Chapter 33

Catherine Lutz and Jane Collins

THE PHOTOGRAPH AS AN
INTERSECTION OF GAZES

The example of National Geographic

ALL PHOTOGRAPHS TELL STORIES about looking. As part of a
larger project to examine the National Geographic magazine’s photographs as
cultural artifacts from a changing twentieth century American scene, we have
been struck by the variety of looks and looking relations that swirl in and around
them.'! These looks — whether from the photographer, the reader, or the person
photographed — are ambiguous, charged with feeling and power, and are central to
the stories (sometimes several and conflicting) that the photo can be said to tell. By
examining the ‘lines of sight’ evident in the Geographic photograph of the ‘non-
Westerner,” we can see that it is not simply a captured view of the other, but rather
a dynamic site at which many gazes or viewpoints intersect. This intersection
creates a complex and multi-dimensional object; it allows viewers of the photo to
negotiate a number of different identities both for themselves and for those pic-
tured; and it is one route by which the photograph threatens to break frame and
reveal its social context. Some of the issues raised in this chapter are particular to
this specific genre of photograph while many others illuminate photographic inter-
pretation more generally.

We aim here to explore the significance of ‘gaze’ for intercultural relations
in the photograph and to present a typology of seven kinds of gaze that can be
found in the photograph and its social context. These include (1) the photographer’s
gaze (the actual look through the viewfinder), (2) the institutional, magazine gaze
(evident in cropping picture choice, captioning, etc.), (3) the readers’ gaze, (4) the
non-Western subjects’ gaze, (5) the explicit looking done by Westerners who are
often framed together with locals in the picture, (6) the gaze returned or refracted

by the mirrors or cameras that are shown, in a surprising number of photographs,
in local hands, and (7) our own, academic gaze.

.
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Sontag argues that photographers are usually profoundly alienated from the
people they photograph and may ‘feel compelled to put the camera between them-
selves and whatever is remarkable that they encounter’ (1977: 10). Geographic
photographers, despite an often expressed and fundamental sympathy with th&c’ t{:ir(l
world people they meet, confront them across the distances of class, ;ace, and some-
times gender. Whether from a fear of these differences or the more primordial (per
Lacan) insecurity of the gaze itself, the photographer can often make the choice to
insert technique between self and his or her subjects, as can the social
(Devereux 1967).

Under most circumstances, the photographer’s gaze and the viewer's gaze
overlap. The photographer may treat the camera as simply a conduit for the reader's
look, the ‘searchlight’ (Metz 1985) of his/her vision. Though these two looks can
be disentangled, the technology and conventions of photography force the reader
to follow that eye and see the world from its position.’ The implications of this fact
can be illustrated with a photo that shows a Venezuelan miner selling the diamonds
he has just prospected to a middleman (August 1976; see Fig. 33.1). To take .his
picture, the photographer has stood inside the broker’s place of b‘usincssl, shooting
out over his back and shoulder to capture the face and hands of the miner as he
exchanges his diamonds for cash. The viewer is strongly encouraged to share the
Photographer's interest in the miner, rather than the !)rokcr .(\\'h()se f]l’St_\.n,t ‘:’“‘:
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Figure 33.1 Photo: Robert Madden © National Geographic Society

The gaze of the camera is not always exactly the same as the gaze of the viewer, but in most
National Geographic photographs the former structures the latter in powerful ways. In this August
1976 photograph of a Venezuelan diamond transaction, the viewer is strongly encouraged to
share the photographer’s interest in the miner rather than in the broker.
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The magazine reader’s gazes

As Barthes has pointed out, the ‘photograph is not onl
read, connected more or less consciously by the public that consumes it to 3 tradi.
tional stock of signs’ (1977: 19). Independently of what the photographer or the
caption writer may intend as the message(s) of the photo, the reader can imagine
something else or in addition. The reader, in other words, is ‘invited to dream in
the ideological space of the photograph’ (Tagg 1988: 183). Certain elements of
composition or content may make it more likely that the reader will resist the photo-
graphic gaze and its ideological messages or potentials. These include whatever
indicates that a camera (rather than the reader’s eye alone) has been at work —
jarring, unnatural colors, off center angles, and obvious photo retouching.

What National Geographic subscribers see is not simply what they each get (the
physical object, the photograph), but what they imagine the world is about before
the magazine arrives, what imagining the picture provokes, and what they remembt:r
afterwards of the story they make the picture tell or allow it to tell. The reader’s
gaze, then, has a history and a future, and it is structured by the m«::ntfll work of
inference and imagination, provoked by the picture’s inherent amblgmt): (l)s tha;
woman smiling or smirking? What are those people in the background. dfnngA)t f"r;ie
its tunnel vision (What is going on outside the picture franTc? Wl’lat'IS‘_llE},] o‘u :1"0
the picture, that she looks at?). Beyond that, the photo permits fantasy (th 0;: 9
are in love, in love like I am with Stuart, but they’re bor‘e‘d there on : datb \Cniné
bored like I have been in love.” or ‘That child. How bc,auntu‘l. S:i;ESSQ‘tthnT;EJ‘
to hold and feed.’). Such differences betwAcen the readii s gi:z“n‘:;]ber of peoplCLtO
zine led us to investigate the former directly by asking
interpret the pictures (Lutz and Collins 1993). ber of
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ing of a picture of a mother with a child
bravery. Models of.gendeg lefailh t:;:;iid grelatiofx)iship as one of loving, relaxed
as a natural scenario, 13“ the scene might have been read as underlaid with tensions
nurturance; alltzl;:::lll‘;z Y;n interpretation that might be more common in societies
ari'dheﬁo}tl] ?n?ant mortality- There is, however, not one reader’s gaze; each indi-
wiit | lg klsn with his or her own personal, cultural, and political background or set
v1f il:terZSotS It has been possible for people to speak of ‘the [singular) reader’ only
:o long as ‘:clie text’ is treated as an entity with a single determinate meaning that
is simply consumed (Radway 1984) and only so long. as the agency, enculturated
nature, and diversity of experience of readers are denied. ,

The gaze of the National Geographic reader is also structured by photography’s
technological form, including a central paradox. On tho one hand, photographs
allow participation in the non-Western scene through vicarious viewing. On the
other, they may also alienate the reader by way of the fact that the)-! create or require
a passive viewer and that they frame out much of what an actual viewer of the scene
would see, smell, and hear, thereby atomizing and impoverishing experience
(Sontag 1977). From another perspective, the photograph has been said (Metz 1985)
to necessarily distance the viewer by changing the person Photographed into an
object — we know our gaze falls on a two dimensional object — and promoting
fantasy. Still, the presumed consent of the person to be photographed can give the
viewer the illusion of having some relationship with him or her,

Finally, this gaze is also structured by the context of reading. Where and how
does the reader go through the magazine — quickly or carefully, alone or with a
child? In a less literal sense, the context of reading includes cultural notions about
the magazine itself — as high middlebrow, scientific, and pleasurable. The National
Geographic sits near the top of a socially constructed hierarchy of popular magazine
types (e.g., highbrow, lowbrow) that runs parallel to a hierarchy of taste in cultural
products more generally (Levine 1988). Readers’ views of what the photograph says
about the subject must have something to do with the elevated class position they
can assume their reading of National Geographic indicates. If I the reader am educated
and highbrow in contrast to the reader of People magazine or the local newspaper,
my gaze may take the seriousness and appreciative stance a high-class cultural
product requires.

The non-Western subject’s gaze

There is perhaps no more significant gaze in the photograph than that of its subject.
How and where the photographed subject looks shapes the differences in the
message a photograph can give about intercultural relations. The gaze of the non-
Westerner found in National Geographic can be classified into at least four types; she
or he can confront the camera, look at something or someone within the picture
frame, look off into the distance, or not look at anything at all.

The gaze confronting the camera and reader comprises nearly a quarter of the
photos that have at least some non-Western locals in them.* What does the look

. b
into tho camera’s eye suggest to readers about the photographic subject? A number
of possibilities suggest themselves.

arguing that it short circuits the voyeurism j hat this look does, som
of most photography: there can be no Peeping if the sypy
gaze can be confrontational: ‘[ see you looking at me Sou ject
Others, however, have argued that this look, While
simply implies more open voyeurism: the retyrm gaze
the viewer to look and may in fact be read as the subj
(Metz 1985: 800-801).

This' disagreement hinges on‘ ignoring how the look is returned
discounting the effects of context inside the frame and in the d rne. and on
and culturally variable interpretive work. Facial expression is obre'a e; s lnstoncally
local person looks back with a number of different faces includihmlfl:‘ . i{IiUCla1: The
hostile glaring, a vacant or indifferent glance, curiosity, dr an ambig :nl ! ;mllmg,
of these looks, from various ethnic others, are unsettling, disor, angi‘zlinuS 0:; ‘ Splme
avoided. In National Geographic’s photos, the return look is, ho%vevﬂ_ guzzalire:l;f :
confrontational or challenging one. The smile plays an important role’in mutin th:
potentially disruptive, confrontational role of this return gaze. If the Other looks
back at’ the camera éind smiles, the combination can be read by viewers as the
subject’s asser)t to bem.g‘surveyed. In 38 per cent of the pictures of locals where
facial expressions are visible (N = 436) someone is smiling (although not all who
smile are looking into the camera), while a higher 55 per cent of all pictures in
which someone looks back at the camera include one or more smiling figures.

The camera gaze can also establish at least the illusion of intimacy and commu-
nication. To the extent that National Geographic presents itself as bringing together
the corners of the world, the portrait and camera gaze are important routes to those
ends. The non-Westerner is not distanced, but characterized as approachable; the
reader can imagine someone is about to speak to him or her. The photographers
commonly view the frontal shot as a device for cutting across language barriers and
allowing for intercultural communication. The portrait is, in the words of one early
Geographic photographer ‘a collaboration between subject and photographer’
(National Geographic Society 1981: 22). In published form, of course, the
photographed person is still ‘subjected to an unreturnable gaze” (Tagg 1988: 64),
in no position to speak.

The magazine’s goal of creating intimacy between subject and reader contra-
dicts to some extent its official goal of presenting an unmanipulated truthful slice
of life from another country. Virtually all the photographers and picture editors
we spoke with at the National Geographic saw the return gaze as problematic and
believed that such pictures ought to be used sparingly because they are clearly not
candid, and potentially influenced by the photographer. They might also be almoit
faking intimacy’ one editor said. Another mentioned that the u‘sc..of dlrveld gaz;hlz
also a question of styles suggesting more commercial and les? g ILt)l’ lalurcst.ak .
photographer can achieve both the goals of intimacy and m\'lsli 112‘ t ;)the sid%
portraits which are not directly frontal, but in which the gaze angles ©
of the camera.
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acter. Frontality is a central technique of .a ‘documen-
1988: 189); it sets the stage for cither critique
Juation of the other as a person or type. Editors
the ‘compelling face’ in selecting photos

of soul, personality or char
tary rhetoric’ in photography (Tagg
or celebration, but in cither case eva ‘
at the magazine talked about their search for
for the magazine.

Racial, age, and gender differences appear in how often and how exactly the

« returned and lend substance to each of these Rerspectives on the camera
gaze lfr T o ieally signiﬁCﬁnt degree, women look into the camera more than
n?::, cln.']c:;rse: and olc)ler people look into the camera mor? ﬂ(;ftel:h than other adnlt&.l,
those who appear poor more than those who appear wealthy, those whose skin is
very dark more than those who are bronze, those who are bronze more than those

whose skin is white, those in native dress more than those in Western garb, those
V. ’

. : 5
without any tools more than those using machinery.” Those who are culturally

defined by the West as weak — women, children, people of color, the poor, the
tribal rather than the modern, those without technology — are more likely to face
the camera, the more powerful to be represented looking elsc'ewhere. There is also
an intriguing (but not statistically signiﬁcant) trend towards higher r.ates of looking
at the camera to occur in pictures taken in countries that were percelved as frlendly
towards the United States)®

To look out at the viewer, then, would appear to represent not a confronta-
tion between the West and the rest, but the accessibility of the latter. This
interpretation is supported by the fact that historically the frontal portrait has been
associated with the ‘rougher’ classes, [. . ] Tagg (1988), in a social history of
photography, argues that this earlier class-based styling was passed on from portrai-
ture to the emerging use of photography for the documentation and surveillance of
the criminal and the insane. Camera gaze is often associated with full frontal posture
in the National Geographic; as such, it is also part of frontality’s work as a ‘code of
social inferiority’ (Tagg 1988: 37). The ‘civilized’ classes, at least since the nine-
teenth century, have traditionally been depicted in Western art turning away from
the camera and so making themselves less available.” The higher status person may
thus be characterized as too absorbed in weighty matters to attend to the photog-
rapher’s agenda. Facing the camera, in Tagg’s terms, ‘signified the bluntness and
“naturalness” of a culturally unsophisticated class [and had a history which predated
photography]’ (1988: 36).

These class coded styles of approach and gaze before the camera in gestures
have continued to have force and utility in renderings of the cthnic other. The twist
here is that the more civilized quality imparted to the lighter skinned male in
Western dress and to adult exotics who turn away from the camera is only a rela-
tive quality. Full civilization still belongs, ideologically, to the Euro-American.

Whether these categories of people have actually looked at the camera more
readily and openly is another matter. If the gaze toward the camera reflected only
a lack of familiarity with it, then one would expect rural people to look at the
camera more than urban people. This is not the case. One might also expect some
change over time, as cameras became more common everywhere, but there is no
difference in rate of gaze when the period from 1950 to 1970 is comparcd with the
?ater period. Thc heavy editorial hand at the Geographic argues that what is at work
is a set of unarticulated perceptions about the kinds of non-Westerners who make
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A potential point of interest in many photographs is a Western traveler. In 10
per cent of these latter pictures at least one local looks into the camera, Yet n
per cent of the pictures in which only locals appear, someone looks into thc :::1 22
To a statistically significant degree, then, the Westerner in the frame draws a l(;l:];
a\.vay from those West'emers bey.ond the camera, suggesting both that these two
kinds of Wosterners might stand in for each other, as well as indexing the interest
they are believed to have for locals.

Third, the Other’s gaze can run off into the distance beyond the frame. This
behavior can suggest radically different things about the character of the subject. It
might portray either a dreamy, vacant, absent-minded person or a forward ]ooking
future-oriented, and determined one. Compare the October 1980 photo of three
Argentinean gauchos as they dress for a rodeo with the November 1980 shot of a
group of six Australian Aborigines as they stand and sit in a road to block a govern-
ment mining survey team. Two of the gauchos, looking out the window at a point
in the far distance, come across as thoughtful, pensive, and sharply focused on the
heroic tasks in front of them. The Aboriginal group includes seven gazes, each
heading off in a different direction and only one clearly focused on something within
the frame, thus giving the group a disconnected and unfocused look. It becomes
harder to imagine this group of seven engaged in coordinated or successful action;
that coordination would require mutual planning and, as a corollary, at least some
mutual gaze during planning discussions. Character connotations aside, the out-of-
frame look may also have implications for viewer identification with the subject, in
some sense connecting with the reader outside the frame (Metz 1985: 795?. B

Finally, in many pictures, no gaze at all is visible, either because the individ-
uals in them are tiny figures lost in a landscape or in a sea of others, or because th.e
scene is dark or the person’s face is covered by a mask or veil. We might read this
kind of picture (14 per cent of the whole sample) as being about the landscapp} or
activity rather than the people or as communicating a nense of namel.css. ot enx
or group members rather than individuals. While these pictures d.o no}:.lrllﬂ leé\SF “t
number over the period, there has been a spate of recent covers in which the face
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hed are partly hidden (November 1979
e I;egzorhﬁhEZS%r;gZ Octolfer 1);87, November 1987, Ju]>;
bgelceml;er 1g991). Stylistically, National Geographic photogrs
license to experiment with elements of the classical ot
the absence of any such shots before 1979 can also be
Je about the possibilities of cross-cultural commy.
a story of a boundary erected, contact broken.

or eyes of a non-W
February 1983, Octol
1988, February Ih991,
crs may now have
?\2&1 its fhll-face view, hut '
read as a sign of a changing attitu ;
nication. The covered face can te

A direct Western gaze

Western world, the National Geographic has frequently
; hs that show a Western traveler in the local setting covered in
E(e:l;?;ipgz-cif; i}}’le post-war Period, these Western trsvelers have included adven-
turers, mountain climbers, and explorers; anthropologlsts, geographers, botanists,
and archacologists; U.S. military personnel; tourists; and government officials or
functionaries from the U.S. and Europe from Prince Philip and Dwight Eisenhower
to members of the Peace Corps. These photographs show the Westerners viewing
the local landscape from atop a hill, studying an artifact, showing a local tribal person
some wonder of Western technology (a photograph, mirror or the camera itself),
or interacting with a native in conversation, work or play. The Westerner may stand
alone or with associates, but more often is framed together with one or more locals.

These pictures can have complex effects on viewers for they represent more
explicitly than most the intercultural relations it is thought or hoped obtain between
the West and its global neighbors. They may allow identification with the Westerner
in the photo and, through that, more interaction with, or imaginary participation
in, the photo. Before exploring these possibilities, however, we will speculate on
some of the functions these photographs serve in the magazine.

Most obviously, the pictures of Westerners can serve a validating function by
proving that the author was there, that the account is a first-hand one, brought from
the field rather than from the library or photographic archives. In this respect, the
photography sequences in National Geographic articles resemble traditional ethno-
graphic accounts, which are written predominantly in the third person but often
include at least one story in the first person that portrays the anthropologist in the
field (Marcus and Cushman 1982). For this purpose, it does not matter whether
the Westerner stands alone with locals.

To serve the function of dramatizing intercultural relations, however, it is
hel}?f.ul to have a local person in the frame. When the Westerner and the other are
g;stlizned cf?c;;-to-face, we can reati th(.eir relationship and natures from such

523 Loliman (1979) has identified in his study of advertising photography’s
representation of women and men — thejr lative height. th ; :
behaviors found more often in p d relative height, the leading and guying
ness of the women and the likeP;Ct\:;]: e greater emotional expressive
doing, the relative vantage oints.f at .the Westerners and non-Westerners are
expressions give other p rom which they are photographed, and their facial

The muedtn o ncues to tl1e.1r moral and social characters.
who has the n'ght)and/ o(:-n:;l:;liah]ty of the gaze of the two parties can also tell us

o look at whom. When the reader looks out at the

In its articles on the non-
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Figure 33.2  Photo: Lowell Thomas, Jr. © National Geographic Society

Photographs in which Western travelers are present encode complete messages about intercul-
tural relations. The nonreciprocal gazes in this February 1960 picture encode distinctly colonial
social relations.

world through this proxy Westerner, does the other look back? Here we can look
at the February 1960 issue showing two female travelers looking at an Ituri Forest
man in central Africa (see Fig. 33.2). Standing in the upper left hand corner, the
two women smile down at the native figure in the lower right foreground. He looks
towards the ground in front of them, an ambiguous expression on his face. The lines
of their gaze have crossed but do not meet; because of this lack of reciprocity, the
women'’s smiles appear bemused and patronizing. Their smiles are neither returned
friendly greetings nor can we discern any reason for their smiles in the man’s
behavior. In its lack of reciprocity, the gaze is distinctly colonial. The Westerners do
not seek a relationship but are content, even pleased, to view the other as an ethnic
object. The composition of the picture, structured by an oblique line running from
the women down to the man, shows the Westerners standing over the African; the
slope itself can suggest, as Maquet (1986) has pointed out for other visual forms,
the idea of descent or decline from one (the Western women) to the other. .

A related function of this type of photo lies in the way it prompts the viewer
to become self-aware, not just in relation to others, but asa viewer, as onef who
looks or surveys. Mulvey (1985) argues that the gaze in cinema takes thres orms
— in the camera, the audience, and the characters as they look‘ at ‘eAach othmb t)r ou(;
at the audience. She says that the first two forms have to be .m\'mble or obscure :
if the film is to follow realist conventions and bestow on itsell the qu.;tlxtleslo-
‘reality, obviousness, and truth.” The viewer who b‘ccomc‘s awau:‘e Oilh)l.: th:n]:\
own eye or that of the camera will develop a ‘distancing awarencss rather :
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cious involvement. Transferrihg -t}ﬁsthins\i}%httt o the Natio"al
ic ph aph, Mulvey might say that hrmgmg e Western eye into the
Geographic P otogr.p o rather than immersion. Alvarado (1979/80) has also
frame promotes ‘%‘stanclmg can reveal contradictions in the social relations of the
argued that such 11;:‘"“51:: otherwise less visible, undermining the authority of the
megop reSth at‘: the photo being PrOdUCed, showing it to be an artifact
phomgrapher i OJ:te%l fact.” Whether or not Westerners appear in the picture
e um?ne fCtureS that include a Westerner, we may see ourselves bein
we are therih blgt]}r:el:] and we become aware of ourselves as actors in the world,
;_‘E(\:v:i ?f seZing the’ self being seen is antithetical to the voyeurism which many

art critics have identified as intrinsic to most photography and film (Alloula 1986;

Burgin 1982; Metz 1985).
This factor might bes

immediate uncons

¢ account for the finding that Westerners retreat from
the photographs  after 1969. Staffers in the photographyddep;rtn(;ent said that
pictures including the article’s author came to he seen as outdated and so they were
climinated. Photographer and writer were no longer to be the stars of the story, we
were told, although text continued to be written in the first person. As more and
more readers had traveled to the exotic locales of their articles, the Geographic
staff saw that the picture of the intrepid traveler no longer looked so intrepid. While
the rise in international tourism may have had this effect, other social changes of
the late 1960s contributed as well. In 1968, popular American protest against
participation in the Vietnam War reached a critical point. Massive anti-war demon-
strations, the police riot at the Democratic Convention, and especially the Viet
Cong’s success in the Tet Offensive convinced many that the American role in
Vietnam and, by extension, the Third World, would have to be radically reconcep-
tualized. The withdrawal or retreat of American forces came to be seen as inevit-
able, even though there were many more years of conflict over how, when and
why. American power had come into question for the first time since the end of
World War II. Moreover, the assassinations of Malcolm X and Martin Luther King,
and the fire of revolt in urban ghettoes, gave many white people a sense of changing
and more threatening relations with people of color within the boundaries of the
United States.

' Most of the non-Geographic photos now considered iconic representations of the
Vietnam War do not include American soldiers or civilians. The girl who, napalmed,
mmE down a road towards the camera; the Saigon police chief executing a Viet Cong
soldier; the Buddhist monk in process of self-immolation — each of these photo-
graphs, f"e‘}“e"d)’ reproduced, erases American involvement.

Nm;[;‘};j G"Z:t}i‘:r;‘:c'ainof 'Amelricans .and.other Westerners from photographs of
s acce“l]erited ina}; 9“16;0 w:] :; h;storlca.lly similar process. The decolonization
editors of National Geo ‘an y Amenoans (mcluding, one must assume, the
2ol graphic) to see the Third World as a more dangerous place,

place where they were no longer welcom g !
e to walk and survey as they pleased.

The decreasing visibilit i
o e bg]e b floz of Westerners signaled a retreat from a Third World seen

American s
ense of self- :
f-coherence and so in this historical moment the Westerner
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_ whose presence in the picture makes it

by that Other — withdraws to look from

possible for us to see ours

elves being see
a safer distance, behind -

the camera.

The refracted gaze of the Other: to see themselves as others see them

In 2.\ 5".1311 but nOI.letheless striking humber of National Geographic photographs, a
native is shown with a camera, a mirror or mirror equivalent in his or hgr }E’ é
Take the photograph in which two Aivilik men in northern Canada sit on (}r afl‘( S
animal skin parkas, one smiling and the other pointing a camera out at theolca n;n
scape (November, 1956). Or the picture that shows two Indian Woen dandng.
as they watch their image in a large wall mirror. Or the picture from March o’f
1968 that shows Governor Brown of California on Tonga showing a group of chil-
dren Polaroid snapshots he has just taken of them (March, 1968).

Mirror and camera are tools of self-reflection and surveillance. Fach creates a
double of the self, a second figure who can be examined more closely than the orig-
inal — a double that can also be alienated from the self, taken away, as a photograph
can be, to another place. Psychoanalytic theory notes that the infant’s look into the
mirror is a significant step in ego formation because it permits the child to see itself
for the first time as an other. The central role of these two tools in American society
(for example, its millions of bathrooms have mirrors as fixtures nearly as importanlt
as their toilet) stems at least in part from their self-reflective capacities. For many
Americans, self-knowledge is a central life goal; the injunction to *know thyself” is
taken seriously.

The mirror most directly suggests the possibility of self-awareness, and Western
folktales and literature provide many examples of characters (often animals like
Bambi or wild children like Kipling’s Mowgli) who come upon the mirrored surface
of a lake or stream and see themselves for the first time in a kind of epiphany of
newly acquired self-knowledge. Placing the mirror in non-Western hands makes
an interesting picture for Western viewers because this theme can interact with
the common perception that the non-Western native remains at least somewhat
child-like and cognitively immature. Lack of self-awareness implies a lack of history
(Wolf 1982); he or she is not without consciousness but is relatively withoot ‘self-
consciousness. The myth is that history and change are primarily characteristic of
the West and that historical self-awareness was brought to the rest of the world
with ‘discovery’ and colonization. '’

In the article ‘Into the Heart of Africa’ (August 1956), ama :
on expedition is shown sitting in his Land-Rover holding open a Nation.ali Geogra)};hlc
magazine to show a native woman a photograph of a woman of her tribe (see Fig.

33.3). Here the magazine serves the role of reflecting glass, as the caption tells us:
look-alike in the mirror of National Geographic.

e woman’s face closely for signs of self-
is in the response of the woman,

gazine staff member

‘Platter-lipped woman peers at her
The Geographic artist smiles as he watches th
recognition; the fascination evident in his gaze =P dp el sian
perhaps the question of how she ‘likes” her imlage, her ow Selo‘rcr in Pil?h helmet
of this type of photo a quarter of a century carler shows alll] o tive man. He dips
who, with a triumphant smile, holds up a mirror to a taller, Ea " ression .
his head down to peer into it and we, the viewers, se€ not his exp
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Figure 33.3  Photo: Volkmar Kurt Wentzel © National Geographic Society

A surprising number of Geographic photographers feature mirrors and cameras with Westerners
offering third-world peoples glimpses of themselves. In this August 1956 picture a staff artist in
what was then French Equatorial Africa shows a woman ‘her look-alike’.

redundant caption: ‘His first mirror: Porter’s boy seeing himself as others see him.’
By contrast with the later photo, the explorer’s gaze is not at the African but out
towal"ds the camera, indicating more interest in the camera’s reception of this
;?;::Sgt;:cthdm} in searching the man’s face for clues to his thinking. It also
ey do;il:;gorta[nceth of mampu]ating relative height between races to
mirror up to a babOane(.Mn ) 1e95ame genre, a Westerner in safari clothes holds a
boundary between nature a)d 33)- Here as well, the Geographic plays with the

and culture. The baboon, like Third-World peoples,

occupies that boy i
1989); its ndary in the popular culture of white Westerners (see Haraway
» 118 response to the mirror cap only seem h

engaged j i
gag ' in .the ultimately human ang most adult of a
o .mlrroh Sometimes seryeg
Orming nationa] identity. Nati

umorously inadequate when
ctivities, self-reflection.

as a device to tel] a story about the process
onal self-reflection is presumed to accompany
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development, with the latter term suggesting a process that ;

and psychosocial. The caption to a 1980 picture of 3 Tunisiat is bo
a mirror plays with this confusion between the individual a::l :I{C’man. looking into
the developing self awareness of mature adults and historicall € nation, between
identity: Y emergent national

th technologica]

A moment for reflection: Mahbouba Sagsj
her headband. A wife and mother in the vi]
garb still typical of rural women in the regi
by any standards, quietly but steadily brou
of developing nations.

glances in the mirror to tie
lage of Takrouna, she wears
on. Step by step. Tunisia has,
ght herself into the front rank

(National Geographic 1980)

Cameras break into the frame of man
some, a Westerner is holding the camera and showing a local group the photograph
he has just taken of them. Here the camera, like the mirror, shows the native to
himself. Frequently the _picttfre is shown to children crowding happily around the
Western cameraman, Historically it was first the mirror and then the camera that
were thought to prove the superiority of the Westerner who invented and controls
them (Adas 1989). In many pictures of natives holding a mirror or camera, the
magazine plays with what McGrane (1989) identifies with the nineteenth-century
European mind that is, the notion ‘of a low threshold of the miraculous [in the non-
Western native], of a seemingly childish lack of restraint’ (1989: 50).

In other pictures, the native holds the camera. In one sense, this violates the
prerogative of the Western surveyor to control the camera as well as other means
of knowledge. From an early point in the history of photography: its users recog-
nized that the camera was a form of power. In an analysis of photographs of
Middle-Eastern women, Graham-Brown (1988) provides evidence that colonial
photographers were motivated to keep local subjects ‘at the lens-end of the camera’
(61), and quotes one who, in 1890, complained. ‘It was a mistake for the first
photographer in the Pathan [Afghanistan] country to allow the natives to look at the
ground glass screen of the camera. He forgot that a little learning is a dangerous
thing’ (1988: 61). The camera could be given to native subjects only at risk of giving
away that power.

Suggesting little peril, however, the pictures in National Geographic which place
the camera in other hands create an amusing or quaint scene. A broad smile graces
the face of the Aivilik man above who uses the camera lens to view the landscape
with a companion November 1956). At least one caption suggests tha.t, although
the subject goes behind the camera — in 1952 a young African boy looking through
the viewfinder — what he looks out at is the imagined self at whom the Western
photographer has been looking moments before: ‘Young Lemba sees others as the
photographer sees him.’

Such pictures were more common in the 19 . - demited
decolonization proceeded, in the simple terms with Wthh‘the prtﬁb]e‘mhltsh ?:il(;i(;e
in an amazing photograph August 1982 (sce Fig. 33.4). ltsits on the nigt Thae frame
of the page in an article entitled ‘Paraguay Paradox of South A.menca.~ v
i ; _ white female tourist standing between
is nearly filled with three foreground figures —w

y National Geographic photographs. In

50s. We can detect a change, as
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4 Photo: O. Louis Mazzatenta © National Geographic Society

Figure 33
A rare picture from August 1982 draws attention to the presence of the camera by photographing
people being photographed for pay.

an Amerindian woman and man, both in indigenous dress, both bare-chested. The
three stand close together in a line, the tourist smiling with her arm on the shoulder
of the sober-faced native woman. The tourist and the man, also unsmiling, face off
slightly towards the left where a second camera (in addition to the one snapping
the photo that appears in the magazine) takes their picture. The poses and the
capti.on ask us to look at the natives as photographic subjects: ‘Portraits for pay: A
tourist poses with members of the Maca Indian tribe on Colonia Juan Belaieff Island
in the Paraguay River near Asuncién. The Indians charge 80 cents a person each
time they pose in a photograph . . .’
y },]T}ucs}, :ire ghotograph i'nvites us into a contradictory, ambiguous, but in any case,
Gegogr}; o S%e]e slc):ene. lt. is ncTt a pleasant picture, in contrast with more typical
Fo th}i)n o 3’ th’e ecause it depicts thc act of looking at unwilling subjects, suggesting
The camgera azepi:()dmi} ;’he ﬁrs?t ls'the voyeurism of the photograph of the exotic.
i Wheregthe camou ed in this picture, not the native subject as in the photos
wndestisics that West::: e::grfl;he h'ame fn some explicit sense, and this doubling
are seeing a candid shot (;gf a ll;ose(? E}:Cture | poiguiy lies n it Shggeston etat s
at us though in fact the Indian gaze isozi,i - ]ookjng gt the fubject:losk
structure of gaze draws attention to thverted 20 d.egrees from ours. This unusual
bet“feen looker and looked.at. The 1 :;' o elted mature of the relnfsesiip
st satisfed, presumably with her et peiEar iliippy, even costreds te
e diverted gaze and its candid catch. Here too an apparent contradiction —
appearance suggest that the National Geographic
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photographer took this picture without paying,
suggests otherwise.
Thephotigmp v's petenially disturbing message for Nationg] )

;s muted when one considers that the camera has not succeezn':i Geogrﬂphzlc readers
senting the returned gaze of indigenous people as it has ine taslf' much in repre-
petween Western viewer and non-Western subject one step fal‘therlng (tihe dlstahce
attention to the photographer (and the artifice) between them o and in dra“.’mg
ation from the act of looking even while attention is drawn Ato ityntmlpjton; of alien-
exemplify a principle which Sontag says operates in all PhOtograp};v. s photo may

unlike the tourists; the caption

The photographer is supertourist, an extension of the anthropologist
visiting natives and bringing back news of their exotic doings ang stragnS c,
gear. The photographer is always trying to colonize new experiencegs
to find new ways to look at familiar subjects — to fight against boredom,
For boredom is just the reverse side of fascination: both depend on bein :
outside rather than inside a situation, and one leads to the other. ;

(Sontag 1977: 42)

Avoiding boredom is crucial to retaining readers’ interest and membership as well.

One could also look at the photograph from a 1990 issue on Botswana showing
a French television crew — in full camera and sound gear and from a distance of a
few feet — filming two Dzu men in hunting gear and ‘authentic’ dress. The
Frenchmen enthusiastically instruct the hunters in stalking posture, and the caption
critiques them, noting that they have dressed up the natives (who otherwise wear
Western clothing) for the benefit of European consumers. While this photograph
is valuable in letting the reader see how images are constructed rather than found,
its postmodern peck behind the scenes may also do what Gitlin notes contempo-
rary journalism has done: engaged in a demystifying look at how image-makers
control the face political candidates put forward, they encourage viewers to be
‘cognoscenti of their own bamboozlement’ (1990).

Ultimately the magazine itself is a mirror for the historical, cultural, and polit-

ical economic contexts of its production and use. That context is reflected in the
n a simple reflective way, as either the objec-

d mirrors or as the Althusserian notion ofa
the subject simply recognizes him or
he form of a rippled lake whose many
ergent image.

magazine’s images themselves, but noti
tivist myth of the nature of cameras an
‘specular,” or mirror-like ideology (in which
herself) would have it. It is perhaps more in t
intersecting lines present a constantly changing and em

The academic spectator

pe of the reader’s gaze. It emerges out of
ith its family of other cultural
hniques for interpreting both
We read the National
der, both as children

In one sense, this gaze is simply a sub-ty, .
the same American middle class experiential matr‘xx w
representations, its formal and informal schooling in tec :
photograph and cultural difference, and its soc1z}l relatl(pns'.
Geographic with a sense of astonishment, absorption, anc ¥ on
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only some of the time, as adults. All of the looks
ltimately being filtered for you the reader thmugh
ring this project, we haYe looked at an American
this, our OWP gaze. A Jooking at 2 photographerys looking at a Western explorey
magazine reader who 1[5 osian child who is looking at the explorer’s PhOtOgraphe d
who is looking at 2 Polyn s carlier. While this framing of the seventh look p; b
snapshot of he.rse.lf n;om‘r::ore convoluted and distanced voyeurism, it can be distgint
suggest that it is simp {(;1 ds of readers’ gazes including the voyeuristic anq th~
ished 'from Otthh?tr distinctive intent and the sociological position (white, midd]e
hierarchic l]’)' baia d;;ic) from which it comes. Its intent is not aesthetic aPPreci:
:i];:s;lf-e;z;;,al description, but c.ritique of ﬂiteh images in ’:Plilte Z.f%fbecause of, and
in terms of their pleasures. We aim to make t}? Plcmli(es ¢ 3 terent story thap
they were originally meant to t.ell, one about helrma etl: an ree-xders rather thyy,
their subjects."' The critique arises out of a desire to an ropologlze the West, 5
Rabinow (1986) suggests we might, and to denatura-hze. th(? images of difference jp,
the magazine in part because those images and the mst‘ltutlon which has produced
them have historically articulated too easily with the shifting interests and positions
of the state. The strong impact of the magazine on popular attitudes suggests that
amhropo]ogical teaching or writing purveys images which, even if intended as oppo-
sitional (certainly not always the case), may simply be subsumed or bypassed by the
National Geographic view of the world.

In addition, a suspicion of the power of images is here, as they exist in a field
more populated with advertising photography than anything else. The image is expe-
rienced daily as a sales technique or as a trace of the commodity. That experience
is, at least for us, and perhaps for other readers, transferred to some degree to the
experience of seeing National Geographic images. Even if we are simply ‘invited to
dream’ in the photograph, we are also invited to forget and to be lost in it.

Our reading of theory has also tutored our gaze at the photographs in distinc-
tive ways, told us how to understand the techniques by which they work, how to
find our way to something other than an aesthetic or literal reading, suggesting that
we vievx; them as cultural artifacts. It also suggested that we avoid immersion in the
man i :

L ik el e ol »
to resist the ‘aestheticizing temptation’ 1986: 11 : i ik
pesifion prediated Iy g temp . ( : 116) to see beauty in those cards, a
effect 12 Ty I}:;":e on flﬁhlgh{y deterministic view of their hegemonic
plessure dist, 5 View’which JP;::‘C Sze w]eg‘;sg of the political 1m}?]ications of visual
by unlinking a prevalent disdain £ n ( ) and others argue is achieved in part
sure. Validating both scormiro] or popu.lar culture products from the issue of plea-
the fact that th -emingly contradictory views, however, would seem to be
e seductiveness of the p; :
are captured by the P t(; he pictures both captures and instructs us. We
E:s ;ia; ]"e;g,l::s a comfortable subsﬁ::zzvft:rei{)}loizgir:][;hf as more rcall thaln the w;zrlc}
with ' 5 PPY, classless, even noble people i agine at some fevel a world ©
. 0\:: vu-[il:,:i;rll-d other illusions,of t}?e i:azzzﬂ‘:vc‘: Eclthcfr wx:lh'themscl;/]cs no}:
come from bej l_lt)’ to. them. The pleasures ar ] .ave OL.m in part throug
of a world d‘f;ng given views, withoyt havin " Ao Mstrustive, bowever They
terent, howeyer slightly, f g to make our own efforts to get them,
Y> from the American middle class norm. The

. i
d. in a way that is differen
b ctures are U

embedded in the p! At times du
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ot derable beauty with which those lives are

the latter, as well. portrayed can potentially challenge

Concluding remarks

The many relations of looking represented in 4|
. kinds of meanin h
dation of' the pah hg t},xat Can'be.found or made in them, The multiplicity
of looks is at photo’s ambiguity, each gaze potentially suggesti 4
ferent way of viewing the scene. Moreover, a visual ‘illiteracy’ leave G d'lf-
few resources for understanding or integrating the diverse messa e: EOSt (l)f UIS( e
produce. Multiple gaze is the source of many of the photograp%’s coensteragfctiso(:n
highlighting the gaps (as when some gazes are literally interrupted) "
Perspectives of each person involved in the complex scene. It is the root of much of
the photograph’s dynamism as a cultural object, and the place where the analyst can
erhaps most productively begin to trace its connections to the wider socialJ\vorld
of which it is a part. Through attention to the dynamic nature of these intersectin
gazes, the photograph becomes less vulnerable to the charge or illusion that it maskgs
or stuffs and mounts the world, freezes the life out of a scene, or violently slices into
time. While the gaze of the subject of the photograph may be difficult to find in the
heavy crisscrossing traffic of the more privileged gazes of producers and consumers,
contemporary stories of contestable power are told there nonetheless.

photographs are at the very foun-

and multiple

Notes

1 This essay. which appeared originally in V.4.R., is drawn substantially from a book
(Lutz and Collins 1993) that examines the production and consumption of National
Geographic photographs of the ‘non-Western” world in the post World War Il period.
That book and this essay is in part based on an analysis of 600 photographs from that
period; on several visits to the Washington headquarters where the magazine is
produced and interviews conducted there with a number of photographers, picture
editors, caption writers, layout and design people, and others; and on interviews with
55 individuals from upstate New York and Hawaii who ‘read’ a set of Geographic
photographs for us. The present essay benefits extensively from the coding a'nd
analytic help of Tammy Bennington, and from the stimulating comments on earh‘er
drafts by Lila Abu-Lughod, Tamara Bray, Phoebe Ellsworth, John Kirkpatrick, Daniel
Rosenberg, Lucien Taylor and anonymous reviewers for V.A.R.

The term ‘non-Western' which bounds the project is awkward but represents
our focus on the world outside the boundaries of the United States and Europe and
our interest in how these powerful world areas (which include almost all of the maga-
zine’s readers) have constructed and construed other peoples. Qur analysis here and
elsewhere suggests that, despite some important distinctions -whlch these realders can
and do make within the category of the ‘non-Western,’ there is a fundamer'ita ]i.r;:(:-es‘sI
of identity formation at work in which all ‘exotics’ play the primary role of being
not Western, not a white, middle class reader. . i found in Sir

2 An early typology of the gaze from a colonial .a?d rac1st..per5;'>;6t}11\ ;3 l;eltt)lll-.imse]f .
Richard Burton’s accounts of his African expeditions, during which he

be the victim of ‘an ecstasy of curiosity . Wrote Burton:
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g CATHERINE
abled me to categorize the inflictiop, as
the stare furtive, when the starer wouid peep and peer
d its reverse, the open stare. Thlrd.ly 3 Fhe Stare: eurf.
‘which gener ally was acc(?mpa.med with irreverent
appearance. Fourthly is .the stare stupid, which
e incurious savage. The stare discreet is that of Sultans
the stare indiscreet at u.nus;lialt seasons is affected by
; . Sixthly is the stare flattering — it was exceed.

?vomen anjn ;}z]d::l‘l)ylso vl theystal'e contemptuous. Eighthly is the stare
mglydririet’was dgnoted by the eyes restlessly bounding from one object to
E;ZEZ;, never tired, never satisfied. Ninthly is the stare peremptory and
ertinacios, peculiar to crabbed age. The dozen concludes with the stare
B aken, the stare fierce or pugnacious, and finally the stare cannibal

i i f diet
hich apparent] considered us as articles o .
which apparently (Burton in Moorhead 1960: 33)

At last my experience in staring en
follows. Firstly is
under the tent, an
ous O intelligent,
laughter regarding our
denoted the hebe

and great men;

One can imagine a similarly hostile categorization of white Westerners staring at

‘exotics’ over the past centuries.
Some contemporary photographers are experimenting with these conventions (in
point of view or framing) in an effort to undermine this equation. Victor Burgin, for
example, intentionally attempts to break this down by making photographs that are
““occasions for interpretation” rather than . . . “the objects of consumption™ and that
thereby require a gaze which more actively produces itself rather than simply
accepting the photographer’s gaze as its own. While one can question whether any
National Geographic photograph is ever purely an object of consumption the distinc-
tion is an important one and alerts us to the possibility that the photographer can
encourage or discourage, through technique, the relative independence of the
viewer’s gaze.
This figure is based on 438 photographs coded in this way 24 per cent of which had
a subject looking at the camera.
These axialyses were based on those photos where gaze was visible, and excluded pic-
;‘:53“;;2 adfvgejtemz in the photo. The results were, for gender (N = 360)
ey A= 1 p<05; for age (N =501) #* = 13.745, df =4, p <.01; for
i (N< 507) ¥ = 12.950, df = 2, p <.01; for skin color (N = 417) ¥ = 8.704,
ol (8 oy e (N = 452) = 12702, dI =1, p <.001; and fo
Photography Department e € =1, p<.05. F)iscussing these findings in the
erally are more fearless il’l aj ";ere}ﬁ‘ en e pragmatic =p amation biet atifdren gens
Wary offie Bt wompef; oac] ng 1Ii)hotogra.plzlers., while men often seem more
In the sample of g A,sie:}')emahi y when itis wielded by a male photographer.
countries (including the PRC aftern;gv; ch gaze s ascertainable (N = 179), ‘friendly’
and the Philippines) had higher 5 Talwan’ Hong Kong, South Korea, Japan,
(=210, df= 1, p =g147 ra;;s of S{m'mg than ‘unfriendly’ or neutral countries
ambiguous status in American)' Xdudmg Japan, which may have had a more
;.eaches significance (x? = 4 463;5’_?6 relagfs")“hip between gaze and ‘friendliness’
3gg notes that the pose wac it P 102):

ysionotrace, 5 Po{:u]:rv:rtclhmu?lly the Pragmatic outcome of the technique of the
Onto a copper plate, Wh anism used to trace a person’s profile from shadow
longer reqyirs en PhOtOgraphy ok, i P |
congti nued‘i“‘""g profiles, the conventions of e Place of the Physionotrace, no
For seam t]: héVe force, s of associating class with non-frontality
nance rel:ﬁ » Goffman (1979) draws on ethologica] :-: )

ons when he expla ethological insights into height and domi-

ins why w,
Y Women are almost always represented as

- —
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shorter than men in print advertisements. He note
that differences in size will correlate with differc
size can he routinely used as a means of ensuri
understandable at a glance’ (ibid.: 28).

9  The documentary filmmaker Dennis O’Rourke, whose films ¢
Life: A Parable for the Nuclear Age explore Third Wor] Ny
argument for the role of reflexivity for the imagemake
tently includes himself in the scene, but distinguishes
on the part of the filmmaker and rendering the social
subjects, including capturing the subject’s gaze in suc|
‘complicity’ with the filmmaker, O’Rourke appears t
deterministically (for example, as ‘naturally’ seeing th
than do the theorists considered above.

10  Compare the pictures of natives looking into a mirror with that of an American
woman looking into the shiny surface of the airplane she is riveting in the August
1944 issue, It is captioned. “No time to prink [primp] in the mirror-like tail assen%blv
of a Liberator.” The issue raised by this caption is not self-knowledge (Wester;l
women have this), but female vanity, or rather its transcendence by a woman who
man-like, works in heavy industry during the male labor shortage 'pen'od of Worlci
War II. Many of these mirror pictures evoke a tradition of painting in Western art
in which Venus or some other female figure gazes into a mirror in a moment of self-
absorption. Like those paintings, this photo operates ‘within the convention that
justifies male voyeuristic desire by aligning it with female narcissistic self-involve-
ment’ (Snow 1989: 38).

11 Our interviews with readers show that they do not always ignore the frame, but also
sometimes see the photograph as an object produced by someone in a concrete social

s that. ‘so thoroughly is it assumed
nces in social weight that relative
ng that the picture’s story will be

nnibal Tours and Half
d settings, develops a related
T (Lutkehaus 1989). He consis-
between simple self-revelation
relations between him and his
ha way as to show his or her
0 view the reader’s gaze more
e complicity in a subject’s gaze)

context.

12 Alloula seems not to broach the possibility of alternative kinds of pleasure (or, more
broadly, positive effects or readings) in the viewing because the photos are seen to
have more singular ends and because of his fear of what he terms an ‘intoxication, a
loss of oneself in the other through sight’ (1986: 49).
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PART EIGHT

Image and
identity

Joy Gregory, ‘Eiffel Tower, Paris’,

2001, from Cinderella Stories. Courtesy of

the artist.




