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Salenj photograph me! On photographic representation
and the person in Tigray, Ethiopia

Thera Mjaaland

The images in circulation in a particular cultuct @ mould and set limits upon how each
of us will ‘see ourselves’ and ‘others’. Althougleare never totally fixed by these images,
they do shape our sense of reality (Martin & Spex@3:403).

INTRODUCTION
Photographs from Ethiopia have had, and contindete, a disconcerting tendency to
represent people as victims of famine and war. iEhm®t to deny a striking aspect of
recurrence in the long and otherwise proud natibisabry of Ethiopia. What is
regrettable, however, is that this appears to tigally theonly representation of the
Ethiopian people that is given space in Westerrsmasdia. Likewise, | am intrigued
by another image, perhaps less obvious, but justech a stereotype, ‘the exotic
Africa’, as it is produced in large coffee tableoke about the African people and their
traditions. In reality, monumental photographic ksuch as Leni Riefenstahl's (1976)
The People of Kaand Carol Beckwith & Angela Fisher’'s (199%jfrican ceremonies
constitute, as do the image of catastrophes, sofrjom Ethiopia, but from Africa in
general, what | consider to be a highly objectifygaze upoiodies. According to
Donna Haraway, ‘others’ are often represented ipsvihat does not allow them ‘not
to have a body’ (Haraway 1988: 575, italics in oral). These seemingly diverse
pictures of people either dying or dancing do net gxclude, as Terence Wright (2000)
points out, the historical and political contextgy also exclude what in my opinion is
equally important, the specific subjective circuamstes concerning a person’s self-
identity.

It was with this sense of unease that | first tHadeto Ethiopia and Eritrea as a
freelance photographer in 1993, looking for othetypes. | was painfully aware of the
fact that as a white, Western photographer | wbalek to relate to a past history of

photography as one means of legitimising colomal ianperial repression, as well as

LA Norwegian version of this article was publishadNiorsk Antropologisk Tidsskrift 2006 (1). The Eisyl
translation has been done by the authorised ttaslaureau Sprakverkstaden, Bergen.
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thevoyeurisminherent in our (Western) fascination with peopleo have historically
been defined as ‘the exotic other'. In their cuigof photographs in the magazine
National GeographicCatherine Lutz & Jane Collins (2004) identify hdifferent
‘gazes’ constitute ideological positions — estdig@din the picture by the photographer,
as well asn the context of its use— which enable the repradoaif stereotypes about
‘the others’. This does not mean that every Wegteotographer automatically
exercises power through a colonial gaze. To avwdd pitfalls however, the
photographer needs to enter into a dialogue witkdlphotographed, have a good
general understanding of photographic representa® well as exercising self-
reflexivity.

Besides, power can be challenged, and gazes ¢harrselves be challenging. In
Ethiopia | have experienced that people often lzavattentive way of looking, which
could be understood as a person’s alert presenmegin his- or her eyes. This is an
unflinching gaze; it meets you head on — challegpgiou — or looks at you curiously,
trustingly or teasinglySaleni photograph me$aling photograph us!’ It was often
enough to walk around with my camera over my shenylithe people who wanted to
have their picture taken would approach me theresélBoth the act of photographing
and the actual photographs thus enabled sociabetas, and as such comprised one
methodological approach, together with participatavservation, informal
conversations and semi-structured interviews, dumiy anthropological fieldwork in
Tigray in northern Ethiopia in 2002 (Mjaaland 2004)

In this article | will discuss how photography, &pg methodologically, can
provide one approach for understanding processesgh which self-identity is
produced and reaffirmed. The types of photograppeesentation preferred by
Tigrayans themselves will be discussed in relattoa local understanding of what
constitutes the ‘person’ with concepts such asgmaisntegrity and bodily autonomy
being central to my argument. Since photographygoa modern medium, is deeply
rooted in Western conventions and changing ideefoglating to photographic
representation of the person, it is important entdy the role photographs play in
social practice in Tigray, and thereby, more spealify, what photographs help to
define and produce, within this particular cultuglitical and socio-economic context.

2 Alula Pankhurst notes that during his fieldworlaatew settlement in Ethiopia ‘...settlers were vezgrkto have
their pictures taken, and once | had given a fegpfeeprints the demand became so persistent gtapped taking
pictures altogether’ (Pankhurst 1989: 20).
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PHOTOGRAPHY AS METHOD IN SOCIAL ANTHROPOLOGICAL RES EARCH

My reason for using photography as a methodologytivat | wanted a more precise
understanding of how Ethiopians themselves wartidx tphotographed, how they
preferred to present themselves, and which pictoirésemselves they appreciated. |
did not start from the assumption that photograpépcesentation is an objective,
value-neutral medium for recording anthropologdata (which I, at any rate, believe is
impossibleon account of its fragmentary character in relat@both time and space).
On the contrary, | used photography methodologicl part of an interactiy@ocess

in order to gain knowledge through experience, iabtg what David MacDougall
(1998) calls ‘affective knowledge’. Viewed in phenenological terms, the world is not
something, which we passively perceive as a sepatgéct. Rather, it becomes
meaningful when actively directed towards our ownsciousness. Knowledge, from
this point of view, therefore presupposes the pigidtion of an (inter)active subject.
Following Bill Nichols, | therefore think that isifruitful to base the methodological use
of photographic practice on ‘.. @olitics of phenomenology, a recognition of the
priority of experience not as a structure to braek®l describe but as the social ground
or foundation for actual praxis’ (Nichols 1991: 2#alics in original).

The analytical perspective for my argument is tiseutsive aspect of
photographic representation and practice linkingvith what John Tagg (1988) calls
the ‘rhetoric of photographic documentation’, angieh is based on photographs being
perceivedas realistic and consequently authentic. It isagtoee implicit in the medium
that it can constitute a specific understandinthefworld and the people in it since the
photograph, more often than not, is interpretedtase representation. Photographic
discourse therefore implies that photographs dqusbtrepresent, budleologically
based, also define and produce. Furthermore, lbissaphotographs to be exploited in
processes that precisely aim to define and prodgces, the case with the formation and
management of identity. According to Tagg, photpbrarepresentation does not
simply involve describing the personjniscribesonto that person a particular identity.
In Tagg’s opinion, the use of photographs for spatgoses, such as identification and
surveillance, work also to individualise the persoras a pinning down of each
individual in his [or her] own particularity’ (Tagt988: 92).



On the other hand, it is important to have in ntimat it is not just the
photographer who controls, through positioriingd selection, the production of
meaning in a photograph. In so far as pictures calboait through various kinds of
interaction, the person being photographed, atbeitirying degrees, can also influence
what pictures are produced. But intended meaningtso be overruled by the
consciousness of the viewer of the photograph, bvings his or her own personal
experiences and subjective memories to bear &mitilarly, the production of meaning
can also be influenced by diverging cultural coaesvell as the specific ideological
standpoint of the viewer. This makes photographeanmg, as Stuart Hall proposes
from a constructivist perspective, ‘relational’ (HE997: 27). Furthermore, photographs
form relationships with existing pictures — botlivpte and public — that ‘resonate’
(MacDougall 1998: 70). This implies that the visstreotypes that have been
established about Ethiopia can form a backdroph@interpretation of newer
photographs from the same location.

But as opposed to Roland Barthes (1993), who cersithe possibility that even
when photographs are coded, they also contain @dcel@ments, what MacDougall
defines as ‘the free-floating signifiers that escépm explanation’ (MacDougall
1998:72), Tagg (1988) asserts that photographiadamentally meaningless, and that
it is the context that imbues pictures with mearfifitne challenge for photography as a
methodology in social anthropological researchrefoze relates to theontrol of
meaning’ (MacDougall 1998: 68, italics in originady lack of control due to the
‘information overload’ (Lien 1998) aexcesgMacDougall 1998), which exists not just
within, but continues beyond, the frame of the pgodph.

This point also demonstrates, when debating phapigc representation and its
relationship to reality, that the analytical perdpa chosen makes a crucial difference
for the interpretation of the photograph. C. Sré&s (1958-60) semiotic theory, in
which he introduces the concepts ‘icon’, ‘indextddaymbol’, has been utilised to

interpret photographs as bearers of meaning. Acogtd Peirce, an icon is

3 Carey Jewitt and Rumiko Oyama (2003) use the pheaseiotic resource’ for the photographer’s positignor
‘point of view'. The angle used by the photograpimerelation to his subjects is seen as constigugirmeaning
potential’ (in contrast to the term ‘code’, whighplies a more fixed interpretation). The meaninteptal on a
vertical axis relates to what degree of symboliwg@o(or lack thereof) is involved in the relatiofshwhilst the
meaning potential on a horizontal axis relateh&odoseness or remoteness of the relationshipaBwe do not
normally reflect on the interpretation that we mad@miotic resources act as a visuabitus

4 According to Susan Sontag (1977), Wittgensteineswdf language that ‘the use is its meaning’ cap Bk applied
to photographs.
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characterised by its resemblance to the objectcandherefore act assabstitutefor it.
The key characteristic of an index is that it agea# connection to the object, or the
referent, in the consciousness of the viewer by efagdication it points to the

referent. The interpretation of a symbol, furthereyas based on a rule or convention.
Peirce himself emphasises that photographs — dineitoextraordinary relationship to
the referent — must be considered indexes, alb#itivonic qualities. But there is also a
symbolic aspect to photographs, as interpretatidrased on our general perception of
photographs asorrectdepictions of the world. According to Susan Sor{tedP7), the
‘photographic distortion’ — the difference betwebha way in which cameras and the
human eye depict and interpret perspective — was a@bmmented on in the early days
of photography. Since then we have become accusttore “photographic seeing’,
which is, in reality, a distorted one.

Following Mette Sandbye, photographic realism isdaborbelief a ‘mental
realism’ arising from emotion, memory and recogmi{Sandbye 2001: 37), and that
photographger sehave shaped our understanding of what realis@asdbye’s
proposal, which strikes me, as being productivey mombine different analytical
perspectives in order to reflect the complexly dseeaspects of photography —
discursive analytical and contextual approachesiedisas the semiotic interpretation of
photographs as signs, combined with a phenomerualogpproach to the analysis of
photographic meaning. Apart from using the photplgsaas a narrative strategy, the
reason for my choice of methodology is thereforethebeliefthat | can uncover
‘truth’ through individual pictures. Rather the easch experience from Tigray
convinced me that, when looking at trends withireatensive archive of comparable
visual materialin the context of other relevant data, it is polesto discovetracesof
socio-cultural perceptiorthat otherwise would not have been attributed (@efit)

significance.

THE ‘PHOTOGRAPHIC SITUATION’
One cannot assume that photography has a rolayarpthe Tigrayan socio-cultural
context. Most of the people of Tigray (83%) eke auharginal existence through

farming, trying to survive on what is often ariddagiepleted soil, using low-technology

® The visual material from Tigray (1993-2002) incladay own photographs, the work of local photographe
children’s photographs, popular commercial reprdidus of paintings of religious figures associatéth the
Ethiopian orthodox church and photographic porrafttamous (mostly Indian and some American) actor
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tools. The entire population of the region, estedab be 3.8 million at the turn of the
millennium, has on one or more occasions beentafifedirectly or indirectly, by
extreme, life-threatening situations and the Iddsexed ones through war and famine.
The general living conditions in the region cardescribed as being under constant
pressure, both environmentally and economically.

Nevertheless, photographers, not just in the lai@mens of Tigray but also in
smaller villages with markets where farmers comenfrural areas to sell their produce,
are available. It is also common, albeit not onesWrn scale, to collect photographs of
family, friends and oneself, often placed in smaélums with plastic pockets. The
photographs show people, alone or with family arehtls, on special occasions (for
instance Christmas, Easter and New Year) or impblife cycle events (such as
christenings, weddings, and increasingly commoagigation). These situations and
events are considered ‘photographable’ (Bourdi€d018), and as such can work to
generate status or reinforce social standing withisispecific cultural context. If
friends or relatives who have not been seen fohitleveome to visit, the photographs
are taken out of the old ammunition box under e, lor from a plastic bag containing
personal possessions hanging from a nail on thie wal

Being photographed in Tigray is also an event ifctvithe subjects play an active
and self-conscious part; so active that | had ¢toifsée one of the main principles of
documentary photography (and anthropology), theenaifive omon-intervention
(Nichols 1991). Below | will therefore discuss tustion which demonstrates how
being photographed was handled by the subjectssitlgss [Fig. 1].

| went to visit a family that | had photographed firevious year when they were
sowing sorghum. | remembered them particularly Wwettause their only daughter, who
was around ten years old at the time, sowed théexftedd herself, although they had
sons who could have done the job. She did notdesdif be put off by me crawling
around photographing her. Most people would havpmtd working immediately and
posed for a photograph, or refused to have theiugp taken in their work clothes. On
the same occasion | had photographed her motlemag, making coffee. Her posture
was humble, her gaze appeared calm, and a goaettéetl comfortably under the bed
behind her. When | showed her the pictures fronptiegious year, the woman
immediately started commenting on the details engitture: the old tin that they still

used for clean water; the small coffee cups, otWlithere had been six, only four of
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which remained; the colour of her shawl, blue {&str, but now a barely definable
grey; and the dress, once white, now brownishnésiag the colour of the soil that
they lived off. Since her husband was not preserdry of the pictures from the
previous year, we agreed to take new pictures. Steyed arranging the coal stove and
the coffee pot, the little table for the coffee sugne low dining table and the green
plastic mug with home-made millet besewa all of which were things with cultural
significance and value in social situations. Bdtthem changed clothes, the woman
into her newest dress, which she admitted was uité gew anymore, and the man into
an army-green suit. Then they posed frontally, bileide, with serious expressions.
Later the husband took out his semi-automatic weapbich he had used when
serving in Badme during the Ethio-Eritrean war @2®00), his ammunition belt with
grenades and two spare magazines. Afterwards mgetanto civilian clothes and the
traditional, thick, white cotton shawl, &uta, which is worn by men, taking on the
guise of a respected, elderly man with his wallgtigk. She took out her thin, white

shawl, ometselaworn by all women who want to demonstrate thespectability.

The items and clothes chosen indicate which mataljacts that work to confirm
self-identity and social status in this specifittetal context (rural Tigray), and thus
these attributes can themselves be interpretettaseés. Gender identity also plays a
role. In the various photographs, the husband ayspboth his identity as a soldier with
habbo(courage, strength, and implicitly, virility), agell as authority and social status
of the older generation. Women made up around 8epeof the soldiers in the TPLF
— the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (Hammond9,98oung 1997) in its struggle
against the Derg military regime (1975-91), buavé yet to experience one of the
former female fighters ask to be photographed witteapon, in the way that men often
do, whether or not they have actually been soldigns does not necessarily mean that
the women have not kept photographs from the fironthich they pose in their
uniforms and carry weapons alongside men. But tiaeyot use these photographs in
the same way that men can to confirm their selfdit\ein civilian life, as the female
fighters were challenging culturally accepted nooh#hat it means to be a woman.
Normative gender identity in Tigray idealises motioeod and a more held back role for
women, even if this ideal does not necessarilysspond to what women actually do in
practice (Mjaaland 2004). Consequently, women terglt on their best dress and

(gold) jewellery when photographed, thus playinghia idealised womanhood, which
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sees beauty as symbolic capital, with gold andhel®indicating social status. Being
photographed making coffee, in the way that the amtescribed above was,
represents a chance to confirm this culturally ptamwomanhood, as the coffee
ceremony falls explicitly within the female domaamd is described d&halting our
culture, by the women themselves. Interestinglg,dbffee ceremony is also an
established index of Ethiopian hospitality, poigtio an important aspect of national
identity.

What to my mind is most interesting about theagitan described above is the
joint involvement of the couple in staging it. Biaping an active part they contribute to
producing a representationtbieir choice. Moreover, they do this not just on the $asi
of whom they feel thegre, but equally importantly, how they want to $een The way
they pose, facing the camera apparently with ematineutrality, resembles the studio
convention that was established in Victorian Eurapen photography was still a new
invention. However, it is important to establishettrer this is merely the expression of
a potentially universal convention, or if it is ted in a local understanding of the
person. For example, that the husband and wife start to each other in a way that
offers no visible sign of affection between themwnfirms the cultural norm for married
couples in Ethiopia when they show themselves tegeh public. When two of the
youngest children are included in the picture, theld their arms around them; he
holds the son, she the daughter. In the photogthplghildren occupy the (visual) gap
between the man and woman; at the same time, giggithe bond between them. This
point is significant, as, without offspring, lovetiween a man and a woman is
considered meaningless.

| have chosen to use the term ‘photographic siinatibout situations like the one
described above, implicitly drawing on Max Gluckrsafi959) concept of ‘social
situations’. My methodological strategy has beepddicipate actively in various
photographic situations [Fig. 2] in order to lednrough experience how these
situations are handled by the actors themselvel,dlone and in relation to others. My
impression is that the actors, as the above exasmoles, use the situation to produce —
within the framework of commonly known photograpbanventions and cultural
symbols — a self-image that potentially confirmsitimotion of personhood. Having
said this, it is important to understand that thetpgraphic situation includes other
actors who are not shown in the picture. The mimmraquirement is for the

photographer to be present, but in Tigray therdten a whole group of people
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commenting on, and giving advice to, the people etgogoing to be photographed,
basing their suggestions on local photographicelbag social conventions.

Sarah Pink views ‘...the practice of photographing aynamic relationship
between those who occupy the spaces on both didles viewfinder’ (Pink 1999: 83).
Who has the final defining power in the photograituation is therefore not always
given in advance, which supports my view of thetpgmaphing itself as a social
situation® The negotiations between the actors present ettabjeroduction of a
preferred self-representation, as well as the ooatfiion of social relationships (in
terms of who is pictured with whom), making it ariedally meaningful to view the
photographic situation as an arena for discurspegas practice. But before continuing
my discussion of the connections between photograppresentation and the person in
Tigray, | will look at some conventional (Westeagsumptions about the photographic

representation of the person as a basis for disgukxcal perspectives.

THE PHOTOGRAPHICALLY REPRESENTED PERSON

Art historian Sigrid Lien (1998) defines three ceptual portrait categories reflecting
different interpretations of what a photograph gieason actually portrays. As early as
the 19" century, there was ‘...a widespread belief that‘tteee” produced by a
photograph could be directly interpreted as an @sgion of the human psyche’ (Lien
1998: 26). Whereas the psychological portraitherrodern character portrait, is
expected to capture a true picture of this (inseH), according to Lien — and
consequently assumes the actual existence of sLattlaenticself — typological
portraits focus on the individual as a ‘type’, baththe product of and ‘...emblematic
of the society and the time in which they livedigh 1998: 128). The (post-modern)
view of portraits as ‘masquerade’, on the otherdh&omcuses on how the apparent
neutral surface of these portraits is ‘...constab#ing threatened by a kind of
underlying subjectivity’ (Lien 1998: 91). This fiheategory provides the foundation for
my own understanding of portraits, where in my @dea photographer | have not
intended to uncover a ‘true’ self, but have, ratlecepted the masquerade as an
expression of a continuous negotiation betweerestibg self-imagining and normative
social and cultural implications. In my experienttes last portrait category also has

® The problem, according to Pink, is that this blwtet is considered to be a necessary boundary betthe
researcher and the researched, because the sittraidas documented has been triggered by thasioakhip itself.
Instead of avoiding this situation, | treat knowgedproduction as an interactive, affective process.
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relevance in Tigray (although the concept is neduscally). This is because people
implicitly relate to the discursive aspect of plgrtaphic representation, and therefore
the ability of photographs to produce an idealiselfimage.

But the question then remains what kind of datauatiee person can be generated
from photographic situations in Tigray? Analysihg photographic situation, it could
seem relevant to use Erving Goffman’s (1959) cotscepfrontstage and backstage. In
my opinion, however, Goffman’s dichotomy betweenteoolled frontstage
performances and the more expressive performahaesarte allowed backstage is all
too static, not least because it implies that #tiet is more genuine and authentic than
the former. Richard Jenkins (1996) questions th&t@xce of a clear divide between
personal and social identity, and thus capturesuthigivalence implicit in self-
presentations — regardless of arena — and furthreradrresses the continuous identity
management at stake. He believes that identitynearr be taken for granted, that it
must always be established, and can, thereforg enlinderstood as a process.
Photographic situations provide an opportunitylisesve self-presentation, and
consequently aspects of on-going identity managéerBen, just as importantly, for me
these situations initiated dialogue, and withinc¢batext of the reciprocity of social
relations, the photographs initiated new socialations as well as conversations that
included criticism of the pictures.

The most common complaints made by the photograph€mjray are that their
skin colour looks far too dark — as dark skin dydior the derogatory terrharia, or
slave — and likewise that a picture is ‘incorre’atiyopped, if it does not show tlwéhole
person. As | had made an effort to find out howgdeevanted to be represented, |
complied with their wish for light complexions binays using the flash. But as
evoking empathy (in the viewer of the photograguuires physical proximity between
the photographer and the photographed, | did nedy include their feet.

The above criticisms imply an understanding ofghetographic representation
of the person that deviates from what I, with mysféen cultural background, would
take for granted, where, based on the psychologmatait, the face and particularly the
eyes are interpreted as mirroring personality, peaelently of the body as a whole. In
Tigray, on the other hand, my photographs were rgdigeconsidered incomplete if they

did not include the physical appearance of the e/boldy of the person, and were
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classified agebalashiw or damaged, if parts of the face were hiddenhayle’ This

local understanding of the person implies an irgtegh entity in its wholeness, which in
relation to photographs manifests itself as an exsighon physicalisibility — as
opposed to understanding the physical body asdexifor the person’s non-visual
gualities (e.g. Pinney 1997). This emphasis requinat the wholeness has to be clearly
visible in a frontal poge- hands by one’s sides, with a neutral expressian
convention that local photographers tend to comyplly [Fig. 3]. Half figures and more
expressive postures (as for instance the asymrakepase, with the person’s weight on
one leg and one hand resting on the hip) are @sd im photographic studios
influenced by the latest trends. The latter areroftonsidered more provocative, and
women in particular risk challenging their respbdity. Furthermore, people of both
sexes can be classified @grenya arrogant, a derogatory term that can make theoper

(too) visible and exposed; a point that | will ret@o below.

‘WHOLE BODIES’

According to Karl G. Heider (1976), ‘whole bodigsbvide a norm for visual
ethnographic representation that make is possiiepresent contextualised action.
The question is how much context Heider consideffscgent to represent a situation
‘truthfully’? A photographic representation willemitably be a fragment in time and
space, dependent on the positioning of the phopbgira By comparison, it is worth
pointing out that ethnographic text has alwaydarilyn Strathern’s words, been
composed of ‘...cut-outs, bits extracted from contbxbught together in analysis and
narrative’ (Strathern 1994: 213). Besides, Heidarggument primarily focuses on
people’s emblematic characteristics and what theg@ing not on their self-identity. |
must nevertheless admit that when | started inolydihole bodies in my pictures, |
noticed that most of the men in rural Tigray wdnees; either cut out from old car tyres
or the moulded plastic ondsgngq whilst a considerable number of women did not

wear shoes at all.

! Christopher Pinney (1997) uses a similar examplasriookCamera Indica. The Social Life of Indian
Photographsilt is also interesting to note that visual cultin@igray has a connection with India through brdi
films that are available on video, and through papposters of famous Indian actors. The postersrdge bars and
restaurants, as well as private homes.

8 There is potentially a great deal to be said abdnat Sigrid Lien calls ‘the rhetoric of posing’ @i 1998: 90). The
aspects covered by this article are primarily basethe feedback that | received from the peoplad photographed
themselves.
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The way | cropped the pictures, allowing for fragnaion of the body, was
chosen as the best way of communicating a cloaéiar| and thereby enabling
empathy and ‘resonance’ (Wikan 1993), even if ffiategy meant that the subjects
would potentially see themselves as less wholecbhsiderations thus assume a
(Western) viewer of the picture. Taking photografstbs a long distance makes it more
likely that the person is objectified, forcing thiewer into a role agoyeur A similar
point made by Wilton Martinez (in Udo Krautwurst®) is that ethnographic films,
based on Heider's abovementioned ethnographic narhto evoke identification in
the viewer. The ethnographic imperative of wholdibs (and non-intervention)
therefore tends to distance us from, rather thereasing our understanding of the
‘other’. In Tigray, however, the local understargiof what constitutes a representation
of the person coincides with this ethnographic irapee. This means that my own
photographs was situated in a tension betweenhbtgraphed person’s self-image (in
Tigray), and the photographer’s need to communiicdégepersonal empathy to a
(Western) public. At the same time, this obviousrdima highlighted aspects of a local
understanding of personhood, which pointed toithygoirtance of an analytical focus on
‘wholeness’.

In order to clarify some relevant aspects relatongow the person is understood
in Tigray, it is fruitful to look at what threatetisis wholeness, understood here as
personal integrity and bodily autonomy. Howevee, épplication of the concept
‘autonomy’ in the Tigrayan cultural context hasrnioorporate a more ambivalent
understanding of the term, than simply assumingidigidual in one body and the
ability of one actor to act independently, as aiomatic fact. The possibility that
various incontrollable forces may take possessi@apmerson’s body continues to be a
widely held belief’ One example is the discourse relatinfguda an ambiguous human
being with the ability to transform him- or hersigifo a hyena at night. Buda can cast
‘the evil eye’ on other people and ‘eat’ them franthin. This implies that your
personal integrity and bodily autonomy can be ttemad through the act of beisgen

Jealousy and enWare the emic explanations for why buda casts higpevil eye on

° Although the TPLF according to Jenny Hammond (198&ked hard to eradicate traditional practices ahdt
they considered being superstition, the discowedasing to buda and other uncontrollable spirifoates persist.
Y Harald Aspen’s research amongst the Amhara in Mhfiounorthern Shoa, Ethiopia, also confirms thetredmole
that this occupies in people’s everyday lives: tineme of jealousy and envy is a constant threpetples’ peace
and well-being, and very often it looms in the kgrokind of other cases of health problems, conflitis (Aspen
1994:301).
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you. This discourse can therefore be linked toggneerally unpredictable distribution
of, and access to, limited resources in Tigrayeustod both in material and symbolic
terms (e.g. Comaroff and Comaroff 1993; Geschi®g¥ 1.

What is relevant for the discussion here is thiatdiscourse affects how people
present themselves in their daily lives, not oroaot of a direct association of the
photographer’s lens with the evil €yebut because it is important for people in Tigray
not to stand out by having more than other pedjhel. as Jeremy Bentham argued
concerning higanopticonof 1791 (Batchen 1999): knowing that an unpredtieta
power can see you, but not knowkvben means that the person has to control him- or
herself continuously. Jacques Mercier similarly coents on this fundamental
ambivalence towards being seen: ‘In a general wdsthiopian society, the eye
represents beauty; it is also powerful, even ddatiing’ (Mercier 1997: 94). In this
context, people are in a continuous process oftregu their self-presentation, in
order to safeguard their integrity as (whole) pesso

Senni- teeth — said a woman in a derogatory tone, velxpnessing her
disapproval of her daughter’s smile in a photogr@pich to my mind was beautiful).
By smiling she had made herself all tasible (and vulnerable), as someone could
catch sight of her joy, inadvertently giving rigejéalousy that could hit back on her.
Controlling the way in which one presents onedesld énvolves keeping quiet when
required. In other words, ‘shutting up’ — verbakynotionally and physically — is

considered a necessary virtue for the person imyig

A VISUAL, BIOGRAPHICAL NARRATIVE

There are various reasons why expressing too marclcanstitute a threat to people in
Tigray. Historically, political opposition has beassociated with various forms of
persecution. Although it is their comrades from TLF who provide the power base
for the EPRDE* government in Ethiopia today, opposition agaihstgovernment is
still seen as dangerous, even in Tigray (e.g. Aa@2, Tronvoll 2003). It is therefore
advisable to lay low, value the virtue of silencel &eep your real opinions to yourself.

However, the cultural practice qinné which involves making information ambiguous

1 bonald N. Levine believes that there was a fundaatehange of attitude towards photography in Hilson the
1950s and 60s. Whereas previously people in ruealsshad objected to being photographed precigselguse of this
association with the evil eye, suddenly visitorfhwdgameras started to be deluged with requests for photographs.
In the interim the peasants had been exposed tenws photographs of the Emperor and high goverhoféoials
and had observed their local authorities seizirepyeghance they could to be photographed’ (Lev9@7188).

12 Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front
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by using words and expressions with double mear{ing)g@ne 1967), allows for some
expression of controversial opinions.

Similarly, it is important not to reveal biograpaidata about oneself, such as
one’s baptismal name and birth d&t&his is associated with a discourse on the
debtera a ‘sorcerer’ who can use the Ethiopian orthodaxrch’s holy books —in
addition to biographical information about the pers- to influence both benign and
malign forces, resulting in illness and deathnothie person being cured. The
abovementioned reasons for self-control, which ivert®weing able to contain oneself or
simply ‘shut up’, thus make ‘silence’ an importaspect of social practice. The
apparently less problematfase of thesilentrepresentation of the person — the
photograph — led me to look at these different etspef silent practices in relation to
one another. The following incident turned out éodecisive for considering this as a

productive approach.

| was on my way by bus to Aksum in Tigray to deyetbe rolls of film from my
past few weeks of fieldwork. A man in military uoim, who | assumed to be in his late
40s, entered the bus at the same time in Shireddetalssie. He had quite a lot of
luggage: a bag, a backpack, another bag with dfimacaoker, an umbrella, a walking
stick (he had clearly been injured) and a gold &amith photographs behind glass. A
woman said goodbye and left. He sat down beside/nilst trying to find space for his
luggage. | was entrusted with holding his goldemie, and since | did not have
anything else to do while waiting for the bus taJe, | started to investigate the
photographs. | then asked him whether the childrea colour photo were his children.
He said yes, and told me that he had five childfevo older black and white photos
showed two of his other children, he explainedwife and himself. He went on to tell
me that he had three children in Shire. | askedwimather he had fathered children
with two different women. He laughed, apparenthiteembarrassed at my direct
question, which | knew it was bad manners to askesme | had only just met. But |
also knew that this was probably the only chanagltkvould actually have to ask him.

He answered in the affirmative, ‘but’ he added, ‘ngme is in Aksum’. He told me that

3 The baptismal hame which is different from the pats official first name is kept secret. Similarlyjs seen as
far too risky to reveal your actual age (it is Udoasubtract 2 to 5 years).

“ Here I am referring to the local use of photographzersonal/private and social contexts, and oétigal. My
presence as a photographer in Tigray has not lm®idered equally unproblematic by the authorities.
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he had served four years in Badme during the tvam g Ethio-Eritrean war (1998-
2000). ‘It was extremely hard,’ he said, ‘four y&& too much’. The picture frame also
contained a black and white photo of him, a coasid his brother in uniform. He told
me that his brother had beetegadalay a fighter in the liberation struggle against the
Derg military regime. His brother’s identity carcsvin the frame, along with three
colour pictures of himself from his time in the arnm training, with a stick serving as
a weapon,; posing with a friend and communicatiamggent; and with three friends,
him carrying &alashenthe common name for all half-automatic weaponslar to

the Russian Kalashnikov, with ammunition hanginguad his neck. | felt that | was
holding his life in my hands as the bus raced atbegoumpy road. After a while he
had managed to sort out his luggage, and askeet the gold frame with the
photographs back. ‘It must not break’, he saidinglt carefully as if his own life was

at stake.

The soldier whom | met by chance on the bus washsobnly person to travel
home from the war with fragments of his life in@dyframe (generally acquired shortly
before returning home), containing the pictures thay had taken with them to the
front (to help them remember the people they hadéhind), pictures sent to them by
their families, and photographs taken of them dytireir time in the army. The Ethio-
Eritrean war created a boom for the photographykatan Tigray, the northernmost
region of Ethiopia, which borders Eritrea, and vehiétre war took place. Soldiers on
leave went to the photographer to send picturesshémreassure their families that
they were fine (or, in other words, that they wstitt ‘whole’). They also went to
photographers with their new friends and girlfriencelationships in a state of flux due
to the deadly effect of war itself, and that in aage most probably would end when
the war was over and the soldiers returned homatoBraphs were taken to help them
remember, but the gold frames with photographsatembe seen as a strategy used by
the Ethiopian soldiers to redefine themselves dfteitraumatic events of the war.

In Tigray, painful memories are expected to beiedrby each person in silence,
and in general, there are no arenas for emotiofmkssion beyond the institutionalised
mourning rituals associated with death — the buanml the period of mourningazen
which lasts for seven to twelve days afterwardsisnstudy from Tigray during the
Ethio-Eritrean war, Kjetil Tronvoll (2003) emphasss however, that silence does not

necessarily imply a lack of communication but, eattmarks a shift to non-verbal
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communication. Silence does not, therefore, autimalit constitute repression, and
must be understood as a coping strategy in a @diwfgbolitical distrust, and as Dag
Nordanger (2005) points out in his study on traun@magement in Tigray after the

same war, socio-economic uncertainty. Furthermaeslised that giving vent to strong
emotions such as sorrow or jealousy was seen asngpep to dangerous forces. When
a person ‘cracks up’, these forces — either potmnotion by a debter&hetan(the devil
himself) or other evil entities likdjinni — are given the opportunity to enter the person’s
body. This reinforces the emotional turmoil, reisgjtin intensified sickness and,

further, possible death.

Keeping quiet, and shutting up through emotiondtcmtrol, is what is needed
to reaffirm the wholeness of a person. Accordinijltodanger this stands in stark
contrast to Western trauma management, which edoais release and ventilation, on
‘letting it out’.™ In Tigray this strategy would constitute a riskatperson’s integrity
and bodily autonomy, not only on account of dangetforces gaining access to their
body, but also because tears, as Nordanger paititssainderstood to tap and break
down the body itself. Photographs as a visualesjsaimay therefore represent a
potential opportunity to make the self whole ag#ingugh reaffirming the person
photographically. This is precisely because phatplgy is capable of ‘...disguising the
profound incongruities and disjunctions on whicentity is necessarily based’ (Hirsch
1997: 101). Since some of the photographs in thtkese’ gold frames also include
family and friends, they also reinsert the indiatlin a relational framework.

From this perspective, photographs are understegaud of discursive processes
that confirm the person’s self-identity, as wellhés or her position within social
relationships. Interpreted this way it is, howewerportant to bear in mind that this also
involves the possibility, as noted by Gillian R¢2601), to reject and discard a
particular representation, if the photograph dagscorrespond with one’s self-image.
In Tigray | was often accused of failure as a pgaapher if the picture did not liken
what the person thought was a correct self-reptasen. However, the photographs

that the person accepts can be used to produisea@ biographic narrativ, enabling

15 biscussions with Dag Nordanger have played an itaporole in the development of the main argumerthis
article.

16 Anthony Giddens (1991) claims that producing aipaldr biographic narrative plays an important riole
constituting a person’s self-identity. The problismas | read Giddens, the implicit presumptiort tha person
produces onlynesuch narrative, and likewise the assumption tiegraphical information is actually shared in
social contexts. None of these assumptions caalem tfor granted in Tigray, where people may mdatpuand
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the confirmation of self-identity within the conteof a cultural imperative that stresses
the importance of shutting up and keeping quietiabmat which could make the person

vulnerable in a social context.

CONCLUSION
Olu Oguibe focuses on the many varied uses of ghaphy as ‘a technology of the
self’, enablingitual self-imaging(Oguibe 2001: 116-7). Likewise, Sandbye emphasises
the way in which photographs stop time and makstarsd back from the picture and
see ourselves from the outsidé>hotographs are therefore ‘...fundamentally linked t
the process diecominga self in time and space’ (Sandbye 2001: 15, alicH). The
discursive aspect of photographic representatiem iahplies that the pictures we
choose to hold on to do not merely document owsliv involving both memory and
amnesia — but is a constitutive part of the praee#srough which self-identity is
produced, reaffirming us as persons in our own enag

My experience from Tigray is also that this phenooreis not limited to a
Western cultural context. But without knowledgelo# cultural context in which the
photographs were taken and used, it would be diffio differentiate between a
Western (‘old-fashioned’) studio convention and $pecific socio-cultural use of
photographic representation in Tigray, as theyfaoe) mere appearances, easily
confused. It is also worth noting that there issimilarity in socio-cultural meaning
between the risk of standing out in everyday lifienplicit in the discourse on the evil
eye — and being madsible through photographic representation. A reasomhiigris
to be found in the distinction between the lackaftrol over one’s own body inherent
in the discourse on the evil eye, and the poteptialer to define oneself generated by
photographic self-representation. Oguibe (2001yests that the photograph
‘promises’ — in contrast to the evil eye — a forhfhotographic) eternity, which makes
sense in a situation characterised by an overhgrayistential insecurity.

Only through an exhaustive understanding of theucail context is it possible to
see how photographic practice adapts to the laateon. A comparative assessment

of an extensive photographic material from Tig@ymbined with an understanding of

withhold biographical data about themselves, a$ ageproduce several different biographic narrativalso believe
that it is far too limited to interpret the bioghap narrative purely as a verbal strategy.

1 According to Jacques Lacan (1996), it is duringrttieor stage that the 6-18 month-old child firses him-
herself as an (mirror)image, albeit wrongly inteted as another person, starting off a identificairocess
associated with this (idealised) image.
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the local importance of not ‘cracking up’, gave meg to the requirement of
wholeness in the photographic representation opénson. The photographs thus
represented one approach to understanding sodiaraiuprocesses that presume the
imperative of keeping quiet and shutting up — mdyan order to safeguard one’s self-

identity, but equally importantly, to be able tacseed as a social actor.

theramjaaland@yahoo.com
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