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Abstract 

 

Photography is an important method in storytelling within the human experience. It is a valued 

medium because it can visually duplicate a scene and preserve it in that moment for eternity. 

However, its usage has come with a cost for centuries, and it has often been at the expense of 

Black people in America. Photojournalism education must change to reflect on the implicit 

biases built into the photographic process to better equip future photojournalists with the 

antiracism training they need in the media industry. To do this, I have found that there is a need 

for increased diversity and antiracism training, better methods of photographic toning and a 

heightened importance placed on the role of implicit bias at the university level. 
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Process Analysis Statement 

 For this Honors thesis, I grappled with the question: How do higher education 

photojournalism programs provide adequate diversity and inclusion training for students so that 

they produce work in the field that is mindful and combative against implicit racial bias? This 

question developed as I witnessed the portrayal of racial injustices that have taken place in the 

United States over the past year, such as the murder of George Floyd and the protests that 

erupted all over the country as a result. I have been a photographer for over a decade, 

documenting life and the things I find beautiful. In college, I began a photojournalism degree and 

went through the education pathway for this major. I took courses that helped me learn how to 

properly shoot both digital and film photographs, how to photograph stories and conduct 

interviews, and how to be an empathetic observer. At the same time, I was a student in the Ball 

State Honors College, and I pursued a sociology minor, taking humanities courses and learning 

about race, human nature, and how we make decisions and process our surroundings based on 

our experiences and society around us. Using all of these experiences, from my major and minor 

to my time in the Honors College, I wanted to cultivate an analysis of how photography impacts 

racial biases embedded deep within the medium.  

 I first needed to bring together information from previous classes, such as instructional 

materials, books, and lectures. I drew largely from Dr. Tim Berg’s Honors 390 photography 

colloquium class, such as Roland Bathes’ Camera Lucida.  This book was foundational and 

helped me classify the photographic medium as a visual storytelling method that humans have 

latched onto because of its ability to replicate a scene. Susan Sontag’s On Photography also 

sparked my interest in how photojournalists use photography as a tool for storytelling. With this 

foundation, I also had to investigate the historical background of photography since its invention 
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in the nineteenth century. There are many connections throughout history between the camera 

and racism that many people don’t know. This is part of the problem with the photographic 

medium and being able to document some of the instances in which photography has been 

weaponized against race is important. The next step was establishing a sociological foundation to 

draw into photography. It was difficult to find any scholarship that related the two, so my 

sociology minor became incredibly important in my research. I first looked at how we perceive 

race in our society and based my research primarily on language. Implicit racial biases often 

become noticeable through our language, whether it be verbal or subconscious thought. I then 

took these ideas and looked at how the relationship between a photograph and the viewers biases 

are connected. Both the photographer and the viewer perceive ideas in different ways and being 

able to find the connection was important to this section.  

 Another important part of my research was looking at photojournalism education 

programs today are working to adapt to racial biases in the currently heated political climate. 

Some programs today are doing a lot of work trying to improve diversity and inclusion training, 

while other programs need more deliberation or simply aren’t doing any at all. I explored my 

time at Ball State and contemplated whether or not I thought they were doing enough within the 

photojournalism track, and I concluded that there is a lot of room for improvement. Following 

this, I researched the many ways that a school could potentially increase their education to reflect 

the need for implicit racial bias training.  

 Overall, this thesis is an analysis into the effect of racial bias in the photographic medium 

and what we can do in photojournalism education to eliminate this bias. The findings in this 

research are applicable outside of photojournalism, and there are benefits to the education reform 

discussed in this thesis throughout all college curriculums.  
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Introduction 

In 2020, the United States faced a reckoning built on centuries of racial injustice and 

oppression. Americans, who were largely at home due to the COVID-19 pandemic and 

subsequent lockdowns, were bombarded with photographs depicting the harsh treatment of Black 

Americans in our country. Visual media played an important role in giving Americans this view 

into the state of affairs of race relations in the U.S.  

 In the modern society of the United States, Americans live in a constantly expanding 

world of visual media. Visual media is referred to in this project as images that are spread to 

large audiences through mass communication. The ideas, images, and perceptions that circulate 

in our culture through this medium on the internet have a tremendous power, whether it be to 

humanize or demonize members of our society. Black Americans are often targeted by negative 

perceptions linked to racial biases of the photographic medium. However, there is a subjective 

choice that occurs when photographers and editors produce stories using visual media. There is a 

choice between what images are displayed, how the images are presented, and the story that 

accompanies them.  

After the death of George Floyd in May of 2020, the United States was forced to reckon with 

injustices that have existed since long before the beginning of our nation. Photographic coverage 

surrounding his death and the protests that followed was widespread in U.S. visual media. 

During the protests, images showed cops beating and attacking protestors, from shooting rubber 

bullets to using tear gas and other military-grade crowd-control measures. The protestors were 

largely vilified in visual media, and news outlets were more likely to show photos of negative 

clashes with police over peaceful protests happening all over the country during the same 
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months. The portrayal of Black Americans in visual photographic media has a large impact on 

public attitudes toward racial movements, such as Black Lives Matter.  

While the choices made by news outlets and photographers and their editors are important in 

perpetuating the perception of Black Americans, it is not the only way that visual media controls 

the stereotypes that remain in our society. There is also a deep-seated connection between racism 

and photography that needs to be addressed. Photojournalists, who cover these movements and 

tell stories in American media, have a duty to combat the historical racial bias built into 

photography. Racial stereotypes have been deliberately crafted over centuries to reinforce white 

supremacy and visual media has been a contributing factor since its creation. It is important that 

photojournalists understand the historical context behind the camera’s invention and how it has 

been used over time. Photography as visual storytelling medium is important, but its usage has 

come with a cost for centuries, and that cost has often been at the expense of Black people in 

America. Photojournalism education needs to reflect on the implicit biases built into the 

photographic process to better equip future photojournalists with the antiracism training they 

need in the media industry. 
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Historical Contextualization of Racism and the Camera  

 The first successful photograph was produced in 1816 by Joseph Nicéphore Niépce, a 

French inventor. The photo, made of paper coated with silver chloride, took over eight hours to 

produce and faded away over time. In 1839, Louis Daguerre built on Niépce’s idea, creating a 

photographic process that consisted of a silver-plated sheet made of copper and coated with a 

silver iodide. This invention was named the Daguerreotype. When exposed to light, this sheet 

would expose the image. In “Black Bodies, White Science,” Brian Wallis discusses the slave 

daguerreotypes taken for Louis Agassiz in 1850 (102). The daguerreotypes, taken with 

Daguerre’s invention, consisted of 15 images which showed front and side views of seven 

southern slaves, both men and 

women, largely naked. He 

claimed that his goal with these 

photos was to establish the 

physical differences between 

European white people and 

African Black people. 

However, Wallis explains that 

Agassiz was largely trying to 

prove his theory that the white 

race was inherently superior to 

other races (102). His theory, known as “separate creation”, was the belief that different races 

within mankind were actually different species.  

 

Photo retrieved online from “Faces of Slavery: A Historical Find” by Elinor 
Reichlin at https://www.americanheritage.com/faces-slavery-historical-find  
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 This example of Black skin being photographed in the nineteenth century for science is 

not simply found with Agassiz. During this time, anthropologists around the world were 

obsessed with the makeup of Black bodies, and they often used photographs to make their 

measurements and conclusions. Peter Camper, a Dutch taxonomist, would study the facial angles 

of Black faces to determine what he believed to be the differences of Black people’s skulls 

versus white people’s skulls (Wallis 105). The ‘scientific’ representations of Black slaves, which 

included an abnormally pronounced brow, protruding lips and teeth, and a back-sloping 

forehead, created the building blocks for stereotypes in popular culture that still exist to this day.  

 An important distinction that needs to be made about scientific photography in the late 

nineteenth century is its believed connection to objective truth. When the camera was first 

invented, it was in direct opposition to the popular artistic style of impressionism. Impressionism 

was rooted in broad strokes and subjectivism, and impressionist artists took liberty in their 

paintings by trying to capture life through their own eyes and experiences. The invention of the 

camera made it possible to recreate a scene in extreme detail and left nothing outside of its plane 

to the imagination. It was quickly tied to the idea of objective truth. The idea that a mechanical 

object could document ‘reality’s truth’ made the research photography of Black people even 

more concrete. Agassiz and other anthropologists and biologists were able to use these 

photographs as not just ideas to support a hypothesis, but as indisputable evidence. The visual 

stereotypes that came from this era became so engrained in society because of their roots in what 

was believed to be objective truth, and not subjective truth.  

 The early photographing of Black slaves was not only for research purposes by scientists 

and anthropologists. Between 1882 and 1930, at least 3,220 Black men, women, and children 

were lynched in the United States and “photography emerged as integral to the lynching 
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spectacle” (Raiford 115). Those who could not attend lynchings would purchase ‘souvenirs’ in 

the form of postcards, trade cards, and stereographs of the event. Photographers were able to turn 

this desire into a commercial industry, and even conspired with mob members and local officials 

for the best vantage points. They also would construct portable darkrooms for fast turnarounds 

and pedaled their products door-to-door. This industry expanded the unified white identity of 

lynching mobs to beyond their communities and the general South, so white people 

internationally could experience the thrill of ‘being the master.’ These photographs drew very 

defined ideological lines through the community. White people would see the images and see 

proof of their skin color’s supremacy. Black people were supposed to see the images as warnings 

and as premonitions to their own fate because of their skin color.  

 One example of these postcards disseminated across the United States is that of the 

“Dogwood Tree”. The card was made up of a photograph of five Black Americans who were 

lynched in June 1908 in Sabine County, Texas, and a poem that celebrates the Southern 

Dogwood tree, a symbol of rebirth and rejuvenation. The poem reads: 

 

This is only the branch of a Dogwood tree, An emblem of WHITE SUPREMACY. 

A lesson once taught in the Pioneer's school, That this is a land of WHITE MAN'S 

RULE. 

The Red Man once in an early day, Was told by the Whites to mend his way. 

The negro, now, by eternal grace, Must learn to stay in the negro's place. 

In the Sunny South, the Land of the Free, Let the WHITE SUPREME forever be. 

Let this a warning to all negroes be, or they'll suffer the fate of the DOGWOOD TREE.  

(Raiford 115) 
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The blossoms of the Dogwood tree are often said to resemble “bleeding crosses” (Raiford 

115) and it is symbolic that the poem is a celebration while the photo shows Black victims 

hanging from trees. The photograph only shows the victims, so the viewer is disconnected from 

the heinous crime committed. All the viewer sees is the stillness, so the faceless Black men no 

longer look ‘threatening.’ These postcards show “the Black body as the problem and death as the 

resolution” (Cooks 142).  To the white supremacist viewer, the bodies are simply Black skin 

taking their place as subordinates to the white race. Photography during the lynching age of 

American history enabled these acts of violence by giving them a platform in which they would 

be forever immortalized in history.  

 When the Civil Rights Movement began in the 1950s, the formal lynching photograph 

industry had died down among white people. However, these photographs were beginning to 

serve a different purpose among Black Americans as a representation of the Black experience in 

the United States. Used as a tool for anti-lynching activism, these photographs were an attempt 

to recontextualize the narrative regarding race relations in the country. Instead of a viewer seeing 

through the lens of Black savagery and white victimization that was established during slavery, 

groups like the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) strived 

to turn the narrative into one of Black vulnerability and white terrorism (Raiford 117). This is 

one of the earliest moments since the invention of the daguerreotype where the photograph was a 

widely used tool that Black people could utilize to recontextualize their narrative.  
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Photography during the Civil Rights Era (1955-1965) 

 
All photos retrieved online from https://allthatsinteresting.com/civil-rights-movement-photos#16 

 

On February 1, 1960, four Black college freshmen, Joseph 
McNeil, Franklin McCain, Ezell Blair Jr. and David 
Richmond, sat down at a "whites-only" Woolworth’s lunch 
counter in Greensboro, N.C. and asked for service.  

Rosa Parks has her fingerprints taken after being 
arrested for boycotting public transportation in 
Montgomery, Alabama. February 1956. 

Elizabeth Eckford, one of the nine African-
American students whose integration into 
Arkansas' Little Rock Central High School was 
ordered by a federal court following legal action 
by the NAACP, enters school. September 6, 1957. 

Civil rights leader Ralph Abernathy (left, behind priest), 
his children, as well as Mr. and Mrs. Martin Luther King 
Jr. (behind children) lead the Selma to Montgomery 
civil rights march through Alabama in March 1965. 



 10 

 

During the Civil Rights Era in the 1950s and 60’s, photojournalism was a powerful tool 

utilized by civil rights leaders to persuade and motivate Americans nationwide to act against the 

segregation of the Jim Crowe era. Leaders such as Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. and 

Malcolm X used the power of photography as evidence and proof of injustices committed against 

Black Americans. For many white Americans outside of the south, it was easy to be unaware of 

these circumstances, and photographs made it impossible to ignore. Throughout this era, national 

and international audiences were bombarded with photographs of violence committed by white 

police officers against non-violent and often young Black protestors. Dr. King wrote in a letter to 

novelist Harold Courlander in 1961, “The world seldom believes the horror stories of history 

until they are documented via the mass media.” Dr. King often wrote about the importance of 

photographic evidence throughout this era, believing that its influence helped galvanize support 

for the Civil Rights Act of 1964. The photographic objective truth, which was once weaponized 

against Black people during American slavery, was now being used to combat racial injustices in 

segregated society. 

Another example of the weaponization of images from the Civil Rights Movement to 

combat racial injustice was the widely distributed graphic images of Emmett Trill’s mutilated 

body. Mamie Till, Emmett’s mother, insisted on an open casket funeral for her son, stating that 

she wanted to “let the people see what I’ve seen” (DeLuca & Harold 264). While tens of 

thousands of people visited his casket, it was the photograph published by Jet Magazine that 

brought the image to the entire United States. In this image, Mamie stands stoically gazing at her 

child’s ravaged body. This photograph forced the United States to see the barbaric nature of 

lynching from the point of view of a mother and her child.  
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Another important development in history that helped to solidify racial bias in 

photography was the invention of the Shirley card. In the 1940s, Kodak had developed a system 

of calibrating colors within the negatives that they received from customers. At the time, Kodak 

catered mainly to white men and their families, and they needed a system of calibration based on 

this ‘default’ customer. The Shirley card was a photo of a 

pale white woman named Shirley, an employee at Kodak in 

the 1950s. The photo was used by Kodak to calibrate client 

photographs in terms of light and color. While Kodak 

produced many varieties of this Shirley card, they all 

contained a white woman. Even though families of all 

ethnic backgrounds used film cameras, the racial bias with 

the method of film processing was present from the 50’s 

through the 80’s. The darker the skin, the more invisible 

the subject would look on film, and a photo featuring both 

black and white subjects would have the former appearing 

as floating teeth and eyes (Ewart). Concordia University professor Lorna Roth researched this 

issue and found that Kodak only began to fix this issue in the 70’s after receiving complaints 

from furniture and chocolate manufacturers saying that they “weren’t getting the right brown 

tones” (Lewis) in their product photographs. It was not the hundreds of complaints about skin 

tones that forced Kodak to make changes to its color photography racial bias. When Kodak later 

released their Kodak Gold Max film in the early 80’s, they sold it as having the capability to 

“photograph the details of a dark horse in lowlight” (Roth 122), a coded statement referring to 

dark skin tones. 

A Shirley card used in the 1950s. Photo 
retrieved online from “The Racial Bias 
built into Photography” by Sarah Lewis 
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 The invention of the digital camera led to some advancements in mechanically induced 

racial bias in photographs through sophisticated image sensors and color-balancing capabilities. 

However, new problems have arisen from these advancements. For example, the use of flash and 

other sources of artificial light on darker skin tones can confuse camera sensors into 

overexposing the image. This results in dark skin looking much lighter than it actually is and 

colors can be distorted and over contrasted.  

 To this day, photographing dark skin is not always easy, and the bias built into 

photography is not familiar to all photographers. When white skin was categorized by Kodak in 

the mid-twentieth century as ‘normal’ while other skin tones were in need of special corrective 

care, it conditioned negative racial interactions without people even realizing it. Sarah Lewis, 

assistant professor at Harvard University in the department of African and African American 

studies, discussed her own experiences dealing with the camera’s effect on racial biases in a New 

York Times article. When she arrived at an event she was speaking at in light colored clothes, 

the lighting technician in charge of photos and videos for the event stated, “we have a problem. 

Your jacket is lighter than your face. That’s going to be a problem for the lighting.” Lewis, a 

Black American, said that the inflection of the statement was that of an accusation of 

wrongdoing. In her article, Lewis discusses how this moment is one like many others that she 

and other Black people have faced when dealing with visual media professionals because they do 

not recognize their own medium’s bias.  
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Sociological Implications of Racial Bias in Photojournalism 

 

“In front of the lens, I am at the same time: the one I think I am, the one I want 

others to think I am, the one the photographer thinks I am, and the one he makes 

use of to exhibit his art.”  

Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida, p. 13 

 

 When looking at the role photography plays in perpetuating racial bias, there are two 

main factors that need to be addressed. The first is the photographer’s motives and methods for 

taking a photograph, and the second is the methods and implications of how an audience digests 

a photograph. Photography theory attempts to explain these two ideas, diving into the concept 

that photography goes way beyond the surface level of an image. Many great photography 

scholars, including John Szarkowski, Susan Sontag, and Roland Barthes, often presented harsh 

critiques of the medium. To be a photographer is to believe you can immortalize reality. There 

are an endless number of reasons a photographer takes a photograph, but there are some 

important categories that should be addressed. People use photographs to communicate, express 

emotion, document history, and convey a personal connection to beauty and meaning through a 

lens.  

When a photographer takes a photo, they bring to that photo all of their life experiences 

and photographic knowledge. All of their background information culminates in an image in 

some form. Barthes discusses in his book Camera Lucida that this intention is known as the 

studium of a photograph. The studium indicates the factor that originally draws the viewer to the 

visual image. Without digging into the deeper meaning of a photograph, the viewer can 
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determine the studium without making any judgements on the image’s meaning. The studium 

refers largely to the elements of a photograph that the photographer decides to use. For example, 

the composition, exposure, and context of a photograph could be its studium. The viewer then 

experiences the photographer’s intention in reverse as the spectator.  

When discussing Barthes’ studium, it is important to note that he believed culture was an 

essential connotation of its function. He stated in Camera Lucida, “It is by studium that I am 

interested in so many photographs, whether I receive them as political testimony or enjoy them 

as good historical scenes: for it is culturally (this connotation is present in studium) that I 

participate in the figures, the faces, the gestures, the settings, the actions” (25). To view a 

photograph is to imply cultural norms to its interpretation. Ideas move from the photographer to 

the viewer through channels and often get changed and distorted along the way. Two people with 

different cultural backgrounds will look at a photo and take away two completely different 

meanings.  

While the photographer’s initial intention is important in this process, the viewer’s 

interpretation is likely more influential. One way that a viewer experiences a photograph is 

potentially through Barthes’ punctum. He describes the punctum as the part of the image that 

reaches out and strikes the viewer. He calls it, “that accident which pricks, bruises me” (27). The 

punctum disturbs the coded message of the studium, and its presence can overwhelm the viewers 

interpretation. This element of a photograph is powerful and compelling and completely 

unpredictable. When a viewer sees an image, the punctum could be a speck that reminds them of 

their childhood or a sense of déjà vu. It is a very personal point of impact that cannot always be 

planned for by the photographer.  
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If there is no control over what causes impact when a viewer looks at a photograph, how 

can responsibility fall on the photographer to account for potential bias in their images? This 

question brings us back to the studium, where the photographer’s basic decisions about 

composition and lighting effect the meaning of the image. A punctum is not present in every 

photograph for every person. Some may look at an image and be struck by part of it, but others 

will simply examine its contents. It is the photos without punctums that do the most damage in 

perpetuating potential biases. Instead of being drawn to an image by a punctum, a viewer must 

always react to the studium presented by the photographer.  

Shifting towards mass media, a photojournalist’s images are often broadcasted to far-

reaching parts of the world. Millions of people view these images and interpret them in different 

ways. National news organizations present images through broadcast, print, and online 

platforms, and each of these platforms offers different methods of interpretation. At its 

foundation, photojournalism allows us to visually tell stories of life on Earth. When stories and 

experiences are spread through national, and even international, news, the photographers’ 

motives are somewhat spread throughout society. 

The audience of news photography in the United States is largely influenced 

sociologically by the images themselves. Social interactionism refers to the way we learn and 

give meaning to the world through our interactions with others. Humans give meaning to objects 

and ideas through interactions with others. We develop complex symbols and mold our 

viewpoints based off of our experiences. Herbert Blumer, an American sociologist in the 

twentieth century, coined the term symbolic interactionism theory and suggested that there are 

three core principles to the theory; meaning, language, and thought. The most important principle 

with regard to photography is meaning. Meaning suggests that people act and behave a certain 
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way towards people and things based off of the meaning that are assigned to them through social 

and cultural norms. This principle largely deals with stereotypes that we can visualize in our 

minds. When a person views an image, they bring to their interpretation the inherited 

associations with objects within the photo. For example, when a person sees a photograph of a 

dog, they might associate that dog with having common dog traits, like being energetic or 

playful. This translates to racial stereotypes because not only do people bring their own beliefs to 

the meaning of a photograph, but they can also draw out new beliefs from the photographs they 

examine. The implicit biases that have formed within our society came from centuries of racial 

injustice in the United States and are created through associations in the unconscious state of 

mind. This means that biased associations are often not obvious, and we do not realize that we 

are making these connections. An individual does not have to be overtly racist to have 

discriminatory biases, instead their perceptions have been shaped by the messages, attitudes, and 

stereotypes they view in the world, which could result in biased thoughts or actions.  

When looking at photojournalism from the sociological perspective, it is important to 

look at its foundation. Photojournalists are at their core, storytellers. Photography is a medium 

that allows for very vivid storytelling because it provides a viewer with a concrete image, not 

simply a visualization. When a photojournalist shoots an assignment, they are constantly having 

to make decisions about their shots so that they are telling the story in what they believe is the 

most successful way. They are not only making decisions about location, composition, and 

exposure, they are also making decisions about the people present in the photo and how these 

people are portrayed within the story. When making these decisions, subconscious implicit bias 

can insert itself into the process no matter how unbiased a photojournalist claims otherwise. 

Often times the implicit associations people hold onto often don’t align with their declared, 
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conscious beliefs. We tend to have biases that favor our ingroup, or group we belong to, but it is 

also possible that we can hold implicit bias against our own ingroup.  

While implicit racial bias often lies in the subconscious mind, it is possible to evaluate a 

person’s implicit bias. Scientists use tests that measure a person’s reaction time while they work 

to associate words and images. This test relies on the idea that we can respond quickly when 

connecting concepts that we already closely associate, while it will take longer if we don’t have 

any association between two concepts. The Implicit Association Test, or IAT, was invented in 

the mid-1990s by Anthony Greenwald and his colleagues and continues to be one of the most 

popular implicit bias tests. The test can currently be taken online, and users are given words and 

faces to match in random orders as fast as possible. At the end of the test, the user is given 

percentages relating their preferences to white and Black people.  

A photojournalist can claim to be impartial and unbiased, however, implicit biases are 

pervasive and present anyways. However, it is not just this profession where implicit bias can be 

dangerous. In healthcare, patients might be treated differently based on the color of their skin 

even when a provider claims to have very little explicit bias. In one study conducted by Dr. Irene 

V. Blair, a professor of psychology and neuroscience at the University of Colorado at Boulder, 

she compared 190 community members and 210 primary care providers with respect to their 

levels of implicit and explicit bias against Black and Latinx Americans (Staats 2014). The study 

found that neither group exhibited high levels of explicit bias. This finding was unsurprising as 

many people are inclined to distort self-reports with respect to sensitive topics. However, the 

IAT testing revealed that both groups held very strong implicit biases against Black and Latinx 

Americans.  
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Implicit racial biases can color the way that we treat people and shape our beliefs and 

assumptions. They can lead people to make decisions about their own personal reality, and they 

can determine how we behave around other people. These behaviors harm the people who are 

often subjects of this negative bias. When photojournalists subconsciously capture their own 

implicit biases while shooting assignments, those ideas are then broadcasted through national 

media outlets. This can work to perpetuate these biases unknowingly.  

While subconscious and often ignored, there is evidence that implicit biases are malleable 

and can change over time. There have been many studies that have established promise for 

limiting and understanding implicit bias. The practices we can begin to implement are crucial to 

the future elimination of these negative associations from our society, and these practices should 

be studied in the school setting so that students learn the importance of being mindful about 

implicit bias.  
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Photojournalism Education in the Present Day 

Photojournalism education in the United States is based on the ideals of the modern 

newsroom. Universities around the country train students to be media production workhorses, 

from developing stories, shooting photos, and producing content. College curriculum focuses on 

camera basics, including camera and equipment techniques, subject surveillance, and digital 

editing, as well as the fundamentals of journalism, from news editing and layout, to news team 

field operations, and professional standards and ethics. Many schools require internship 

experience or offer their own internships as a part of their curriculum so that journalism students 

can get firsthand experience in the field before they graduate. The end goals of most 

photojournalism programs are to create students who can shoot and layout photo stories and 

produce and edit media production features. 

Ball State University, a public university in Muncie, Indiana, has an accredited journalism 

department within the College of Communication, Information, and Media. As a student, I 

completed all of the courses required of the Photojournalism major in the Fall of 2020. Much 

like the average curriculum mentioned above, Ball State’s Photojournalism major focuses on the 

different aspects of visual storytelling through the photographic medium. There are two 

categories for courses involved in the major. The first category is journalism-based courses. 

These are focused on the core ideals of media production and the basic training needed to enter 

the field professionally. Classes in this category include Professional Development, Media and 

Society, Introduction to Media Design, the required Internship, Journalistic Storytelling, 

Newsgathering and Sourcing, News Editing, and Legal and Ethical Issues. These classes are a 

broad variety of journalism specialties and were largely surface level within their respective 

topics. The second category of classes is those related to the photographic medium within its 
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journalism base. These classes include Introduction to Photojournalism, Photojournalism 

Lighting, Photojournalism Managing and Editing, Assignment Photojournalism, Visual 

Storytelling Careers and Missions, and Longform Photojournalism. In these classes, students 

learn how to photograph stories in the most effective way possible. There is emphasis on using 

the camera as a tool to give greater meaning to the process of storytelling.  

 I list the classes I took not as a way to bore with the excruciating detail of a degree’s 

curriculum, but to emphasize what the course of study lacks. Throughout my time at Ball State, 

there was no course that required me to learn about the historical and current racial bias of the 

camera or the methods that can be used to combat this bias when photographing and telling the 

stories of Black Americans. Ball State is not the only school with this curriculum hole. 

University photojournalism departments all across the United States lack adequate diversity 

training and instruction on racial inequality within the photographic medium. Not only this, but 

diversity within the faculty and student body of this major is also usually lacking. This then 

reflects on the pool of photojournalists working in the field after receiving a degree. 

 While there are many strides to be made in photojournalism education, some programs 

are making changes faster than others. For example, the Missouri School of Journalism at the 

University of Missouri approved a five-year plan starting in 2016 to establish five areas of 

improvement for the school’s diversity and inclusion methods. These five areas to improve are 

the promotion of a diverse curriculum and pedagogy, the diversification of faculty and staff, the 

diversification of the student body, the cultivation of a supportive climate and culture, and the 

assessment of progress towards these goals with benchmarks throughout the five-year period. 

The Missouri School of Journalism also has a nationally recognized student club in the National 

Association of Black Journalists, and they have a Student Development, Diversity and Inclusion 
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Program that tackles issues related to diversity and inclusion in journalism and strategic 

communication. Through these programs, the Missouri School of Journalism works to build a 

sustainable pipeline of diverse young journalists through recruitment, retainment, and 

engagement.  

 The road to a diversified college experience for young photojournalists has had its 

setbacks all around the United States. Journalism programs have struggled to incorporate 

impactful training, and some programs have only barely scratched the surface of work that needs 

to be done. While the Missouri School of Journalism actively recruits a diverse student body, the 

pipeline of students to professional photojournalists is still incredibly white and male. When 

photographers in the field are primarily white, male, Western, and from a particular 

socioeconomic status, news images will reflect that singular perspective. Therefore, it is 

important that college photojournalism programs seek out and retain diverse range of students. 
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Photojournalism Education Reform in the United States 

 In order to formulate successful change to photojournalism education and curriculum in 

higher education, it is important to understand the methods and ideas that could be implemented 

to make these changes. Antiracism training is one of the main themes of a successful curriculum, 

because it teaches the actions against racial hatred and oppression of marginalized groups. 

Another important theme is experiences and discussion, especially in the context of implicit 

racial bias. Those who are exposed to more diverse conversation and experiences will be able to 

learn more from this participation. The third theme is diverse photographic training. Those who 

learn how to photograph different skin colors and approach the conversation of race with positive 

language will be much better equipped to combat the racial inequality embodied by the camera.  

 The first topic of change is antiracism. Ibram X. Kendi defined an antiracist as “one who 

is supporting an antiracist policy through their actions or expressing an antiracist idea” (Kendi 

13). Much of Kendi’s ideas in his book “How to be an Antiracist” imply that antiracism is an 

action, not a label. He works to define words that so many people use but never truly understand. 

The goal of antiracism training is not to measure the level of antiracist that an individual is, 

instead it’s to build a racially equitable society. He puts emphasis on policy changes instead of 

ideas, stating that anyone who believes their ideas are more important than policy change are not 

activists at all. Antiracism training within college photojournalism courses should be prevalent, 

and it should highlight the tools that a student might need to get involved in policy change and 

taking action against racial injustice and inequality in our country.  

 With this being said, there are also some drawbacks to antiracism training that are 

important to note. Antiracism education is considered one of the most progressive diversity 

training methods in the modern world. However, Dr. Jack Niemonen, a sociology professor at 
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the University of South Dakota, presented a critical assessment of the practice at a meeting of the 

Midwest Sociological Society. He stated that it is not sociologically grounded or empirically 

based, and because of this, cannot achieve broader acceptance. He also argues that antiracism 

education spawned solely because of a dissatisfaction with multicultural education and notes the 

superficiality of progressive education. While he makes valid criticisms of this method of 

education regarding race relations, antiracism training is largely successful and informative. 

 The next method of education is through education and experiences. Many schools have 

worked to implement this form of education in some way in recent years, offering multicultural 

and diverse panels, seminars, and lectures from guest speakers and educators. Journalism 

programs should also work to include more diversity in projects and examples, requiring students 

to read books and view photographs by Black writers and photographers. Also, there needs to be 

increased implicit racial bias training using the IAT test. It is important that all students take this 

test and reflect on how their racial preferences could affect their photography and storytelling 

capabilities.  

There are a few approaches that have shown promise for eliminating or lessening the 

impact of implicit bias. One method is through counter-stereotypic training, which involves 

using visual or verbal cues to create new associations that are in opposition to the previous 

stereotypes a person holds. Another method is through exposure. This method simply involves 

being exposed directly to the people that an individual might hold bias against. This allows them 

to develop new positive associations that can replace the negative ones. This method is also 

called intergroup contact. Another method is through direct education aimed at raising 

awareness. The first step to overcoming implicit bias is to understand that it exists. Teaching 

photojournalism students about the biases they might not know they have opens them up to be 
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able to improve and change their connotations. Another method is through taking the perspective 

of others. This method is where a student should consider the viewpoints of others that might 

contrast their own. Being open-minded to new perspectives allows students to recognize implicit 

bias and remove it from the subconscious. The final method is through mindful meditation 

techniques. In a way, this method allows us to short-circuit the brain and eliminate negative 

stereotypes (Jacobs 2017). Using these methods in the classroom could be incredibly beneficial 

to help students both gain awareness of their implicit bias and actively work to counteract it.  

 The final method is through photographic diversity training. Because of the impact of 

skin color on camera exposure metering, it is important that students are trained to make 

adjustments for skin color whenever they are shooting. It is easy for dark skin tones to become 

washed out or overly dark, and when this happens, features are lost, and photos can become 

difficult to interpret. Throughout history, Black skin has been weaponized to push white 

supremacy. Joshua Kissi, a famous photographer and filmmaker, stated in an interview that he 

“recognized anti-Blackness’ main point of reference is our skin. That’s it. Our skin tones have 

been weaponized against us. So, I wanted to start there to show the possibilities of what Black 

skin can look like in so many different ways – its richness, its intensity, its care.” He started a 

blog in high school with the intent of documenting men’s style with a focus on Black men. He 

uses his platform to elevate Black creators and document Black skin in unique ways.  

 It is important that photojournalism programs around the United States take the time to 

reflect on the actions that they are taking to educate students on the impact of implicit racial bias 

through reporting and photography. Whether it be through a class dedicated to teaching these 

practices, or somehow incorporating it into the entirety of the curriculum, this is education that 

needs to be incorporated. Photojournalists have an immense power when it comes to storytelling 
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because they are able to reach large numbers of people through their news outlet’s audience. 

Without the training discussed in this section, racial bias will continue to perpetuate through our 

society, and we will continue to reckon with its consequences.   
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Conclusion 

 As race relations sit at the forefront of modern social justice movements, it is important to 

recognize the role the relationship between photography and race has played historically on our 

country. Photography has been used as a weapon against Black Americans since its invention, 

and to this day there are racial biases embedded in its usage. Many Americans receive their 

information from news media, and the domination of these biases in the photographic medium 

encourages a cycle in public opinion. Photojournalists hold a lot of power when it comes to the 

language and spread of implicit bias through their medium. Diversifying photojournalism 

education and committing to antiracism training is important in creating photojournalists who 

can understand racial prejudice and combat the implicit bias within their photographic medium. 

However, it is also important to note that there are so many perspectives that come together as a 

photograph is created and viewed and it is virtually impossible to account for all of these ideas. 

Photographers need to pay special attention to the actions they take and the way they portray 

stories and identities of those who face oppression in our country.  

 Sociology is an important study when it comes to this issue, because it allows us to look 

at the impact of how we view images and internalize meaning. As a society, we learn from our 

experiences and our interactions with others. From these moments, we form language bonds and 

create relationships between ideas that are not always valid. The IAT is a test that should be very 

present in education, and students should be able to use it as a tool to benchmark their progress 

as they become more aware of race relations in our society.  

 This thesis discussed many ways that photojournalism programs can adapt to meet this 

need. Antiracism, diversity, and inclusion training needs to be a forefront, not an afterthought to 
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education. At this crucial point in American history, we need visual storytellers who can combat 

racial prejudice and be very focused and committed to uplifting Black voices.   
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