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Western culture is traditionally text-centred, yet over the 20th cen-
tury, photographs have successively conquered the public sphere. In 
turn, the growing impact of visual information has fundamentally 
reshaped Western culture. Mankind became ‘more visually liter-
ate’ (Buell 1997b: 10), meaning that with the increasing presence 
of visual information mass audiences also developed their skill of 
‘reading’ pictures.

Before going into the details of political photography in the 20th 
century, I would like to address some aspects that are crucial for the 
distribution of visual information—as opposed to the circulation of 
text. First of all, images—including photographs as well as paint-
ings, icons and charts—need no translation. This does not mean 
that individuals from different cultures see the same when they see 
the same picture. Cultural conventions—like the simple fact that 
white is the colour of mourning in Japan while in Western culture 
it is a colour of innocence—shape our perception of pictures as much 
as individual taste and experience. However, the same picture can 
illustrate a German, English or Japanese text; all it takes in order 
to make it ‘readable’ (if only superficially) is a translation of the 
caption. While a deeper understanding of a photograph depends on 
knowledge of the cultural context and on a willingness to reflect its 
aesthetic, symbolic and subjective dimension, an accurate caption 
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at least enables us to understand what or whom we see as well as 
when, where and by whom the picture was taken.

Second, certain kinds of information are more easily transmit-
ted visually than verbally. Written Japanese, for example, combines 
logographic signs with syllabic signs; it is incompatible with the 
Morse code, which is based on the Latin alphabet. Japanese mes-
sages can thus not be telegraphed. This is one of the reasons for the 
commercial success of the fax machine, invented as early as 1843, 
in the late 20th century: a stepped-up trade between the USA and 
Japan rendered a new form of communication necessary (Gürsel 
2015: 207).

My third preliminary remark refers to the photo as a docu-
mentary or—in the terms of Charles Sanders Peirce—‘indexical’ 
sign. In general, Peirce describes three categories of relations 
between object and sign. He calls it ‘iconic’ if the sign is similar to 
a represented object; ‘symbolic’, if the sign picks up on traditions 
or conventions; and ‘indexical’, if there is a physical (or chemical) 
relation between the sign and whatever it signifies. This is the 
case, for instance, with fingerprints, weathercocks, death masks 
and litmus tests. In Peirce’s view, photographs, and

especially instantaneous photographs, are very instructive, 
because we know that they are in certain respects exactly like 
the objects they represent. But this resemblance is due to the 
photographs having been produced under such circumstances 
that they were physically forced to correspond point by point 
to nature. (Peirce 1998: 4–5)

If the photo is manipulated in such a way that the physical rela-
tion between objects and image is undermined, it is not indexical 
anymore. In the realm of political photography, this is the case if, 
for instance, individuals vanish from group portraits. A prominent 
case is the extinction of Leon Trotsky from photographs in the 
Soviet Union under Stalin (King 1997). In order to vindicate docu-
mentary photography against the ubiquitous suspicion of manipu-
lation, news photo agencies thus insist that photographs may 
neither be staged (unless the scene itself is staged, like a theatre 
performance or a public handshake) nor should they be manipu-
lated beyond the change of light and contrast. In this respect, the 
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ethos of news photographers differed significantly from that of 
newsreel producers who, for instance, for March of Times, often 
used staged scenes or re-enactments. Thus, an AP Handbook for 
Photojournalists published in 1955 states that the ‘same integrity 
is required in pictures as in news stories […]. The AP does not want 
faked pictures, or trick pictures offered as genuine’ (Associated 
Press Corporate Archives 1955: 17). Likewise, Norris A. Huse, 
executive assistant to the general manager of the AP until 1937, 
stated that ‘[p]ictures of a news event are News. (…) Our pictures 
must tell the truth and the accompanying captions must be true, 
accurate, unbiased, decent, and interesting, just as are Associated 
Press news reports.’ (Huse 1928: 26).

The promise of the photograph showing ‘what was there’ is 
crucial for an understanding of photojournalism in the 20th and 
21st centuries. It dates back to the mid-19th century and became 
particularly important when the mass circulation of illustrated 
magazines started in the 1920s. Rising print runs in turn generated 
a high demand of documentary photographs. Photo agencies that 
had already popped up at the turn of the century quickly expanded 
in Berlin, Paris, London and New York (Kerbs 1983). Several news 
agencies, whose primary interest had been to spread text news, 
now set up photo branches in order to sell ‘pictorial news’ along 
with text—among them the New York-based Associated Press and 
the Soviet TASS (Radetsky 2007). A network of photo transmitters 
(technically a photo-fax system) soon allowed the AP to dominate 
the American news photo business of the 1930s and to expand 
into the European, Asian and African market in the subsequent 
decades. I will here take the AP as a showcase for an institution 
that critically shaped the visual public sphere of the 20th century, 
and that is still one of the big players in the news photo business.

The AP was founded as a non-profit news cooperative in 
New York in 1846. Its member papers traded information among 
each other and offered it cost-effectively to non-members (Mears 
2007). In 1927, the AP first offered the subscription of photo pack-
ages—at this time they were mainly distributed by mail (Huse 
1927). From the very start, speed was of utmost importance in the 
photo business, just as in the news business in general. In order to 
quickly provide news photos, alternative means of transportation 
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complemented regular mail, including carrier pigeons, horses, 
railroads and steamships, later automobiles, airplanes and helicop-
ters. The means of transportation could ‘range from an exceptional 
emergency in which a plane or car would be chartered, to dispatch 
by bus or train porter to the AP bureau city’ (Associated Press 
Corporate Archives 1955: 17).

In order to further accelerate transportation, the AP set up a 
network of transmitters in 1935, named it Wirephoto and thereby 
revolutionized the news photo business for decades to come. Already 
in December 1934, the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin drew atten-
tion to the upcoming system. An article titled ‘The Bulletin Will Get 
Pictures as Speedily as News’ introduced the Wirephoto service to 
its readers and provided a sketch in order to give them an idea of 
how it worked (Figure 4.1).

In 1936, the Popular Mechanics magazine came up with a photo 
showing it in action and an article that explained the technical 
details of the transmitter.

Pictures to be sent are attached to a metal drum and revolved 
forty-five times per minute by a six-volt motor. A needle of 

Figure 4.1 ‘The Bulletin Will Get Pictures as Speedily as News’. The 
Philadelphia Evening Bulletin, 21 December 1934.
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light shines on the glossy print and is reflected back into a 
photoelectric cell which transforms the light into electrical 
impulses. These impulses are converted into sound, the tel-
ephone mouthpiece picking up this low, conversational buzz. 
At the receiving end the process is reversed and the buzz is 
converted to light which is recorded on photo-sensitive paper 
to reproduce the picture. (Popular Mechanics 1936)

Kent Cooper, General Manager of the AP at the time, negoti-
ated a contract with the AT&T that granted him exclusive access 
to leased wires for five years (Cooper 1959: 214). The first AP 
picture transmitted to 24 subscribers on 1 January 1935 showed a 
crashed airplane in the Adirondack Mountains—a good bird’s eye 
view of the scenery and sure a case in point of a real news photo 
(Haynes 1955). Although competing photo agencies such as Wide 
World Photos and International News Service (INS) soon began to 
transmit photographs via regular telephone lines (Schnurmacher 
1937), the term Wirephoto entered the dictionaries as a ‘method of 
sending photographs by wire; a trade name designating a service 
by the Associated Press’ (Cooper 1959: 214).

Interestingly, the technical process of distributing photographs 
still required verbal communication in the first place. The AP’s 
central photo desk in New York was run by the so-called monitor 
to whom the providers of news photos promoted their pictures. The 
monitor, as the handbook has it, ‘can’t see the picture, but he listens 
to you for a frank appraisal of its merits or demerits’ (Associated 
Press Corporate Archives 1965: 17). After all, it took eight minutes 
to send a picture, and it was therefore crucial to select the best 
pictures before sending them to anyone.

Unsurprisingly, the impact of photography soon rose in pro-
portion to the number of photographs available. In 1938, photos 
already made out 40 per cent of the content of American daily news-
papers (Gürsel 2015: 207). The impact of the AP, however, grew 
beyond proportion, not least because the AP emancipated itself from 
the international News Cartel dominated by Havas, Reuters and 
Wolff, which did not provide any photo services. Thus, when the AP 
cancelled its cooperation in 1934 and formed a strategic alliance 
with its American competitor United Press International (UPI), it 
became even more influential (Allen 2016: 11–13).
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The Second World War gave the AP yet another boost, if at 
first only indirectly. When the USA entered the war, the AP joined 
the so-called still pictures pool consisting of Acme Newspictures, 
INS, Life magazine and the US Army Signal Corps (Maslowski 
1993: 31; Morris 1998: 73). The pool granted all members access 
to the Wirephoto network and thus secured immediate coverage of 
all war-related events. As Life photo editor John Morris recalled, 
there were some animosities among the members, yet they were 
resolved in order to keep the photo operation going.

The advantage for Life was in gaining equal access to major 
news events, despite being a weekly. The disadvantage was 
that we had to ‘make available’ our best ‘hard-news’ pictures 
for distribution over the wires. Just how we did that was often a 
matter of dispute. The three wire services thoroughly distrusted 
one another, but they were unified in their distrust of Life and 
disdain for its extravagant way. However, they loved to sell us 
pictures, and Life was the showcase. (Morris 1998: 73)

As long as the war lasted, AP was somewhat impaired by its 
membership in the picture pool; however, it had a positive impact in 
that it granted permanent and free access to photographs from all 
theatres of the war. Some of its staff photographers won the newly 
established Pulitzer Price for Photography, among them, Frank 
Noel in 1943 with a picture of a sailor in a lifeboat several days after 
a shipwreck in the Indian Ocean. Two years later, Joe Rosenthal, 
another AP staff photographer, took the famous picture of Old Glory 
Rising on Iwo Jima. Like Noel, he had worked with the US Army as 
what we would today call an ‘embedded photographer’. These were 
the first two out of six Pulitzer Prizes for AP photographers in the 
first 25 years of its existence (Associated Press Corporate Archives 
1965: back case). On the occasion of Wirephoto’s 20th birthday, 
the AP management published a brochure with a cover photo 
that showed the cylinder of a transmitter with a mounted Signal 
Corps photo of Winston Churchill, Joseph Stalin and Franklin D. 
Roosevelt at the Teheran Conference in 1943 (for accessing the 
image, see https://micasmp.hypotheses.org.5090/fig2 [Figure 4.2]), 
indicating that the Second World War picture pool system was seen 
as a full success for the AP—at least in hindsight.

https://micasmp.hypotheses.org.5090/fig2
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In the course of the 20th century, the circulation of news pho-
tographs grew steadily. The number of newspapers and television 
stations subscribing to Wirephoto rose from 24 in 1935 to 300 in 
1947, 500 in 1955, 900 in 1973 and to 1549 on the verge of digita-
lization in 1993 (Figure 4.3; Associated Press 1993: 1, Associated 
Press Corporate Archives 1947: 5, 1955: 1; Jones 1978: 3, 1982). 

While in the early days local pictures had dominated the 
scene, photos taken abroad became more important over time, 
especially during and after the Second World War. In the early 
1960s, the AP had clients in 105 countries and claimed to pro-
vide ‘the widest distribution of photos internationally from a 
single source in the history of photography’ (Swinton 1963: 54). 
According to Stanley M. Swinton, general news editor of the AP’s 

Figure 4.2 20 Years with AP Wirephoto, photo mounted on cylinder shows 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, Josef Stalin and Winston Churchill at the Teheran 
Conference in 1943, US Army Signal Corps/Office of War Information 
Collection, Library of Congress, Washington, DC.
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expanding world service, the agency had by then built up what 
we may call a visual empire.

In major photo markets such as Italy and Japan, the margin 
of AP superiority in photo play over all competitors exceeds 
anything in the US. In Japan, our play is approximately three 
times that of our competitors. In Italy, more than 70% of all 
foreign pictures published come from the AP. Even Communist 
countries such as Yugoslavia and Poland depend on AP photos. 
In Yugoslavia, virtually every foreign picture published comes 
from AP and in Poland we have a big competitive margin. AP 
photos literally blanket the world. (Swinton 1963: 53)

As a brochure quite accurately described it, Wirephoto had 
turned into an ‘interconnecting series of spider webs, with New York 
as the big daddy in the middle, able to feel the most distant tremor 
along the line’ (Jones 1978: 3: for accessing the image/photograph, 
see https://micasmp.hypotheses.org.5090/fig4 [Figure 4.4]).

One of the reasons for the AP’s success was that European 
News agencies were latecomers in the news photo business: Reuters 
entered the market as late as 1984, Agence France-Presse yet 
another year later in 1985 (Tworek 2013: 735).1 At this time, the 

1 A questionnaire filled out by several European news agencies in 1933 shows that Havas, 
Reuters, ANA (Vienna), Ritzau and Wolff’s Telegraphen-Büro did not maintain own photo 
services (Archives Nationales Paris 5AR/466). Warmest thanks for Heidi Tworek for shar-
ing this source with me.

1935: 24 1947: 300 1955: 500 1973: 900 1993: 1549

Figure 4.3 AP Wireservice: Number of Subscribers 1935–1993  
(own graphics, AV).

https://micasmp.hypotheses.org.5090/fig4
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AP had long expanded on the Old Continent, not least behind the 
Iron Curtain, and its main competitors were American new agencies 
such as the INS and the UPI (Haynes 2006: 11, 14).

The most important change during the Cold War was the 
establishment of a permanent wire service cable between Moscow 
and New York via Helsinki in 1964. By 1973, the network further 
included Warsaw, Prague, Bratislava, Budapest and Bucharest with 
additional extensions in the Soviet Union (Factbook of Wirephoto: 1; 
for accessing the image/photograph, see https://micasmp.hypotheses.
org.5090/fig5 [Figure 4.5]). Despite the censorship on photographs in 
the Soviet Union, the AP presented itself as an agency bridging the 
visual gap between the East and the West, as a 1978 brochure (for 
accessing the image/photograph, see https://micasmp.hypotheses.
org.5090/fig6 [Figure 4.6]), stresses: ‘The Iron Curtain is not impen-
etrable. AP has a staff photographer in Moscow, can send others 
in, and has picture exchange arrangements with government news 
agencies in Eastern Europe’ (Jones 1978: 4).

Africa was more difficult to integrate into the international 
‘spider web’, partly because the infrastructure for photo trans-
mission was very poor. As Horst Faas explained, in most African 
countries there was, in the early 1960s

Figure 4.4 ‘The AP Wirephoto Network in 1965’. In Factbook of Wirephoto 
(1965–1966: 4–5).

https://micasmp.hypotheses.org.5090/fig5
https://micasmp.hypotheses.org.5090/fig5
https://micasmp.hypotheses.org.5090/fig6
https://micasmp.hypotheses.org.5090/fig6
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only one [telephone] beam, so either somebody made a phone 
call or you sen[t] your photo, and very often irate switchboard 
operators in Brazzaville would say, ‘(…) You had the line for 
an hour. I have sixteen parties trying to congratulate their 
mothers for birthday,’ or whatever. (Faas 1997: 9)

In an interview given in 1997, he described his work in the 
Belgian Congo as a permanent challenge.

To get the pictures [I took] to the transmitter, I had to cross 
the river from Leopoldville to Brazzaville into another country, 

Figure 4.5 AP First Again! This Time to Moscow (Leaflet), 1964, AP 
Corporate Archive 34.6.
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get a visa, travel up to the radio station where my [transmit-
ting] machine was (…). And I sat there sometimes all evening 
and all night trying to get the pictures out, and then I got an 
exit visa, went back and shot some more. (Faas 1997: 1)

In another interview, he explained that he ‘felt like [Henry 
Morton] Stanley, going up the Congo River several times. So it was, 
it was very much an adventure’ (Faas 2007: 23). Yet it was not only 
technical deficiency and a desolate infrastructure that hampered 
the photo business in Africa, it was also a lack of profit for news 
photo agencies. As Faas recalls:

[I]f you would have made a million (…) in 1960, you would pre-
sumably have seen a much, much more intensive and better 
coverage in Africa. It was always difficult to get the OK to hire 
a photographer in the country, or hire another photographer 
in a country that didn’t produce revenue. (Faas 1997: 5)

Engagement in East Asia, in contrast, increased and was 
fuelled by the Korean Conflict and the Vietnam War. The first 

Figure 4.6 ‘West & East Fastest by Wire’. In AP First in Moscow (April 
1964), AP Corporate Archive 34.6.
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leased circuit to Japan was set up in 1964, and from then on 
photographs from East Asia were transmitted via the AP Tokyo 
office. Although technical conditions for picture transmission were 
as poor in Southeast Asia as in the Congo in 1960, the AP set up 
an office in Saigon and sent out several staff photographers who 
produced some of the most popular photos of the Vietnam War.2 
Some of these photographers were Americans who spent several 
months or even years in Southeast Asia, others were Vietnamese 
who were trained to work as photographers, such as the famous 
Huỳnh Công (‘Nick’) Út and Huỳnh Thanh Mỹ, who was killed by 
the Viet Cong while covering a fight in the Mekong Delta in 1965 
(Pyle and Faas 2003: 64).

Interestingly, none of the maps that visualize the AP’s net-
work of the 1960s and 1970s identifies the Indian subcontinent as 
a hotspot of news photography. All of them feature direct lines to 
Tokyo and Teheran, but neither to New Delhi or Mumbai or any 
other city on the subcontinent. The agency seems to have omitted 
the region, while East and Southeast Asia are well represented 
if not overrepresented. Needless to say that AP photographers 
did work in India and Pakistan, both hotspots of international 
and regional politics. Horst Faas and Michel Laurent even won a 
Pulitzer Price for covering a massacre in Dacca, Bangladesh (Faas 
1972; for accessing the image/photograph, see https://micasmp.
hypotheses.org.5090/fig7 [Figure 4.7]), and according to their own 
testimony, the Indian Telegraph Authority refused to transmit 
the photographs so that they were sent to the London office of the 
AP by airfreight (Morris 1998: 293). Yet this finding contradicts 
the absence of the agency from the region rather than explains it.

In the light of these empirical findings, it seems that the visual 
public sphere as shaped—among others—by the Associated Press is 
political in at least three respects. First of all, news photos convey 
political messages, be it by informing us that something has taken 
place, by letting a politician shine or by ridiculing him or her, or by 
documenting political violence and its victims. Second, the presence 
or absence of a news agency from a region, country or even conti-
nent serves as a litmus test for the importance of that particular 

2 The documents of the Saigon Bureau are filed with ProQuest (n.d.).

https://micasmp.hypotheses.org.5090/fig7
https://micasmp.hypotheses.org.5090/fig7


Political Photography in the 20th Century 123

region. As Horst Faas stated, the entire African continent seemed 
to be of low interest in the 1960s, while Southeast Asia generated a 
lot of interest—needless to say that here a dynamic is at play that 
seems at least in part self-referential. Third, contested news photo 
markets are highly political in that they help establish geopolitical 
orders. The fact, for instance, that AP so eagerly established a wire 
connection to Moscow was related to the fact that this opened many 
doors in other socialist countries, while those countries in turn set 
up the ‘Photo International’ pool in order to place their photographs 
more effectively in Western publications. Naturally, this was not 
only about visual content but also about business, for AP photos 
had to be paid in hard currency, while in turn Western agencies 
paid only very low prices for photos offered by socialist agencies.

This said, it seems all the more important to grant news photo 
audiences a minimum of visual literacy. The term was derived from 
the term literacy, which describes the ability to read a text. Societies 
with a high rate of illiteracy often communicate via images, like—
for instance—European societies in the Middle Ages that offered 
biblical stories as painted on the walls of churches, or colonialists 
who showed movies to the local population in order to overcome 
either illiteracy or literacy in languages that the colonizers had no 
command of. This, however, is not what Walter Benjamin referred 

Figure 4.7 Faas, Horst. 1972. ‘A “Political Rally” in Dacca Becomes Scene 
of Butchery. Editor & Publisher, 1975, 1 January: 14.
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to. In his view, being able to read a text does not necessarily mean 
that, likewise, literate persons are able to ‘read’ a picture. To read 
a picture would, in this context, mean to ‘translate’ its meaning 
into spoken or written words and thus to reflect the message that 
it conveys (though it seems important to stress here that the mes-
sage of an image may be as open to interpretation as the message 
of a text). What matters here is that any visual public sphere is 
a politically contested space in which the visually literate have a 
clear advantage over the visually illiterate. Even if many citizens 
think of photographs as mere illustrations of text news, it should 
have become clear that there is no such thing as an unpolitical 
news photo.

CONCLUSION
The emergence of a visual public sphere in the 20th century was 
closely linked to the rise of international news photo agencies. They 
developed both the technical infrastructure for photo transmission 
and set up the professional networks that covered political events, 
war and conflict, cultural life and social developments worldwide. 
Photos provided by these agencies illustrated photo books, daily 
newspapers, magazines like Life, the German Stern, the British 
Picture Post and the trans-African Drum, and later appeared as 
background pictures in broadcasting studios and, most recently, 
on the World Wide Web. Many of them have been labelled as 
‘iconic’—in my view a problematic term because it literally means 
‘pictorial’ and is thus somewhat tautological. Nevertheless, it is 
clear that ‘iconic images’ include, for instance, photos such as the 
‘Napalm Girl’ and the ‘Tank Man’ that were both distributed by AP 
Wirephoto. Rutger van der Hoeven has done some empirical work 
on how these photographs have entered global visual memories 
(van der Hoeven 2019: 82–90). In a broader perspective, we can 
surely speak of visual archives, provided by news photo agencies, 
that serve as fundus, context and framework for newspaper, maga-
zine and blog readers as well as aspiring photojournalists. While 
a common narrative has it that photojournalism declined with 
the closure of Life in the 1970s, it seems to me that documentary 
photography came out even stronger since the advent of digital 
photography in the 1990s.
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Naturally, the global visual public of the digital age differs from 
that of the analogue 20th century. Digital photography offers new 
opportunities in terms of the quality and quantity of photo produc-
tion. While picture editors handled a few dozens of pictures in the 
1930s, today they have to process around 10,000 per day. Millions 
of pictures are being published online, illustrating traditional 
media as well as blogs and social media platforms. Many of them 
have been digitized from analogue archives. However, the average 
reader can hardly distinguish between photos that were scanned 
from film or prints and those produced with a digital camera. Thus, 
visual literacy—as claimed by Laszlo Moholy-Nagy and Walter 
Benjamin already in the early 1930s—will be crucial for cultural 
participation in modern and postmodern societies (Benjamin 1972: 
25).3 This literacy includes the ability to identify manipulations 
that exceed aesthetic decisions regarding lighting, tone or cropping 
and thus undermine the indexical character of photography. Such 
manipulations sometimes occurred in analogue times, and many 
people tend to suspect that they are ubiquitous. Yet today, photo 
apps praise features like ‘healing’, which means that they offer to 
‘remove the uninvited neighbour from a group picture’.4 News photo 
agencies, in contrast, are still eager to guarantee that the content 
of their photographs corresponds physically to whatever they show, 
and there is a good reason to believe that this will not change in 
the near future. But in order to keep news photos reliable, it is ever 
more important to make sure that photo editors are well-trained 
and visually literate. 
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