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LIFE IN A DAY: A FAMILY OF MAN FOR THE YOUTUBE GENERATION 

 

Introduction 

 YouTube, a subsidiary of Google, is an interactive video-sharing website that allows 

people to upload and view videos for free. The website states, “Founded in February 2005, 

YouTube allows billions of people to discover, watch and share originally-created videos. 

YouTube provides a forum for people to connect, inform, and inspire others across the globe and 

acts as a distribution platform for original content creators and advertisers large and small.”1 The 

vast majority of the millions of videos available on the site come from individuals from all over 

the world, but the site also contains videos uploaded by media companies. 

 People use YouTube to voice opinions, to share films of children with distant relatives, to 

document the adorableness of their cat playing, among myriad other things. In short, YouTube 

serves as a platform for people to share their lives in video form. One sees the societal and 

cultural impact of this flurry of video sharing everyday. 

 Virtually no one escapes viral videos in today’s culture. Even the television morning 

shows and evening news telecasts replay videos from YouTube. People forward everything from 

links to a video of toddler twins talking to one another in their private language, to videos of 

police brutality, to a nature video on the honey badger with a quotable voiceover that replaced 

the original narration. Anyone with a video camera and a modicum of technical savvy can make 

his or her latest creation available to the world, and the world, in turn, watches, comments, and 

shares these videos. Amateur video now enjoys a prominent place in contemporary culture, both 

for video makers and for viewers. 

                                                        
1 YouTube, About YouTube, accessed April 2, 2012, http://www.youtube.com. 
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 Within this context of global open media access, the documentary film Life in a Day 

premiered in 2011. Director Kevin Macdonald constructed the movie entirely from YouTube 

videos submitted specifically to be included in the film. Billed as “The Story of a Single Day on 

Earth,” according to the movie poster and DVD cover, the documentary combines video clips 

from all over the world filmed on July 24, 2010. The film progresses from midnight to midnight, 

from birth to death, encompassing both the mundane tasks of everyday life such as cooking 

breakfast and the extraordinary experiences of people like a man riding his bicycle around the 

world. By using YouTube videos, the film celebrates the products created with the world’s most 

advanced mass-adopted technology for capturing imagery, the digital video camera, as it records 

regular people going about daily life. 

 In 1955, The Family of Man, a photographic exhibition at New York’s Museum of 

Modern Art, celebrated the universality of humanity through the use of that time’s most 

advanced mass-adopted technology for capturing images, the still camera. Work by 

photographers from all over the world, both professional and amateur, was selected by curator 

Edward Steichen to appear in the exhibition. The massive show highlighted the basic elements of 

human existence from birth to death, and everything in between, along with addressing more 

amorphous topics such as justice and hope. The exhibition drew large crowds and traveled to 

cities in the United States and other countries. It elicited a tremendous amount of press, both 

positive and negative, on the show’s theme and how it affected the status of photography as a 

fine art. Regardless of the controversy around it, the popularity of The Family of Man, a show 

seen by over nine million people, ripples through history as scholars continue to discuss it, 

people continue to buy the book based on the exhibition, and, in a more general way, artists 
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continue to produce works about everyday people that evoke similar messages of universality in 

the human condition.2 

 Clearly, Life in a Day and The Family of Man differ significantly in format and in less 

obvious ways, but similarities between the two projects also abound. Both emerge from a 

curatorial process that involves selecting from the work of many contributors to create a larger 

whole. The selection process matters more than any individual elements of the final product. The 

film and the exhibition also share similarities in the theme of a global world represented by 

images of everyday people. A thorough examination and comparison of both Life in a Day and 

The Family of Man will show that they share common practices and construct a similar point of 

view, providing today’s public with a means of accessing the universal in the particular and 

discerning the common bonds across language, culture, and political boundaries. 

The Family of Man 

 The Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) opened its doors to the public to The Family of 

Man exhibition on January 26, 1955. The show, organized by MoMA’s Director of the 

Department of Photography, Edward Steichen, featured 503 photographs taken by 273 

photographers from sixty-eight countries.3 The exhibition’s theme addressed the universality of 

humanity through photographs of people from all over the world living their daily lives. Grouped 

into themes, such as birth, eating, music, and justice, the photographs explored topics that 

transcend national boundaries through their ordinariness and emphasize the commonalities 

between human beings around the world. In Steichen’s words, “It was conceived as a mirror of 

                                                        
2 Visitor count from: Edward Steichen, A Life in Photography (Garden City, NY: 

Doubleday & Company, 1963), n.p. 
3 Monique Berlier, “Readings of The Family of Man,” in Picturing the Past: Media, 

History, and Photography, by Bonnie Brennen and Hanno Hardt (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 1999), 213. 
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the universal elements and emotions in the everydayness of life—as a mirror of the essential 

oneness of mankind throughout the world.”4 By the time the show closed at MoMA on May 8, 

1955, over 270,000 visitors viewed the exhibition, the largest attendance to a single show at 

MoMA in fifteen years.5 Subsequently, the full exhibition traveled to cities in the United States, 

including Dallas, Cleveland, Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Minneapolis, where attendance levels 

per capita surpassed those of New York.6 Thirty-five more cities in the U.S. received smaller 

versions of the show. Additionally, the United States Information Agency (USIA) sponsored a 

seven-year tour of the show covering thirty-eight countries, to huge popular response.7 

Understanding The Family of Man requires placing it in its historical context of the mid-1950s, 

knowing its creator Edward Steichen, and reviewing the critical response to the exhibition over 

time. 

 The world in which The Family of Man appeared struggled with the aftermath of World 

War II, which ended only a decade before Steichen’s exhibition. Historian Andrew Dunar, author 

of America in the Fifties, describes some of the post-war issues faced by the United States, 

including the advent of the atomic age and fears associated with the nuclear bomb, concerns 

about the economy and its ability to provide work for returning soldiers, fears of racial conflicts, 

and the threat posed by the Soviet Union that evolved into the Cold War. Fears of Communism 

manifested in the early 1950s with the House Subcommittee Un-American Activities Committee 

(HUAC) that investigated Hollywood, resulting in the blacklisting of 250 people working in the 

                                                        
4 Edward Steichen, The Family of Man: The Photographic Exhibition Created by Edward 

Steichen for the Museum of Modern Art (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1955), 4. 
5 Jacob Deschin, “Family's Last Day: 270,000 Have Visited Steichen Exhibition,” The 

New York Times, May 8, 1955. 
6 Berlier, “Readings,” 209. 
7 Katherine Hoffman, “The Family of Man: An Introduction,” History of Photography 

29, no. 4 (Winter 2005): 317. 
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film industry. Senator Joseph McCarthy continued to stoke these fears with accusations of 

Communists who had infiltrated the State Department. The United States’ involvement in the 

Korean War amplified the Cold War and proved unpopular at home. 

 Despite these problems, Americans also had reasons for optimism. The United States 

emerged from World War II in a global leadership position. Having suffered far less damage and 

loss of life than other countries in the war, the United States stood ready to play a vital role in the 

global economy. Enumerated by Dunar, U.S. efforts included the Marshall Plan, which provided 

economic aid to struggling nations in western Europe and promoted good will. The creation of 

the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) further cemented ties between the U.S. and 

western Europe. Also, the creation of the United Nations served as a symbol of hope. Elsewhere 

in the world, many countries freed themselves from colonial rule, empowering a new generation 

of citizens to engage in reform and enter politics. In short, the world occupied itself with 

rebuilding after the war, forging new political identities, and adjusting to the changes wrought by 

the previous fifteen years.8 

 The country entered a new phase of mass media unseen before this time. Scholar of 

American Studies, Eric Sandeen, argues that “[p]hotographic production during the 1920s and 

1930s accustomed American readers to interpreting events through images.”9 Despite their 

increased familiarity with media before the war, Sandeen also acknowledges that the number of 

popular publications and the number of people reading them grew significantly over the course 

of World War II.10 After the war, publications catered to the desires of the American middle-

                                                        
8 The general history of the 1950s of the previous two paragraphs relies on Andrew J. 

Dunar, America in the Fifties (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2006), 2-51. 
9 Eric J. Sandeen, Picturing an Exhibition: The Family of Man and 1950s America 

(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1995), 18. 
10 Ibid., 19. 
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class for information about the world and consumer goods. As the nation adjusted to life after the 

war and a growing economy, magazines like Life showed the public what modern American life 

was, and could be, during a time of significant change.11 

 To educate the public about the world and to create a sense of a global family, popular 

journals also took advantage of the treasure trove of international photographs being produced by 

photographers working in foreign countries. Ladies’ Home Journal published a monthly two-

page photographic series over the course of a year starting in mid-1948 called “People Are 

People the World Over.”12 The description of the project in the magazine read, “’Here are 

eighty-eight of the two billion people who inhabit the planet Earth. They are twelve families who 

represent twelve countries, three races and five religious faiths. They speak eleven languages.”13 

John G. Morris served as the editor for the project at Ladies’ Home Journal. Morris discussed the 

project in an article published in the journal History of Photography. Working with photographs 

of an American family, he described designing the first layout, “The Iowa family was eating 

dinner at the top of [the layout]. Below were stock pictures of families eating dinner in twelve 

other countries. I proposed that we replace the stock pictures with real ones, and show the same 

families, month after month, doing the familiar things that all families do—cook and eat and 

wash and work and play and sleep and so on.”14 The series stated its point of view from the start. 

As Sandeen observes, quoting the magazine in his analysis, “The family, ‘still the building block 

of society,’ was above politics, history, and ideology. ‘While the world community waits upon 

the anxious maneuvers of diplomats, life on the familiar level of hearth and home continues with 

                                                        
11 Ibid., 21. 
12 Ibid., 23. 
13 John G. Morris, “The Family of Man as American Foreign Policy,” History of 

Photography 29, no. 4 (Winter 2005): 356. 
14 Ibid. 
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the constancy of the tides.’ This bonding with the natural order was made explicit through the 

selection of only farm families.”15 Photo essays such as this prepared the public to understand 

photographs and to read them as messages beyond the particulars of a specific image. Though 

the series ran seven years before The Family of Man, Steichen knew of the project and arranged 

to have a set of the prints displayed in store windows on Fifth Avenue in honor of the United 

Nations.16 As demonstrated by Morris, the similarities between “People Are People” and The 

Family of Man indicate it provided some inspiration for Steichen’s exhibition at MoMA. 

 Understanding The Family of Man also requires looking at the man behind the exhibition, 

Edward Steichen, and his background. He set out to be an artist, pursuing both painting and 

photography. He began his photographic career working in the pictorialist style. He forged a 

friendship with Alfred Stieglitz, the primary proponent for pictorialism, and worked with him on 

the influential photography journal Camera Work and at the gallery that became 291, two 

important projects in the history of photography. Pictorialism viewed photography as art, seeing 

it as an expressive, rather than merely mechanical, medium. Soft-focus images, timeless subject 

matter such as agrarian scenes or classically-inspired nudes, and experimentation with 

photographic technique characterized pictorialist works. An early self-portrait (Figure 1) by 

Steichen exemplifies the style. He portrays himself as a painter, sending the message that he is an 

artist, not just the wielder of a mechanical tool (the camera). The picture shows the tell-tale soft-

focus and heavily retouched quality found in pictorialist work. Also, the choice of photogravure 

as the medium shows an interest in experimentation with technique and evidence of the artist’s 

hand. 

                                                        
15 Sandeen, Picturing an Exhibition, 23. 
16 Morris, “The Family of Man,” 365. 
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 When World War I erupted, Steichen volunteered for the military and worked in aerial 

photography. Art historian Michele Bogart describes Steichen’s time in the military as giving 

“him new appreciation for the possibilities of photographic representation and applications. The 

experience also converted him to the objective of useful, ‘straight’ photography, as opposed to 

the manipulations and distortions of pictorialism.”17 After the war, Steichen stayed in France and 

dedicated himself to mastering photography and understanding the full range of capabilities of 

the camera. One photograph from this period, Wheelbarrow with Flower Pots (Figure 2), 

provided a particularly important revelation for Steichen. He states: 

The “Wheelbarrow with Flower Pots” was certainly as realistic a 

photograph as I had ever made. Yet, friends remarked that it made 

them think of one thing or another that had nothing to do with the 

wheelbarrow and the flower pots. They thought of “heavy 

artillery” and “log jams,” for example. I began to reason that, if it 

was possible to photograph objects in a way that makes them 

suggest something entirely different, perhaps it would be possible 

to give abstract meanings to very literal photographs.18 

The reactions to this photograph furthered Steichen’s belief that photographs can convey far 

more than simply the literal representation of a subject on the paper. 

 Steichen returned to the United States in 1923, where he pursued a successful career in 

advertising, fashion, and society portrait photography for fifteen years. The outbreak of World 

War II spurred Steichen to rejoin the military. This time he served as the director of the United 

                                                        
17 Michele H. Bogart, Artists, Advertising, and the Borders of Art (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1995), 180. 
18 Steichen, A Life, n.p. 
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States Navy Photographic Institute. Part of his motivation to return to the military came from his 

conviction that “if a real image of war could be photographed and presented to the world, it 

might make a contribution toward ending the specter of war.”19 Putting his theory to the test, 

Steichen produced several exhibitions of war photography including Power in the Pacific for 

MoMA in 1945, drawn from photographs taken by his naval photographic unit during World 

War II, and a show on the Korean War in 1951.20 Regarding the Korean War exhibition, 

Steichen later stated in his autobiography, “People flocked in great numbers to see it. They found 

some pictures revolting, some deeply moving. There even were tears shed, but that was as far as 

it went. They left the exhibition and promptly forgot it.”21 Steichen concluded that simply 

showing the horrors of war would not affect people’s behavior. The Family of Man reflects the 

lessons he learned from his war shows. In his autobiography, A Life in Photography, he 

contrasted his approach to The Family of Man with his previous war photography exhibitions: 

Although I had presented war in all its grimness in three 

exhibitions, I had failed to accomplish my mission. I had not 

incited people into taking open and united action against war itself. 

This failure made me take stock of my fundamental idea. What 

was wrong? I came to the conclusion that I had been working from 

a negative approach, that what was needed was a positive 

statement on what a wonderful thing life was, how marvelous 

                                                        
19 Ibid. 
20 Berlier, “Readings,” 211. 
21 Steichen, A Life, n.p. 
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people were, and, above all, how alike people were in all parts of 

the world.22 

Steichen undertook The Family of Man to effect change in the world. The horrors of wartime 

convinced Steichen of its futility. He hated the destruction and loss of life that seemed needless. 

He wanted to share his optimistic understanding of life, his conviction that people are basically 

good at heart, and to persuade viewers to his point of view. 

 Following his military service in World War II, Steichen found himself ready to take on a 

new challenge. The Museum of Modern Art hired Steichen as the director of its photography 

department in 1947, a position created specifically for him.23 During his fifteen-year tenure at 

MoMA, Steichen organized forty-four exhibitions, the peak of which was The Family of Man. In 

her article, “The Family of Man: Readings of an Exhibition,” Monique Berlier states, “The 

Family of Man was the pinnacle of Steichen’s life and career, both as a visual communicator and 

as photography director of the museum,” a sentiment shared by many people writing about him, 

including critics such as Hilton Kramer and Jacob Deschin.24 Steichen himself called it “the most 

important undertaking of my career.”25  

 The Family of Man stemmed from beliefs about humanity that Steichen developed in 

childhood. He relates a formative story in the dedication of his autobiography to his mother: 

Once, when I was about ten years old, I came home from school, 

and as I was entering the door of her millinery shop, I turned back 

and shouted into the street, “You dirty little kike!” My mother 

called me over to the counter where she was serving customers and 

                                                        
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Berlier, “Readings,” 211. 
25 Steichen, A Life, n.p. 
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asked me what it was that I had called out. With innocent 

frankness, I repeated the insulting remark. She requested the 

customers to excuse her, locked the door of the shop, and took me 

upstairs to our apartment. There, she talked to me quietly and 

earnestly for a long, long time, explaining that all people were 

alike regardless of race, creed, or color. She talked about the evils 

of bigotry and intolerance. This was possibly the most important 

single moment in my growth towards manhood, and it was 

certainly on that day the seed was sown that, sixty-six years later, 

grew into an exhibition called “The Family of Man.”26 

The humanist values Steichen learned as a child stayed with him throughout his life. His desire 

to create exhibitions that would motivate viewers to act against war indicates his commitment to 

humanism, a dedication supported by MoMA through their plans to ship the show around the 

country and the world. Also, his effort to try another strategy, to present a more positive 

message, shows how driven he was to affect the opinions of the public. 

 After Steichen conceived of The Family of Man, he presented the idea to MoMA and 

secured funding to pursue it.27 Three years before the show opened, Steichen toured Europe, 

visiting twenty-nine cities in eleven countries, to survey the work available there and to ascertain 

the feasibility of the project.28 Encouraged by the findings in Europe, Steichen’s department sent 

out a request for photographs to “photographers, camera clubs, picture agencies, libraries, 

                                                        
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
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newspapers, and magazines all over the world.”29 The request issued few restrictions on what 

photographers could submit, stating, “It is essential to keep in mind the universal elements and 

aspects of human relations and the experiences common to all mankind rather than situations that 

represented conditions exclusively related or peculiar to a race, an event, a time or place.”30 

Steichen wanted to avoid putting the exhibition into a specific historical context; instead he 

intended to provide a universal view of humanity.31 Steichen’s approach to touching on universal 

themes drew on the same ideas as the “People Are People” spreads in the Ladies’ Home Journal. 

Essentially, he hoped to display images that would resonate with viewers without needing to 

provide context for the photographs. People would only need their own life experiences to 

emotionally connect with the pictures. Tying the show to a specific historical time or event 

would make the exhibition about that particular time and place, obscuring the universal themes. 

 Submissions flooded in from amateurs and professionals. Including the archives of 

magazines and photo agencies, the original number of photographs considered for the show 

surpassed two million.32 Following the initial review, the number of potential entries for the 

exhibition narrowed to ten thousand, then to one thousand, and finally to the 503 photographs 

selected for the exhibition. Asked about the process of whittling down the huge number of 

submissions to the final selections, Steichen told The New York Times, “The slow process of 

elimination became progressively more and more difficult and many of the prints eliminated 

were certainly the equal of comparable material that was selected. The factors in favor of the 

prints chosen are hard to describe, and often the decision to eliminate some of these was a 

                                                        
29 Berlier, “Readings,” 213. 
30 Steichen, quoted in Eric J. Sandeen, “The Family of Man at the Museum of Modern 

Art: The Power of the Image in 1950s America,” Prospects 11 (1987): 373. 
31 Berlier, “Readings,” 213. 
32 Steichen, A Life, n.p. 
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heartbreaking one.”33 Steichen relied heavily on his team for making the final selections. He 

gave his assistant Wayne Miller the final say on images of men and men’s work, asked Miller’s 

wife Joan to decide on pictures that portrayed women, children, or women’s work, and 

determined himself which photographs to include that spoke to the state of the world.34 While 

The Family of Man included photographs from both professionals and amateurs, the work 

produced by professional photographers far outnumbered that of amateurs.35 Regarding the many 

pictures taken outside the United States, most came from visiting photographers, such as 

photojournalists, instead of native photographers.36 

 The exhibition employed innovative techniques in the layout and display of the 

photographs. 37 Steichen brought in Paul Rudolph, a Bauhaus-trained architect, to design the 

installation. The exhibition eschewed the traditional means of presenting art in a museum. 

Instead of photographs being mounted and framed behind glass and hung with plenty of space 

between them, The Family of Man recalled a three-dimensional photo layout from a magazine. 

The beginning of the exhibition presented photographs of varying sizes mounted on a transparent 

wall behind which were additional parts of the show, allowing visitors a glimpse at the next 

sections and visually combining the different themes. People entered a semi-circular alcove to 

view the pregnancy and childbirth photographs, which were mounted on a gauzy fabric and lit 

with green neon to evoke the atmosphere of a maternity hospital. Vertical posts held some of the 

photographs, and other jutted out from the walls at right angles. The show also featured a print 

                                                        
33 Jacob Deschin, “'Family of Man': Museum of Modern Art Prepares Global Collection 

for January Opening,” The New York Times, December 12, 1954. 
34 Berlier, “Readings,” 213. 
35 Rollie McKenna, “Photography,” The New Republic 132, no. 11 (March 14, 1955): 30. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Popular Photography published a detailed map of the exhibition with their review. The 

image is available as Figure 3. 
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on a low structure parallel to the floor and another hung overhead and parallel to the ceiling. A 

circular structure held photographs of children playing ring-around-the-rosy that echoed the 

game in the photos. A cut-out of people in silhouette stood upright on the floor. Some mural-

sized photographs sported smaller images mounted directly on them. The installation also 

employed curved wall dividers as a surface for hanging photographs.38 The viewing public’s 

familiarity with photo-journalism spreads in popular publications like Life, Ladies’ Home 

Journal, and National Geographic made the exhibition exciting, yet accessible. 

 In the exhibition installation, Steichen and his team separated the photographs into 

themes and placed them in an order designed to convey the show’s overall message of 

universality found in human experience. After entering the show through an archway lined with 

an enlarged crowd shot, visitors encountered a panoramic image of water and the sky 

accompanied by religious quotes. Thematic sections were introduced with images pertaining to 

family life, including courtship and marriage, pregnancy and childbirth, mothers and children, 

children playing and fighting, children in distress, father’s and sons, and family portraits taken in 

five different countries. Next viewers encountered themes of human activity, including 

agricultural work, industrial labor, household work, office work, eating, folk-singing, dancing, 

music, drinking, playing, and learning, thinking, and teaching. Then visitors perused pictures that 

conveyed: human relationships, like a photo of girl playing checkers with an old man and others 

of people talking in the street; death, evidenced by graveyard images and funereal rituals; 

loneliness, as shown with a girl alone in a stark room curled up with her head on her knees; 

comfort and compassion, as in a photograph of one soldier holding another as he cries; dreams, 

                                                        
38 This paragraph describes the installation techniques found in the exhibition as they are 

listed in Arthur A. Goldsmith, Jr., “The Family of Man,” Popular Photography 36, no. 5 (May 
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such as a picture of a small girl rapt in her piano practice; and religion, shown through images of 

people at worship or participating in religious rites. Next the exhibition delved into themes of 

difficult times, famine, man’s inhumanity to man, and protest and rebellion. The show continued 

on with themes of youth, justice, public debate and elections. Then the exhibition featured “faces 

of war” next to a quote warning about the dangers of the hydrogen bombs, immediately followed 

by an image of a dead soldier and then a dark room with a color image of the hydrogen bomb 

blast at Bikini Atoll. Emerging from that room, visitors saw ten photographs of couples, each 

with a label that said, “We two form a multitude.” The exhibition ended with a large print of a 

photograph of the General Assembly of the United Nations followed by pictures of children. 

 Berlier makes the point that throughout the exhibition, Steichen “used brief Bible 

quotations, folk-sayings, and text from world literature, including thoughts from Virgil, Homer, 

Lao-tse, Lui-Chi, Thomas Paine, Thomas Jefferson, James Joyce, Shakespeare, William Blake, 

Montaigne, and Anne Frank, as well as from the Bhagavad-Gita and from Native Americans, to 

keynote the exhibit’s themes.”39 These quotations provided the only text to accompany the 

photographs except for a small line printed directly on the photographs identifying the 

photographer’s name and the country where the image was taken. The hundreds of photographs 

were all printed in black-and-white except for the color image of the hydrogen bomb explosion. 

Placed near the end of the exhibit after seeing humanity from birth to death and everything in 

between, the color picture surely jolted visitors. The images of couples, the United Nations, and 

children offered hope to viewers after the reminder of man’s potential annihilation by man. 

 Steichen wanted to convey an optimistic view of life and humanity as he wrote in the 

introduction to the book version of The Family of Man: 
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The exhibition . . . demonstrates that the art of photography is a 

dynamic process of giving form to ideas and of explaining man to 

man. It was conceived as a mirror of the universal elements and 

emotions in the everydayness of life—as a mirror of the essential 

oneness of mankind throughout the world. 

 We sought and selected photographs, made in all parts of 

the world, of the gamut of life from birth to death with emphasis 

on the daily relationships of man to himself, to his family, to the 

community and to the world we live in—subject matter ranging 

from babies to philosophers, from the kindergarten to the 

university, from primitive peoples to the Councils of the United 

Nations. Photographs of lovers and marriage and child-bearing, of 

the family unit with its joys, trials and tribulations, its deep-rooted 

devotions and antagonisms. Photographs of the home in all its 

warmth and magnificence, its heartaches and exaltations. 

Photographs of the individual and the family unit in its reactions to 

the beginnings of life and continuing on through death and burial. 

Photographs concerned with man in relation to his environment, to 

the beauty and richness of the earth he has inherited and what he 

has done with this inheritance, the good and the great things, the 

stupid and the destructive things. Photographs concerned with the 

religious rather than religions. With basic human consciousness 

rather than social consciousness. Photographs concerned with 
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man’s dreams and aspirations and photographs of the flaming 

creative forces of love and truth and the corrosive evil inherent in 

the lie.40 

Steichen hoped to capture and display the gamut of human existence with photographs of people 

from all over the world in all stages of life. His focus remained on humanity instead of its 

institutions, on the family as a common unit across cultures, giving viewers an easily understood 

means of accessing the content of the photographs. He achieved his overall optimistic tone 

through several means. First, the exhibition repeated the cheerful image of a Peruvian flute-

player (Figure 4) throughout the show. Also, positive images flanked every negative section, 

ensuring that hope and light followed every darkness. Another important part of keeping the 

overall message optimistic and positive stemmed from placing the section on death and loss near 

the middle of the exhibition. This allowed the pain of death to be metaphorically soothed by 

compassion and hope in future generations. 

 Photographer Kevin Salemme argues that Steichen managed to convey a universal 

message through photographs because of an evolution in how people read photographs that 

occurred in the modern age. In his essay, “Chasing Shadows: Steichen’s Dream of the 

Universal,” Salemme states, “The paradox of modernist photography has its origin in nineteenth-

century ruminations over whether or not photography is an artistic medium. The question 

revolved around the ability of the camera to duplicate nature versus its capacity to transform 

subjects through the careful guidance of a photographer.”41 He continues, “This conundrum 

would be difficult to resolve since no one would simply settle for the trace left by the camera 

                                                        
40 Steichen, The Family of Man, 4-5. 
41 Kevin Salemme, “Chasing Shadows: Steichen's Dream of the Universal,” History of 

Photography 29, no. 4 (Winter 2005): 373. 
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when some possibility of transformation existed and, conversely, no photographic transformation 

could entirely depart from its connection to the real world.”42 Salemme adds, “In the early 

twentieth century, however, some photographers and critics began to underscore the paradox 

itself, upholding the indexical and transformative aspects of the medium simultaneously. In other 

words, the transformations of photographic traces could shift the meaning of an image from 

metaphoric to universal representation.”43 He argues that Stieglitz forged the connection 

necessary to allow photographs to serve as metaphors for emotion with his pictorialist work.44 

He states, “Once metaphor is recognized as intrinsic in the photograph, it would not be long 

before practitioners and critics alike begin to assert that universal metaphor may be derived from 

the indexical trace of the camera image.”45 Edward Weston continued the evolution by 

contending that photographs exactly depict nature while they also serves as pieces of universal 

symbols.46 In his personal credo, Ansel Adams spoke of finding the totality of life in a 

photograph and described “feel[ing] the almost endless revelation of poignant reality” when 

looking at a print.47 Salemme explains how Steichen performed this transformative act by 

relating a specific example from The Family of Man: 

For the exhibition, Steichen selected a photograph which Russell 

Lee (1903-1986) made while working for the Farm Security 

Administration (FSA) in 1936. Full-frame prints from the original 

35mm negative are rectangular, but in the exhibition the image 

appears as a square. The original frame is cropped closely around 
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43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid., 375. 
47 Adams quoted in Salemme, “Chasing Shadows,” 375. 
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the woman’s hands. Steichen makes a new visual composition 

from the raw material of Lee’s unique and quite powerful 

photograph. Similarly, Steichen alters the verbal data 

accompanying the documentary photograph. As part of the FSA 

file, the caption to the photograph is essential in verifying the 

indexical information of the photograph. This specific woman is 

Mrs. Andrew Ostermeyer, wife of a homesteader living in 

Woodbury County, Iowa in 1936. In the exhibition, Steichen 

replaced the original caption with a quotation from Deuteronomy: 

“Bless thee in all the work of thy hand which thou doest.” By 

making these changes to the photograph by Russell Lee, Steichen 

elevates the image from a moving record of human toil to a 

universal symbol of the dignity of work and mankind.48 

Though not every photograph in the show can be dissected so clearly, the act of selecting the 

pictures, grouping them by theme, matching them with quotations appropriate to the theme, and 

providing no identifying information about the contents of the photograph beyond who took it 

and where it was taken combine to lift the image away from its indexical status into a universal 

symbol. 

 The attendance numbers speak to The Family of Man’s appeal to the public. While a final 

review of the exhibition in The New York Times acknowledged differing opinions among critics 

about the show, Jacob Deschin states: 
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As for the validity of the theme, there was little doubt on the part 

of the majority, who on the whole accepted it as confirmation of a 

universal truth. The overwhelming chorus of yeas from a general 

public to whom the show was an excitingly new experience had 

one outstanding effect: it “sold” photography to the public as 

nothing had ever done before on a scale so grand and effective, and 

Mr. Steichen emerges as photography’s most convincing salesman. 

People who came to see the show were impressed and deeply 

moved. They told others, and the visitors came in crowds. They 

lined up outside the museum, as at movie theaters, waiting for the 

doors to open. Even if the show did nothing else than achieve this 

response to a medium which can be, above all mediums, the most 

articulate form of visual communication to the man in the street, it 

was remarkably successful.49 

Steichen’s exhibition resonated with the public because it clearly understood the overall theme 

delivered by the collected images and, after a turbulent fifteen years, they wanted to believe in 

the universality of the human race and that the future held hope.50 According to Deschin, the 

public also believed in photography as the theme’s messenger, seeing the pictures, in his words, 

“. . . as perfect, transparent, and authentic visual records and trusted their ability to document life 

truthfully.”51 The best-selling book based on the exhibition cemented the show’s success. 
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 Some critics, however, found problems with The Family of Man, largely on two major 

issues: the theme of the show and how it affected the status of photography as art. Phoebe Lou 

Adams, for example, of the Atlantic Monthly, attacks the show’s theme in her review. While she 

acknowledges the quality of the photographs, she compared the overall exhibition to the sort of 

“magic” performed by Ice Age hunters who would paint pictures of animals on cave walls to 

draw them to him.52 She argues that the show accomplishes this “magic” by showing people 

performing the same simple tasks around the world, then asserting that all mankind is good by 

not portraying evil, presenting humanity with the danger of annihilation, and then having them 

emerge into a Utopia.53 Her review criticizes the exhibition for making everyone look the same 

despite their racial and cultural differences, for excluding images of any sort of sophisticated art 

or work, for indulging in clichés like the comforting shoulder pat, and for portraying too 

simplistically the complexities of human conflict.54 She concludes her review by stating, “If Mr. 

Steichen’s well-intentioned spell doesn’t work, it can only be because he has been so intent on 

the physical similarities that unite ‘The Family of Man’ that he has neglected to conjure the 

intangible beliefs and preferences that divide men into countries and parties and clans. And he 

has utterly forgotten that a family quarrel can be as fierce as any other kind.”55 Steichen’s 

emphasis on the commonalities of human existence frustrated Adams, who wanted a more 

complex vision of the world from the exhibition. 

 Critics who disliked the form of the show also balked at the installation techniques and 

had problems with its effects on the status of photography. Steichen never purported The Family 
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of Man to be about art photography; however, its presence in MoMA led some critics to believe 

that should have been a concern. Steichen’s remarks about the exhibition, instead, emphasize the 

importance of the message of the show. Rollie McKenna of The New Republic expressed his 

dislike for the installation by claiming, “Good photographs speak for themselves. Steichen 

probably would be the first to agree, but somehow he and Paul Rudolf [sic] . . . designed a 

display so elaborate that the photographs become less important than the methods of displaying 

them.”56 Others objected to the Museum of Modern Art presenting the exhibition, suggesting 

instead that the Museum of Natural History or the lobby of the United Nations might be better 

venues.57 An editor at Aperture shared his concerns about the show in the transcript of a 

conversation he had with his wife about The Family of Man. He disliked what he perceived as 

the lack of value accorded to the individual prints by virtue of being shown in such close 

proximity to one another. His wife agreed, adding that others expressed the same point, “. . . they 

don’t like the subordinate role in which it places the creator of the individual photograph. The 

men [sic] who took the picture had something to express about the scene before him. He said it 

as strongly as he could. . . . Is it legitimate, some critics ask, to overlook these powerful 

expressions and use individual photos only as bricks to build up a different theme?”58 Writing in 

Commentary, critic Hilton Kramer lamented, “What is disheartening is to see the artistic values 

of photography tumble so easily into the vulgar ideological postures which, with less fanfare and 

less prestige, if also less taste, thousands of periodicals every day embrace as a matter of 
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course.”59 Kramer objected to what he saw as liberal propaganda in the exhibition that claimed 

all humanity is the same. These critics’ objections stemmed from the perceived journalistic 

nature of the work, the effacement of the artist from the work, and the presentation as art of 

something that resembled the mundane photo essays found in popular publications. 

 The exhibition generated discussion among its viewers, as evidenced by the many letters 

to the editor of various publications. Popular Photography’s May 1955 issue provided an even-

handed review of the show and some of the controversy it stirred among the critics. In the same 

issue of the magazine, in the Letters to the Editor section, a reader named Fred Ringel berated 

the exhibition. He declared the show’s theme was trite, arguing that human beings are only 

family through biology. He writes, “. . . in social, moral, ethical values we differ enormously. To 

a Navajo Indian, success does not imply individual piling up of wealth. He may not even have 

the equivalent of the word ‘success.’ A mother’s smile to a child may appear the same in China 

or Alaska but the family relation will be as unlike our own as imagination will allow.”60 Nell 

Dorr, one of the photographers whose work appeared in the show, responded to Ringel’s letter 

by stating, “Mr. Ringel asks, ‘In what respects does man feel alike?’ I would say: we love, we 

hate, and we fear. We all are born, we suffer, and we die, and within that compass we all must 

walk. Doesn’t the Family of Man stress those points? Doesn’t it bring the world a little closer?”61 

Another photographer with work selected for the exhibition, Ben Shahn, wrote to The New York 

Times to voice his disagreement with a piece by Aline R. Saarinen. In her article, Saarinen 

debated whether or not photography had overcome painting as the primary visual form, and in 
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the process described photography as “the marvelous, anonymous folk-art of our time.”62 Shahn 

wrote: 

But let us also note that it is not at all surprising that the public 

turns to the Steichen show with such undivided enthusiasm. The 

reason is, I am sure, that the public is impatient for some exercise 

of its faculties; it is hungry for thinking, for feeling, for real 

experience; it is eager for some new philosophical outlook, for new 

kinds of truth; it wants contact with live minds; it wants to feel 

compassion; it wants to grow emotionally and intellectually; it 

wants to live. In past times all this has been largely the function of 

art. If art today repudiates this role, can we wonder that the public 

turns to photography; and particularly to this vivid show of 

photographs that have, it seems, trespassed into almost every area 

of experience.63 

Steichen’s exhibition elicited a tremendous amount of praise and criticism, and clearly spurred 

people to discuss and debate the role of photography and its status as a fine art. The two poles of 

the dialogue, to simplify a complex dispute, involve photography as a communication medium 

on one side and photography as art on the other. Steichen’s project provided an ideal opportunity 

to begin a public conversation on the topic. 

 Despite the critical controversy, The Family of Man touched many of its viewers and had 

a lasting cultural effect. People flocked to see it wherever it toured. The book based on the 
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exhibition became a best-seller. It also inspired subsequent projects. One of those endeavors, Life 

in a Day, shares the exhibition’s theme and emerged from a similarly curatorial process. 

Life in a Day 

 Life in a Day is a ninety-five minute long documentary composed entirely from videos 

submitted to YouTube. The film debuted at the Sundance Film Festival in 2011 and 

simultaneously streamed on YouTube.64 Kevin Macdonald directed the film and Ridley Scott 

served as the executive producer. Initially Scott’s production company, Scott Free, and YouTube 

met about finding a project to celebrate YouTube’s fifth anniversary.65 They hoped to 

“crowdsource” a feature film, meaning to develop a movie from clips to YouTube from multiple 

contributors. Macdonald mentioned two reasons for joining the project. He “wanted to take the 

humble YouTube video, long considered the dregs of cinema, and elevate it into art.”66 He also 

drew inspiration from “a British group from the 1930s called the Mass Observation movement. 

They asked hundreds of people all over Britain to write diaries recording the details of their lives 

on one day a month and answer a few simple questions—‘What do you have on your mantle 

piece?’ ‘Tell us the names of five dogs you meet this week.’ These diaries were then organized 

into books and articles with the intention of giving voice to people who weren’t part of the ‘elite’ 

and to show the intricacy and strangeness of the seemingly mundane.”67 To launch the project, 

Macdonald posted a video to YouTube explaining the project and requesting submissions. The 
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instructions asked participants to make a video of their lives on a specific date, July 24, 2010, to 

answer three questions, and upload the results to YouTube. To create a common thread across 

the videos, Macdonald asked contributors to tell what they love or makes them laugh, to talk 

about what they fear most in their lives, and to show what was in their pockets.68 

 The production team received 80,000 submissions, amounting to 4,500 hours of footage 

from people in 197 countries.69 Realizing that not everyone in the world has access to video 

cameras, the project sent equipment to developing countries because, in Macdonald’s words, 

“[i]t was important to represent the whole world.”70 Of the footage that appears in the final film, 

seventy-five percent came from YouTube submissions and twenty-five percent came from the 

cameras sent to developing countries.71 Macdonald worked with editor Joe Walker, who 

managed a team of twenty-five full-time people dedicated to reviewing the submissions for two-

and-a-half months.72 The staff reviewers whittled the 4,500 hours of footage down to three 

hundred hours of the best submissions that Macdonald screened personally and culled down to 

the final ninety-five minutes found in the documentary.73 To compare the three hundred hours of 

material to a common film-making context, Walker stated that he recently completed a feature 

film with twenty-one hours of footage.74 The sheer quantity of material highlighted the 

importance of the technology involved in the project. Macdonald asserts, “It wouldn’t have been 

feasible to make this film prior to the existence of YouTube. It allowed us to tap into a pre-
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existing community of people around the world and to have a means of distributing information 

about the film and then receiving people’s ‘dailies.’ It just wouldn’t have been organizationally 

or financially feasible to undertake this kind of project pre-YouTube.”75 

 To facilitate the collection of videos from contributors, YouTube created a specific 

channel for the movie. The site allowed people to upload videos to a central repository, vastly 

simplifying the logistics of collecting the thousands of hours of submitted video. The Life in a 

Day YouTube channel remains available to the public, now as a source for watching the film and 

learning about the project. The site also makes over 13,000 of the submissions available to 

visitors to peruse at will. To facilitate browsing through the selection, the videos have tags from 

various categories, including location of origin, activity (studying, competing, eating, etc.), 

places (indoors, home, office, etc.), emotions (happy, nervous, thoughtful, etc.), environments 

(mountains, ocean, desert, etc.), weather (lightning, snow, sunshine, etc.), event (wedding, 

funeral, religious ceremony, etc.), and people (grandmother, bride, brother, etc.).76 Also, the site 

allows users to comment on the posted videos, as it does on all YouTube videos. This encourages 

continued engagement with the project over time. 

 Life in a Day’s creation and production occurred during 2010 and 2011. During that time, 

the United States and the world experienced great turmoil. The United States waged unpopular 

wars in two countries, Iraq and Afghanistan, both in response to the terrorist attacks of 9/11. As 

the United States began withdrawal from Iraq, the military increased the number of troops sent to 

Afghanistan. In 2011, the Middle East erupted in rebellion in what was called the Arab Spring, 

toppling the dictatorial regimes of Tunisian, Egypt, Libya, and Yemen. Other countries in the 
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76 Life in a Day YouTube Channel, Explore, accessed March 4, 2012, 

http://www.youtube.com/user/lifeinaday/experience. 
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region experienced protests and civil uprisings. The United States and Europe suffered from 

troubled economies with high rates of unemployment and many implemented austerity measures 

that reduced benefits for the middle class and the poor, triggering protests and some rioting in 

those countries. The United States saw increasing income gaps between rich and poor, a long-

term trend that reached levels not seen since just before the Great Depression. The bailouts of the 

major banks done at the end of President Bush’s term in 2008 and continued by the Obama 

administration angered the public, giving rise to the Tea Party activists and then, in 2011, to the 

Occupy movement. Politically in the United States, partisanship between the Democrats and 

Republicans increased as the Tea Party faction of the Republican Party gained traction in the 

party. Conservative Republicans accused President Obama of socialism and trying to take over 

the health system through the guise of healthcare reform. The Supreme Court’s decision on the 

Citizen’s United case generated fears of a corporate takeover of the political process caused by 

unchecked corporate donations to politicians and political action committees. The mid-term 

elections of 2010 amplified bitterness between conservatives and progressives as the Tea Party 

dragged the Republican Party farther to the right. Europe saw similar swings toward 

conservatives as the economic situation worsened. Racism became a regular issue in the media 

as the President’s race permeated discussions about his policies and questions persisted about 

whether or not he was born in the United States. The populace expressed increasing 

dissatisfaction with the state of the economy and the behavior of the government. As with The 

Family of Man, the context of the times informs Life in a Day, which tells the story of people all 

over the world through the lens of a single day in the 2010. 

 Life in a Day covers a single day from midnight to dawn, on through the day, and back 

around to midnight. Macdonald chose to focus on a day, as opposed to an week or an hour, 
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because the “day is the basic temporal building block of human life—wherever you are.”77 

However, the movie also incorporates thematic organization as Walker states, “We always 

wanted to have a number of structures, so it’s not just midnight to midnight, but it’s also from 

light to dark and from birth to death.”78 The movie employs visual themes to imply the passage 

of time. For instance, shots of numerous people brushing their teeth and cooking breakfast 

indicate the arrival of morning, while multiple images of people eating lunch imply mid-day 

(Figure 5). The many commonalities of daily life connect these disparate people to one another 

even as some individuals stand out as extraordinary. Recurring characters provide another form 

of cohesion to the film as the viewer returns to familiar faces at different stages of their day. One 

of the recurring characters is a Korean man on a mission to bicycle around the world (Figure 6). 

Into year nine of his journey, he describes being hit by cars several times, sometimes requiring 

hospitalization, and observes that bad drivers exist everywhere. A family dealing with the 

mother’s recovery from cancer provides an intimate view of their struggles after her surgery, 

showing sometimes moments of stress and, at others, resolve to survive and remain hopeful. 

Some scenes capture the profound moments of life like the birth of a child, while others show 

more everyday scenes like children playing. Some montages that separate longer clips focus on 

visual themes like bubbles in different environments or feet walking. Other montages feature 

various people experiencing the same emotion, such as sadness or loneliness. The movie makes 

no effort to separate different locales, mixing scenes from all over the world with each other in 

order to convey a sense of universality and shared experience.79 
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78 Ibid. 
79 Life in a Day, dir. Kevin Macdonald (Los Angeles: National Geographic 

Entertainment, 2011), DVD. 
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 Differences abound between Steichen’s exhibition and Macdonald’s movie. The most 

obvious distinctions stem from the media employed by the projects, photography and video. 

Photography is a static medium, while video is temporal. The presentation of the projects also 

involves notable differences. The format of the museum exhibition allows viewers to absorb the 

show in their own time in a public environment. Some people will speed through, others will 

linger. Some will focus on particular images that catch their attention and give others only a 

passing glance. Also, no one controls exactly how visitors experience an exhibition. While the 

layout of a show will guide viewers through an exhibition, nothing about the layout dictates in 

what order people will view specific images. If they so choose, museum visitors can move back 

and forth through galleries, revisiting previous sections. The viewer retains a tremendous amount 

of control over how he or she takes in the images presented to them. Movies, on the other hand, 

provide every viewer the same experience, speaking generally. Excepting differences based on 

where a movie is seen (theater, television at home, computer), people usually sit back and watch 

the images and narrative unfold before them. Each viewer sees the movie progress in the same 

way. Viewers cannot avoid sections of film except by closing their eyes and waiting for the 

scene to end, unless they have the ability to fast forward. Even in the case of Life in a Day with 

its interactive YouTube channel that people can access before or after the movie, watching the 

movie itself proves to be roughly the same experience for all viewers. In short, visitors to a 

museum exhibition take an active role in their viewing experience, while movie viewers remain 

more passive in their consumption of a film. 

 Subtler differences also exist between The Family of Man and Life in a Day. For one, 

Steichen accepted submissions from amateur photographers, but the vast majority of entries 

selected for the show came from professionals. However, amateur contributions comprise all the 
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content of Life in a Day according to the promotional materials. The quality of the images found 

in Steichen’s exhibition reflects their professional roots, while the amateur nature of the videos 

in Life in a Day frequently asserts itself in the film. For example, one segment follows a father 

and son through their morning routine, and the viewer gets to see the father reposition the camera 

as they move from room to room (Figure 7). Another difference stems from the subjects of the 

images in the projects. The Family of Man contains no autobiographical images, and largely 

consists of pictures of people unrelated to the photographer. Life in a Day, on the other hand, 

consists of videos made by people about their own lives. The photographers selected for 

Steichen’s show turned their lens outwards to capture the world around them. Macdonald, 

instead, asks his contributors to capture images of themselves in the world. Lastly, the intentions 

involved in the creation of these projects differ significantly. Steichen fully intended to affect 

people’s behavior. His perception that his war photography shows failed because they did not 

incite people to act against war indicates he hoped to effect change in the world through The 

Family of Man exhibition. Steichen wanted to make people understand that, despite the many 

differences between people (culture, language, religion, politics, etc.), human beings are much 

more alike and have more in common than they realize and that recognizing those similarities 

can help people overcome conflicts without war. On the other hand, the creators of Life in a Day 

wanted to make a time capsule of what life is like on Planet Earth in 2010.80 At most, Macdonald 

hoped to raise YouTube videos to the level of art as previously mentioned. Their aspirations 

prove much smaller than Steichen’s. 

 Despite the clear differences between the two projects, they share some similarities. For 

one thing, both incorporate amateur content. The amount of work contributed by amateurs in The 
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Family of Man appears tiny compared to that found Life in a Day, but the fifty-five years 

between the projects witnessed astounding developments in technology, and a significant number 

of people in industrialized nations now have video cameras in their mobile phones. The ubiquity 

of video technology translates into a society of people who pull out their phones to film just 

about anything. The vast number of videos on YouTube attests to the commonplace status of 

video in today’s society. The makers of Life in a Day had a wellspring of material from which to 

choose because so many people have the technology at their fingertips to produce videos. The 

public’s engagement with YouTube and video technology built an environment in which 

filmmakers could envision editing together a movie from video created only by amateurs. In the 

1950s, most people lived in a culture full of photographic images, but few people walked around 

with a camera in their hand. Also, no infrastructure existed for amateur photographers to all 

share their work in a single depository. The changes in technology over the last five decades 

allowed Life in a Day to rely solely on amateurs for content, to celebrate the amateur, in a way 

that would have been impossible in Steichen’s day. 

 Both projects also enjoy a high level of authority thanks to the their formats. As an 

exhibition at a respected museum, The Family of Man benefited from the institutional credibility 

of MoMA. That MoMA presented the exhibition implies to visitors that the show is worth 

seeing. Some critics of Steichen’s exhibition, such as Hilton Kramer, even chafed at the 

respectability conferred on the show by MoMA because they viewed it as no better than the 

banal photo essays found in popular magazines. By being located in MoMA, the show acquired a 

veneer of art-fulness, as would any show in the museum. The museum’s role as an arbiter of art 

implies, at least to lay people, that anything within its walls qualifies as art. Edward Steichen’s 

reputation in the field of photography also conferred importance and respectability on The 
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Family of Man. As a well-known figure in the photography world with a long and successful 

career, Steichen stood as an expert on what qualified as good photography. His participation 

gave the project a veneer of quality it would not have had without his presence. A similar 

enterprise by Wayne Miller, Steichen’s assistant, would not have enjoyed the same prestige. 

 Similarly, Life in a Day benefits from its status as a documentary. Most people perceive 

documentaries as films that show the reality of the world. As a non-fiction category of movies, 

most viewers assume a documentary will truthfully and accurately educate them on a subject. 

While a filmmaker may have a point of view to convey, the footage comes from real life, not 

from actors performing a script. Documentaries appear to present the world as it is, not as the 

creator would like it to be. As a documentary, Life in a Day benefits from having an Oscar-

winning director at its helm. Macdonald previously won an Oscar for his documentary One Day 

in September about the taking of Israeli athletes as hostages at the 1972 Olympics in Munich.81 

His status as an Oscar winner in the documentary category confers respectability and authority 

on Life in a Day.82 

 Another commonality stems from the curatorial process involved in both projects. Jacob 

Deschin of The New York Times described The Family of Man as “the product of the vision and 

humanity of the 280 photographers represented, screened, sorted out and thoughtfully assembled 

in what is probably the greatest picture editing job ever attempted.”83 Nell Dorr pointed out that 

very little of Steichen’s own photography appears in the show.84 The Family of Man book 

includes only three images by Steichen, presumably the same number as appeared in the 

                                                        
81 “One Day in September,” IMDB, accessed March 4, 2012, 

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0230591/. 
82 Streaming Life in a Day over YouTube simultaneously with its premiere at the 

Sundance Film Festival made the movie ineligible for Oscar consideration. Chester, “A Life.” 
83 Deschin, “’Family of Man’: Museum of Modern Art Prepares.” 
84 Dorr, “Letter to the Editor,” 8. 
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exhibition.85 Instead, the viewer sees his hand in the overall exhibit, in the theme, in the way the 

photographs work together to create a larger whole. The real work of The Family of Man 

involved sifting through the mass of photographs to find the ideal selections for conveying 

Steichen’s vision. Similarly, Life in a Day came together through the process of editing vast 

amounts of material into a cohesive narrative. Walker described the undertaking as “being told to 

make Salisbury Cathedral and then being introduced to a field full of rubble. You have to start 

looking for buttresses and things that connect together.”86 Macdonald said of the process, “I let 

the material speak to me—I watched it (or rather the 300 hours of ‘best bits’) over two months 

and just let it tell me what the themes and structure should be. Obviously the material is like a 

Rorschach test—you will see in it what you want to see in it.”87 Macdonald submitted none of 

the video found in A Life in a Day. The viewer finds Macdonald’s hand in the themes of the film, 

in the organization of the clips, and in how scenes complement one another and make each other 

more meaningful. 

 The Family of Man and Life in a Day also share similar audiences. While museum 

exhibitions and documentaries might imply a more cultured, elite viewership, both projects 

appeal to audiences drawn from the general population. The record attendance numbers at 

MoMA for The Family of Man testify to its broad appeal. The many traveling versions of the 

show also recorded impressive attendance numbers. That over nine million people saw the 

exhibition worldwide further demonstrates its resonance with the common person. Steichen 

wrote, “’The Family of Man’ appealed to all kinds of audiences, the illiterate as well as the 

                                                        
85 Steichen, The Family of Man. 
86 Adam Sternbergh, “Around the World in One Day,” The New York TImes, July 22, 

2011, http://www.nytimes.com/2011/07/24/magazine/around-the-world-in-one-day-on-
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87 Watercutter, “Life in a Day Distills.” 
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intelligentsia. . . .”88 He also highlighted what he called a “notable experience” from Guatemala 

in which “[o]n the final day of the exhibition, a Sunday, several thousand Indians from the hills 

of Guatemala came on foot or muleback to see it. An American visitor said it was like a religious 

experience to see these barefoot country people who could not read or write walk silently 

through the exhibition gravely studying each picture with rapt attention.”89 The Family of Man 

drew crowds from diverse backgrounds, defying the stereotype of museum-goers as the elite. 

Life in a Day similarly draws in an audience atypical of the usual documentary viewer. The 

film’s roots in YouTube bring with it the varied audience that the video website enjoys. The 

people seen in the movie come from all socio-economic levels of society and a broad range of 

educational backgrounds. The common thread that joins them is an interest in using video. Life 

in a Day also secures a broader audience than the typical documentary by staying available for 

free on YouTube. 

 Lastly, The Family of Man and Life in a Day share the idealistic theme of the universality 

of humanity. Steichen consciously cultivated the notion that human beings are fundamentally 

alike all over the world and directed the selection of the photographs featured in the exhibition to 

this end. Steichen wanted to demonstrate to viewers that more binds us than separates us in the 

world, and he accomplished that goal by emphasizing the stages of life, the most basic of 

activities, and the most familiar of ideas (justice, compassion, etc.). Life in a Day never explicitly 

set out to address the universality of the human condition, but the end product definitely conveys 

that message. One of the film’s reviewers states, “. . . the project’s trite running thesis that people 

are more or less the same everywhere . . . a theme made mind-numbingly obvious through 
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montages of people across the world waking up, getting out of bed, eating lunch.”90 Another 

reviewer observed, “. . . the people whose lives form the spine of ‘Life’ feel familiar, even 

though we don't know them. Instead, we recognize them, despite their language differences, 

sometimes exotic diets and, less frequently, strange clothing and work habits. Their hopes and 

joys, disappointments and fears are our own.”91 The act of showing people around the globe 

engaging in routine activities, displaying emotions, and going through rituals conveys a message 

of common experience across humankind that binds us to one another despite our differences. 

Conclusion 

 The Family of Man germinated a seed in the social consciousness about human 

interconnectedness. Though other projects have shared the exhibition’s outlook, only Steichen’s 

show remains a topic of conversation, at least for scholars, to the present day. And, certainly, 

part of the success and the power of The Family of Man derived from MoMA’s institutional 

reputation. Regardless of why the exhibition remained relevant over the years, it affected those 

who saw it and continues to resonate, if only in traces. Steichen’s project permeated the culture 

at the time. Millions went to see the show. Many of the visitors and millions more bought the 

book based on the exhibition. The volume remains in print to this day. Many members of the 

public appeared to accept and agree with Steichen’s universalist message. The ripples of that 

acceptance echo. 

 Life in a Day stands as a Family of Man for the current day. Both works emerged during 

times of turmoil, in times rife with discord. Both projects provide an uplifting message. Both 
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result from ambitious curatorial decisions. The exhibition and the documentary feature the work 

of numerous contributors, but the sum of the whole exceeds the individual elements. The creators 

crafted something special by selecting and combining and juxtaposing, not by going out and 

capturing images themselves. Macdonald and his team may not have looked directly to The 

Family of Man for inspiration, but their movie, Life in a Day, carries on the tradition set by 

Steichen’s exhibition. 
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Figure 1. Edward Steichen, Self-Portrait, 1901, Photogravure.
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Figure 2. Edward Steichen, Wheelbarrow with Flower Pots, 1920, Palladium and ferroprussiate 
print. 
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Figure 3. Family of Man Map. Source: Popular Photography, v. 36, no. 5, May 1955, p. 148. 
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Figure 4. Eugene V. Harris, Peruvian Boy with Flute, 1950s, silver print. 
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Figure 5. Life in a Day Still Image of People Eating Lunch, 2010. 
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Figure 6. Life in a Day Still Image of Korean Bicyclist Traveling Around the World, 2010. 
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Figure 7. Life in a Day Still Image of Father and Son, 2010. 
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Abstract 

 

 The documentary film Life in a Day premiered in 2011. Director Kevin Macdonald 

constructed the movie entirely from YouTube videos submitted specifically to be included in the 

film. Billed as “The Story of a Single Day on Earth,” the documentary combines video clips 

from all over the world filmed on July 24, 2010. In 1955, The Family of Man, an exhibition at 

New York’s Museum of Modern Art, celebrated the universality of humanity. Work by 

photographers from all over the world, both professional and amateur, was selected by curator 

Edward Steichen to appear in the exhibition. The massive show highlighted the basic elements of 

human existence from birth to death, and everything in between, along with addressing more 

amorphous topics such as justice and hope. Life in a Day and The Family of Man differ 

significantly in format and in less obvious ways, but similarities between the two projects also 

abound. Both emerge from a curatorial process that involves selecting from the work of many 

contributors to create a larger whole. The film and the exhibition also share similarities in the 

theme of a global world represented by images of everyday people. A thorough examination and 

comparison of both Life in a Day and The Family of Man show they share common practices and 

construct a similar point of view, providing the public with a means of accessing the universal in 

the particular and discerning common bonds across language, culture, and political boundaries. 


