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I couldn't take it anymore. So, I confessed: I dodge and burn. There, I said it, in front of 

photographers and everyone. Except, this practice isn't really a secret or a sin. Unless it's 

taken to extremes, but more about that later. 

 

My confession came the same day the newspaper announced Schneider's three-day 

unpaid suspension -- Friday, Aug. 15. I was in San Diego, before a room filled with about 

35 colleagues, assembled to talk about "Ethics and the Power of Photoshop" at the Asian 

American Journalist Association's 16th annual convention. 

 

"One must understand that there are several ways to do everything in Photoshop. You 

can perform the dodge and burn procedure by three or four different means," says Kevin 

Connor, Director of Product Management for Photo and Digital Imaging at Adobe 

Systems, San Jose, Calif. 

 

"It is correct that the dodge and burn tools, the crop tool, and the sponge tools in the 

tools palette were specifically designed to visually simulate the traditional photographic 

tools of the analog (wet chemical) darkroom. The tools and feature are designed to add 

or lessen the intensity, just as a photographer did in the darkroom. But anything you 

push far enough will eliminate detail. This is no different than the analog darkroom 

experience," explained Connor. 

 

For Connor, "The only thing that is different is the intent of the photographer." 

Accepted practice 

Long before the digital photography revolution, photographers, retouch artists, and 

prepress technicians used darkroom enlarger and stat-camera techniques to adjust tonal 

range, contrast, and color saturation. These techniques modified photographic images 

by dodging (lightening a specific area) and burning (darkening a specific area). 

The technique did not begin with the advent of Adobe Photoshop, the now-dominant 

digital imaging software program found on a desktop near you, maybe even on your own 

desktop. But it did become easier. And the manipulation is now seamless and virtually 

undetectable. For me, this is a critical issue. 

 



Going too far 

Schneider stands by his work and says, "I used the tools that for decades have been used 

in the darkroom and now in Photoshop I do them with more precision. My goal is to 

bring more impact to my images, to stop the readers and draw their attention." 

So, when does routine dodging and burning become unacceptable? In the three contest 

winners, Schneider totally obliterated background detail, and this overdramatization, or 

gross exaggeration of what's real, goes too far. 

Any time you remove or destroy visual content -- in the background or foreground -- you 

have crossed the line. 

What is unacceptable is the extreme usage of the "Hand of God" technique, which 

involves a photographer using traditional or digital means to increase the intensity of 

light. The reverse process of dodging could also eliminate detail, although the practice is 

less common. 

"One must first understand that film (or digital) does not record the scene the way the 

human eye sees it. The human eye goes to the lightest part of the picture. That is a fact, 

and sometimes the highlight is not where I want the person looking at my work to 

focus," says Grossfeld. 

Grossfeld: "You have to be true to the reader about what you witnessed. There is always 

some sort of interpretation involved with reporting. A good photographer is just like a 

good reporter; he (or she) wants to get you to the dramatic point. Good reporting does 

not meander about, it gets to the point. [With photography] you go right to the dramatic 

element -- you make the eye go to the center of what is in the frame (composition)." 

"Burning is really to redirect the eye to the center of the image, not to eliminate 

content," Grossfeld says. "You have to be true to the reader about what you witnessed." 

NCPPA president Liddy agrees. "As news photographers, we have a duty to accurately 

portray what we see, not what we WANT to see." 

_________________________________________________________________ 

Response Questions: 

1. Which tools in Photoshop are meant to simulate the processes of a “wet” darkroom? 

2. What argument does the author make to support burning and dodging as “accepted 

practice”? 

3. Give an example of “going too far” with burning and dodging in photojournalism. 

 


