Chapter 15

Close-Up on Controversy:  The Ethics of Photo Alteration

Ken Light, who teaches photojournalism and ethics at the University of California at Berkeley, was going through some of his old files one day and found a photo that he had taken of John Kerry more than 30 years before.  Considering Kerry’s run for President, Light thought the picture might be of general interest, so he sent it to Corbis, the online agency for stock photos.  Within a week, the photo was circulating on the Internet, but it now looked dramatically different.  Instead of just the young John Kerry, the photo included Jane Fonda.

Fonda was known as “Hanoi Jane” by the conservatives who hated her for her activism against the war in Vietnam.  The picture was circulated to identify Kerry with Fonda in the mind of voters.  It appeared in several publications before it was exposed as a fake.  Light was horrified by what had become of his original photo.  "What if that photo had floated around two days before the general election and there wasn't time to say it's not true?" he said.


The manipulation of photos for political purposes is hardly new.  The Soviets and the Chinese were famous for removing the images of political figures who were out of favor—or had been executed—from photos of their groups of leaders.  But it took a considerable amount of skill to pull it off in those pre-digital days, and often the result actually looked fake.  With today’s software packages such as Photoshop, which often come free with computers, scanners, printers and digital cameras, seamless manipulation of images is fast and easy.  The Internet then allows the altered images to be transmitted worldwide in seconds.

Owen Franken, the photographer who took the original photograph of Fonda in 1972, was equally offended, and was quick to point out how serious this ethical breach was.  "The damage is not going to be undone later,” he said, “by saying it was a doctored picture."
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