
Hayden’s Histories Through My Viewfinder 

	 Unlike many others here today, I am neither an historian nor a philosopher. It 
was as a friend that Hayden inspired and challenged me. We overlapped here at 
Wesleyan when he was Director of the Center for Humanities in the 1970s and again in 
the 1990s ,when my late wife Greta taught at UC-Santa Cruz. When I would describe a 
project of mine, Hayden would simply say “what’s your theory?” Once I thought I had 
found a trope to use, but he said “not really- maybe a topos.” Around 1973 he gave me 
funding to bring some excited ethnomusicologists to Wesleyan to trade notes about 
what was going on in the east bloc, including the newly available Red China. Over 
dinner he said: “this is mostly gossip. Where’s the theory?” 

	 In tribute to Hayden, I will not offer any theory today either, but will talk about 
approaches to history from my angle, with some reference to his work. I won’t cover 
music, a very peripheral topic for Hayden. Though I am relying on photographs as 
sources, in a short talk, I can’t reference the extensive writing on photography’s impact; 
I’ll stick to what I imagine to be a dialogue with Hayden’s histories.


As I understand it, Hayden was mostly interested in two kinds of history-making: 
by philosophers and historians. There are other kinds that are closer to my work: 
personal history, indigenous history, ethnographic history, and media history. I’d like to 
consider some of those as they emerge around two places I’ve written about. First, 
Detroit, my hometown--and Hayden’s. I even quoted an interview with Hayden in my 
2018 book Motor City Music: A Detroiter Looks Back (Oxford University Press). Then I’ll 
turn to Afghanistan, the subject of my 1969 dissertation and early publication. Distant 
as they might seem in both time and space, my interest in both places has been 
piqued by recurrent pointed phases of public consciousness, strongly driven by 
photography, the medium I’ll turn to here. 


Detroit emerged from obscurity to media stardom starting around 2000, first as 
the city of “beautiful” industrial ruins, the so-called “ruin porn” phase. Then it became 
the crisis city, climaxed by the cathartic bankruptcy in 2017, and recently it’s glibly 
called the “comeback city.” These framings have been illustrated by copious 



photographs in the global media. As we’ll also see with Afghanistan, what the average 
information consumer gets are disjointed histories and snapshot summaries of the 
places’ tangled geopolitical, economic, and social histories. There is some work by 
good historians on Afghanistan, almost none on Detroit, oddly enough. I have my

private chronicle that I can superimpose on the general narrative. One site can stand in 
for the imagery of Detroit where the personal overlaps with the mediated: my alma 
mater, Cass Technical High School, a nationally-renowned, massive magnet school. 
Just in music alone, the list of alums runs from jazz greats like Ron Carter through 
Diana Ross and rocker Jack White. The world, though, has only seen the school’s 
ruins, often as part of Andrew Moore’s stunning 2010 portfolio [first photo] The most 
telling image is of a clock that I probably walked under. [photo] Its decayed face brings 
me to an almost overdetermined overlap with Hayden’s thinking through a term that is 
literal here: chronotope. We see time arrested in a way that goes beyond the 
documentary to the metaphoric. Hayden says this: “The notion of chronotope directs 
attention to the psychological, social, moral and aesthetic, political, economic, and 
epistemological ambivalences of an age.  What, after all, are viewers to make of this 1

image when no supporting narrative offers an historical account of the site’s previous 
life, and what we should learn from this elegant episteme, other than that time passes 
and damage ensues? What are the harder histories around the decline and 
deterioration of Detroit so nicely packaged in this image?
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Back in 1968, when the clock was still working and Detroit was still the Motor City, 
Enrico Natali produced a portfolio of everyday life images. It was a hobby outside of his 
work in an ad agency. Natali liked to offer the dead-on gaze of his subjects, which 
makes them hard to turn away from and not easy to read- the direct gaze distracts 
from the photographer’s intentions. To continue the high school theme, let’s look at two 
of his shots. How do we read the boys at Sacred Heart Seminary or the mini-dressed 
girl by her locker? We can read layers of ambivalence that may or may not be built into 
the images as we look at them through an ironic viewfinder. 1968 being the pivotal 
post-riot moment that begins the documentation of the decline. For Natali, not yet.














This mediated history is far from the emotion that exudes from family photos, 
like this one from my childhood [first lesson] where the documentary facts of the 
matter–-date, occasion--are overwhelmed by the sentiment in a perhaps Barthesian 
way. My mother hated ambivalence, but the chronotope of this complex photographic 
object complicates her story, as Hayden suggests. 





	 The kind of history offered by the most viewed Detroit photographs needs to be 
considered by way of a distinction Hayden made “between a discourse that openly 
adopts a perspective that looks out on the world and reports it and a discourse that 
feigns to make the world speak itself and speak itself as a story.” The popular images 
tend to make the world explain itself, hiding the agenda—conscious or unconscious—
of suppressing the back story that a “reporting perspective” might take. 


	 Let me turn to a land far, far away. My own history of Afghanistan overlaps 
directly with that of Detroit, as my new wife Greta and I flew to Kabul for my doctoral 
research from our Ann Arbor base in June, 1967, exactly at the time of the urban 
rebellion, as it’s now called. I joked that we could get to safe Afghanistan if the rebels 
didn’t take the Detroit airport. Starting in that period of Detroit’s long decline, 
Afghanistan emerged from obscurity as an isolated mountain kingdom to become an 
object of media attention through a series of crises. A distant place with no real 
historical presence in the average western mind, Afghanistan figured first as the victim 
of a brutal Soviet invasion and occupation in 1979, marked by American support for 



the resistance, then as the confused battleground of the ensuing civil war, and, under 
the Taliban, as ground zero of the war on terror, culminating in the American invasion 
and occupation of 2001-2021.


Press photos are iconic in the modern sense—so standardized as to become 
canonical--and also in the religious sense, where the image leads beyond itself to a 
statement of faith, in this case about American involvement. Below, look at the heroic 
mujaheddin with a US-supplied missile and a GI handing candy to children, a hearts-
and-minds trope from World War Two. These images have a specific mission: to 
transform the aesthetic pleasure that westerners get from views of the striking Afghan 
landscape and people into a stage set for propaganda. 





As John Michael has said, “The ‘news’ of course, is not about aesthetics but the 
world. But its messages continuously call that distinction into question. In practice we 
are hard pressed to distinguish these things.” At an intellectual distance, we can read 
the ambivalences of this chronotope, but the average reader was not meant to. To 
compare this media history with personal history, let me offer a photo of Greta enjoying 
her own non-ambivalent chronotope of life in Afghanistan (melon). Her pleasure, and 
mine in taking the snapshot, tell a different tale of American involvement and offer 
another kind of local history, the personal. 







	 Finally, Afghanistan allows me to touch on a third kind of non-Haydenesque 
history, the ethnographic. Anthropology believes in the chronotope, or at least its 
cousin, the ethnographic present, the bracketed time-slice of scholarly observation and 
journal writing. But the immediacy of the fieldwork moment as described in prose and 
photography carries a back story and interpretive stance that can grow only slowly 
grows out of long-term experience in a social environment. My Swiss colleagues Pierre 
and Micheline Centlivres produced a remarkable book called Portraits d’Afghanistan. 
It’s based on their multi-decade fieldwork in the same northern provinces that I briefly 
shared with them in the late 1960s. Two images can suggest the depth of their work 












For the local chief, who knew the Centlivres well, the anthropologists can, and feel 
required to, suggest a range of insights based on prior knowledge and friendship, 
including thoughts about the photograph itself. For the more detached public space of 
a post office, they show off their skill in reading strangers, building from details such as 
clothing and stance that imply social patterns for which they have the histories, with all 
the ambivalence that knowledge entails. This is chronotope not as flash-frozen 
moment, but as filled-out formulation.


To round out this image collection, let me contrast the Centlivres’ work with the 
output of the French couple Roland and Sabrina Michaud, who photographed at the 
same time as the Centlivres and I. They took gorgeous photos of Afghans whose 
names, backgrounds, and significance they don’t reveal to the buyers of their fine-art, 
coffee-table albums. 









It’s a colorful and careful composition But just the distrustful look of the shopkeeper is 
enough to offer a contrast with ethnography. No history here, or even ideology, just 
aesthetic iconography, not even “news.” I can’t help going on, with the most famous 
example, the so-called “girl with green eyes” of 1984 that became one of the most-
circulated portrait images ever. Here’s a refresher, focusing on the eyes. I probably 
couldn’t get permissions to reproduce it here, but just google it. The story of this stray 
image extends to a history, the quest by National Geographic photographer Steve 
McCurry to track down the refugee girl after the image went viral, with highly 
ambivalent results; the point here of the tale of a photo is the way it shows the shift of a 
chronotope, from fierce anonymous girl to aged, identified wife, both reluctant to be 
photographed but fixed forever by an implacable cameraman who is eager to change a 
purely personal history into a media icon. As the US pulls away from engagement with 
Afghanistan, I imagine the cameras will be packed up along with the weapons and the 
place will resume its faraway and unexplainable status. We Americans find it hard to 
sustain an historical narrative in most cases, especially if we are not actors in an 
unfolding drama.

	 A broader inquiry would put these personalized case studies in the context of 
the abundant literature on the public and private impact of photography. Here, I’ve just 
been using pictures that claim to document to real life to explore some modes of 
historical engagement that lie beyond the professional-historical and the philosophical. 
Hayden has pointed to “the artificiality of the notion that real events could ‘speak 
themselves’” or be represented as “telling their own story.” Media representations do 
make that artificial claim. Personal photographs evoke history more readily, as the 
viewer reconstructs and settles the image into an implicit narrative about person, 
place, and moment, bouncing the present off the past to create a new mental map. 
Ethnographic visual documentation is rarely offered without a sometimes elaborate 
backup of contextual information that is historical by nature. Some of those modes 
might have engaged Hayden’s penetrating and agile intellect, but I can still hear him, 



right now, in his distinctive voice, saying “that’s interesting, Mark, but what’s your 
theory?”



