
  

  

‘Homeless In America’ Aims To Shock 
Viewers Into Action 
December 29, 1989 | By Larry Thall. 
 

It is curious that the literature of photography contains far more about the chronological 
history of ‘documentary’ than about how documentary photography succeeds in 
persuading . . . ,” photo historian Estelle Jussim wrote in her essay “Propaganda and 
Persuasion.” 

However, the organizers of the exhibition “Homeless in America”, a traveling show now 
on view at the Field Museum, leave nothing to the imagination when it comes to their 
methodology of public persuasion. 

The sole goal of the photographs was to shock viewers, according to Tipper Gore, 
founder of Families for the Homeless and wife of Sen. Albert Gore (D., Tenn.). It’s her 
hope that shock will lead every American to asking himself or herself “What can I do to 
contribute to the solution?” 

The exhibition of more than 60 prints, as well as an accompanying book (Acropolis 
Books, $19.95 at the museum store) and educational video (12 minutes, VHS, $32.50 
including shipping) with the same title, were the products of a joint effort by Families for 
the Homeless-a nonpartisan group of congressional, media and administration families-
and the National Mental Health Association. Major funding was provided by Triangle 
Industries Inc., with smaller grants from Eastman Kodak Co., the Public Welfare 
Foundation and the Federal National Mortgage Association Foundation (Fannie Mae). 

From photographs of the Allied liberation of Nazi death camps in 1945 to the recent 
images of murdered priests in El Salvador and slain college students in Montreal, the 
typical American has been subjected to a never-ending stream of pictures depicting every 
conceivable variation of natural disaster and human depravity. 

So, despite the worthiness of finding permanent shelter for the homeless, it might be a bit 
optimistic to expect these photographs to truly shock a substantial number of viewers. 



  

In fact, without caption material it would be difficult to tell that the subjects in about a 
dozen images are indeed homeless.  

Undoubtedly aware of the fierce, albeit tragic, competition for public concern and 
financial support, the organizers of “Homeless in America” commissioned the talents of 
six leading photojournalists - Mary Ellen Mark, Bill Pierce, Eugene Richards, Eli Reed, 
Stephen Shames and Jim Hubbard - to promote their cause. The exhibition also contains 
work by seven student photojournalists who worked with the project as summer interns, 
and a selection of images contributed by photographers nationwide. 

“We need more photojournalism today in the tradition of Dorothea Lange, Jacob Riis and 
W. Eugene Smith,” Michael Evans, former White House photographer and the project`s 
executive producer, wrote in the afterword of the book. 

Whether these images reflect Smith’s ability to transcend the need for captions or 
Lange’s uncanny aptitude for capturing gesture and body language is doubtful. 

Beyond the question of photographic facility, however, Evans’ mention of Riis, Lange 
and Smith - all of whom photographed dispossessed people - immediately raises a more 
fundamental question: Will photographs of people living in cardboard boxes, tents and 
cars, huddling in doorways to stay warm and sifting through Dumpsters to find food have 
a discernible effect on the homeless crisis? 

Surprisingly, Mark - probably the best known of the project’s photographers - expresses 
skepticism that her type of social documentary photography does any real good. 

“. . . I’m not sure that it (her documentary photography) causes any changes at all . . . . I 
think the pictures that change things are the great war images . . . or (English 
photographer Donald) McCullin`s pictures (taken) in Bangladesh,” Mark said in an 
interview last August with author Vicki Goldberg at the International Photography 
Congress in Maine. 

“Change is cumulative,” Mark added. “My kind of pictures show people how somebody 
else lives . . . Maybe it opens up their eyes a bit, but I don`t think you (the documentary 
photographer) can change the world.” 

Gina White of the National Mental Health Association said in a phone interview, 
however, that substantial viewer mail expressing deep concern for the problem had been 
received at the NMHA’s national headquarters in Virginia, as well as at regional offices 
in areas where the exhibition has been shown. 

She also noted that in Miami, for instance, various independent organizations have held 
fund-raising events, timing them to coordinate with the exhibition’s stay in their area. 
However, it was understandably impossible to predict how these responses will 
ultimately translate into dollars, programs and legislation. 



  

Whenever a social crises such as AIDS, drugs or the homeless gains widespread coverage 
in the press, as happened during work on the “Homeless in America” project, some 
photographers begin worrying about exploitation of their vulnerable subjects. 

In the Goldberg interview, Mark recalled her attitude at that time. “I was working on the 
‘Homeless in America’ book, and when people would ask me what I was doing I was 
almost embarrassed (to tell them). Everyone was doing it (photographing the homeless) 
and I sort of felt like just another person out there being an exploiter . . . . You have to try 
and understand how far you can go.” 

Mark is known for respecting the dignity and privacy of her subjects. However, the 
remainder of the project’s photographers showed ample photographic restraint and 
sensitivity as well. Only two images - almost clinical close-ups of skin lesions by Don 
Weinstein - approach the boundary of exploitation. 

All the photographs in the show are in black and white. The choice of monochrome film 
was given a tongue-in-cheek putdown by New York Times photography critic Andy 
Grundberg in his Sept. 25, 1988, review. 

“As esthetic objects the photographs are not particularly distinguished,” Grundberg 
wrote. “. . . And all are in black and white, as if to confirm that monochrome is the color 
of serious social concern . . . . Despite their lack of artistic airs, however, the pictures 
manage to stir the emotions, which suggests that our feelings about other human beings 
change less quickly than do styles in photojournalism.” 

It appears, however, that documentary photographers may be unable to satisfy 
photography reviewers no matter what type of film they choose. 

Mark’s book “Faukland Road,” depicting young Indian prostitutes in Bombay, and Susan 
Meiselas’ “Nicaragua,” a photo-documentary dealing with that country’s ongoing war, 
both were published in 1981. Both were shot in color, and some critics of both thought 
the use of color endowed the publications - both centering on human suffering - with the 
slickness of a coffee table-type book. 

Farther on in his review of “Homeless in America,” Grundberg rightly assessed the 
photographic skills of the hired guns - Mark, Pierce, Reed, Ricardo and Shames - as 
superior to those of the others who worked on the project. 

“All five are in total command of the photographic frame, and they know how to fill it,” 
Grundberg wrote. 

Yet “Homeless in America” forces the viewer to question whether photographic artistry 
can get in the way of the social message. When Newsweek published an article about the 
project (March 21, 1988) written more from a news than a photography viewpoint, five of 
the seven photos its editors chose to use for their principal photo spread were taken by 
noncommissioned photographers. The remaining two were by Richards. 



  

Perhaps “total command of the photographic frame” isn’t so important when 
photographing a homeless double-amputee with a lacerated face, alone in the street in his 
wheelchair, as Ronald Corbin did in an emotionally moving yet compositionally 
pedestrian image. 

In his 1973 book “Is Anyone Taking Any Notice?,” McCullin, the English photographer 
of Bangladesh, wrote, “Who needs great pictures when somebody’s dying and he’s only 
5 years old?” 

Perhaps his rhetorical question applies to this exhibit as well. 

---------- 

Viewers wishing to purchase a copy of the “Homeless in America” videotape can do so 
by sending a check for $32.50 to National Mental Health Association, Order Department, 
1021 Prince St., Alexandria, Va. 22314. A hardcover edition of the book “Homeless in 
America” is available for $32.95, including shipping, from the same address. 

What: “Homeless in America” 

Where: Field Museum of Natural History, Roosevelt Road and Lake Shore Drive; 322-
8855 

When: 9 a.m.-5 p.m. daily through Feb. 18 

How much: $3; children under 17 and senior citizens $2; families $10; free Thursdays 

 


