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Abstract:

Our group looked at the digital manipulation of images as an aspect of policy that Grocott’s Mail needs to engage with.  We used theoretical research from photographers and media theorists who specialise in this issue to give us some idea of the debates that surround digital manipulation of images in the media in today’s technology-driven world.  With this background knowledge, we then interviewed working journalists from publications that do have policies on this to get some ideas.  We also interviewed Louise Vale and Steven Penny from Grocott’s Mail to see what the existing practices are with regard to image manipulation and to see what technology is available to them for image manipulation.  We used all that we learnt from literature and interviews to formulate some of our own recommendations to Grocott’s Mail specifically.  Our final stance was that although photographs may be constructions, they are perceived to be real by the majority of people and as such people need to be made aware if they are looking at an image that has been tampered with.

Research Aims

The issue of digital manipulation of photographs in the media is controversial, to say the least. Some people see nothing wrong with making slight changes to a photograph, in order to enhance its value. They argue that every photograph becomes an interpretation of reality as soon as the camera’s shutter closes anyway. Some argue that photographs may be manipulated, as long as its meaning is not affected; but who gets to decide what this meaning is and where to draw the line? Then there are others who emphasise how the visual power of a photograph is taken by many as being the naked truth and that the media should respect this trust and not manipulate images at all. 

This research project is our endeavour to make sense of these philosophical issues which are at the foundation of the debate and to come up with a policy for Grocott’s Mail that is both ethical and realistic. In order to do this, we will consider relevant academic literature, as well as the current policies regarding the manipulation of photographs of Grocott’s Mail and other publications in South Africa and in the world. These efforts will give us an indication of the advantages and disadvantages of digital manipulation within the practical context of the real policies of other publications. In turn, this knowledge will enable us to make informed suggestions with regards to a policy on digital manipulation of photographs for Grocott’s Mail.       

The issue and debate regarding digital manipulation on photographs
“Movies are like art, so you expect to see things that are not factually true. But as soon as you allow this to leak into the world of photojournalism, you open a proverbial Pandora’s box of issues and problems you will be unable to put to rest”     – Eric Heidel. 

Photographs are powerful tools for conveying messages in the media. They are often legitimised by the idea that “seeing is believing” and thus that a visual image cannot lie. This position is in itself highly contentious and raises the debate of the realist versus the constructivist view of photography, which is dealt with below. Complicating this debate is the availability of modern technology, which has made it possible for images to be altered cheaply and simply. In our examination of the ethics behind digital manipulation of images, we question the integrity of altering an image that is intended to convey a massage to the public. 

The realist position would argue that photographs are “perfect analogons”, that are merely copies of the real situation. Photographs are seen to convey a sense of “being thereness” (Barthes: 1984) to the reader, who thus accepts the image as truth. This position relies heavily on the positivist belief that there is a truth that can be revealed, and thus the facts of a situation are made clear to us if we can inspect them through vision. Those who believe that media should be a mirror of reality, that it should uncover the truth in a situation and reveal it to the public might support the realist perception that photographs should never be digitally altered. Image manipulation allows for perversion of the original message that makes the media vulnerable to becoming a tool for propaganda by those who have control over it (Berger: 1991). Image manipulation threatens the public's ability to trust in photographs as unconstructed reflections of the truth. 

Edward Steichen expresses the view of the constructivists in this quote from 1903: 

“In the very beginning, when the operator controls and regulates his 
time of exposure, when in the darkroom the developer is mixed for 
detail, breath, flatness or contrast, faking has been resorted to. In fact, 
every photograph is a fake from start to finish, a purely impersonal, unmanipulated photograph being practically impossible.” (Bonnie Meltzer:1997). 

Constructivists believe that the final reading of an image, is a combination of interpretations both by the photographer at the scene and by the reader as he looks at it. There are a plethora of choices to be made by the photographer at the scene, which means that different photographs taken at a single scene will be different, there is no absolute or inherent truth in photography. Furthermore, the reader brings her own cultural background, preferences and memories to her reading of a photograph, which will affect her interpretation of the image. (Barthes: 1984). From this point of view, digital manipulation is merely an extension of the process of constructing an image. 

From this point of view, the issue is not one of whether “the truth” has been obscured by digital manipulation, but why it has been manipulated and whose interests this is serving. 

Editors and photojournalists have to use photographs and sometimes images are altered to make them printable, digital manipulation allows for the enhancement of poor quality photographs. The amount of digital processing is, however, infinite and the question is where to draw the line? 

There are many advantages of digitally manipulating photographs – photojournalists and editors often have to take poor quality photographs and make them printable. Digital manipulation technology makes this job much easier, and if used correctly, it can vastly improve the quality of the publication. For example, a photograph that is blurred and in which people appear grey and faceless, can be radically improved. This is achieved by adjusting the brightness and contrast of the photo, as well as sharpening the image (Meltzer, 1997). Digital manipulation also allows for the elimination of scratches, the enhancement of details, the balancing and correcting of images, and it is cheaper and faster than analogue technology. The digital manipulation of a news photograph is warranted when readers are shown an image that is important, but might cause them distress if it remained unaltered. Richard King, a learner at Laerskool Die Ruiter in Roodepoort, was knocked over by a taxi. In the original Photograph (see appendix A) his body is visible. The body of the deceased is covered by a sheet in the second photograph that appeared in Die Beeld as a sign of respect and in the interests of good taste. The use of digital manipulation was acknowledged in the caption that accompanied this photograph (Cass, 1998, 91). Digital manipulation, in this instance, enabled the newspaper to run a powerful photograph that they would otherwise not have been unable to use. The credibility of the image is not damaged if manipulation is used carefully and the public is informed of the usage (Cass, 1998, 91). 

With the limitless possibilities that come with digital manipulation technology, photographers and journalists need some guidelines to enable them to determine whether or not the ethical boundary has been crossed. Many people feel that the following types or instances of manipulation is acceptable: brightness and contrast control, burning and dodging to control tonal range, colour correction and retouching of dust and scratches (Webster University Journal: http://www.iste.org/publish/learning/learning.html). This list also includes cropping, editing or enlarging to isolate, link or display part of a photograph (as long as the event or object's facts or circumstances are not misrepresented) and the obvious masking of parts of a photograph for specific security or criminal investigation requirements. Basically, it is acceptable to manipulate a photograph, as long as its meaning is not affected (http://media.gn.apc.org/manip.html). The question remains: who decides what the meaning of a particular photograph is and about where to draw the line? 

On the other hand, the following forms of manipulation is regarded as unacceptable: adding, moving or removing objects within a frame, colour changes other than to restore what the subject looked like, merging two or more elements into one, flipping a photograph (left/right reversal), and basically, printing a photograph in other than its “true” orientation (Webster University Journal Policy for the Ethical Use of Photographs: http://www.iste.org/publish/learning/html). 

Further, an image should be identified as `original' or `altered' and labeled accordingly, an image should not infringe copyright or another's intellectual property, it should not be used to deceive or to persuade, an image should not infringe the moral rights of its subject(s) in relation to privacy and stereotyping and an image should not breach ethical and legal standards in relation to obscenity and decency. An image professional should anticipate that new communication technologies may carry with them: unpredictable and unwanted effects for society, be prepared to research and debate these effects, and work towards society's control of technology and realise his/her individual responsibility for vigilance and action to defend the visual truth 

of information (Webber). 

The concern with photo manipulation is that such practice - made so easy and so invisible thanks to digital technology - can destroy the hallowed status of news photos where seeing is believing (Berger 1999: 2). It threatens the public's ability to trust in their photographs as unconstructed pictures of reality. There are three main concerns with regards to photo manipulation, namely, the distortion of the truth, propaganda and the defaming of individuals. Following is a series of examples of these concerns of photo manipulation. Since the war began in Iraq earlier this year, thousands and thousands of images from Iraq have been transmitted to newsrooms all over the world. They represent the work of a tough breed of photojournalists who made the choice to go to Iraq. Photojournalists are there to document events, not to make some images more dramatic than reality (Lubrano 2003: 1). That is why U.S. journalists are in an uproar after a photographer from the much respected Los Angeles Times transmitted a photo (see appendix B) that had been digitally altered by a photographer who had used his computer to combine elements of two photographs, taken moments apart, in order to improve the composition. Another example is the digitally manipulated front-page photograph (from Die Burger) of Nelson Mandela's release from prison in 1991, where they lowered a dove by about a meter to appear right above his outstretched arms. Cooper (1999: 1) points out the problem “It is clear that journalists are becoming their own gatekeepers.” 

Let us consider the example of the student demonstrations at Kent State University during 1970 (see Appendix C). Even today, this photograph continues to conjure up debates about the pole that was erased from the background. Some support the removal of the pole from the original, because it makes the picture look better, rather than having the woman looking as if a pole is protruding from her head. However, people like Mary Holmes feel that the removal of the pole was due to hidden motives and not solely for aesthetic reasons: “By removing the pole you remove the fence, by removing the fence you remove the reality of the Kent State University's control of the public spaces at that time and the student's access to them”. The removal of the pole therefore, erases the fact that the government at the time carried out strict policies restricting the movement of students. Therefore, the erasing of the pole subtly supports the intentions of the government to erase former policies from public memory (http://www.cris.com/-Mppa/ethics.html). 

Next, is the example of O.J. Simpson’s darkened face on the cover of TIME magazine (see appendix D). This example proves that the manipulation of something as ‘innocent’ as a photograph’s contrast, can have the power to affect the image’s meaning quite radically. Society has adopted the connotations of ‘dark’ with ‘ominous’ and even ‘evil’. This can be seen in Western movies where the ‘bad guy’ usually wears black, while the hero is clad in white; expressions such as ‘it was a dark time’ is also indicative of this. By blackening his face, the magazine enhanced Simpson’s image as a criminal.  

Let us now consider the effects of technology. Digitalisation techniques and photographic manipulation are based on previously developed, more direct forms of traditional image manipulation. And whereas before, in the 1980s, digital manipulation processes were mainly restricted to those who could afford the equipment: usually publishers and large corporations such as newspaper and magazine publishers the past ten years has seen a surge in home owned computers. In this digital age, anyone with a computer, scanner or digital camera and printer can easily and relatively cheaply create and print off an almost infinite amount of manipulated images, the amount really only dependant on the skills and range of ideas they have. The ability to create amazing photo-realistic images is now not unique to the computer technicians, but is available now for anyone to create.

Computer software such as Adobe PhotoShop, and Silicon Beach Software’s  Digital Darkroom which is widely available have now made photographers who in the past used to cut parts of photos in traditional cut and paste methods to become outmoded. In the digital manipulation of photographs, the classical photography methods are replaced by the lasso tool, the magic wand tool and the marquee tools of PhotoShop. The most outstanding feature of a computer is probably that it can become a universal machine. It can firstly load the digital photo, or scan the photo and change the image then it can output the photo either on a printer, down a phone line or even back onto a negative ready for the traditional photography process.

Though the introduction of digital manipulation and computers to the photography process seems to have numerous negative sides, there are just as many positive aspects as well. Costs have been eliminated due to the fact that digital photography cuts down on the need for photographic spools as well as they do not need to be processed in a darkroom as conventional photographs are. Digital photography saves time and is easier accessible due to the fact that photographs which have been scanned or taken with a digital camera can be sent world wide via the Internet in seconds. 

One fact has to be stated and that is that most photographs that are published in the major newspapers have to go through some form of digital software to convert them from the typical red/green/blue (RGB) colour model to the cyan (C), magenta (M), yellow (Y) and black (K) model to facilitate printing. Another aspect that also has to be raised is the fact that newspapers have always used drawings, etchings and diagrams to make a point and present the facts of a story to the public. The matter of contention around digital manipulation is the fact that picture or photographs which have been manipulated are not as easy to spot as a drawing or diagram.
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Literature Review 
It has been widely accepted by many academics and professionals that digital technology has changed the face of photography (Berger 1999, Cass 1998, Harris 1991 and Cooper 1999) allowing photographers and editors to change any aspect of the image at will without the knowledge of the reader. With tools like digital camera's and programs such as Adobe PhotoShop photographs can be edited to include scenes or people that were not in the initial image, imperfections can be adjusted and people or objects can be removed from the photograph. As the scope and availability of such hardware and software increases, so does the sanctity of the original image and thus the “truth telling” power of the image. 
Berger (1999 pg. 1) and other authors place the “truth” telling power of the photograph as its primary characteristic and hence its popularity within publications. However, in keeping with national and internal journalistic codes if the body of the text purports an ontological truth then the image, in keeping with this, is the physical embodiment of that truth. An explanation afforded to the perceived power of the photograph is that it is a physical manifestation of an event, person or place and hence is seen by the viewer as a direct, incorruptible and faithfully truthful representation of what exactly happened at the time the image was captured. Photographs then are often perceived as reality (Berger 1999 pg. 2). 
The onset of digital manipulation has been recorded as a real and irreversible threat to this hallowed perception of the image as a faithful and true representation and thus “the public's ability to trust in their photographs as unconstructed pictures of reality” (Berger 1999 pg. 2). Harris (1999 pg. 165) goes further and says, “the potential loss of the public's trust in visual journalism is of vital concern”. 
The simple reason for this emerging paranoia is justified by the fact that “manipulated photographs are indistinguishable from reality” (Cooper 1999) and hence threaten the inherent function of the photograph. He continues to query this phenomenon by commenting that by “subtly changing the colour of a photograph” we are changing its entire mood. He argues that by doing this “are we showing the public actual reality” or the photographers or editors perceived versions of reality (Berger 1999, Harris 1991). 
This is vital in a profession were individuals and publications are vested with a trust to produce the truth unaltered, as the viewer or reader would see it themselves. This is why many critics and academics such as Cass (1998) stress the importance of a strong set of moral and ethical codes that govern the conduct of photojournalists, photographers and their editors. Cass argues that under these codes journalists are required to produce the unbiased truth, and through the digital manipulation of images photographers and editors are directly violating these codes. The end result, she argues, is a net loss in the credibility of the individuals and publications caught fabricating, or altering the truth inherent in an image’s characteristics. 
It is this credibility that traditionally assures the reader or viewer that what they are seeing is a manifestation of the truth, and not a constructed fabrication (Cass 1998 pg. 11). Hence the perceived difference between tabloid papers and established daily or weekly newspapers or magazines. Tabloids usually carry suspect stories based on half truths and rumours and so are regarded as biased and hence untruthful representation of reality, while a magazine such as Time and a newspaper such as the Washington Post, through their established code of ethics, are perceived as the harbingers of the world's truths, faithfully recording reality verbatim. 
Two problems arise from this existing scenario; the strong hold of trust that respected newspapers and magazines have over their readers may lend itself to forms of political or hegemonic manipulation, to the advantage of whoever is in control. This is easily achieved within the fields of digital manipulation. Images can be altered or even constructed to form images of events that have not even taken place, for the benefit of someone's agenda. Fred Ritchin (quoted in Harris 1991 pg. 168) elaborates: “Those in power can take advantage of its enhanced capability to deceive and more expertly project their own worldview, camouflaging it as reporting”. 
Secondly, governing ethics and subsequently the publication's credibility can vary across the spectrum. Cass (1999) purports the existence of a core of ethical and moral codes that are common throughout the human psyche and that the majority of societies adhere to in some form or other and apply within their daily routines and that the existence of these codes logically suggests a commonality shared by individuals throughout the media fraternity. 
However, Berger (1999) identifies a problem that arises from this assumption; individuals are imbedded in particular individual and societal nodes that influence and inform their perceptions of life and hence their reactions to what it involves. Thus how the world makes sense to the individual is perceived through a fog of societal influence in which the individuals have to rely on their own methods of encoding and decoding in order to make sense of the confusion and see through the fog. 
This is relevant to the discussion in that despite the moral codes of practice governing the production of media texts, writers and photographers are going to encode the information based on their position in society and readers or viewers are going to decode, or understand it, based on their position in society. Thus Berger argues that despite the presence of a constant governing code of ethics, individuals are going to act according to their beliefs, and this will be evident in the final context of the texts that are produced. 
Digital manipulation has afforded some protagonists the opportunity to, both maliciously and otherwise edit, the final product. Berger (1999 pg. 4) moves on to suggest that the fiercest critics of digital manipulation will adamantly criticise any form of manipulation without first having critically analysed the meaning of manipulation. As mentioned earlier encoding and decoding may vary within and across societies and so what is perceived as “news” or ontologically the “truth” may vary. The physical manifestation of the image i.e. the picture as it exists on the page, does not constitute the actual meaning of the event, what generates the meaning is the photographs ability to draw on and link with the readers' unique `social demystifyer'. 
Therefore within this conceptual paradigm Berger argues that manipulation itself cannot be rigidly defined as all it surmounts to is the photographer’s unconscious or even conscious attempt to categorise the news within his or her encoding (Berger 1999 pg. 4). This is succinctly summed up by Max Kozloff in Cass (1998 pg. 15) who queries “if pictures have never told all the truth, have always been just an interpretation both by the photographer of the scene and of the photograph by the reader, then what does it matter if photographs in newspapers are manipulated and changed so that they show what the photographer or editor wants them to show?” 
This is the question that forms the center of the hotly contested debate and academics and professionals such as Christopher Harris (1991 pg. 1) from the Middle Tennessee State University, who argues that once editors and photographers have taken their first steps in the field of digital manipulation, where will they stop and what will become enough or not too much? Harris has purports the dangers of small digital alterations to photographs developing into a “slippery slope” of ethical decision making, with the credibility of both the individuals and the publications likely to slide to the bottom. 
Harris goes further to say that despite the presence of codes and conducts that are intended to protect the sovereignty of the image, they are not rigidly enforced and can be easily “ignored” by those in power “who choose to violate them” (Harris 1991 pg. 169). Harris suggests that the only successful method of regulation seems to exist in the form of peer pressure from colleagues in the newsroom. 
Thus from this we can see that the debate is an endless one, with both sides of the story having ample information to sustain their arguments. Attitudes and approaches may vary across the spectrum, but it can be said that as this topic remains one of consistent debate the problem is not really being solved and the digital manipulation of images will continue regardless. For the sake of the photographers and the readers, this issue needs to be resolved at the soonest convenient time to prevent the situation from becoming irreversible. 
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Research Methods

Our research was entirely qualitative.  We were advised early on in the process to consult with professionals and working photographers who were aware of the debates and issues rather than trying to engage with the general public.  For this reason we did no mass opinion polls or samples to compile quantitative data.  Instead we did extensive qualitative research.  We interviewed Steven Penny, the current editor of the Grocott’s Mail to find out what their practices are with regard to image manipulation.  From this we learnt that they have no real policy and that they are so short staffed that they generally use photographs as they receive them from Mike Louw at EC News.  We then interviewed Mike Louw to find out what form the photographs were in as they were sent to Grocott’s Mail.  We also interviewed Louis Vale, the general manager of Grocott’s Mail to learn what facilities the newspaper has with regard to digital manipulation.  From these interviews we gained a clear idea of what the existing Grocott’s Mail philosophy is towards manipulating images.  Our final interviewee was Trevor Crighton, from the Rhodes University Photojourn Department.  He helped to elaborate on some of the professional and theoretical concerns regarding digital manipulation, from his position as both academic lecturer and working photographer and head of a photographic agency – Cuepix.

We then emailed questions to various editors and photographers at bigger publications that do have policies on this issue or that have engaged more with the debates around image manipulation.  We received a helpful reply from Die Burger on the paper’s policy and how they implement it.

We also used the internet to find publications with comprehensive policies on image manipulation and to look at media organisation like the Poynter Institute, which had some information on the more theoretical aspects of the issue.  Books and literature were used to complement our research into the theory and basics of the digital manipulation debate.

As our research needs were primarily for in-depth information rather than aggregates of opinions and views, we found that qualitative research was best suited to our project.  We did manage to get all the information we were hoping for and more from the interviews and responses from individuals we contacted.
Summary of Findings

Steven Penny, who is currently a photographer for Grocott’s Mail, informed us that the newspaper has no written or verbal policy on the digital manipulation of photographs. He admitted to lightening photos when they were too dark to print in the paper and he also admitted to having spliced different images together to create a new picture. It seems as though he does not object to digital manipulation on principle and that it is not a practical concern for him, as he has not considered the moral or representational implications of changing images.

We found out from Mike Louw, editor of ECN, that the agency also has no written policy on photographic manipulation, yet in practice they do not crop photos, as reporters are always urged to get as close as possible to the subject they are photographing. They are not allowed to sensationalise a scene or alter the surroundings in order to get a better picture. Reporters are required to simply capture what they see. If a photo is too dark to print, they do lighten it, but only to improve reproduction. Louw emphasized the fact that he works with reporters who take photographs. They are not photojournalists who have studied any kind of theory around the ethics or philosophy of photography. This was important, as the agency also does not have the resources, in terms of hardware and software, to digitally manipulate their images to the extent that many larger publications are currently concerned with. Louw therefore does not consider the issues around digital manipulation to be of much importance as it is not yet a realistic option for the agency.

It would seem therefore, that the implications of digital manipulation are not of great concern to those who are already contributing photography to Grocott’s Mail. The main reason for this is the lack of formally trained staff, resources and capacity to alter images to the extent that journalistic and photographic integrity is compromised. What must also be considered is the nature of the news and photography carried by the newspaper. It mainly deals with community news and events and there is often little reason for changing images, beyond improving their quality for reproduction.   

We spoke to Trevor Crighton from the Rhodes Photojourn department for a perspective that is based both in theory and practice. He had a stronger opinion against image manipulation than the previous two interviewees. He argues that although it is a different matter when photos are altered in magazines and advertising, it is not acceptable at all in news photography, as he believes it can manipulate and distort the facts. He stresses the need to consider broadly accepted journalistic ethics, as well as the reader’s trust in the newspaper. As a university trained professional, he believes that the quality of original photographs should be good enough to print, and stresses that lightening and cropping to improve picture quality should be avoided as far as possible. Crighton feels that if a photo is digitally manipulated, it should be called a design or illustration, attributed as such and the fact that it was altered should be clearly acknowledged by the publication so as to avoid any confusion for the reader.

We contacted a number of South African newspapers via e-mail, to find out if there is any specific practice in the country’s industry with regards to image manipulation, yet we only received a reply from Die Burger. We received three key points from this paper. Firstly, they felt that it was unnecessary to manipulate an image to represent an event truthfully and that no form of manipulation should be readily condoned. Their second point was that the reader should be made aware of any image manipulation and thirdly that minimal adjustments, such as cropping and colour tweaking, are allowed only as long as it enhances the photo. In this instance, enhancement refers purely to improving the quality of the photograph, enabling it to be printed. When manipulation is necessary, for instance when the quality of photos is not good enough for printing, the newspaper’s practice is to involve the picture editor and discuss the changes amongst a team of editors at the daily conference, rather than allowing the specific reporter or photographer to use their own individual discretion. Admittedly, given the editorial and staff structure at Grocott’s Mail, such broad discussion will not always be entirely feasible.

We sought a more international perspective by looking at the policies of major newspaper publications in the United States. All the policies discussed below are currently being used by the publications and were retrieved from http://www.poynter.org. There is not much detail to these policies and there is room for interpretation, yet our study assumed that the necessary organizational structures were in place to address this possible problem.

At the Washington Post, any photographic alteration that can serve to mislead, confuse or misrepresent the accuracy of events is strictly prohibited, while more traditional darkroom techniques such as contrast adjustment are allowed. The paper aims to only use manipulative technology if this use is evident and to never change the content of news photographs. If there is any possibility of confusion for the reader or if a caption is needed to explain that the content of a photograph has been altered, it is Washington Post policy to not use such images. 

The New York Times states that falsifying any part of a news report is intolerable and that any image that is supposed to depict a reality must be completely genuine. Traditional manipulation is only permitted as long as it serves to improve the clarity and accuracy of reproduction. If images are digitally altered, the newspaper argues that this should be made clear to the reader, mainly through the use of captions or credits. These policy stipulations are echoed by the policies of both the Atlanta Journal and Newsday.

The policy at the St. Petersburg Times is a bit more precise in that no colours, backgrounds or other effects may be added to images, save from correcting technical flaws. The newspaper does not rely only on captions or credits to indicate manipulation, arguing that any such activity must be adequately obvious to the reader without needing explanation. A common thread that runs through all the publication policies, yet which is most clearly enunciated by the St. Petersburg Times, is the necessity for consultation at senior editorial levels before any manipulation is undertaken. 

Finally, all the principles of truthful representation, consultation, and the issue of manipulation only in terms of technical improvement are stressed by the policy of the Associated Press. They emphasize that technical adjustments should always be kept to a minimum, that their images must always be truthful, and that the content of a photograph can never be changed or manipulated to any extent.

It is clear therefore that truthfulness is prioritized above all else within the industry, yet some provision is made to allow for making the quality of images good enough to be clear on the printed page. It seems also that there is some degree of consensus that manipulation is somewhat more acceptable if its employment is made absolutely clear to the reader. Decisions over what changes are permissible are not encouraged without consultation with more senior members of staff.

Recommendations for Grocott’s Mail
It is clear from the discussion above that the issue of digital manipulation of photographs is one of great controversy, to say the least. Since this area of policy is particularly nebulous, we see all the more reason to make Grocott’s Mail’s policy as firm and clear as possible. This facet of Grocott’s Mail’s policy impacts on the credibility of its photographers and the reputation of the publication as a whole, as well as the subjects of the photographs; it also has consequences in terms of the kind of knowledge that the general public is given access to and trusts. This policy is geared towards the ethical conduct and/or treatment of all of the above.  

Considering the fact that every kind of manipulation contains within it the possibility of altering a photograph’s meaning (something as simple as darkening O.J. Simpson’s face made him look evil), our policy cannot be based on the assertion that it is acceptable to manipulate an image, as long as the photograph’s meaning is not altered. There is also the added concern about what this meaning is and about whom ultimately decides when it has changed. We have learnt that more than the photographer, or the publication’s ethical reputation is at stake when a photograph is secretly manipulated – the reputation of the people in the actual photographs, as well as the fact that photographs are integral to the media and they form part of how the public understand the world around them are vital considerations. 

It is for these reasons that we propose that no manipulation should occur without consulting the ‘photographic panel’ (discussed below), the subjects of the photographs and when all these parties have given their consent, it should be made explicitly clear in the caption of the photograph whether manipulation has taken place or not. It must be noted that even the simpler and widely accepted forms of manipulation, such as dodging and burning, contrast and colour alterations and cropping, should be admitted and clearly stated in the caption. This might seem exaggerated and even unrealistic, since so many photographs are radically improved by the simplest adjustments that seem to have no impact on the photograph’s ‘meaning’; our argument however, is that we need a firm policy that would avoid the ‘slippery-slope’ situation, where important decisions are made by individuals who do not know where to stop. This is also not an unreasonable and time-consuming request, when one considers that it basically means prolonging the caption-writing process by no more than a minute or two.

Considering the vested interest that the public has in the way that the media conducts itself, the first thing that the newspaper should do, is to make its policy known and accessible to the public. We propose that there are two ways in which this should be done. First, is that a copy of the policy should be stuck up on the wall of the Grocott’s Mail office in such a way that it is visible and easy for anyone to read. We propose further, that the newspaper should publish an article about its policy regarding digital manipulation of photographs (this could include other areas of its policy as well) that explains the issue and that invites readers to submit their opinions (or criticisms when they feel the policy has been breached); in this way the public is given the option of becoming actively involved in the newspaper. This means that ethically, the paper has taken a step in the right direction, as the public is heard and given the power to influence and keep a check on the kind of news that they receive. We realise that constraints such as the amount of space and money that the paper has available, would make it impossible to publish this article regularly; we do however, propose that every issue contain a few words that mention the policy, as well as contact details for the publication, so that the public is constantly reminded of this right that they have.      

The bulk of policy implementation will be the responsibility of the Grocott’s Mail general director, Louise Vale – she will have to make sure that her staff is committed to what has been agreed to. We propose that she appoints a ‘photographic panel’ – the obvious budget and time constraints of the publication would prevent this from being a formal board that conducts regular meetings – instead, certain members of the Grocott’s Mail team would have it added onto their job description to form part of a group that has to approve of any changes that have been made to a photograph before it is published. Keeping in mind that these people would be busy with their own contributions to the newspaper and that many of them might think of this as inconvenient, a system of rotation could be implemented, whereby all employees would have this responsibility, each for a limited amount of time. It must also be said that the time spent on each photograph will be minimal, as it is a matter of a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ and the newspaper only publishes a few photographs per issue in any case. The manipulation can only take place once everyone has given his or her consent. It would be the responsibility of the photographer to notify the subject/s of the photograph about the manipulation in question and without their approval, the image should not be manipulated. We propose further, that there should be an annual meeting when the newspaper’s policy is assessed and revised. It would be a good idea to include a journalism professional who is not involved with Grocott’s Mail and who would thus be in a position to make unbiased and objective contributions.           

