FAP –documentation project transferred to OWI in July 1942  

While FSA photographers were charged with documenting the plight of rural America in the Great Depression, Foulkes notes that they “also inevitably caught the irrepressible spread of urbanization, the march to the city” (1).   Indeed, Foulkes argues, FSA photographers captured a crucial moment in American urban history.  Prior to the Depression, American culture had celebrated urbanism as a novel and exciting lifestyle rather than as a normal way of life.  In contrast, the Depression and wartime photographs of the FSA/OWI photographs documented “the heyday of city life, when the country turned to the city with numeric force and expectancy” (3).  This moment of the thirties and forties, according to Foulkes, stands as a crucial interlude between the fantasized cityscape of the 1920s and the “beginning of the Cold War abd the boom of the suburbs” (8).
Foulkes also argues that during this crucial period, FSA/OWI photography powerfully shaped perceptions of the city.  Noting that photography was an art form that was closely intertwined urbanization since the nineteenth century….

Their mission was to photograph rural Americans, to capture the receding of the country’s agricultural sector, as farmers moved westward and toward urban centers.  

The photographs “also inevitably caught the irrepressible spread of urbanization, the march to the city.”  1

“Pictures of migrants showed a nation on the move, not just from the farm but to the city.” 2

“Taken collectively, the FSA/OWI photographs of urbanization demonstrate the heyday of city life, when the country turned to the city with numeric force and expectancy.” 3

Are the 30s/40s really “the heyday of city life”?  what about Harlem Renaissance?  One of the ways that Foulkes neglects race?

“Photographs, then, had a powerful tole in creating and sustaining this new urbanism.  Through an art form closely intertwined with urbanization since the nineteenth century, Jacob Ris and Lewis Hine in the early twentieth century employed photographs of cities to focus attention on brutish living conditions, and Alfred Stieglitz and Paul Strand displayed the city as a modernist spectacle.” 5

While movies emerged as a new visual mode of urban life in the 1930s, photographs still carried potency.  The still image could gather lasting iconic strength that the moving image could not.”  5

In an era when words were the primary medium of news – via radio, newspaper, and conversation – the potency of an image stood out.  6

In this focus on the customary and the habitual, the FSA/OWI photographs made urban life common… [T]he FSA/OWI collection had trained our eyes to look more closely at scenes around us and to revel in the profundity of even our most casual moments.  8

Foulkes argues for the uniqueness of this moment, “Before the beginning of the Cold War and the boom of the suburbs” 9

Foulkes writes, “Photographs depicting the polyglot character of urban life increased during the war years, when the project was transferred from the FSA to the OWI and cities became the more common setting for government photographers—precisely because of the need to propagandize the American way of democracy at the time of  a burgeoning world war. “ 99

Descriptive, shallow analysis of racial, class, and ethnic dimensions of urban life:  

“Despite the occasional conflict, incomplete promises of citizenship, or hard edges of urban life, the photographs present a primarily halcyon view.” 102
