Professor Martin Benjamin

Photography I and II,

“Photographing Another Culture: Vietnam”

We listened to a NPR radio podcast interview of Canadian journalist Paul Watson about the ethics of war photography, including the story behind his Pulitzer Prize winning photograph from Somalia.  It is very a intense interview, and we held a follow-up discussion, and students

were required to write about their reactions to the interview.

We had former North Vietnamese photographer Mai Nam as a visiting artist in our photography class in Hanoi.  He showed his work and discussed what was important in making accurate and ethical photographs during the Vietnam War [referred to as The American War inVietnam].

We viewed and discussed the 1998 film "Pecker" by John Waters that is about the ethics of the photography art world.  The film is a direct comment on the ethics of the art world, about how photographing situations can change how things are perceived, and it comments on important ethical issues in life and photography, such as sexual preference, homelessness and wealthy New York versus lower-middle class Baltimore lifestyles. It is a great film about ethics in photography, the art world, and life.

The students have enjoyed the ethics content of the course "Photographing Another Culture: Vietnam" and even to my surprise had inquired about whether I had more content such as "The True Meaning of Pictures" and the intense NPR interview I could share with them.  I have also reviewed their journal assignments to date just this week and found that every student reacted positively and very strongly to our visitors funded by this grant and about the other ethics content

of the course.

For that reason I also gave a digital presentation of identification photographs made of "killing fields" victims in Cambodia from 1975-79 as they were brought to prison camps before their execution.  There are gorgeously made portraits at the same time as being immensely and

overwhelmingly sad.  There was an article about the photographer who made them under threat of death himself in last week’s NY Times, so we went over it with the class, and we looked at the photographs.

Also, their reactions led to my decision to show the movie “Pecker” in class, and they very much enjoyed that experience.

We are still going to My Lai to a memorial museum and the site of the the My Lai massacre to learn about that important turning point event of the Vietnam War.

The ethics content of this class has been very significant and worthwhile.  I will be continuing to utilize ethics content in my classes at Union when I return in the winter term, although it will be

significantly re-tuned to fit more the curricula of my normal studio photography offerings.

I have been including some great components of Ethics in my Photographing Another Culture course in Vietnam.

I have had two legendary veteran photographers from the North Vietnam side of the war come to show work and speak to students on ethics, we have discussed three important Pulitzer Prize Photographs in several classes; we visited the village where Kim Phouc was napalmed in 1973

and went to her aunt's coffeehouse to view a video about the event; we had 2 speakers speak about Ethics and Corruption and also Living an Ethical Life in Vietnam, and we have had a class on “The True Meaning of Pictures: The Work of Shelby Lee Adams” - which speaks to ethical

decisions a photographer makes while photographing the disadvantaged. It has been good, and students have enjoyed the ethical components to the term here in Vietnam.

Regarding my advice to other faculty who might teach Ethics segments -- I think the students are really eager for this kind of content and discussion.  With photography it is possible to include it in a way that is very accessible for the students, yet intellectually challenging.  I guess that is the trick for me -- to make it very interesting for the students to consider ethical questions they might

not have before that they can actually consider as they themselves are making photographs.

The students enjoy and find it important, but it is crucial to present it in a way that is meaningful in their lives.

-Marty

