
When U.S. and Mexican artists and critics considered the question of 
the aesthetic autonomy of photography in the 1920s, they found 

themselves wrestling with the competing frameworks of a previous genera-
tion—namely, with the debate between pictorialism and a scientific conception 
of this technological apparatus—and the provocative modernist conception 
they devised, according to which objectivity and intentionality were insepara-
bly linked, emerged out of the limitations of the existing paradigms. According 
to the scientific stance on photography, the machine embodies the promise to 
know the world independently of human subjectivity, beyond the fallibility of 
human observation.1 Indeed, the camera renders subjectivity or intentionality 
irrelevant because, as Ian Jeffrey puts it, photography constitutes the “discov-
ery of nature’s capacity to register its own images.”2 The camera is thus the 
“pencil of nature,” to invoke the famous title of Henry Fox Talbot’s collection 
of photographs, but this indexicality categorically excludes artistic intention. 
Pictorialism, by contrast, rejected the claim that photography was not art. “To 
demonstrate that photography was an art” and challenge the reduction of pho-
tography to its “mechanical nature,” the pictorialists made “the photographic 
print” into “a hand-made object.”3 By manually manipulating the print, the 
photographer would not simply record an objective scene but would also ex-
press an artistic intention or a subjective mood. In short, the issue amounted 
to seeing photography as either a way of knowing the world or as a mode of 
expression. In the Mexican context, this debate acquired further connotations 
insofar as the scientific position was linked with attempts to document the 
Revolution and to the extent that pictorialism became the aesthetic for captur-
ing picturesque scenes.4 Therefore, if photography asserted its aesthetic auton-
omy, it would seem to find itself committed to the project of manipulating the 
print and imitating painterly techniques to express a private subjectivity or a 
non-social view of the natural world. 

The modernist photographers examined in this paper thus came to see that 
pictorialism established the artistic character of photography at the expense of 
the autonomy of the medium and of its social meaning. Desperately striving to 
secure photography’s place alongside the other arts, pictorialism betrayed the 
specific potential of the camera. As a result, one often finds modernists par-
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adoxically agreeing with the scientific and documentary view on the non-ar-
tistic nature of the medium. For instance, Marius De Zayas, the Mexican art 
critic and close friend of Alfred Stieglitz, asserts flatly that “Photography is 
not art” (130).5 However, he continues, “photographs can be made into Art” 
130). But, for the modernist, they will not be made into art by manually ma-
nipulating the negative. They can only become art if they embrace what Paul 
Strand calls photography’s “absolute unqualified objectivity.”6 Insofar as “[t]he 
full potential power of every medium is dependent upon the purity of its use,” 
any “attempt at mixture” produces “dead things” (142). Categorically rejecting 
the conventions of pictorialist photography, Strand asserts that “hand work 
and manipulation [are] merely the expression of an impotent desire to paint” 
(142). Photography could produce artistic results not because it expresses the 
artist’s subjective mood but because it was, to use the various terms of the day, 
“honest,” “straight,” and “objective.” 

The notion of medium specificity plays a crucial role in the familiar story 
about the development of modernist photography. However, I would suggest 
that this story deflates the significance of the conception of objectivity at work 
in modernist photography because it reduces it to a matter of distinguishing 
photography from other artistic media. Modernist photography insists not 
only on the autonomy of the medium but also on its aesthetic autonomy. At the 
same time, it embraces the scientific conception of photography as the medium 
uniquely suited to revealing aspects of the world that the human eye cannot 
or does not normally see. To reconcile these apparently incompatible positions 
and take modernist photography seriously, we must clarify the conception of 
objectivity in the modernist project. Objectivity, for the modernists, does not 
amount to correspondence with an independent object, a correspondence that 
could be attained by abstracting from subjectivity, as, for instance, in the cam-
era’s mechanical reproduction of what lies in front of the lens. The modernists 
acknowledge the indexicality of the camera, but they also suspend this index-
icality by composing the picture to express the truth of the object, a truth that 
cannot be reduced to immediate appearances. In other words, the modernists 
attempt to defeat what we conventionally regard as “photographic truth” in 
order to assert the truth of mediation. Accordingly, the modernists reconceive 
objectivity as inseparable from intentionality. Contrary to the presumption 
that intentionality exists “in the mind,” modernist photography insists that in-
tentionality exists only when it is objective, when it assumes a material realiza-
tion to which it, nonetheless, cannot be reduced. And if intentionality must be 
objective, it cannot be conceived as merely subjective or private; it is necessarily 
public, and thus, shareable with others. The autonomy of modernist photogra-
phy, I submit, amounts to this inseparability of objectivity and intentionality.7 
Modernist photography neither mechanically indexes the world nor projects a 
subjective meaning distinct from the object. It makes available a shared world 
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of meaning that cannot be reduced to either immediate experience or brute 
material existence. 

This paper will present an account of this objectivity-as-autonomy by 
examining how it was developed by various photographers in Mexico in the 
1920s and 1930s: Edward Weston, Manuel Álvarez Bravo, and Paul Strand. 
As Horacio Fernández and Salvador Albiñana have proposed, the moment 
of modernist photography in Mexico can be delimited by the publication of 
two works: Hugo Brehme’s Das Malerische Mexiko (Picturesque Mexico, 
1923) and Anita Brenner’s The Wind that Swept Mexico (1940).8 Brehme’s 
collection of photographs, which was a commercial success in Germany and 
Mexico, effectively identified the pictorialist aesthetic with the picturesque, 
with Mexico’s striking natural and cultural landscape. On the other side of 
the modernist moment, Brenner’s book made photography significant for its 
ability to document the turbulent history of the Mexican Revolution. This pe-
riodization helpfully brings to light how modernist photographers in Mexico 
not only rejected the pictorialist manipulation of the medium and its reduc-
tion to a document; they also found themselves refusing local color and grand 
historical events.9 The photograph would have to be able to grip the viewer on 
the basis of its internal criteria, not because it registered remarkable content, 
like a volcano or revolutionary peasants. At the same time, everything would 
seem to be stacked against the possibility that photography could count as 
art, as more than an indexical document. Without pre-existing institutional 
supports that validate a work as art and working in a medium typically seen 
as merely mechanical, the modernists had to find ways to make their photo-
graphic works compel conviction as art on their own terms. In other words, 
the aesthetic autonomy of photography could not be assumed; it had to be as-
serted.10 The modernists thus had to show how “external circumstances” could 
be “actively taken up by us in ways that are irreducibly normative” (Brown 30). 
Autonomy, in this sense, is not a matter of “metaphysical independence” (30). 
Rather, it is a question of “choosing that about which one has no choice” (36), 
of making a mechanical reproduction of reality into something meaningful. 
“Politics,” likewise, “requires choosing to intervene in the conditions that exist” 
(36), and herein lies the connection between the modernist commitment to 
autonomy and the critique of capitalism implicit in the Mexican Revolution.11 
Just as the revolution could only overthrow inert, stubborn social conditions by 
acting within those conditions, the modernists photographers aimed to make a 
natural mechanism meaningful precisely on the basis of its mechanical nature.  

Before fleshing out this account of autonomy qua objectivity by turning 
to Álvarez Bravo, and Strand, we can briefly trace its outlines by looking at a 
decisive moment in Weston’s work in Mexico. When Weston arrived in Mex-
ico in 1923 with Tina Modotti, he had already begun to move away from 
pictorialism, but he had not yet established the formal principles that would 
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come to characterize his mature work. We might say that he was searching for 
inspiration when he went to Mexico, a vivid, exotic land that had not yet lost 
its authenticity to modern culture. But if the trip to Mexico put Weston in 
touch with nature, it did not lead him to take photographs of the picturesque 
local color because he had definitively abandoned the pictorialist aesthetic. “I 
might call my work in Mexico,” he once wrote, “a fight to avoid its natural pic-
turesqueness.”12 At the same time, Weston did not seek out the abstract forms 
of factories and smokestacks that had preoccupied him when visiting Ohio a 
year before the trip to Mexico. In a context overflowing with unique forms, but 
having proscribed for himself striking natural and industrial scenes, Weston 
made the surprising choice to spend hours exploring the aesthetic potential of 
a quotidian object: his toilet. 

Figure 1. Edward Weston, “Excusado”  (1925)
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We might associate Weston’s “Excusado” with Duchamp’s Fountain and 
see the photograph as an ironic provocation concerning what counts as art. 
But Weston insists in his Daybooks that he was not “in a cynical mood,” but 
rather, that his “excitement was absolute aesthetic response to form” (Weston 
132). “For long,” he continues, “I have considered photographing this useful 
and elegant accessory to modern hygienic life, but not until I actually contem-
plated its image on my ground glass did I realize the possibilities before me” 
(132). Indeed, the low angle brings out the aesthetic character of the toilet by 
making it appear unfamiliar. But we should also recognize that the perspective 
is not sufficient to generate this aesthetic response. After all, a plumber lying 
on the ground to fix the toilet would not see, as Weston claimed to see, a formal 
arrangement reminiscent of the Victory of Samothrace! It is the photograph 
itself, as something autonomous from our experience, that realizes the truth 
of the toilet, a truth that both subsists in the object and is inseparable from 
its representation. Accordingly, our interest in the photograph does not “drop 
through”13 to the subject-matter, as it would when the meaning of a photo-
graph lies in its documentary character rather than in the formal decisions 
made by the artist. 

Indeed, “Excusado” exemplifies the striking formal principles that en-
abled Weston to denaturalize appearances in his subsequent studies of nautilus 
shells and peppers. The angle is unfamiliar, but the toilet remains recognizable. 
Weston eschewed abstraction, which someone like Strand had mastered a de-
cade earlier, and rather than present a fragment of the toilet, he makes it fill the 
entire frame of the picture. Weston thus strips away everything extraneous in 
order to bring out the details of the shape, texture, and light of the thing itself.

This approach finds expression in the idea that “form follows function,” 
the phrase with which Weston’s entry on “Excusado” begins in the Daybooks. 
Weston admits that he does not know the origin of the phrase, but “the writer 
spoke well!” (132). The phrase resonates with Weston because it expresses the 
idea that form articulates the content of the thing itself, rather than being 
something externally imposed on it. The form of the toilet is functional, for 
Weston, not primarily because the toilet is something to be used, but rather, 
because the toilet embodies a unity of its shape and purpose, a unity to which 
photography should aspire. Accordingly, “Excusado” does not simply display 
the unity of its subject-matter; it must exhibit the unity of its own meaning 
and configuration. In achieving this unity in photography, the toilet becomes 
more than its immediate appearance. This “more,” however, should not be un-
derstood as something different than the toilet. As he explains to Ansel Adams 
in a letter concerning his photographs of peppers, Weston writes, “I did not 
mean ‘different’ than a pepper, but a pepper plus, —seeing it more definitely 
than does the casual observer, presenting it so that the importance of form 
and texture is intensified.”14 In this way, the “plus” brings to light the precise 
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nature of the modernist objectivity implied in Weston’s refusal of pictorialism. 
It neither amounts to something that has been added to the subject-matter 
by the subject15 nor does it consist in a pre-existing truth that the camera can 
record because it operates independently of human subjectivity. It is a toilet 
plus because, in line with the scientific conception, the photograph shows us 
the world in an aspect that cannot be reduced to ordinary perception. And yet, 
unlike the scientific conception, the plus cannot be defined by its independence 
from human activity and intentionality because it only appears through the 
photograph’s unity of form and content. This unity can be established only on 
the basis of the autonomy of the photograph, not by passively indexing appar-
ent existence. In its autonomy, photographic objectivity thus becomes a matter 
of shared meaning, a meaning that cannot be private because it is available to 
anyone, a meaning that is neither determined by nor independent from mate-
rial existence.

The sort of objectivity at stake here cannot be separated from the photo-
graphic medium, but it is far more than a matter of identifying what is specific 
to photography compared to painting and other media. To make explicit the 
broader significance of this objectivity as a critique of capitalism, we can draw 
on the remarkable ending of Siegfried Kracauer’s 1927 essay on photography.16 
In the majority of the essay, Kracauer elaborates a critique of photography as 
the mere reproduction of familiar appearances. With the “blizzard of photo-
graphs” that one finds, for instance, in illustrated magazines, “Never before 
has an age been so informed about itself, if being informed means having an 
image of objects that resembles them in a photographic sense.”17 And yet, de-
spite having at its disposal a vast inventory of photographic reproductions, this 
“period know[s] so little about itself ” (58). Photography, according to Kracau-
er, may give us exhaustive information, but it does not give us truth because 
it “betrays an indifference toward what the things mean” (58). Kracauer thus 
suggests that photography has undergone a profound reversal under the condi-
tions of capitalism. Whereas the scientific conception valued the camera for its 
indifference to the subject, photography has become indifferent to the object. 
We can have images of every corner of the globe, but to the extent that in its 
“warehousing of nature” (62) photography turns everything into a two-dimen-
sional rectangle, the images lack life and meaning. It is thus only with “modern 
photography” that “the foundation of nature devoid of meaning” comes fully 
into existence (61). Photography turns every object into a dead thing, and the 
“barren self-presentation of spatial and temporal elements” in photography 
“belongs to a social order that regulates itself according to economic laws of 
nature” (61). In capitalism, photography, by turning every object into a dead 
thing, contributes to the experience of social institutions as independent con-
ditions, despite the fact that those institutions only continue to exist insofar as 
we sustain them through our ongoing activities. In other words, photography 
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contributes to our alienation from ourselves and the world. 
But Kracauer surprisingly suggests at the end of the essay that photogra-

phy’s capacity for alienation could break the spell of alienation under capital-
ism. Insofar as photography reproduces the familiar world, “consciousness” re-
mains “caught up in nature” and “unable to see its own material base” (61). But 
modernist photography takes up the “task” of “disclos[ing] this unexamined 
foundation of nature” because it incorporates “all spatial configurations … into 
the central archive in unusual combinations that distance them from human 
proximity” (61-62).18 Whereas photography typically confirms the appearance 
of the world as something familiar in its alienation, modernist photography 
precipitates “the confrontation of consciousness with nature,” with what ap-
pears beyond our control in its law-like character (62). This is what Kracauer 
calls the “go-for-broke game of history” (61). Having shattered familiar ap-
pearances, modernist photography negates the immediacy of the world, but 
it also confronts us with our own intentionality, with our own activity in con-
stituting that world, and it may even “awaken an inkling of the right order of 
the inventory of nature,” of how things ought to be (62, my emphasis). The 
modernists in Mexico, I will argue, make this risky wager on the idea that the 
autonomy of photography lies in the inseparability of objectivity and inten-
tionality. In a variety of ways, they, unlike the pictorialists, acknowledge the 
mechanical character of the photographic medium, but they also suspend the 
mere indexicality of the camera by composing the pictures in such a way that 
they express shared meaning. 

Manuel Álvarez Bravo’s Objective Irony
	
As I discussed above, the moment of modernist photography in Mexico 

should be understood not only, as in modernist photography more generally, as 
a rejection of the subjective manipulations characteristic of pictorialism and of 
the reduction of the medium to a document, but also in terms of the refusal of 
the picturesque and grand historical events. After Edward Weston and Tina 
Modotti established the foundations for this modernist direction in photog-
raphy, it would be Manuel Álvarez Bravo (1902-2002) who most fully devel-
oped the tendency in Mexico. His 1927 photo “Colchón” (Mattress) provides 
an illuminating indication of both his debt to Weston’s “honest” photography 
and the irony for which he would become known. “Colchón,” like “Excusado,” 
closely frames an ordinary object, presenting it to the viewer in an unfamiliar 
but recognizable way. The goal, in other words, is not abstraction, but rather 
to draw attention to the texture of the mattress, a texture that has been en-
hanced by rolling it up. But “Colchón” also moves away from Weston’s formal 
principles through its ironic treatment of a national symbol. As John Marz 
notes, Álvarez Bravo “photographed a modern mattress, but with the twist that 
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its bands of shading make it look like the well-known Saltillo serapes.”19 The 
photograph thus evokes the artisanal product of a specific region even though 
the actual subject-matter is a mass-produced commodity. Whereas the pic-
turesque simply does not appear in Weston’s “Excusado,” it undergoes a subtle 
inversion in Álvarez Bravo’s photography. “In order to say ‘not picturesque,’” 
according to Mraz, “Álvarez Bravo had to display the exotic and then cut back 
against the expectations awakened by its folklore elements, thereby taking the 
image in the opposite direction to critique it” (87). This sort of dynamic has led 
critics to portray Álvarez Bravo as an eminently ironic photographer. He often 
references a national symbol, but the actual subject-matter may be something 
far more mundane. Or he takes an ordinary object and discovers in it an unor-
dinary meaning. Although critics rightly identify a pervasive ironic dimension 
in Álvarez Bravo’s photographs, we lose the significance of this irony if we fail 
to relate it to the objectivity of the medium. Normally, we understand irony 
as the subjective negation of literal meaning—i.e., I say X, but I mean not-X. 
But what makes Álvarez Bravo’s photographs ironic is not a distinct private 
meaning that could somehow be independent of what is present in the image. 
His ironic meaning is intentional, meaning that it can be distinguished, but not 
separated, from the objective expression. Acknowledging the specificity of the 
medium, Álvarez Bravo makes explicit the objective irony implicit in a scene, 
the reversals in meaning and shifts in point of view that are essential aspects of 
social life in Mexico. 

Figure 2. Manuel Álvarez Bravo, “Colchón”  (1927)
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Figure 3. Manuel Álvarez Bravo, “La Tolteca” (1931) 

The photograph “La Tolteca,” like “Colchón,” inverts apparent meaning to 
draw out the ironic truth of industrialization projects in Mexico. Before enter-
ing into a more detailed interpretation of the photograph, however, I should 
explain the peculiar occasion for which Álvarez Bravo produced this work. In 
1932, this photograph won an art contest sponsored by the Tolteca20 Cement 
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Company to celebrate the recent construction on a modern factory in Mixcoac. 
Álvarez Bravo took the picture at the factory, and we see in the image a massive 
heap of limestone that could be used, for instance, to make the cement wall 
rising out of the raw material. When explaining the selection of Álvarez Bra-
vo’s photograph as the winner of the competition, Federico Sánchez Fogarty,21 
the publicist for Tolteca Cement Co., claimed that the pile of limestone evokes 
indigenous pyramids in Mexico. The photograph thus suggests, according to 
Sánchez Fogarty, a continuity and transformation of the indigenous past into 
a modern future. Along these lines, we might compare Álvarez Bravo’s photo-
graph to the work of the Mexican muralists. Both share, it would seem, a proj-
ect of synthesizing industrial technology and indigenous symbols to construct 
a narrative of national identity.

The interpretation offered by Sánchez Fogarty seems plausible, but it fails 
to grasp the irony of the photograph. That is, it rightly identifies the apparent 
meaning, but it overlooks the crucial inversion of that meaning. This irony 
comes into view more clearly when we take into consideration the original 
title for the photograph: “Tríptico Cemento 2.” We might take the original 
title to mean that Álvarez Bravo intended to make the “La Tolteca” the center 
image of a triptych, but it seems more likely, given his way of naming other 
works, that the photo was to stand alone. By gesturing to missing images, the 
photograph would insist on absence. It would, in other words, insist on its iro-
ny, that its true meaning lies elsewhere, in the negation of what is immediately 
present.22 

The content of this ironic inversion, I would argue, becomes explicit when 
we recognize how Álvarez Bravo responds to Edward Weston’s 1923 pho-
tograph of the Pirámide del Sol at Teotihuacán. Weston’s photograph uses 
chiaroscuro, one side of the pyramid bathed in light and another side shrouded 
in darkness, to highlight dramatically how it was constructed. Through the 
details captured by a straight photograph, we see not only the pyramid as a 
whole but also the discrete stones held together by mortar. That is, the stones in 
Weston’s photograph retain their integrity and add up to a whole that is more 
than its parts. In Álvarez Bravo’s photograph, by contrast, these stones become 
the raw material that will need to be heated, pulverized, mixed and poured 
to construct the cement wall. Herein lies the ironic inversion of “La Tolteca.” 
Rather than present the industrial production of cement as the culmination of 
an impressive history of construction in Mexico, Álvarez Bravo suggests that 
industrialization depends on the ruination of the indigenous past. Rather than 
synthesize modern technology and indigenous beliefs, he gives us a visual ex-
pression of their opposition. The photograph thus casts doubt on the promises 
made by the post-Revolution Mexican state to simultaneously modernize the 
country and respect indigenous rights.

Insofar as “La Tolteca” makes a claim about the nature of industrialization 
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projects in Mexico, the irony of the photograph cannot be understood as a 
private or idiosyncratic meaning imposed on the scene by the artist. Insofar 
as the true meaning of the photograph is a matter of intentionality, it must 
be present, but it cannot be merely present. The intentional meaning does not 
reside in the subjective mind of the photographer. Instead, it is absent in the 
sense that it is not immediately apparent. The irony—namely, the opposition 
between industrialization and the indigenous past—inheres in the objectivity 
of the photograph, in the pile of limestone, but this meaning only becomes 
intelligible as the negation of the claim about their compatibility.

Indeed, since both meanings are in the photograph itself, we also must re-
vise the idea that the photograph is “really” about destruction of the indigenous 
past. As an objective photograph that is also ironic, “La Tolteca” embodies the 
contradictory way in which peripheral social formations stabilize the opposi-
tion of modernization and tradition. “La Tolteca” gives us a sense of the contra-
dictory relationship whereby neither term overcomes the other, leaving the op-
position intact while draining it of its dynamic character as a motor of change 
and emptying both terms of their meaning. In other words, “La Tolteca” does 
not suggest that industrialization has triumphed over indigenous tradition. It 
objectively records the ironic inversion whereby the post-Revolution Mexican 
state would fail to either modernize the country or respect indigenous rights.

The implicit conception of photography in “La Tolteca” becomes fully 
explicit in “Parábola óptica” (1931), perhaps Álvarez Bravo’s most exemplary 
work. Insofar as the image features glasses and windows, it abounds in instanc-
es of transparency. This transparency seems to be linked to a modern mode of 
vision, “la óptica moderna,” alluding to the idea that we moderns see clearly, 
with opens eyes, what had previously been shrouded in religious mystifications. 
The camera would seem to embody the fulfilment of this “óptica moderna” 
because it records nature mechanically, independently of particular subjective 
beliefs, and can reveal what exceeds the limits of the human eye. In light of 
these aspects of the photograph, we might see the work as a “parable” about the 
objectivity of the camera.

But this interpretation would disavow the ironic dimension in the photo-
graph whereby every instance of transparency undergoes an inversion. Álvarez 
Bravo flipped the negative, perhaps by accident,23 thus reversing the text on the 
signs. The camera, the supreme expression of the transparent, “óptica moder-
na,” thus generates an image that ironically does not reproduce the world as it 
is in itself. Instead, it gives us a mirror image. This mirroring appears in another 
crucial inversion. “Parábola óptica” shows that windows do not simply allow us 
to see through the glass into an optical shop in Mexico City. Windows also re-
flect back to us what is happening on the street outside the shop. Álvarez Bravo 
gained an appreciation for this double aspect of shop windows from Eugène 
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Figure 4. Manuel Álvarez Bravo, “Parábola óptica” (1931)
 

Atget.24 Álvarez Bravo learned from Atget that, as Horacio Fernández puts it, 
“life is arrested” in shop windows and in photographs, making “photographic 
images of shop windows, always still-lifes, doubly latent, bringing them close 
to the courses of the uncanny, that awful sensation which affects well-known, 
familiar things as soon as they leave their customary context” (256). In Atget’s 
photographs, we often experience the uncanny because we see traces of a hu-
man figure in the reflections of shop windows, an ethereal presence caused not 
by manipulating the negative but simply as the result of a person passing by on 
the street during a slow exposure. Álvarez Bravo’s photograph alludes to this 
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aspect of Atget’s work through the name of the owner of the shop, E. Spirito. 
While ghosts seem to haunt Atget’s images of Paris, Álvarez Bravo makes 
spirit legible on the shop windows of Mexico City.25 With these inversions, 
Álvarez Bravo does not call into question the transparency of photography. He 
does not insist that it fails to live up to its own claims. He acknowledges the 
transparency of photography, but he also recognizes that it does not provide 
certain meaning or non-inferential knowledge of the world. Instead, the trans-
parency of photography accommodates uncertainty and ambivalence.

To the extent that it grasps both objectivity and inversions, photogra-
phy appears for Álvarez Bravo as the medium best suited to expressing social 
meaning in the Mexican context. Some critics, including Elena Poniatowska,26 
do not consider Álvarez Bravo to be an explicitly social or political photogra-
pher. If social issues appear in his work, he would seem to negate them, turning 
them into ironic vehicles for an idiosyncratic, personal meaning. But we can 
make intelligible the social significance of Álvarez Bravo’s photographs when 
we recognize the objective character of the irony. The objectivity here lies in a 
social situation where norms are systematically contradicted by material reality, 
but these norms are avowed nonetheless, in a social situation where ideas come 
to justify realities that would appear contrary to those very ideas.27 These sorts 
of reversals proliferated in post-Revolution Mexico. The State was confronted 
by the acute contradiction between its revolutionary rhetoric and the ongoing 
reality of brutal inequality, but the revelation of this unvarnished reality did 
not precipitate an existential crisis for the political order. Instead, the State 
effectively accommodated the glaring gap between what it said and what it did. 
Documentary photography could expose the harsh living conditions for urban 
workers and peasants, but this sort of denunciation might actually bolster state 
power, not undermine it. Álvarez Bravo shared with documentary photography 
an aversion to the subjective manipulation of the medium and an interest in 
ordinary moments of urban life, but his photographs never claim to present 
a straight-forward meaning based on factual recording, as if a scene could be 
interpreted in only one way. The point of Álvarez Bravo’s irony is not to show 
how reality (say, the reality of poverty) contradicts ideas (say, the rhetoric of 
the post-Revolution Mexican State). Rather, Álvarez Bravo’s objective irony 
shows how the reality of Mexican society—understood as simultaneously ma-
terial and ideal—systematically contradicts itself, making itself unstable and 
somehow sustaining itself through that instability. In short, by showing how 
a straight photograph can, in its very objectivity, accommodate incompatible 
valences, Álvarez Bravo formulates a mode of seeing that makes intelligible the 
contradictions of post-Revolution social life.
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Paul Strand’s Natural-Social History of Mexico

Paul Strand, of all the modernist photographers, exhibits the most explicit 
commitment to objectivity. But, as I will argue in this section, the objectivity at 
work in his photographs undergoes an important development during his time 
in Mexico. Strand travelled to Mexico in 1932 on the invitation of the compos-
er Carlos Chávez, who at the time was also the Director of Fine Arts for the 
Secretary of Public Education. Over the next two years, Strand would direct 
the film Redes (The Wage) and take over a hundred photographs, twenty of 
which he selected for a portfolio published in 1940. As for Weston, the stay in 
Mexico marked a turning point in Strand’s personal life and aesthetic vision.28 
By crossing the border, he effectively ended his relationship not only with his 
wife, Rebecca, but also with Alfred Stieglitz, his most important artistic men-
tor. Under the influence of Stieglitz, Strand had formulated the crucial notion 
that photography is a medium defined by “absolute unqualified objectivity.” 
At this time, he mastered abstract compositions and pioneered candid street 
photography. But by the mid-1920s, he had started to move progressively away 
from formalism and the city itself. He headed west, eventually settling in New 
Mexico. Along the way, he developed an eye for natural elements. But he never 
became a landscape photographer per se. He always maintained that “Things 
become interesting as soon as the human element enters in.” In Mexico, the 
“human element” partially indicated a turn to radical left-wing politics. The 
film Redes, for instance, depicts fishermen who organize to protest the meager 
remuneration given to them by the local businessman. The “human element” in 
Photographs of Mexico, by contrast, does not take the form of explicit political 
organization. Rather than engage in overt denunciation, Photographs of Mex-
ico articulates a project that Strand would pursue throughout the rest of his 
life—namely, a social history through photography. This sort of social history 
would have to go beyond the mechanical reproduction of immediate appear-
ances, without leaving appearances behind, to indicate the causes or context 
for the subject of the photograph.29 As a result, objectivity here will not simply 
refer to the camera’s ability to index a given reality. During his Mexican mo-
ment, Strand will conceive of objectivity as a matter of our intentionality and 
sociality, our being in a world we share, and photography will have to objectify 
and alienate this sociality in order for it to be recovered.  

I mentioned above that Strand increasingly focused on nature in the late-
1920s as he moved away from experiments in abstraction. In light of this turn, 
it would perhaps not be surprising that one of his first photographs in Mexico, 
and the first in the collection, was a landscape: “Near Saltillo.” The natural 
beauty of Mexico would have presumably spoken to what many critics see 
as his romanticism, an impulse that remained dormant during the formalist, 
modernist phase. After a decade immersed in the industrial metropolis, per-
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haps Strand yearned to capture a cultural and natural Mexican identity that 
had not yet been corrupted by modernity. And yet, if “Near Saltillo” resembles 
picturesque photography insofar as it includes architecture and flora specific to 
that region (e.g., the prickly pear cactus, the adobe house), the composition of 
the picture does not present these elements as instances of local color, as recog-
nizable examples of “Mexicanness.” Strand places the adobe house at the focal 
point of the picture, but the photograph does not reveal striking architectural 
details of the building. The stark contrast of light and shadow effectively reduc-
es the house to bare white walls and a black doorway. The prickly pear cactus, 
likewise, figures prominently, but the shadow cast on the cactus by the clouds 
means that we cannot recognize the intricate texture of the plant, as we might 
in a Weston picture. Moreover, the cactus appears to constitute a thorny fence 
that prevent us from approaching the house.30 Rather than give us a recogniz-
able image of Mexico that one could hang on the wall, the picture simultane-
ously draws us in and keeps us at a distance. Katherine Ware has rightly argued 
that the first two pictures of Photographs of Mexico “provide a context for the 
human figures that inhabit the portfolio” (115). But this context does not make 
the human figures fully familiar; it does not construe them as consistent 

Figure 5. Paul Strand, “Near Saltillo” (1932)
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with presuppositions of what constitutes “Mexicanness.” “[B]y emphasizing 
the stark, rugged aspects of their built and natural environment” (115), Strand 
also alienates the natural-cultural setting, presenting it as something that will 
not admit us.

“Near Saltillo” thus suggests that Strand recognized that landscape pho-
tography could not recover the nature missing from his earlier work. A decid-
edly anti-romantic landscape, “Near Saltillo” acknowledges that this genre has 
always been premised on the alienation from nature. The art historian Christo-
pher Wood, in a study of the first landscape painter, Albrecht Aldorfer, argues 
that landscape “was itself a symptom of loss, a cultural form that emerged only 
after humanity’s primal relationship with nature had been disrupted by urban-
ism, commerce and technology. For when mankind still ‘belonged’ to nature in 
a simple way, nobody needed to paint a landscape.”31 Landscape, in other words, 
registers a world-historical transformation in which nature ceases to be the liv-
ing background for human activities and becomes an independent, mechanical 
system governed by laws. A landscape painting apparently brings us closer to 
nature, but only in the form of a dead thing hanging on the wall. Photography, 
we might say, represents the culmination of this alienation insofar as turns 
everything, not merely natural settings, into a two-dimensional rectangle32 and 
arbitrarily collects these images in what Kracauer calls “the general invento-
ry” (61). In “Near Saltillo” Strand suspends the tendency of photography to 
indifferently reproduce objective reality not by making the landscape familiar, 
by making it conform to our expectations of what constitutes a Mexican land-
scape. Instead, he asserts the objectivity of the photography, its independence 
from the viewer, and brings us into the picture, thereby showing us that what 
is ours has somehow become not our own. Rather than falsely overcome our 
alienation from nature by giving us a pleasing image displaying the beauty of 
Mexico, “Near Saltillo” sustains the alienation from nature in such a way that 
we can see it and take a stand on it, can adopt an intentional attitude towards it.

When Strand turns to human subjects in Photographs of Mexico, alien-
ation becomes more explicitly a matter of self-alienation. In these photographs, 
he often returned to the technique of using a trick lens to take candid pic-
tures—that is, photographs of people who did not know they were being pho-
tographed, who were not posing for the camera. These photographs invade the 
subject’s privacy, but Strand insisted on the “seriousness” of this work, believing 
that he “was attempting to give something to the world and not exploit anyone 
in the process.”33 Because these subjects are not conscious of being photo-
graphed, they appear as they could not see themselves, for instance, in a mirror. 
By alienating the subject from their self-image, the picture would be objective-
ly true to the subject, not to how the subject wanted to appear. We might say 
that Strand’s candid portraits extend the scientific conception of photography 
from nature to people. Just as a photograph can reveal aspects of the world in

74  •  Forma 3.2 (2024)



Figure 6 and Figure 7. Paul Strand, 
“Man, Tenancingo, Mexico” (1933) [left] 

“Cristo with Thorns, Huexotla”  (1932) [right]

itself, Strand’s candid pictures show people independent of their self-observa-
tion. But it is crucial to note that Strand’s subjects inhabit public, social spaces. 
They do not know they are being photographed, but they know that they share 
a space with others, including a photographer. They are 
neither for-the-photographer nor for-themselves. Instead, the photographs 
capture the subject as it is for-others. As a result, the alienation of the subjects 
in Strand’s candid photographs—their alienation from themselves—appears 
inseparable from their sociality.

The candid portraits in Photographs of Mexico stand out because Strand 
places these images alongside photographs of religious sculptures. On the basis 
of Strand’s compositional choices and the realistic nature of the sculptures, the 
viewer should sense a form of identity between, for instance, “Man, Tenancin-
go, Mexico”  and “Cristo with Thorns, Huexotla.” We thus see the remarkably 
lifelike sculpture of Christ as the work of the Mexican people who appear in 
Strand’s portfolio. Strand often found that photographs of ordinary objects 
and modest architecture told a more compelling social history than portraits 
could, and, indeed, the sophisticated sculpture suggests that these people can-
not be reduced to conditions of poverty. The juxtaposition of images thus “as-
cribes,” in Katherine Ware’s words, “a Christ-like nobility, dignity, and humility 
to the man’s struggles” (118). While Ware rightly identifies the dignity that 
follows from inserting religious sculptures into the series, I would add that the 
portfolio does not insist thereby on the dignity of poverty itself. Paradoxically, 
Strand dignifies the human subjects here by equating them with statues. And 

Mulder   •  75



insofar as the statue lacks life and movement, it stands in for the way pho-
tography freezes the subject and turns it into a dead thing. The dignity of the 
subject follows from this alienation; it is not a given condition that the camera 
mechanically records. The dignity, in other words, is a matter of the autonomy 
of the photographic work, of the way that candid photography can capture a 
capacity for sociality. In the same paradoxical way that Strand makes dignity 
inseparable from the lifelessness of a statue, he also insists that the notion of 
dignity, of intrinsic value, depends on being-for-others, on the alienation of our 
immediate self-relation. 

If this interpretation of Strand is right, it runs counter to the prevalent 
image of Strand as a romantic. After experimenting with abstraction, industrial 
aesthetics and the city, Strand largely dedicated himself to taking photographs 
of natural elements and village life, both in the United States and interna-
tionally. But this putative romanticism, the attempt to recover non-modern 
modes of life in Mexico, for instance, contrasts sharply with Strand’s char-
acteristic coldness and indifference. Fred Zinnermann, co-director of Redes, 
once remarked that Strand “loved humanity in the abstract rather than in the 
specific.”34 Strand’s candid portraits and the Photographs of Mexico embody 
this constitutive tension in his work between objectivity and passionate com-
mitment. But rather than see this tension as untenable, we should grasp it 
as the key to Strand’s politics and aesthetic point of view. Along these lines, 
Blake Stimson argues that the “highest historic aim taken up by modern art 
and communism alike was to inhabit” what Marx called “loss of character” and 
Strand called the “love” of “a dead thing” (Stimson 24). Rather than attempt to 
“somehow step outside of alienation back into a religious or pseudo-religious 
holism,” Strand insisted on “owning up to being a cog in the machine, accepting 
that the effective and apperceptive conditions of modern life disaggregate the 
experience of social being from an organic whole into a mechanical experience 
of its parts,” and it is only in acknowledging that mechanical existence that we 
can “artificially refashion an even more synthetic social being and character 
from its lonely and disaggregated parts” (24). At the level of content, Strand’s 
Photographs of Mexico seem to ignore this disaggregated mechanical life in 
favor of religious sculptures and peasants. But I have tried to show that at the 
formal level of composition and techniques, Strand was preoccupied with this 
modernist project of constructing a coherent and dignified form of sociality on 
the basis of our loss of individual character. The photographs present sociality 
as something objective to both index its alienation under capitalism and to 
make it available to anyone, not tied to specific individuals. 

Strand’s conception of the objective character of sociality becomes explicit 
while working in Mexico, and it clarifies what is at stake in his earlier thoughts 
on the absolute objectivity of photography. Strand’s Mexico moment, in other 
words, adds a social dimension to his earlier preoccupation with the relation-
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ship between the artist and the machine. In “Photography and the New God” 
(1922), Strand insists on the anachronistic character of art in a post-religious 
world. We have, he claims, created “a new Trinity: God the Machine, Materi-
alistic Empiricism the Son, and Science the Holy Ghost,” and the “intuitive,” 
spiritual work of the artist has “no value in a fairly unscrupulous struggle for 
the possession of natural resources, for the exploitation of all materials, hu-
man and otherwise” (145). Towards the end of the essay, Strand warns that 
“the whole Trinity must be humanized lest it in turn dehumanize us” (151). 
Strand does not make this call for the humanization of science and the ma-
chine from the melancholic point of view of the traditional intuitive artist. 
Rather, he asserts that it is in photography that the artist can “establish his own 
spiritual control over a machine” (151). The photographer, for Strand, can only 
fulfill this purpose and exercise “spiritual control”—or what I have been calling 
intentionality—over the machine by acknowledging its “absolute unqualified 
objectivity,” not by lapsing into the religious temptation to manipulate the me-
dium to make nature into a vehicle for the expression of subjective meaning. 
“Photography and the New God,” in other words, aligns objectivity with the 
machine in the confrontation between the artist and the new trinity, but in light 
of the Photographs of Mexico, we should recognize that modernist objectivity 
is a matter of our alienated sociality. The gamble of modernist photography lies 
not only in establishing spiritual control over a technological apparatus but 
also, and perhaps more importantly, in alienating our sociality such that it can 
be seen as something that we have both lost and not yet attained, such that our 
intentionality can be recognized as necessarily objective and shareable with 
others, not trapped within a self-contained private existence.
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