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Photography changes what we are willing to believe

Early in his career Southernpolitician John Calhounwas a
strongsupportemf slavery Soit is ironic thataniconic portrait
of AbrahamLincoln (circa 1860)is a photographiccomposite
of Calhoun®body and Lincoln® head, purportedly created
becauseo sufiiciently heroic-styleportrait of Lincoln had yet
been taken. Perhapswhat is most remarkable about this
compositds thatit wascreatedonly afew decadesfter Joseph
NicZphoreNiZpcecreatedhe first permanenphotograptin the
summer of 1826.

Although we may have the impression that photographic
tamperingis somethingelatively newba productof the digital

age D the reality is that history is riddled with photographic
fakes.Famedcivil war photographeMathew Brady routinely
doctoredphotographgo createmore dramaticimages.Stalin,

Mao, Hitler, Castro,andothers,eachhadtheir political enemies
air-brushedout of official photographs.Some of the most
spectaculamphotographsof World War | aerial combatwere
only recently exposedas fakes. A doctored photographof

SenatorMillard Tydings conversingwith Communitstleader
Earl Browder contributedto Tydings@lectoraldefeatin 1950.
And the list goes on.

Although there are many historical examplesof photographicfakes, time-consumingand
cumbersomelarkroomtechniqueswvere requiredto createthem, and so it wasn©unreasonable
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for most peopleto believethat they could put their trustin photographsToday howevey our
relationshipwith photographss changing.Powerfulandlow-costdigital technologyhasmadeit
possibleto createsophisticatechind compellingphotographidakes.And while we havecometo
expectand even acceptthat tabloids and fashion magazinesdoctor photographsand to find
photo hoaxesin our email in-boxes,doctoredphotographsre evenfar more prevalentthanwe
might imagine.Thesemanipulatedmagesnot only effect how we think aboutphotographybut
also impact on our personal experience and memories.

In recentyearsTime, NewsweekHarper®, Reuters USAToday The New York Times,and The

Los AngelesTimes to namea few newssourceshaveeachbeenwidely criticized whenit was

revealedhatthey publisheddoctoredphotographsoften on their coversor front-pagesin 2004,

the scientificcommunitywasrockedby a scandalwhenit wasrevealedhatthe ground-breaking
stemcell researclhof a highly respectedscientistwas fabricated,basedon doctoredimageshe

included in his published scientific papers.

Photographicallypbasedpolitical dirty tricks, similar to the one that that pairedMillard Tydings
with Earl Browder, arestill populartoday In 2004,a doctoredphotographof then-Presidential
hopeful SenatorJohnKerry sharinga stagewith JaneFondaat an anti-warrally in 1970 was
widely circulatedin an attemptto discredithim. Given the power of visual imagery it is not
surprisingthat somevoters continuedto recall the Kerry/Fondaimagevividly as a fact, even
afterit wasrevealedo be a fake. Equally remarkablearerecentstudiesthatshowthat people®
memoriesof their own childhood, or even of memorableeventsfrom their adult life, can be
altered when they view doctored versions of their own photographs from the pasts.

To contendwith the scopeandimpactof photographidampering,the field of digital forensics
hasemeped, creatingmathematicatools to exposephotographicfakes. Thesesoftwaretools
candetectdifferencesn lighting that may occur when creatinga compositeof two people,or
subtledifferencedn the imperceptiblenoise,presentin all digital images,that may resultfrom
air-brushing.

The digital age has revolutionizedphotography allowing us to manipulate,distort, and alter
reality in waysthat were simply unimaginablewenty yearsago.And while advancesn digital
forensicscanreturnsometrustto photographyour relationshipwith photographyis changingso
that we need to view and think about photographs with a more critical and careful eye.
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