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Into the Photographers’ Universe:  

What Separates Photographers from Artists? 

Alise Tifentale 

 

This essay describes a global community of photographers, their constant struggle to be 

recognized as artists, and the constant failure of this struggle. In this essay, I introduce the term 

“photographers’ universe” to define the community of photographers. An abyss separates this 

photographers’ universe from the art world. There is Venice Biennale, Documenta in Kassel, and 

numerous other events that are important for the art world. And then there are events like 

Rencontres d'Arles, Kaunas Photo, Riga Photomonth or Riga Photo Biennial that are important 

for the photographers’ universe, but not so for the art world. As a case study that can help to 

understand the abyss separating the photographers’ universe and art world, I discuss the 

international photography magazine Camera in the 1950s. What has changed since the 1950s and 

how we can apply the historical knowledge to understanding today’s situation—these questions I 

leave open for the readers.  

Apart from the photographers themselves, who else knows what is happening at the 

weekly camera club meeting or annual conference of the photographers’ federation, and who else 

really cares about what the specialized photographers’ magazines write about? Everything that 

happens within the community of photographers belongs to what I call the photographers’ 

universe. It is a global system of exhibitions, competitions, photo books, photographers’ 

magazines, and online resources such as websites, blogs, Instagram accounts etc. Photographers’ 

organizations, photography museums, production and transnational distribution of photographic 

equipment, and international trade fairs (such as Photokina in Cologne, Germany) also belong to 
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this universe. Meanwhile, the photographs that are circulated in art galleries and art museums 

become part of the art world which does not overlap with the photographers’ universe.  

The meaning of my concept of the photographers’ universe is different from Vilém 

Flusser’s photographic universe. My intention in introducing this concept is to observe and 

describe the activities—publications, exhibitions, competitions etc.—that take place within a 

social and professional group whose members share an interest in photography as a creative and 

aesthetic medium. This observation does not imply a positive or negative value judgment. 

Flusser’s “photographic universe,” meanwhile, has distinctively negative connotations: “To be in 

the photographic universe means to experience, to know and to evaluate the world as a function 

of photographs. (…) The photographic universe and all apparatus-based universes robotize the 

human being and society.”1 In Towards a Philosophy of Photography, Flusser suggests that with 

the help of play tactics the creative photographer can break free from this photographic universe. 

Unfortunately, Flusser does not give examples of “good” creative photography, leaving his 

concepts open to our interpretation.  

My concept of the photographers’ universe also departs from the social taxonomy of 

photographic practices established by Pierre Bourdieu, Luc Boltanski, Robert Castel, Jean-

Claude Chamboredon, and Dominique Schnapper in their groundbreaking sociological studies 

summarized in the book Photography: A Middle-Brow Art (1965).2 The promise of A Middle-

Brow Art was to reveal and explain the social structures behind different photographic practices 

that were not yet defined by any organization or institution. The authors distinguished four major 

social functions of photography. Class background of the photographers, they argued, 

                                                 
1 Vilém Flusser, Towards a Philosophy of Photography, London: Reaktion 2000, 70.  
2 Pierre Bourdieu, ed., Photography: A Middle-Brow Art. Trans. Shaun Whiteside (Stanford, Calif: 

Stanford University Press, 1990), published in French in 1965 as Un art moyen; essai sur les usages 

sociaux de la photographie (Paris: Éditions de Minuit, 1965). 
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determined among else their type of education, relationship to other social classes, and their 

aesthetic preferences. Bourdieu established family photography (as it was practiced in rural 

communities) as the primary social function of photography. Castel and Schnapper defined a 

secondary social function of photography that they observed in camera clubs with mostly urban, 

working-class membership. Another function of the medium was distinguished by Boltanski and 

Chamboredon in their study of professional photographers. Finally, Chamboredon’s study 

identified an elite group of photographers—artists. Chamboredon identified them as “those who 

seek to turn photography into an autonomous aesthetic form and who, whether as amateurs or 

professionals, produce work for exhibition and are concerned with justifying an aesthetic as 

such.”3 My term “photographers’ universe” partly overlaps with Chamboredon’s definition. Yet, 

I’ve chosen to avoid using the word “artist” in this essay in order to emphasize the difference 

between artists and photographers who always seem to strive for, but never reach, the social 

status of artists.  

One of the most visible manifestations of the photographers’ universe of the 1950s was 

the international monthly photography magazine Camera. It was a multilingual (German, 

French, and English) magazine, published in Luzern, Switzerland and distributed globally. 

Camera was a high-end photography magazine focusing on extensive portfolios of famous 

photographers as well as featuring brief information about the latest developments in 

photographic technology.  

Camera radically differed from two other major types of magazines that depended on 

photography. First, there were numerous practical photography magazines such as US Camera, 

Grossbild Technik, and Leica Fotografie International. These magazines were targeted at hobby 

                                                 
3 Jean-Claude Chamboredon, “Mechanical Art, Natural Art: Photographic Artists,” in Photography: A 

Middle-Brow Art (129–149), n. 2, 200. 
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and professional photographers. They were concerned with introducing new equipment and 

explaining methods of the photographic process. The most popular of these, like US Camera, 

were plain mash-ups of step-by-step tutorials for camera owners eager to learn how to take 

satisfactory pictures of their families and holidays. Photographs reproduced in these magazines 

had a purely instructional or didactic role. 

Second, there were the well-known and much studied illustrated magazines such as Life, 

Look, VU, and Picture Post that all were widely circulated in the 1950s. They were targeted at a 

mass audience. Photographs in these magazines were typically presented as part of series in the 

format of the photo essay. The narrative—“what” is depicted—was the most important element 

of images in these magazines, not “how” it is depicted.  

In other words, in the popular photography magazines as well as illustrated magazines 

such as Life photographs served as illustrations, but in Camera they were the main content. 

Camera cultivated an idea of photography as an autonomous creative practice. In Camera, the 

title of the article would introduce a photographer’s name, whereas the titles in illustrated 

magazines such as Life pointed the readers’ attention to an exotic location, interesting event, or 

important people. While the illustrated magazines focused on stories their photographs were 

supposed to tell, Camera focused on great photographers. Photographs were presented either as 

single works or as voluminous portfolios presenting an author or a group of authors. The images 

were printed full-page, and were intended to make an aesthetic statement. Besides, these images 

had to be understood and appreciated by just looking at them. This was not the place for a 

narrative photo essays and long titles exceeding one or two words.  

Constructing any kind of intellectual discourse was not the point of Camera. The articles 

were short, informative, often written by one photographer about another, and there was no trace 
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of Roland Barthes or other well-known thinkers of the time. Camera of the 1950s was a 

magazine made by photographers for other photographers, not a magazine by or for philosophers 

or semiotics professors. The field of professional photography as it was understood in the 1950s 

in the US and Western Europe was far from the intellectual elite. The majority of photographers 

were not the most educated people of their time. The rare exceptions—the famous 

photographers-artists such as Henri Cartier-Bresson and the like—just confirm this rule. This 

partly explains the generally anti-intellectual atmosphere and lack of theoretical discourse even 

in high-end creative photography magazines such as Camera. Self-reflexivity and criticality did 

not play a significant role in photographic practices until the mid-1960s. At that time, college 

education in the US and Western Europe became more widely available and large groups of 

educated young people had the time and capacity to engage in critical thinking. This generation 

made most advances in art and photography. But before the 1960s, there was little intellectual 

discourse amongst photographers. But the photographers’ desire to be recognized as artists 

permeates each issue of Camera.  

The photographic art of the 1950s only claimed, or aimed, to be art, but was not 

recognized as art. It was art without artists. Anybody could become a photographer at this time—

one just had to learn how to operate the camera, develop film, and make prints. To become an 

artist, on the contrary, one would need years of expensive formal training, acceptance of long 

established institutions such as art academies, and a network of social connections with 

customers and so on. For photographers, peer recognition worked instead of institutions. 

Virtually all photographers of the 1950s—professional and hobby photographers alike—were 

self-taught. Wilson Hicks, picture editor of the Life magazine from 1937 to 1950, spoke of a 

typical self-made career path of a “professional” photographer: “Not all, but a good many 
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photographers  . . . have come up the hard way. College graduates among them are in the 

minority. . . .  A favorite progression on newspapers and in newspicture [sic] services has been 

from motorcycle messenger to office boy to darkroom worker to photographer.”4  

The photographers’ universe emerged as a result of the photographers’ struggle for their 

creative autonomy. Would non-photographers—like the illustrated magazine editors—care for 

the same features of an image as the photographers? Hicks noted that “Not expecting purely 

esthetic judgments in the editorial office, [the photographer] obtains them from other 

photographers or friends.”5 Hicks connected this seeking of recognition within the context of art: 

“When, after journalistic publication, [the photographer’s] pictures are printed by courtesy in 

books or photographic magazines or annuals, or hung on museum walls, he is vastly pleased. In 

such places . . . they can be looked at in their warmth as art.” 6 The magazine editor’s observation 

is similar to what sociologists found out: in Chamboredon’s words, “The admiration of one’s 

peers constitutes a partial legitimacy which is at least enough to establish the photographer as an 

artist.”7  

Most photography exhibitions and photographers’ magazines in the 1950s lacked a 

broader popularity compared to other arts. For example, Swedish photographer Sune Jonsson in 

1956 regretfully observed that most good quality photographs of their time “are practically 

unknown to the general public. They appear in photographic magazines of international repute 

and circulation but with comparatively small editions of interest only to very few connoisseurs.”8 

Photographer Paul Almásy, meanwhile, complained that even the famous photographers’ names 

                                                 
4 Wilson Hicks, Words and Pictures: An Introduction to Photojournalism (New York: Harper, 1952), 

110. 
5 Hicks, Words and Pictures, 99. 
6 Hicks, Words and Pictures, 99.  
7 Chamboredon, “Mechanical Art, Natural Art,” 146-147. 
8 Sune Jonsson, “Photography—An International Language?” Camera 11 (1956), 534. 
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are not widely recognized and that photography exhibitions “are attended only by photographers 

themselves, amateur and professional. How different is the scene at an art exhibition with its 

crowds of curiosity hunters, amateurs and snobs, all of them busily familiarizing themselves with 

the artists’ names and especially with those names which constantly recur!”9 Historically, 

photography exhibitions have gathered an audience of connoisseurs of photographic form and 

fellow photographers who would be able to appreciate the nuances of a fine print or the intricacy 

of a composition. The main audience of photography exhibitions was other photographers. 

Because of this inward looking orientation, the photographers’ universe has remained relatively 

unknown to the outsiders. 

These were among the reasons why photography in the mid-century had a weird in-

between status—it was “kind of” art (because it produced images), but also not like art at all 

(because it was not part of the art world). Because of this ambiguous status, the photographers’ 

universe evolved in a bubble of its own, and its interactions with the art world at this time were 

sporadic and not always meaningful. Through publications like Camera, the photographers’ 

universe of the 1950s established a group identity and offered a feeling of belonging to a 

community that shared certain ideals and goals. The images circulated within this group were 

discussed and evaluated primarily on the basis of the mastery of photographic technique, 

aesthetics, and creativity. The focus on aesthetics manifests the desire of the photographers’ 

universe to elevate photography to the status of art. Meanwhile, publications like Camera also 

reveal the impossibility of such elevation. 

Instagram is a great place to study the photographers’ universe of today. Many creative 

photographers use Instagram as one of the means of sharing their work, especially at early stages 

                                                 
9 Paul Almásy, “Photography—The Anonymous Art,” Camera 3 (1965), 15.  
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of their careers. Today, a fitting description of a particular stage in a photographer’s career is 

“under 10,000 followers on Instagram.”10 These photographers—very much like their colleagues 

in the 1950s—explore the potential of photography as an autonomous creative medium.11 They 

use Instagram as an alternative to the exhibitions and portfolio publications in magazines. But, 

like with the photographic art in Camera of the 1950s, creative photography explicitly made for 

Instagram exists on Instagram only. These images are known only to other Instagram users. 

People outside the photographers’ universe are not very much interested in the current technical 

and aesthetical trends of Instagram photography. Apart from the dedicated Instagrammers, who 

else knows what is a “flat lay” and “white on white” or who else cares about the differences 

between editing options of apps such as Meitu Pic and VSCO? Although Instagram promises a 

wide reach for one’s creative work, this reach typically remains within the bubble of the 

photographers’ universe. Even 10,000 followers on Instagram are not enough to make a 

photographer an artist. At least not for the mainstream art world. 

                                                 
10 Katherine Phipps, “10 under 10K: Emerging Black and White Street Photographers on Instagram,” The 

Phoblographer, October 12, 2016, http://www.thephoblographer.com/2016/10/12/10-under-10k-

emerging-black-and-white-street-photographers-on-instagram/. 
11 Lev Manovich, for example, calls the work of such photographers “designed photographs,” which he 

distinguishes from “professional” and “casual photographs.” Lev Manovich, Instagram and 

Contemporary Image (New York, 2016), http://manovich.net/index.php/projects/instagram-and-

contemporary-image. 


