly with-
hold the full knowledge we desire. What I will argue here is that we will always 
remain unsatisfied with photography; it will never allow us to see the past as we 
long to see it. Instead, the provokingly unsatisfactory knowledge gained through 
photographic images reveals, as perhaps textual evidence never could, the duality 
of our relationship to the past, a relationship that is both visceral and discursive, 
both instinctual and interpretive, both voluptuous and analytical. In other words, 
because the evidence of sight is simultaneously sensuous and cognitive, it ap-
pears to promise complete satisfaction, but it delivers instead two different, often 
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incommensurate, types of perception. This essay explores what I see as historians’ 
principal approaches to photographic evidence, using the concepts of “recogni-
tion” and “excavation,” and a photographic example from postwar Japan. 

I. RecogNITIoN veRSUS excavaTIoN

a few words are in order about the terms of my analysis. one of the most intrigu-
ing aspects of history’s “visual turn” is its engagement with the neuroscience of 
sight as well as with cultural codes of seeing.1 I have deliberately chosen the terms 
“recognition” and “excavation” because they resonate in these distinct discourses. 
“Recognition” suggests not only the conscious act of identifying a photograph 
as a “likeness” of someone, some place, or some thing, but also the physiology 
of sight, the brain’s processing of light waves so that we and other creatures rec-
ognize safety and danger, friends and enemies, before we know it. Indeed, cur-
rent research suggests that most recognition is precognitive; we see and make 
determinations about what we are seeing before we are conscious of doing so. as 
neuroscientist michael S. gazzaniga tells us, “By the time your automatic brain 
gets done with the electrical signals your retina sends out, you have a highly di-
gested and transformed image. When you ‘perceive’ something, myriad automatic 
processes have already occurred.”2 historians, I will argue, not only share this 
pre-discursive, non-linguistic mode of perception but, when using photographs as 
evidence, they often rely on it, at least partly, to convey their sense of the past. 

however, historians are not relegated to appropriating photographs only as sen-
suous, non-linguistic data. another strategy, what I will call “excavation,” uses 
the tools of discursive analysis familiar to us through the work of michel fou-
cault and others to treat sight as an experience located within historically specific 
regimes of knowledge. In theorist John Tagg’s words, the photograph achieves 
evidentiary status “within certain institutional practices and within particular 
historical relations. . . .”� for reasons I will explore, this second, excavatory or 
archaeological strategy, predominant in interpreting texts, is less common when 
historians use photographs. When it comes to photographs, we historians tend to 
rely on recognition, on seeing with our own eyes.

In underscoring the differences between “recognition” and excavation,” I want 
to emphasize three overlapping sets of oppositions. The first opposition is this: 
while excavation relies on the photograph’s embeddedness in a whole network 
of social arrangements, recognition relies on the non-discursive perception of 
similarity and difference. It may seem surprising to suggest a role for difference 
in recognition. When we recognize a photograph as a “likeness”—an old term, 

1. history’s “visual turn” involves media besides photography, which is my focus here. Some of 
what I say applies to painting and film, but they provide distinctive challenges of their own when 
used as historical evidence. See, for instance, hayden White, “ahR forum: historiography and 
historiophoty,” American Historical Review 9�, no. 5 (December 1988), 119�-1199, and vanessa 
R. Schwartz, “Walter Benjamin for historians,” American Historical Review 106, no. 5 (December, 
2001), 1721-174�.

2. michael S. gazzaniga, The Mind’s Past (Berkeley: University of california Press, 1998), 85.
�. John Tagg, The Burden of Representation: Essays on Photographies and Histories  (minneapolis: 

University of minnesota Press, 199�), 4.
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after all, for photographic portraits—we seem to be stressing just similarity. But 
establishing “likeness” is more problematic than is often acknowledged. Before 
recognizing, say, a face, our brain unconsciously accounts for all the differences 
between the current patterns it perceives and previous ones. changing illumina-
tion and angles, added wrinkles, transformed hair, the addition of glasses, the 
stain of grief must all be processed for the degree of difference they present. If 
that degree is too great, then the face will be judged unrecognizable. only if the 
neurons processing sight suppress the inevitable differences will the friend of 
yesterday be welcomed once more, recognized as the “same” person. likeness 
depends on an evaluation of difference.

The play of difference and similarity occurs in conscious recognition as well. 
Roland Barthes provides the most famous theoretical embellishment of the dif-
ficulties with “likeness” in Camera Lucida as he strives to find a true image of 
his recently deceased mother. for him, this becomes a fool’s errand: “the only 
one which has given me the splendor of her truth is precisely a lost, remote pho-
tograph, one which does not look ‘like’ her, the photograph of a child I never 
knew.”4 “Ultimately,” Barthes tells us, “a photograph looks like anyone except the 
person it represents” if we knew him or her. The beloved living person, his or her 
“air,” his or her irreducible individuality, is always at odds with the photograph, 
but ignorance can sometimes secure similarity. Barthes admits that if he never met 
the subject of the photographs, he might judge them to be “‘likenesses’ because 
they conform to what I expect of them” from looking at other photographs.5 from 
this perspective, a photograph of, for instance, emperor hirohito looks only like 
other photographs of hirohito, not like the man himself. historians secure recog-
nition only by devaluing or ignoring difference.

excavation, on the other hand, stresses contiguity—not what the thing was like 
and unlike, but what it was part of, the discursive and material whole out of which 
it emerged. In contrast to recognition, approaching photographs as objects to be 
excavated underscores their material presence rather than their transparency. But 
it is not materiality itself that is of primary interest. as foucault argues in The 
Archaeology of Knowledge, the goal of the historian is to excavate the systematic 
regularities and practices that gave objects and enunciations their presence and 
meaning. although foucault acknowledges pre-discursive reality, he seeks “to 
substitute for the enigmatic treasure of ‘things’ anterior to discourse, the regular 
formation of objects that emerge only in discourse.”6 approached in this way, the 
photograph becomes a shard from the past. The goal is to uncover the network 
of connotations, practices, and relations of power—in short, the entire discursive 
system—through which it emerged as an object. Whereas recognition embraces 
the image as providing historical evidence through its likeness to something in the 
past, excavation fingers the edges of the image, seeking to recover the historical 
matrix out of which it came. This is the first contrast.

4. Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, transl. Richard howard (New 
york: fSg/hill and Wang, 1981), 10�.

5. Ibid., 102.
6. michel foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and the Discourse on Language, transl. a. m. 

Sheridan Smith (New york: Pantheon Books, 1972), 47.
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The second contrast between recognition and excavation has to do with process. 
Recognition is an act of substitution, whereas excavation is an act of reconstruc-
tion. When we recognize a photograph as a likeness, we treat it as the equivalent 
of something else. at least for a moment, a chemically treated rectangle of paper 
can stand in for, say, one’s mother. our ease with this uncanny operation, as many 
have suggested, is evident in ordinary language. Despite Barthes’s qualms, we 
continue to point to photographs and say “that’s my mother.” however, the pro-
cess is more complicated with excavation. When we treat the photograph as an 
excision from some larger whole, we stress its metonymic presence, treating it as 
a part broken off from a whole.7 We do not ask what it is a likeness of, but rather 
what it was part of. With a metonym, as when we shorten “the king wearing the 
crown” to “the crown,” we’re making a deletion, and not just any deletion, but 
an “illogical deletion,” as Roman Jakobson called it, since it would be clearer, 
or at least less figurative, to delete “wearing a crown” and shorten the phrase to 
“the king.”8 To say that a “king declared” is perfectly sensible, whereas talking 
headgear—when “the crown declared”—might strike us as bizarre were we not 
accustomed to this as an ordinary figure of speech. Likewise, with photography, 
there is no necessary logic as to which moment is captured on film. We can come 
to understand this odd excision from the past only when we recover the discursive 
system that produced it. This system, the regularities governing the photograph’s 
emergence as a meaningful object, may exist at some distance from us, an impor-
tant distance when we look at photographs as historical evidence. Its world may 
be quite different from ours, and thus require an archaeological effort. 

These different interpretive processes lead to the third and final contrast. Rec-
ognition supposes a direct connection, an intersection between two different 
temporal spheres: our present and the past seen in the photograph. The image 
becomes the point where these different temporalities intersect. With excavation, 
there is no assumption that our present intersects with their past. The discursive 
worlds of the past and the present each have their own integrity. They may exist 
on separate strata, and there is no reason to believe that a particular photograph 
functions similarly in both or means the same thing.

This essay, then, distinguishes sharply between “recognition” and “excavation” 
through three related oppositions: first, similarity and difference versus contigu-
ity; second, substitution versus reconstruction; and third, the intersection of past 
and present versus historical distance. historians can either recognize images as 
“likenesses” or we can treat them as fragments from some discursive framework 
of the past, a visible remnant of a now invisible whole. each approach provides 

7. Recently, eelco Runia has elevated the concept of “presence” in what he calls a metonymic phi-
losophy of history as opposed to the metaphoric tropes elaborated by hayden White. he argues that 
metonymic presence serves memory as opposed to interpretation. although I too am interested in the 
relationship between presence and metonymy, I am unwilling to forgo efforts to establish meaning. 
eelco Runia, “Presence,” History and Theory 45, no. 1 (2006), 1-29. hayden White, Metahistory: 
The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (Baltimore: Johns hopkins University 
Press, 197�).

8. literary critic David lodge discusses the close relationship between metonymy and synecdo-
che and the contrast between them and metaphor. See David lodge, The Modes of Modern Writing: 
Metaphor, Metonymy, and the Typology of Modern Literature (london: edward arnold Publishers, 
ltd., 1977), 7�-81. 
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a kind of evidence, a particular form of knowledge, but each has severe limita-
tions—as I will show by looking most particularly at a 1946 image of homeless 
children in Tokyo by the Japanese photographer hayashi Tadahiko (1918–1990). 

II. RecogNIzINg NaTIoNal coNDITIoNS IN PoSTWaR JaPaN

John Dower places a photograph of two dirty boys on page 62 of Embracing Defeat: 
Japan in the Wake of World War II, his richly-detailed, Pulitzer-prize winning study 
of the aftermath of war (figure 1). The adjacent text describes the terrible conditions 
endured by “the war’s youngest victims,” the orphaned or homeless children who 
haunted the railway stations and ruins of Japan’s fire-bombed cities.9 Unaided by 
the police, who rounded 
them up like stray dogs, 
and disdained by Japa-
nese society in general, 
over 120,000 urchins did 
whatever they could to 
survive—picking pock-
ets, shining shoes, beg-
ging, prostitution. The 
text provides a great deal 
of information about the 
circumstances surround-
ing Japanese children 
displaced by war. how-
ever, beyond renaming 
the photograph, calling 
it Street Children near 
Tokyo’s Ueno Station, 
1946, Dower says noth-
ing about it in particu-
lar. Neither the caption 
nor the text provides the 
photographer’s name, its 
Japanese title, or an inter-
pretation of the image.10

9. The fate of a different group of orphaned and abandoned children, those left on the asian main-
land in the wake of Japan’s defeat in 1945 called the Chūgoku zanryū Nihonjiin koji, is discussed in 
Robert efird, “Japan’s ‘War orphans’: Identification and State Responsibility,” Journal of Japanese 
Studies �4, no. 2 (Summer 2008). although both groups were largely ignored by the state and soci-
ety, the children in Japan grew up as Japanese citizens while most of the offspring left in china were 
never repatriated.

10. John W. Dower, Embracing Defeat: Japan in the Wake of World War II (New york: W. W. 
Norton and company/The New Press, 1999), 61-6�.

figure 1. “Street children near Tokyo’s Ueno Station, 
1946,” from John W. Dower, Embracing Defeat: Japan in 
the Wake of World War II (New york: W. W. Norton and 

company/The New Press, 1999), 62.
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What then is the relationship between this photograph of two boys and the 
text’s information about conditions in occupied Japan? It could be argued that 
Dower treats the photograph simply as illustration, as a visual anecdote supporting 
his broader depiction of postwar reality. Such an approach would be completely 
within the norms of the profession. Peter Burke describes historians’ modus ope-
randi in these words: “Relatively few historians work in photographic archives. 
. . . When they do use images, historians tend to treat them as mere illustrations, 
reproducing them in their books without comment. In cases in which the images 
are discussed in the text, this evidence is often used to illustrate conclusions that 
the author has already reached by other means, rather than to give new answers 
or to ask new questions.”11 although Dower is in fact one of those rare historians 
who has worked intensively with images—a pioneer in the history of Japanese 
photography and deeply sensitive to visual evidence—in Embracing Defeat he 
might be said to exemplify our profession’s habitual offhandedness toward pho-
tographs.12 his treatment implies that Street Children near Tokyo’s Ueno Station, 
1946 supports his conclusions about dire postwar social conditions and that we 
can recognize Japan’s national situation when looking at these boys. Without need 
for mediation or elaboration, a glance at these scrawny orphans shows us what 
occupied Japan was really like. 

 What goes unremarked is that recognizing postwar reality in this photograph 
requires us to overlook conspicuous differences between the image and past reali-
ties. obviously, the photograph—a two-dimensional, black and white picture—is 
not the same as human offspring who are uniformly three-dimensional, colorful, 
and all the rest of it, let alone the same as an abstraction like “national conditions.” 
an image is not reality, it is a representation; yet historians and their readers typi-
cally treat the photograph as a transparency, the inconsequential windowpane that 
gives the eye access to the real world of years ago.1� consider this difference: with 
textual evidence, historians insist that words are products of a particular person, 
place, and time. We are trained to provide an apparatus to locate texts, tracing 
their production as social artifacts. We give the names of authors, the titles of 
books, publication venues and dates, and so on when we cite a few words. With 
images, as treated here, this apparatus disappears. The picture in Dower’s book, 
for instance, appears without supporting documentation. The sole acknowledg-
ment occurs on page 651 with the photographer’s name in a list of “photo and 
illustration credits.” even in this list, there is no indication of where, when, or 
even whether hayashi Tadahiko’s photograph appeared in print, how it was made, 
what it was used for, who owns the copyright, or what its Japanese title is. The im-

11. Peter Burke, Eyewitnessing: The Uses of Images as Historical Evidence (Ithaca, Ny: cornell 
University Press, 2001), 10.

12. Dower wrote the introduction to A Century of Japanese Photography (New york: Pantheon 
Books, 1980), a translation of Nihon shashinshi: 1840–1945, ed. Japanese Photographers association  
(Tokyo: heibonsha, 1971), and is the driving force behind the website on Japan at http://visualizing-
cultures.mit.edu (accessed July 29, 2009). 

1�. for instance, Kendall l. Walton argues that “Photographs are transparent. We see the world 
through them” and goes even further, insisting that they convey not only sensation, but also “natural 
meaning.” for this discussion, see Walton, “Transparent Pictures: on the Nature of Photographic 
Realism,” Critical Inquiry 11, no. 2 (December 1984), 246-277.
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plication, in short, is that while words come laden with particular perspectives, a 
photograph is so transparent that its social network of production, its original title, 
even the photographer’s name, are irrelevant to its standing as historical evidence. 
Unlike art historians who dwell on the representational nature of images by giving 
identifying information about a print and its creator, we historians imply that we 
can recognize reality through photographs with immediacy. 

my point here is that the differences between photographs and reality are at 
once obvious yet invisible, blatant yet unremarked. Why do we historians so often 
ignore them? While Roland Bathes tells us that “likeness leaves me feeling un-
satisfied and somehow skeptical,” historians rarely voice such sentiments.14 Is our 
lack of discomfort or even interest in the systematic differences merely casual? I 
do not think so. obscuring these differences serves an urgent purpose for many 
historians: the purpose of securing the similarity of past and present experience. 
our experience today is like their experience then. With photographs, what we 
hope to share across time is visceral, physical, sensual, rather than cognitive. 

giorgio agamben confesses to enjoying this sense of connection, saying that 
the “quality [that] fascinates and entrances me in the photographs I love” is “the 
secret relationship between gesture and photography. . . . a good photographer 
knows how to grasp the eschatological nature of the gesture—without, howev-
er, taking anything away from the historicity or singularity of the photographed 
event.”15 In capturing this gesture, the photograph refers simultaneously to the 
eternal and to the particular, to death and to the resurrection of the dead through 
the image. history, I would argue, makes the same dual references. as we look 
at these little boys, one of them sucking intently on the end of a cigarette, the 
other touching his stomach lightly, his knees gracefully bent, we may feel in our 
bones that our bodies might fold in the same way, that other human bodies fold 
in this fashion, that the gestures here are both infinitely repeatable even as they 
were unique to that moment.16 as we look at these children, we may also imagine 
that we are seeing them just as hayashi saw them. although they are now grown 
and perhaps dead, we share what agamben calls “the eternal recapitulation of an 
existence.” our physicality guarantees knowledge of theirs, both the boys’ and the 
photographer’s—a shared species recognition.

Joan Scott calls this sort of evidence the “evidence of experience.” as usually 
understood, the evidence of experience is direct and unmediated. as Scott puts it, 
“Knowledge is gained through vision; vision is a direct apprehension of a world 
of transparent objects.”17 The belief in direct apprehension sets aside questions 
about modes of representation, the social production and role of photographs, 
the discursive structures surrounding them, and, most importantly—since we are 
historians—time itself, so that our experience of seeing now, today, is supposedly 
like the photographer’s experience of seeing then, in 1946. every glance at this 

14. Barthes, Camera Lucida, 10�.
15. giorgio agamben, Profanations, transl. Jeff fort (New york: zone Books, 2007), 2�-25. 

agamben has explored the sensual in other works as well. See, for instance, The Open: Man and 
Animal (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 200�).

16. The physiological basis for this sensation lies with the brain’s “mirror neurons,” which mimic 
the actions observed as the observer watches another. 

17. Joan Scott, “The evidence of experience,” Critical Inquiry 17 (Summer 1991), 775.
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image—or so the strategy of recognition implies—reaffirms the unity of past, 
present, and future sight. We can recognize these boys not only with our own eyes 
in our own time, but always. 

Scott argues that the problem with this approach is that it is pre-discursive 
and ahistorical. how can I assume that my experience or understanding matches 
hayashi’s or that of the little boys? I merely project my unreliable notions of what 
street life in bombed-out Tokyo must have been like, and I recognize this image 
as occupied Tokyo only because of the caption. To put it another way, I recognize 
this photograph as postwar Japan only because of a string of words, sentimental 
ignorance, and a desire to see it as such. from the image itself, I learn nothing 
new, and I allow it to pose no new questions. Thus my understanding will always 
be limited to what I already know and feel; from this approach I cannot achieve 
a new, articulated, critical grasp of the meaning of the past. for this reason, Scott 
and others distrust the claims of experience, the evidence, in this case, of sight. 

and yet, neuroscientists insist that the brain interprets much of what we see  
preconsciously; that we see before we think. as michael gazzaniga puts it, “the 
brain knows before you do.”18 Similarly, cognitive linguists george lakoff and 
mark Johnson argue that “thought is mostly unconscious.”19 as such, a case could 
be made that the “naive” use of photographs as illustration is not retrograde, but 
instead harnesses the way the brain functions to tap pre-discursive, preconscious 
modes of recognition. In using an image that registers Japan as non-threatening, 
Dower directs us to understand Street Children near Tokyo’s Ueno Station, 1946 
not as exemplifying his immediate text but as a critique of the very postwar Japa-
nese practices he describes. he tells us that children were rounded up by the po-
lice like stray dogs, but shows us evidence of two boys apprehended with kindness 
through a camera lens. The boys show no fear of the photographer looming over 
them, and Dower, before we know it and without telling us in words, conveys that 
we too should look at them—and, more broadly, postwar Japan—with sympathy. 
In a book arguing that the Japanese people and american occupation forces were 
joint agents in the creation of postwar peace, this photograph enables american 
readers to recognize ourselves in the Japanese people. more than an illustration 
of the text immediately surrounding it, Street Children near Tokyo’s Ueno Station, 
1946 can be seen as a form of visual persuasion relying on our inarticulate powers 
of recognition. With a glance, we embrace as our own the courage, fortitude, and 
essential humanity of america’s former enemies.

let me sum up my discussion of what I have been calling the strategy of recog-
nition. our trust in the photograph’s “likeness” is rooted in visceral sympathies, 
in preconscious functions of the brain. To recognize “likeness” is to have the sen-
sation of connection; it effaces or downplays difference and rests not on analyti-
cal understanding or on historical investigation of the two-dimensional object in 
front of us, but on the desire and expectation that we can intuitively embrace past 
realities through a photograph. Besotted by recognition, we historians lurch at 
the photograph like sentimental drunks toward a barstool companion. Resistance 

18. gazzaniga, The Mind’s Past, 6�.
19. george lakoff and mark Johnson, Philosophy in the Flesh: The Embodied Mind and its 

Challenge to Western Thought (New york: Basic Books, 1999), �. 
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comes less from the image than from our bleary realization that perhaps all we can 
glimpse in its surface is ourselves. This is not an entirely satisfactory picture.

III. excavaTINg NaTIoNal coNDITIoNS

let us turn, then, to excavation. While recognition pivots on similarity and differ-
ence, bringing past and present together in a sloppy, physical embrace, excavation 
is a far more cerebral approach to the image. It requires greater reserve. There’s 
no sliding off barstools here. our courtship of the photograph  does not rely on 
precognitive sensations, but on research into the social, political, aesthetic, and 
economic conditions of a photograph’s production and consumption. In fact, for 
these purposes, the image is best approached as opaque. It may not look like any-
thing we ourselves can recognize. It may not be accessible through reference to our 
own experience. In short, we need enter the discursive system within which it had 
meaning as though we were blind. as I said in describing metonyms, unless one is 
versed in a world where kings wear crowns and issue edicts, the phrase “the crown 
declares” will be gnomic if not sheer nonsense. likewise, if we wish to understand 
a photograph’s historical reality metonymically, we must struggle to see it as part 
of its own world. only then does it become possible for the image to serve as evi-
dence of its time, rather than as testimony of our own “eternal” humanity.

In dealing with photographs, though, historians rarely choose excavation. There 
are two reasons for this—one ideological that I have already touched on, and one 
practical. first, ideologically, to radically historicize sight challenges the assumed 
continuity of direct experience. as Scott argues, many historians refuse to treat 
experience, an experience such as sight, as “an interpretation that needs to be inter-
preted” because they want experience to serve as the unquestioned, foundational 
ground for history.20 The second reason we rarely consider how an image looked 
to the eyes of the past is that such evidence is extraordinarily difficult to come by. 
how can we hope to see as others saw if we cannot assume that they saw as we 
do? If the experience of sight must always be historicized, and if we cannot depend 
on species recognition, where can we rest our hopes? however, in the particular 
case of hayashi Tadahiko’s image, we are in luck. We have evidence in the form 
of a debate in the amateur photography magazine Camera showing how some of 
hayashi’s contemporaries saw his street photography. What we discover from re-
constructing this debate and its surrounding social and political conditions is that at 
least in some eyes hayashi’s image was far from real. according to these contem-
poraries, we do not see reality, we do not see the real conditions of occupied Japan, 
when we look at the image they called Ueno, furōji [Ueno, vagrant children]. They 
would tell us that John Dower has been misled by visceral sympathies.

The “unreality” of hayashi’s street photography was asserted in two different 
ways by his contemporaries. critic Watanabe Kosho (1914–9�) declared the sub-
ject matter dubious: “The characteristics of such subjects as beggars and tramps 
are idleness, sickness, and abnormality. They lack will for hope and self-improve-
ment. They are truly animal-like and primitive. It would be desirable for them to 

20. Scott, “The evidence of experience,” 797.
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disappear entirely.”21 Watanabe admitted that street photographers Domon Ken 
(1909–90) and Kimura Ihei (1901–74) had managed to treat such subjects ap-
propriately, but he insisted that most images of the down-and-out reify an untruth 
or present a truth that is so partial as to be essentially untrue. Watanabe accused 
most “beggar photographers” (kojiki shashinsha) of taking “despicable, sentimen-
tal vagrant snap shots . . . as self-indulgent as masturbation.”22 from Watanabe’s 
vantage, the reality of postwar conditions could be found only in photographs of 
the socially responsible, hard-working majority. 

Less dramatically but just as definitively, another critic, Tanaka Masao, also 
attacked hayashi’s work. Unlike Watanabe, Tanaka defended the subject mat-
ter as real, but he specifically dismissed Hayashi’s work as focusing “on find-
ing the romantic appeal [romanchikkuna joushu] of deteriorating postwar social 
conditions, and thus having no connection to the later beggar photography (kojiki 
shashin) that “captures the reality of ordinary lives in Tokyo.”2� according to 
Tanaka, hayashi’s work idealizes its subject matter. 

In short, for these two critics, hayashi’s work is fantasy: we cannot look at his 
image and see real street children or the real conditions in Japan at the time. In 
dismissing hayashi’s work as prurient curiosity or as overly romantic, Watanabe 
and Tanaka placed quotation marks around Ueno, furōji, insisting that we see it as 
a misrepresentation rather than, as Dower and later historians have done, as a true 
likeness or presentation of postwar reality.

These critiques give us the rare opportunity of seeing through the eyes of the 
dead, but they are also unsettling. They can make us feel blind. I, for instance, 
do not, with my own eyes, see that hayashi’s photograph relishes or masks the 
boys’ suffering. Neither the masturbatory self-indulgence nor the romantic appeal 
of this image is apparent to me. however, if my question as a historian is what 
photography can reveal about the past, what the evidentiary status of a particular 
image is, then I must take seriously not how I might see the photograph but how 
it was seen during Japan’s postwar recovery. eschewing recognition, the archaeo-
logical approach directs our efforts not into the image with the assumption that 
sight is a universal experience, but outwards from the image toward the web of 
practices, commentary, and institutions surrounding it at a precise historical mo-
ment. We treat the photograph as an excision, a random, possibly illogical, dele-
tion, from a complex past that we need to work to recover.

Such excavation is demanding. any single image serves as a node in many com-
plex networks, and the archival conventions identifying images are lax. Take, for 
instance, publication history. This is crucial to understanding how a photograph 
functioned in the past, how it would have been seen, and yet discovering which of 
the many possible venues presented by Ueno, furōji requires time, diligence, and, 
mostly, luck. let me give some sense of this task. In the years immediately after 

21. Watanabe Kosho, “Kojiki shashin hanbaku: Camera gogatsu gō Tanaka shi no ichibun e” [A 
Refutation of Beggar Photography: In Reference to mr. Tanaka’s Piece in the may Issue of Camera] 
Camera 46, no. 1 (July 195�), 112. 

22. Ibid., 112.
23. Tanaka Masao, “Kojiki shashinron: furōji, runpen okii ni torubeshi [On Beggar Photography: 

The Importance of Taking Pictures of Street Urchins and Beggars] Camera 45, no. 5 (may 195�), 
7�.
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the war, there were over eighteen photography hobby magazines such as Camera; 
dozens of cheap sensational rags publishing photographs; many more popular, 
photographically illustrated magazines and newspapers; thousands of posters and 
brochures using photo-
graphs; impressive num-
bers of illustrated books; 
and countless govern-
ment documents embel-
lished with this medium. 
Not all of this printed 
matter has found its way 
into libraries, and no da-
tabase details or even cat-
alogs the images used in 
them. moreover, an im-
age often changes from 
publication to publica-
tion: it may be cropped, 
used in a montage, given 
a different name, printed 
in alternative ways, and 
transformed by differ-
ent kinds of paper; all 
of this raises the issue 
of whether it is a single 
object we are tracing or 
many. To give one con-
temporary example of 
the image’s many mani-
festations, hayashi’s 
photograph was part of 
a 200� american exhi-
bition, The History of 
Japanese Photography, 
for which Dower was a 
consultant, but close inspection shows that this exhibition’s version is not the 
same as the one in Embracing Defeat (figure 2). In The History of Japanese 
Photography’s version, on the right-hand side, another small boy looks up toward 
the photographer.

It turns out that Hayashi’s photograph of these street children first appeared in 
Fujin kōron, a monthly women’s magazine, in october, 1946 in the second part 
of a two-part story called “Wasurerareta kodomo” [forgotten children]. far from 
being presented as an integral statement in its own right on street children, Ueno, 
furōji was part of a collage on the fifth page of the five-page photo essay.  Parts 
of two other hayashi photographs were placed on top of it, disrupting his com-
position, and a white block containing text written by the accompanying reporter 

figure 2. “hayashi Tadahiko, Smoking War Orphans, 
Ueno, from the Days of Dregs series, 1946, gelatin-silver 
photograph, 1� 7/8 x 11 in. (�5.4 x 28 cm.). yamaguchi 

Prefectural museum of art.” from The History of Japanese 
Photography, ed. anne Wilkes Tucker et al. (New haven: 
yale University Press in association with the houston mu-

seum of fine arts, 200�), [Plate 144] 226.
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slices through the head of the boy on the left. The text says that children living on 
Tokyo’s streets seem “attracted to a world without falsity or formality.”  In con-
trast to that simplicity, the photograph is subordinated to the magazine’s cluttered 
design and placed next to a story for middle-class mothers on making children’s 
clothes, a story illustrated with hand-drawn sketches of charming, well-dressed 
little girls. The visual and textual hodgepodge of this original 1946 publication 
contrasts sharply with the clean legibility of the presentation in Embracing De-
feat.24 yet other versions of Ueno, furōji may have appeared in other magazines, 
newspapers, posters, or government documents, either Japanese or those of the 
allied forces, but I have not seen evidence for this and doubt it. certainly, the 
photograph was excluded from the few international museum exhibitions and 
catalogs of the period, such as the National Museum of Modern Art’s first pho-
tography show in 195�, edward Steichen’s Family of Man exhibition that toured 
Japan in 1956, and later John Szarkowski’s exhibition, New Japanese Photogra-
phy, at New york’s museum of modern art in 1974.25 It may have appeared in 
small exhibitions, collections, or histories, but as far as I know, Uneo, furōji made 
its real debut to the wider public only in 1980 in a collection of hayashi’s work, 
Kasutori jidai (Days of Dregs).26 In other words, during the occupation and long 
thereafter, hayashi’s photograph of the smoking orphan and his hungry friend 
was seen only by those who happened to look at a single issue of an occupation-
era women’s  magazine. Its minor iconic status was achieved only recently, and, 
even as an icon, its form is inconstant. In Kasutori jidai, rough paper and sharp 
tonal contrasts create a dark image resisting the clarity found in the 200� catalog 
and in Dower’s Embracing Defeat.27 

The photograph’s publication history accords with the marginal nature of 
hayashi’s own social matrix. hayashi, as with other leading photographers of 
the day, was a professional, but “professional” hardly implied a stable, middle-
class existence with steady work, or the life of an artist exhibiting in art museums 
and selling original prints (such institutions and markets hardly existed in Japan 
before the late 1980s). Instead, “professional” referred to the men—and a hand-
ful of women—who operated portrait studios, worked as photographers for the 
Japanese war effort (Hayashi was in China), developed film for others including 
american gIs stationed in Japan after the war, wrote essays, judged contests, 
went on lecture tours, and sold images to newspapers and magazines on a free-
lance basis. from these efforts, they made a precarious living, existing close to 

24. hayashi Tadahiko, “Wasurerareta kodomo” [forgotten children], Fujin kōron (october 1946), 
no. �52, no page numbers.  (The reporter’s name is not given; presumably unlike hayashi, he or she 
was a member of Fujin kōron’s permanent staff.)

25. No work by hayashi appears in the latter two exhibitions, and only his portrait of movie 
star hara Setsuko was chosen for the 195� show. Gendai shashin ten: Nihon to Amerika (Tokyo: 
Kokuritsu kindai bijustsukan, 195�); edward Steichen, The Family of Man (New york: The museum 
of modern art, 1955); John Szarkowski, New Japanese Photography (New york: The museum of 
modern art, 1974).

26. hayashi Tadahiko, Kasutori jidai, with an essay by yoshiyuki Junnosuke (Tokyo: asahi 
Sonorama, 1980), 15. 

27. It is now included in standard collections. See, for instance, Nihon shashin zenshū: vol. 
4, Sensō no kiroku (The complete history of Japanese Photography War Photography) (Tokyo: 
Shōgakukan, 1987), 109.
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the margins of society, to the demi-monde of prostitutes, drunks, and writers and 
artists who were the subject of some of hayashi’s portraits. from this perspective, 
reconnecting “Ueno, furōji” to its own world metonymically, we can see it as a 
small, money-making venture by a man who rubbed shoulders with the down-
and-out on a daily basis. he made the image not to serve as witness to a national 
problem, but to gain some income from a magazine for middle-class women with 
little interest in policy or photography per se and great concern for their own 
domestic challenges. located in this world, hayashi had no opportunity to “see” 
reality for the nation as a whole.

When it comes to seeing for the nation, america—where photography had a large, 
partly government-funded role in the public sphere—provides a striking contrast to 
Japan. There was nothing in Japan like the federally funded farm Security admin-
istration projects of Walker evans (190�–75) and Dorothea lange (1895–1965) that 
sought to bring photography to bear on social welfare policy.28 Nor could Japanese 
photographers reach the broad audience available to americans publishing in Life, 
Fortune, and Look magazines, where print runs reached millions per week.29 al-
though in November of 1947, Natori yonosuke founded Shūkan Sun News, imitat-
ing Life’s emphasis on photojournalism, the magazine suffered from low circulation 
and financial problems and folded about a year later. Nor was there a subculture of 
organized activist photographers in Japan similar to american groups like the Photo 
league, centered in New york, which investigated urban poverty and attracted the 
suspicions of the fBI on the lookout for communists.�0 even though camera clubs 
were common in postwar Japan—and hayashi was part of one�1—these small as-
sociations were usually not politically oriented. Given, then, the different configura-
tion of the public sphere inhabited by photography in Japan, we have to understand 
that hayashi’s image could not document postwar conditions in the same way that 
Dorothea lange documented Dust Bowl refugees. hayashi’s image did not stand 
witness to a national reality, made no policy demands, and failed to raise the red flag 
of revolution. his work must instead be understood within Tokyo’s demi-monde 
and as a small-time commercial product.

hayashi seems to have been comfortable with this limited public engagement 
and his gregarious life of semi-decadence, so perhaps we can begin to see why his 
politicized critics Watanabe and Tanaka saw his work as unreal, self-indulgent, and 
romantic. The question then becomes how any photograph, given the restricted 
public sphere of photography, could succeed in being properly political according 
to these critics. But recall that both Watanabe (with less enthusiasm) and Tanaka 
claimed that some “beggar photography” managed to convey the real conditions 

28. See, for instance, cara a. finnegan, Picturing Poverty: Print Culture and FSA Photographs 
(Washington, Dc: Smithsonian Books, 200�).

29. James l. Baughman, Henry R. Luce and the Rise of the American News Media (Boston: 
Twayne Publishers, 1987), and Looking at Life Magazine, ed. erika Doss (Washington, Dc: 
Smithsonian Institution Press, 2001)

�0. lili corbus Bezner, Photography and Politics in America: From the New Deal into the Cold 
War (Baltimore: John hopkins University Press, 1999), details government pressure on the Photo 
league.

�1. hayashi, along with photographer higuchi Tadao (1916–1992), photographer and editor of 
Camera, Kuwabara Kineo (191�–2007), and others, formed the ginryusha in october 1947.
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of power. They pointed 
to two photographic se-
ries running from 1949 
to 1950 in Camera mag-
azine: Kimura Ihei’s Shin 
Tokyo Album and Domon 
Ken’s Machi. Wata-
nabe apparently found 
some cheer and uplift in 
these pictures. Tanaka, 
more enthusiastically, 
saw these two bodies of 
work as having “monu-
mental significance” 
and as ushering in “the 
era of beggar photogra-
phy . . . featuring street 
children, beggars, and 
prostitutes.”�2 To Tana-
ka’s eyes, Kimura and 
Domon achieve a deep 
understanding of brutal 
social forces and “por-
tray human beings from 
a new point of view,” not 
as existing “alone but in 
connection with other 

human beings . . . and with society,” conveying, in Tanaka’s words, class conflict 
“from the workers’ point of view.”�� Stated differently, both critics wanted images 
to function metonymically within an overtly political discourse, either bourgeois 
democratic or social revolutionary. Whereas in their eyes hayashi fails, Kimura 
and Domon succeed. But why?

Iv. KImURa IheI aND meToNymIc memoRIeS

To answer this question, let us look briefly at Kimura’s “success,” his nine-image 
series called Shin Tokyo Album. Kimura’s cheerful attitude must have appealed to 
Watanabe. In his introduction, Kimura declares, “Lately I find everything that is 
happening in Tokyo beautiful and entertaining. my series Shin Tokyo Album will 
demonstrate how I deal with this motif.”�4 Kimura goes on to say that he hopes 

�2. Tanaka, “Kojiki shashinron,” 7�.
��. Ibid., 74.
�4. Kimura Ihei, Shin Tokyo Album, No. 1, 1949, Camera �8, no. 1 (July 1949), no pagination. 

There are nine images but the last two, published in Camera �9, no. � (march 1950), were assigned 
number 8, although the first two, published together in Camera �8, no. 1 (July 1949) were assigned 
numbers 1 and 2.

figure �. Kimura Ihei, Asakusa Kōen [asakusa Park] Shin 
Tokyo Album, No. 1, Camera �8, no. 1 (July 1949). 
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both to record facts and convey his feelings, a condensation of objective informa-
tion and subjective interpretation that Tanaka advocates. however, as I look at his 
images, and as I read the critics’ commentary, I have the same sense of blindness 
I initially had with hayashi’s purported self-indulgence and romanticization. To 
me, Kimura’s images are not excisions from a political discourse, but expressions 
of nostalgia and aesthetic experimentation. 

Writing about the first image in the series (Figure 3), Kimura remi-
nisces, saying “asakusa is my home; I’ve lived there since I was a kid.  
. . . People in asakusa are so gregarious and laid back, that’s what I like about 
them.”�5 looking at this photograph, I wonder how it is that Kimura sees gregari-
ousness, and even more 
how Tanaka sees worker 
solidarity, when these 
exhausted faces stare off 
in different directions. 
I would be tempted to 
say that hayashi’s little 
boys with the crowd 
behind them are more 
socially embedded, and 
yet again it is not what 
I see but what they saw 
that I am attempting to 
understand. Kimura’s 
second photograph in 
this series (figure 4), 
created in april 1949, 
also provokes memories 
for him, this time not of 
boyhood but of working 
as a wartime photojour-
nalist with the Japanese 
army, although he refers 
merely to “traveling in 
north china.”�6 This 
scene at the festival for 
Kannon reminds Kimura 
of a similar storytelling 

35. Kimura Ihei, “Asakusa Kōen” [Asakusa Park] Shin Tokyo Album, No. 1, 1949, and Kimura 
Ihei, “Kannon Matsuri no Tsuji Kōshaku” [Tsuji-kōshaku at the Kannon Festival] Shin Tokyo Album, 
No. 1, 1949, Camera �8, no. 1 (July 1949), no pagination.

�6. Kimura Ihei, Kannon Matsuri no Tsuji Kōshaku (Tsuji-kōshaku at the Kannon Festival), Shin 
Tokyo Album, No. 1, 1949, Camera �8, no. 1 (July 1949), no pagination. “Kannon” is the Japanese 
name of the bodhisattva of compassion, and she is the central deity in Asakusa’s Sensōji temple. It 
has been asserted that the brand name “canon” used to have a slightly different form (before it was 
formerly registered as a trademark), “Kwanon,” and the namesake of this Kwanon is said to be this 
bodhisattva. The “history of canon” on the canon homepage has some stories about this. according 
to this “History,” it was the company founder Yoshida Gorō’s idea. 

figure 4. Kimura Ihei, Kannon Matsuri no Tsuji Kōshaku 
(Storytelling Performance at the Kannon festival)  

Shin Tokyo Album, No. 2, Camera �8, no. 1 (July 1949).
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performance he saw in Beijing.�7 Kimura’s sweet—I might even say “self-indul-
gent” and “romantic”—reminiscences avoid any mention of the war on the con-
tinent or in Tokyo where the March 1945 firebombing flattened the very area he 
portrays. 

other images in the series raise technical issues. figure 5, for instance, is a 
visual experiment. Kimura says, “I thought I could create the illusion of three-
dimensionality if I could capture in a single image both a set of objects that are 
parallel to the lens and another set at a different angle. This photograph seems to 
have accomplished my goal. But, still,” Kimura writes, “my point is to capture 
Tokyo’s everyday life.”�8 again, that he sees “everyday life” in this photograph  
where no human beings appear arrests my attention and makes me ponder how 
different his sight is from mine. 

To my eyes, then, Shin Tokyo Album resists the political characterizations of 
critics Tanaka and Watanabe, as well as the idea of everydayness offered by their 
creator Kimura. excavation has not allowed me to recover my sight. however, I 
can use my blindness. To recognize how difficult it is to see the photographs from 
this period is to recognize how different that time was from ours. In recovering 
some of the network of images, commentary, institutions, and practices in which 
these opaque photographs were embedded, I can interrogate them for what they 
show about postwar Japan. 

The most important question for me, as for John Dower and for the critics and 
photographers of occupied Japan, is what they show about the social realities 

�7. This type of performance is called tsuji-kōshaku. he uses “hokuhei” for Beijing.
�8. Kimura Ihee, Yūrakuchō fukin nite [Near Yūrakuchō] Shin Tokyo Album, No. 7, 1950, Camera 

�9, no. 2 (february 1950), no pagination.

figure 5. Kimura Ihei, Yūrakuchō fukin nite [Near Yūrakuchō]  
Shin Tokyo Album, No. 7, Camera 9, no. 2 (february 1950).
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and political possibilities emerging in the public sphere after the brutal war. as 
the foregoing investigation demonstrates, any visualization of this public sphere 
was strikingly limited in its reach. any attempt to provide a “national” vision was 
thwarted by the restricted readership of photographic publications, the social po-
sition and mixed motives of the photographers, and the lack of a shared aesthetic 
vocabulary that could signal critique through different styles. Neither hayashi 
Tadahiko’s orphans nor Kimura Ihei’s rooftops spurred political action or became 
iconic at the time. This failure to create defining photographic images reveals, 
with startling clarity, the difficulty of establishing consensus on what constituted 
“reality,” “society,” and “daily life.” given this lack of consensus on fundamen-
tal issues—the lack, in other words, of a shared vocabulary or shared social vi-
sion—broad popular discussion of government structures and policies, and the 
creation of a truly democratic civil society, were thwarted. Perhaps what emerges 
most clearly through this excavation is a deep understanding of the fragmented 
nature of the postwar Japanese public and how that fragmentation circumscribed 
its popular politics. We can understand this by recovering photographs as though 
they were objects buried in an archaeological stratum, understanding them in that 
situation without being able to recognize them in the present. Through metonymic 
strategies, we do not see the orphans themselves. however, we can see how their 
image was positioned in postwar Japanese society, and through that, we can see 
that postwar Japanese society had few means for rendering their plight part of 
democratic practices. 

v. coNclUSIoN: SeNSUoUS mUTeNeSS veRSUS BlIND DIScoURSe

In his foreword to Dipesh chakrabarty’s Habitations of Modernity, homi Bhabha 
tells us that “The task of a foreword is to ask, What, my friend, have you risked in 
this work?”�9 Perhaps this is also the task of a conclusion. What has been risked 
and what, if anything, has been gained by this excursus into the historian’s use of 
photographs? much, certainly, has been risked. When we approach photographs 
as likenesses, we lose our grasp of the historicity of experience, we elide the dif-
ference between now and then, we block the possibility of seeing differently and 
thus seeing new meanings. When, on the other hand, we approach photographs 
as embedded in their own discursive worlds, we blind ourselves, no longer able 
to rely on our eyes, to trust our sensual experience to provide evidence. Through 
recognition, we have the experience of pre-discursive sight, a sensuous muteness 
without language, which is perhaps why historians often do not discuss the pho-
tographs we use as illustrations. Through excavation, we treat each experience as 
an interpretation that we must interpret; here we must distrust our senses, question 
their reliability at every turn, and struggle to expose the sightlines of the dead. 
often, though not in every case, we are faced with a choice when we approach 
photographs: we can see mutely or talk blindly.

Philosopher andy clark, art historian Barbara maria Stafford, and historian 
Philip ethington, among others, seek to unify the neuroscience of sight and stud-

�9. homi K. Bhabha, foreword, in Dipesh chakrabarty, Habitations of Modernity: Essays in the 
Wake of Subaltern Studies (chicago: University of chicago Press, 2002), x.
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ies in visual culture, but my own sense is that much would be lost if we were to  
map, as ethington suggests, the world onto the brain.40 although I am convinced 
that history’s “visual turn” necessitates a re-engagement with bodies and environ-
ments, this re-engagement does not lead inexorably to a unified theory of visual 
experience. Sensation and meaning are distinct and sometimes in conflict. Indeed, 
experiments with the brain have documented radical disjunctions in the way that 
different parts of it process sight. for instance, a recent study explores two areas 
of the brain that process visual information, the more primitive part that perceives 
without our being consciously aware of this perception, and the occipital cortex 
that processes conscious sight. The independent functioning of these areas was 
vividly demonstrated when a man blinded by strokes in his occipital cortex was 
found to be able to navigate around objects he could not consciously see. al-
though his conscious mind registered no visual sense of the world around him, 
part of his brain was in fact seeing objects in this path and letting his body know 
that he should move right or left accordingly.41 Other research supports the find-
ing that there are discrepancies between conscious and unconscious knowledge of 
images as well as objects.42 In short, we see both precognitively and cognitively, 
and these perceptions do not always accord with each other. Sensuous muteness 
and blind discourse are different forms of knowing and provide different forms of 
historical evidence. 

all this shows, I believe, that there is no easy resolution, no middle ground to be 
found in the charged encounter with a photographic image. and yet, I am unwill-
ing to give up either recognition or excavation. In calling forth simultaneously our 
sensuous capacities and our analytical abilities, the photograph toys with us. as a 
piece of evidence, it reminds historians that ours is an impossible—and endlessly 
beguiling—task. on the one hand, attention to embodiment upends the classic 
dictum that history ought to concern itself only with conscious thought.4� on the 
other hand, without the precision of discursive analysis, we lose the tools to inter-
rogate and understand the radical difference of the past. as visual historians try to 
make form and meaning of the world that was and is both visceral and discursive, 
we must grapple with the contradictory means of knowing at our disposal.

University of Notre Dame

 

40. andy clark, Being There: Putting Brain, Body, and World Together Again (cambridge, ma: 
mIT Press, 1998); Barbara maria Stafford, Echo Objects: The Cognitive Work of Images (chicago: 
University of chicago Press, 2007); and Philip J. ethington, “Sociovisual Perspective: vision and the 
forms of the human Past,” unpublished paper, quoted with permission.

41. Beatrice de gelder et al., “Intact Navigation Skills after Bilateral loss of Striate cortex,” 
Current Biology 18, no. 24 (2009), R1128-R1129. This research shows that human beings “can sus-
tain sophisticated visuo-spatial skills in the absence of perceptual awareness . . .” (R1128).

42. for interesting examples, see Roger N. Shepard, Mind Sights: Original Visual Illusions, 
Ambiguities, and Other Anomalies, With a Commentary on the Play of Mind in Perception and Art 
(San francisco: W. h. freeman, 1990).

4�. R g. collingwood states this view succinctly in The Idea of History (oxford: oxford 
University Press, 1956), especially “epilegomena,” 205-2�4.


