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Fig. 1 Aisha al-Kurd and her son Yassir ,

Micha Kirshner. 1988
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What Is Photography Today?
—The Political Ontology of Photography
and a Phenomenological Interpretation
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Abstract: Azoulay’s photography theory starts from the fundamental question of “hat is photography?” and
notes that photography’s effect on life is very different from that before the mass popularity of photogra-
phy. This perspective has been widely accepted in the international academic community, but it is still rela-
tively unknown in the domestic academic community,which tends to investigate photography using a for-
malist approach. This article interprets Azoulay’s core works and guides them towards a phenomenological
interpretation,to reveal a question;why is photography so important for contemporary real-life experience?
The political ontology of Azoulay’s photography is anchored in the concept of “citizenship,” pointing to the
“regime-made disaster” as oppression on the one hand,and the civil contract of photography as liberation
on the other. The core of his view lies in the “civil imagination” of a desirable world centered around politi-
cal identity and diversity,and therefore his definition of photography also moves away from the unipolar
subject philosophy paradigm. By turning to the assertion of the subject identity of the other (the photo-
graphed) , Azoulay outlines within his “all citizens of photography” a possibility for a pluralistic dialogue
without sovereignty brought about by photography. As a result of the “photographic event”,all citizens of
photography have become relational beings through the medium of photography,sharing each other’s hori-
zons based on individual, particular interests. This sharing itself is a phenomenological interruption of guid-
ance,and it is thus possible to conceive of a new kind of communal life.
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