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As an American Studies scholar, I’m interested in photographs that—in some fashion or 

another—seek to speak with authority: photographs that assert that their representation of a 

place, a person, or a time is particularly worthy of our attention. I am interested in how such 

photographs come to be made, how they circulate, and how they are received by their audiences.  

 

This was the context in which I wrote “Art/Document/History: The NEA Photography Surveys 

and 1970s America.” The article stemmed from my doctoral dissertation and was the first 

scholarly article I published. It gave me confidence in the work I was doing. Having always 

swum outside the main currents of my field, to be acknowledged within the photography world 

was especially gratifying, and it helped pave the way toward the publication of my first book. 

 

I didn’t know about the Photography Surveys when I began my research a few years prior to the 

article’s 2002 publication. In fact, very few people did. The NEA ran that particular grant 

category from 1976 to 1981, but it had largely been forgotten in the years since. In the early 

stages of my research, still grappling toward some sense of coherence about what I was doing, I 

stumbled onto the surveys. While studying dozens of exhibition catalogs that I found myself 

drawn to in the library of the Visual Studies Workshop, I noticed that in catalog after catalog 

thanks were given to the National Endowment for the Arts for supporting the artists with a 

Photography Surveys grant. 

 



My interest was piqued, and my dissertation suddenly came into focus. For the next couple of 

years I learned as much as I could about the Surveys, traveling multiple times to Washington, 

D.C. to view the written records at the offices of the NEA (after first having them hauled out of 

storage, sparing them from the shredder) and many of the photographs that were in the 

Smithsonian American Art Museum. I tried contacting as many of the participating 

photographers as I could locate, and I worked hard to find a framework for making meaning out 

of the photographs and the projects that gave rise to them. 

 

My intent was to bring these projects back to light and to begin a conversation about a chapter of 

American photographic history that I believed—and continue to believe—deserves more 

attention. There is more work that can be done with the Photography Surveys, and I’m gratified 

that I had a role in bringing these important works back into the public eye. 

 

I continue to work with photographs that seek to speak authoritatively about their subjects. In 

2009, in the Columbia Journal of American Studies, I published “Arcadian Visions of the Past,” 

an article critically examining Arcadia Publishing’s seemingly ubiquitous series of sepia-toned 

photo-centric local history books. For the past few years I have been working with a large 

archive of photographs taken in the first decade of U.S. colonialism in the Philippines seeking to 

understand the ways in which those photographs helped shape American perceptions of their 

new colonial possession. Although these topics may appear diffuse, to me they are very much 

intertwined and are directly connected to the article presented here. 
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