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“The first step in liquidating a people is to erase its memory. Destroy its 

books, its culture, its history. Then have somebody write new books, 

manufacture a new culture, invent a new history. Before long the nation 

will begin to forget what it is and what it was. The world around it will 

forget even faster… The struggle of man against power is the struggle 

of memory against forgetting” (Milan Kundera, The Book of Laughter 

and Forgetting, 1980). 

 

 

“Timorese from the beginning, from our ancestors, we have always 

lived with our culture. We value our culture deeply. During the 

resistance times they burned down our traditional houses. But when we 

achieved our independence we rebuilt them. What I say to the youth is 

don’t forget before. Don’t forget where you come from” (Bety Reis, 

actor, teacher and film director). 

 

 

“What is most important is keeping our culture strong so that people 

can see that we still exist, so we can have good things to show our 

young generations. This is a gift from our ancestors to keep alive. 

Otherwise we will lose it and we will look like other countries” 

(Melichor Fernandes, actor, teacher and musician). 
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emotions were as valid as the disengaged rationalism we were learning in other 

classes.  

Finally, as a foreigner in Timor-Leste I came to depend on the kindness of strangers, 
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workers, waiters, politicians, police, soldiers, teachers, gangsters and mechanics who 
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Abstract 
 

This study investigates what young adult Timorese, the first generation to have grown 

into adulthood with the freedom to openly express their opinions, values and cultures, 

have to say about themselves, their communities and their fledgling nation. Motivated 

by an experience of teaching photo-storytelling in a remote township of Timor-Leste, 

I set out to position my intuitive pedagogical practices within a formal research 

framework. This endeavour prompted a critical examination of Photovoice, a 

methodology located within the broader fields of Participatory Action Research 

(PAR) and Participatory Visual Research, all methods that claim to be open, 

responsive, egalitarian and participant-centred. However, a close reading of leading 

authors, including PAR’s ‘founding fathers’, Kurt Lewin and Paolo Freire, discloses 

significant tensions between managerial and emancipatory tendencies, often obscured 

by ‘noble cause’ rhetoric and an antipathy to positivism.  

 

Through critiquing contemporary accounts I uncover an ‘appreciative’ approach, a 

minor counter-current in PAR and Photovoice, and derive a set of methodological 

tests, which I explore in two Case Studies undertaken in Dili, Timor-Leste’s capital 

city. Holding me to my promise that ‘I will not tell you where to point the camera or 

what to say’, the fourteen project participants created a unique set of photo-stories 

about the lives of ‘ordinary’ Timorese. They challenged my managerial tendencies, 

highlighting tensions between PAR’s version of ‘activist’ research and participants’ 

own interests and commitments. Their creative work ‘answered’ concerns expressed 

in pre-program interviews with senior Timorese artists that the younger generation, in 

a rush towards modernity, were forgetting who they are and where they come from. In 

closing I examine local audience responses to our photo-storytelling exhibitions, 

calling attention to distinctive resistance legacies and deeply held aspirations for the 

nation’s future in the context of revitalizing Timorese cultures after 450 years of 

colonialism. In the broadest terms, the participants’ photo-stories respond to a 

prominent community aspiration, which is to say to each other and the world:  

 

We resisted. We survived. And this is who we are. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

My thesis title hints at a typical Timorese request in undertaking projects with foreigners. 

It is to just relax and get to know each other, to sit around chatting, in the Australian 

vernacular ‘shooting the breeze’ and in Tetum, koalia deit (just talking). As Timorese 

cultural anthropologist Tom Therik describes it, ‘chatting’ is “regarded as a measure of 

good behaviour” (2004, p. 111). Timorese “could not imagine life without ‘chatting’” 

(ibid). The title highlights a widespread perception of Malae5 as too focused on creating 

development products rather than developing relationships. Participants in the Case 

Studies found the expression amusing, if not completely bulak (crazy): ‘Why would you 

shoot at the sky?’ ‘Are there birds up there?’ ‘Why waste bullets?’  

 

On the thesis cover page, ‘shooting’, with its obvious reference to photography, combines 

with the image of young Joel’s gangster pose. It parodies the common, mainly Western 

depiction of Timor-Leste as a violent place, a perspective I have found impossible to 

reconcile with my own experiences. In 2008, when I first meet him, Joel sold tourist 

trinkets at Areia Branca, a spectacular white sand beach just outside Dili. One day, when 

he could not find any customers, Joel followed me on a walk up a steep mountain to 

Cristo Rei, the ‘Christ the King’ statue looming over the beach. It was not really me that 

he followed, but my camera. Joel enjoyed playing a game with me. He would suddenly 

drop into gangster poses; testing how quickly I could respond with a shot. I showed him 

how to use the camera and gave him a print of this image. Five years later, now a taxi 

driver, he reminded me of that day by doing the same hand gesture as I stepped into his 

cab on my way to the airport, returning to write the final chapters of this thesis.  

Uma ki’ik 
 

For just over a year, during the main field research period, I lived in an uma ki’ik (little 

house) on Cemetery Road. Eight metres from my front door the Santa Cruz cemetery was 

full of life: stray dogs, hungry sparrows, old men gambling, kids playing marbles, 

5 Malae is the common Tetum word for foreigner. Depending on the context it is either singular or plural, 
although these days some writers use the plural with an ‘s’: Malaes. 
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gravediggers drinking palm wine, widows lighting candles, young people chatting 

secretively. The air was filled with prayers, laughter, greetings, whispers and songs. 

The view from my veranda on All Souls Day. Photo by Richard Jones. 

 

I first encountered this place, like so many others, on the television news two days after 

the infamous November 12th ‘Dili Massacre’. In 1991, thousands of Timorese were here 

commemorating the martyrdom of Sebastião Gomes, a pro-independence student 

murdered by an Indonesian soldier outside Dili’s Motael Church two weeks earlier. 

Banners were unfurled and the occupation troops moved in. Fleeing bullets, bayonets and 

batons, hundreds of people rushed through these sacred grounds. Through Max Stahl’s 

shaky, courageous lens I witnessed the beginnings of the atrocious murder of unarmed 

protesters as they ran past the tombstones, piling over a low cement fence, racing along 

my street, seeking shelter wherever they could find it. 6  

 

6 Max Stahl’s footage is displayed at the Archives and Museum of the East-Timorese Resistance in Dili: 
http://amrtimor.org/home. See also Anatomy of a Massacre (Andrew Sully (dir) 2010, Cordell Jigsaw, 
Sydney): http://www.c21media.net/screenings/cordelljigsaw/anatomy-of-a-massacre. [Accessed 28/4/14]. 
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At least two hundred and seventy people, including children, were to die here and later in 

vicious roundups.7 Stahl’s footage was smuggled to Australia the next morning by Saskia 

Kouwenberg, a Dutch journalist. A pivotal moment in the resistance struggle, the TV 

news reports jolted a largely indifferent world out of its complacencies and put the lie to 

the Indonesian state’s sanctimonious pronouncements about Timor-Leste’s grateful 

integration as the 27th province of the Glorious Nation.  

 

 
Santa Cruz cemetery. Photo by Richard Jones. 

This flickering moment had a profound affect on me. Underscored by the terrible 

incongruity of witnessing a massacre in a cemetery, it evoked regret for not listening 

more closely to the international East Timor solidarity movement. I would never have 

guessed that two decades later I was to wander these grounds most evenings, its endless 

aesthetic fascinations tinged with, as my Australian Aboriginal friends say, ‘the crying of 

the dead’.  

7 See excerpts from Allan Nairn’s eyewitness account to the United States Senate Committee on Foreign 
Relations (27/2/92), http://etan.org/timor/nairndili.htm. [Accessed 24/5/14]. 
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Rua Cemeterio, Santa Cruz, Dili, 2013. Photo by Richard Jones. 

 

Two photos 
 

I first came to Timor-Leste in 2008 to visit an Australian colleague whose birthday I 

shared. We travelled around the country with Timorese friends and I became entranced 

with the landscape and the people. I had no intention of writing a thesis here, but was 

drawn into a world that ignited my curiosity. Two photos started it all. I had arrived in the 

backwash of the 2006 ‘Crises’ (UN Special Commission, 2006). Everywhere I went I 

saw thousands of Internally Displaced People (IDP) in makeshift camps dotted 

throughout the city. On my first day, as I wandered the streets photographing the burnt 

out buildings along Rua José Maria Marques, from out of nowhere a young girl and her 

brother appeared in my frame. She smiled into the lens, saying hasai foto, hasai foto (take 

photo, take photo). I took the picture and showed it to them. The girl, who I later 

discovered was called Nene, was beaming, delighted at seeing herself in a photo, perhaps 

for the first time. Her brother was completely uninterested.  
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Nene and her brother. Photo by Richard Jones. 

 

I kept moving down the street. The children followed but disappeared at some stage. 

There was a photo shop across the road so I printed the shot. Guessing Nene and her 

brother were IDPs, I wandered through the nearby camp showing the picture to the 

women sitting around fires chatting whilst sewing rags into dresses. An old woman 

recognized her and took me to a small shack with a blue UN tent next to it. There was 

quite a commotion as people called for her. Nene cautiously came forward from behind 

the tent and, when I held out the photo, she screamed with delight, grabbing it and 

running off.  

I had a strong black coffee with the family, talked in gestures and left, smiling to see 

Nene running around the camp waving the tightly held photo at everyone she knew and 

dodging the other kids’ attempts to grab it from her. I imagined that she would keep this 

picture forever. I hope that she has a good life and looks at it sometimes, remembering 

where she came from and how far she has come, and this foreigner who cared enough to 

find her and give her back the image she gave to me. 
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Melichor Fernandes. Photo by Richard Jones. 

 

On the same day, still wandering the streets, a postcolonial flâneur,8 I chanced upon a 

performance outside a government building. It was the opening ceremony for the newly 

constructed Presidential Palace. With other dignitaries, the then president, José Ramos 

Horta, was listening to a group of young men playing steel drums. After thanking them 

he went inside. I noticed an exotic looking man, one of the drummers, standing next to 

the president’s car and asked if I could take a photo. He teased me, saying ‘two hundred 

8 A archetypal Parisian character celebrated by Charles Baudelaire as “a kaleidoscope gifted with 
consciousness” (1863/1964, p. 9), the flâneur is a stroller, a wanderer, an intellectual nomad motivated by a 
kind of aimless aesthetic curiosity, the perambulatory equivalent of ‘shooting the breeze’. The flâneur has 
long been associated with street photography. For example, in On Photography, Susan Sontag wrote that 
“adept of the joys of watching, connoisseur of empathy, the flâneur finds the world ‘picturesque’” (1977, p. 
55). 
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dollars!’ I was surprised that he spoke English well and, determined not to be positioned 

as a tourist, replied, ‘no way, you will pay me two hundred when you see how good the 

photo is’. He laughed and flashed a peace sign. We had refused to be clichés to each 

other. I had passed a test and was invited to attend a festa (party) that night. The 

drummers were from Arte Moris, Timor-Leste’s famous free fine art school.9 I went there 

to give the photo print to Melichor (Meli) Fernandes, who turned out to be a well-known 

musician and activist. We sat around talking, playing guitar and drinking palm wine with 

other artists and musicians. They invited me to return and teach. 

In Suai 
 

My first course was not at Arte Moris as I had expected. Instead, I was offered a four-

week intensive teaching program in Suai, working for the Friends of Suai committee of 

the City of Port Philip in Melbourne. Centro Juventude Covalima hosted the course. Suai 

is the main market town, transit hub and administrative centre for the Covalima district in 

south-west Timor-Leste. It is close to Indonesian West Timor. As the militias swept back 

across the border after the independence referendum many atrocities were committed in 

the area, including the massacre in the Canossian Sisters’ church on the 6th September in 

1999.  

 

The project was developed in consultation with Pat Jessen and Ergilio Vincente. Alfeo 

Sanchez Pereira, a senior artist from Arte Moris, accompanied me, initially in the role of 

translator, but quickly becoming a co-teacher. The ten students, aged between 16 and 23 

years old, had some training in video production, but as a recreational activity than a 

professional one. They had not learned foundational skills related to lighting, framing and 

composition. As a result, Timorese staff did not see the students’ endeavours as 

particularly engaging. They agreed to a back-to-basics program, taking up my suggestion 

that craft based photography skills could improve their video productions as well as 

develop skills in a new medium.  

 

 

 

9 http://artemoris.org/about/. [Accessed 12/4/15]. 
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Inklings 

The experience in Suai had me thinking about returning. I wrote a course evaluation for 

the City of Port Phillip, but regretted not formally researching our activities. They were 

quite different to my usual experiences teaching scriptwriting and film production in 

Australian universities, and provided a few clues about how photography might work in a 

post-conflict development context. Most of all, despite the frustrations of equipment 

failures and ahi mate (fire/electricity dead), it was a great pleasure; one I wanted to 

repeat. 

 

The course cemented my relationship with Arte Moris through Alfeo Pereira’s 

contribution as a co-teacher. We created an environment in which I did not necessarily 

hold the floor, opening up alternative points of view and cutting through the shyness that 

can appear in working with foreign teachers.  

Alfeo in Maubisse. Photo by Richard Jones. 
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Participation 

The course ran parallel to an international NGO ‘life skills’ program next to our teaching 

space. These students dressed neatly, sat quietly and took notes for hours while being 

lectured by foreigners and some visiting Timorese. Their days were heavily scheduled 

and there were only a few perfunctory opportunities for questions and discussions. The 

course appeared to be a form of moral training aimed at producing the ‘proper’ young 

Timorese citizen. As far as I could see, there was no engagement with their lives and 

cultures. At the end of the day the students spent the next hour or so sitting around 

talking, playing guitars, drumming and singing a mix of traditional and resistance songs, 

with some reggae thrown in for good measure. I had the impression that they were 

reclaiming themselves, their Timorese-ness. 

 
Suai project participants. Photo by Richard Jones. 
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On the first day, when Alfeo and I arrived, our students were sitting with notebooks open 

and pens poised, as if they were in the ‘life skills’ course. An Australian NGO worker 

connected to the program introduced us. She said, half seriously, that we should do a 

photography project on how bad the road is between Maubisse and Suai. We had 

completed this backbreaking, seven-hour drive the day before. I noticed some students 

writing it down, as if this was to be the course essay topic. They were taking a suggestion 

as an instruction. It seemed they were used to this particular exchange. They would gain 

skills but would have to apply them to a Malae devised message. I was being asked to 

lead participants into portraying ‘my world as a problem’. Horrified at the thought of 

photographing potholes for four weeks, I intervened, saying something like ‘let’s just 

learn how to use the camera. Photograph whatever you want and we’ll see what happens’.  

Alfeo talked to the class about Arte Moris’s attempts in teaching their younger students to 

break through instructional forms of education, apparently inherited from the Indonesian 

education system. We gradually shifted our students’ expectations. It was not easy. In 

different degrees, most kept moving back into a passive, receptive position, wanting us to 

make all the decisions, to judge them and manage their behaviours. We refused to give 

tests, decide what should be photographed and which photos should be exhibited. We 

answered questions with questions. As research Reference Group member José da Costa 

later observed, the point was to treat the work as a puzzle we were trying to figure out 

together.  

Teasing 

When it became clear that we were not going to be too formal, halimar koalia deit (just 

talking around) appeared. Malae would see it as ‘teasing’. A memorable moment 

occurred when Sue, an imperious NGO worker, came to visit us. When the students 

learned from a text message that she was heading our way they started tidying the room. I 

asked what was going on and Alfeo told me Tsunami mai (Tsunami comes). Slightly 

unnerved I asked why they were tidying up. ‘Shouldn’t we be heading for the hills?’ He 

laughed. Sue was the Tsu-nami, a witty and, as it turned out, quite accurate description. 
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Later, at our first exhibition, I was to discover how prominent teasing is as a cultural 

form. I had noticed two young men from the ‘life skills’ course devising a performance 

after their classes, with others throwing in suggestions. On the night of our photography 

presentation at the Independence Day celebrations, about 800 people packed the local 

soccer field. There was a makeshift stage and ‘theatre’ lights held up by bamboo poles. 

One of the two young men was dressed as a traditional old woman and the other, playing 

her grandson, was a cool, thoroughly Western character, strutting around the stage doing 

exaggerated gangster hand signs. They were having an argument. The grandmother, 

sitting in front of tobacco leaves and sorting them, was criticising him for being so 

modern.  

 

He responded with jibes about how old fashioned she was. She did not understand the 

modern world. At one stage he pulled out a pack of Marlboro cigarettes and lit up. The 

grandmother was horrified. Young men should be smoking local tobacco. He was 

undermining the family income. After a hilarious tussle she managed to confiscate the 

cigarettes and, beating him with tobacco leaves, chased him off the stage. She returned to 

her seat and, looking wickedly at the crowd, lit up a Marlboro cigarette, blowing smoke 

rings through a broad smile. It brought the house down. 

 

An ethical question 

On our first day the students worked out how to delete portraits others had taken if they 

did not like them. We developed a process in which the subjects’ permission had to be 

obtained on order to take a photo. The result was to be shown to them and they could 

require deletion in front of them. Later, we needed to add a third stage. Each day we 

would set a compositional exercise. The content was up to the students. One day the task 

was to explore a frame-within-frame technique in which a doorway, window, branches or 

shadows could create an internal framing of the subject. Responding to the task, the 

image below of Zeina, a participant, and her doben (darling/boyfriend) garnered a good 

deal of light-hearted teasing. 

 

A day before the exhibition Zeina said that she did not want the photo included. Everyone 

but me understood the reason. I said ‘yes, of course’ but through Alfeo asked why, 
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applying some pressure by saying things like ‘everyone liked it when you first showed 

us’, ‘look how good it is’ and ‘see how it shows the frame-within-frame technique’. It 

was only when a public presentation was imminent that Zeina realized the potential 

consequences. Their display of affection was culturally inappropriate. They were not 

kabin (engaged). The families had not given permission for them to be together. The 

image could have created conflict in and between the families and may even have been 

seen as shameful in the wider community.10 

 

 
Higina Ferreira (Zeina) and John11 by Gradiana Manuela da Carmo. 

 

I started a speech to the class, thinking to use Zeina’s request as a point for debate. 

Thankfully, Alfeo interrupted with a frown and did not translate. We went on to another 

10 Zeina gave me permission to show this image outside the Covalima district. 
11 Not his real name. 
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topic. I had wanted to talk about how ‘modern’ young people should be able to show 

affection in public. Later, I realized that my speech was potentially self-serving. As a 

response to a specific task it denoted skill. The work represented me as ‘the good 

teacher’. I imagined taking some credit for a successful example of a technique I had 

taught. To me the image connoted warmth, love and normality at a time when Timor-

Leste was depicted as a dangerous, unstable country. But, as Alfeo explained, the 

underlying meaning for Zeina and the others was ‘disrespect’. A distinction between 

form and content had appeared. The students would not sacrifice content for form. No 

matter how skilful the photo was, it sent the wrong message. Alfeo had prompted an 

important realisation. Barely conscious of what I was doing, potentially fracturing deep 

cultural values about courtship, I was about to self-righteously use a photo discussion to 

try and convert the students to my own version of how the world should be organised as 

their pathway to romantic success.  

 

Respect 

During our photo expeditions through Suai I occasionally made a reference to Timorese 

as ‘poor’. I was frequently corrected. The students did not appreciate the comment, 

showing a clear understanding that what might simply be a technical measure could 

import disrespectful values. They tended to use ema ki’ik (little people) in contrast to ema 

bo’ot (big/important people) or ema haraik-an (humble people). Money was not a key 

measure of worth. While I completely agreed, I was surprised by the difficulties I had in 

shaking off this particular view of the world. Over time I started to see subtle signs of 

respect towards some people I would have called ‘poor’; the fleeting movement of the 

hand to the heart or a gentle two-handed handshake with a slight bow. Children would 

sometimes place an outstretched adult hand to their foreheads; a gesture I had thought 

was solely reserved for the clergy. Later, I discovered who these people were. They were 

sitting at the high table at a ceremony recognizing the Suai clandestine leaders, feted by 

hundreds of people. They had something more valuable than money. They had respect.  
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Learning language 

As the course proceeded Alfeo and the students taught me Tetum words useful for our 

classes - colours, compositional references and so on - alongside basic social phrases, for 

example, the ubiquitous diak ka lae? (‘good or not?’ - used as we would say ‘how are 

you?’). I learnt ‘I want’ (ha’u hakarak), ‘I have’ (ha’u halo), ‘I see’ (ha’u hare’e) and 

moved on to ‘I feel hot’ (h’au senti manas), ‘when will the rain come?’ (wainhira odan 

mai?) and ‘I am tired’ (ha’u matan dukur). The four most important expressions I learnt 

for teaching were ha’u gosta ida ne’e (I like this one), tamba saida? (because why?), ida 

ne’e ka ida ne’e? (this one or this one?) and sei karik…? (what if...?). At the same time 

Alfeo and I were swapping similar English expressions with the students. The course 

turned into an informal two-way language class. Sometimes we would point at elements 

of a photo and ask how to say this or that, producing an activity with significant ‘buy in’, 

particularly as we were dynamically creating our own language learning resources. 

 

Oratory 

Before I arrived in Suai, an NGO worker told me how much the students enjoyed a good 

debate. They often entered into lively discussions, particularly when selecting images for 

our exhibitions. Each photographer would stand and make a formal speech about why a 

particular photo should be included. It was polite and generous. If someone made a good 

point there was applause. They then diligently rehearsed the talks they were to give at our 

first exhibition. It was critical to speak well in public, something I later learnt was linked 

to the ‘high’ register of elegant or elevated speech (Williams-Van Klinken, 2001, p. 2). 

The primacy of oratory can be seen in the speeches of political leaders and in the value 

placed on poetry, for example, by Prime Minister Xanana Gusmão, who is as much a 

charismatic performance poet as a politician (e.g. East Timor: Birth of a Nation, Acquisto 

& Sully, 2002). 

 

Collectivity 

Without prompting the students organized themselves as a collective. I had expected that 

they would each undertake their own project, showing the individualism I was familiar 
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with from teaching in Australia. Instead they developed their work around a group-

devised expression, husi laran ba laran (from heart to heart), capturing the affectionate 

exchange between the photographers and their subjects: friends, family, vendors, police, 

students, teachers and nuns. In preparing speeches for their first exhibition I noticed the 

same thing. The students each developed a personal talk to accompany their section of a 

group slide show. Then, during rehearsals, they adjusted them to create a coherent 

collective position, moving from ‘I think’ to ‘We think’. While they differed in their 

details, the gravitational pull was towards a united voice. My experience of teaching in 

Australia was the reverse. Students would typically seek to distinguish themselves as 

individuals, working away from similarities to create themselves as unique and different. 

 

Our own stories 

 

Our first exhibition was at the 2009 Independence Day celebrations at night on the 

football field next to Centro Juventude Covalima. The students made an astute decision 

about their place in the proceedings. Having found out that the UN would also be giving 

a presentation, they decided to go on after them. The UN talk was illustrated with generic 

images, including heroic shots of staff jumping out of helicopters, passing out food, 

patting children on the heads and so on. About eight hundred Timorese watched in 

silence, although they applauded politely at the end. When the students started showing 

their photos, projected onto a large screen, the crowd erupted. They recognized each 

other and responded with cheers and applause.  

 

Children stormed the stage, reaching the screen and nearly toppling it over. High bamboo 

poles holding up the lights were knocked over, eliciting laughter from the crowd. Shooed 

away, they turned their attention to Margarida Martins, one of the students, who was our 

Mistress of Ceremonies. They jumped on her legs, arms and back as she tried to maintain 

her composure sufficiently to continue speaking. Other students chased the children off 

the stage, accompanied by cheers from the audience. It was the most enjoyable chaos I 

had encountered. 

 

For a second exhibition the next day the students took a different tack. The first was 

mainly of teenagers and adults, so they came up with a new theme: Labarik mak Futuru 

Nasuan Timor-Leste (Children are the Future of Timor-Leste). I teased them about 
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handing responsibility over to the children: ‘Why aren’t you the future of the nation?’ 

They insisted and produced a selection that proved highly engaging, particularly as they 

spent a great deal of time with the children explaining what they were doing and 

promoting children’s art activities at Centro Juventude Covalima. 

 
 

Suai market exhibition. Photo by Richard Jones. 

Artists’ statements 

The students had written statements for their exhibitions. They were in Tetum. In 

Melbourne, an NGO worker arranged translation into English. Balthazar Kehi, a former 

Covalima district priest and member of the Friends of Suai Committee, who checked the 

translations, sent a congratulatory email to his colleagues in Suai. It was forwarded to me. 

It exactly sums up my experience: 
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These young artists are more inspiring than some of the big 

leaderships as they really and selflessly think of the future of their 

young nation and the future generation, not the future election… They 

seriously value their culture or tradition as what gives them meaning 

and reasonable pride, and feel the obligation to introduce it to people 

of other nations. That’s great! (25/05/10). 

 

Memories 
 

It is difficult for me to determine the affect of my childhood on my growing interest in 

Timor-Leste, although I understand it as a powerful influence. Many of my experiences 

evoked strong memories. My foreign friends here have said that I seem to fit in, that I am 

not self-consciously ‘foreign’. I grew up in Papua Nui Guinea next to a small village in 

the hills behind Port Moresby. My father, who was responsible for outfitting seismic 

stations with earthquake measurement equipment, often took us on journeys into the 

interior. My mother taught at the teachers’ college and would invite the Papuan students 

to join us for picnics and dinners.  

 

In a time of subtle apartheid, my family was staunchly anti-racist, co-founding the 

‘Contact Club’ to encourage greater socializing between foreigners and locals. I played 

football on the first ‘mixed’ team and spoke Motu, a local language, reasonably well. 

Most of my friends were Papuan. Timorese who learned of my childhood were often 

intrigued. I ensured it was understood that my family were not ‘colonial masters’ by 

telling a little identity story, describing how puzzled I used to be when adult Papuans 

called me taobodha,12 meaning ‘foreign master’, and how I refused to be cast in this light, 

acquiring a creole Papuan name, lik lik pela (little fellow) instead. 

An inside ‘outsider’ 
 

While experiencing surface differences, I have rarely felt like a complete ‘outsider’ in 

Timor-Leste. Instead, in the ancient Tetum language tradition, I am considered a traveller 

coming home to the ‘navel land’, the ‘umbilical land’, the first piece of earth to emerge, 

12 Phonetic spelling. 
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no bigger that a chicken’s eye, from the primordial sea. Thus, according to Therik, 

“nobody is made to feel that he or she is totally an ‘outsider’. Every outsider is 

potentially a returning ‘insider’” (2004, p. 3). From the early days I discovered the 

different understandings of wealth, privilege, education and so on that frequently 

structures ‘us’ and ‘them’ views easily collapse. It was not what you are, defined by 

externalities, but who you are, your spirit (klamar) that counts.  

Elders and myself in a small village near Suai, Covalima. Photo by Januario Amaral. 2009. 

 

For example, during the photography course in Suai we were invited to photograph a Mai 

Tai (Come Friend) harvest festival in a village about 40 minutes away. After returning 

prints the next day, as we were about to leave, I was asked to join a group of men under a 

sacred Hali (banyan) tree. A student, Januario Amaral, came with me to translate. He 

stood near the tree roots. I asked him to come closer, but he lowered his eyes slightly and 

shook his head. I understood. I had been invited to sit with village elders including local 

lia nain (keepers of the word/traditional storytellers). There was an invisible boundary 
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around the roots, beyond which Januario could not pass. He was the outsider and I was an 

insider, a visiting lia nain.  

 

Explaining this sign of respect, Alfeo later told me that I had been observed for the past 

two days. I was not simply being acknowledged as a teacher, a respected role, but for the 

way I taught, my ha’u (I),13 the ‘who’ of my ‘being in the world’. Curious, I pressed the 

point. What had been noticed was that I was not being bossy, directing Timorese students 

about what shots to get. It was not a conscious decision. I sat silently for hours, fascinated 

by the songs, drumming and dancing. It took me back to my childhood when I often 

attended traditional ‘sing, sings’ in villages in Papua Nui Guinea. To use a Malae 

expression, I had ‘disappeared into the furniture’. While the students would come to 

show me their photos and ask for my comments I was just quietly appreciating what was 

unfolding before my eyes. My stillness was taken for respect, which in a sense it was. 

Language matters 

 

Learning Tetum engendered goodwill, created affection and sometimes hilarity as I 

stumbled in my choice of words. Oral discussions proved relatively easy. Even at times 

when a translator was not available I could get through a class using fragments of Tetum, 

gestures and drawings. The students were keen on learning English and so we were able 

to put our partial knowledges together. I later took weekly Tetum classes run by José da 

Costa. It was an odd assortment of students, all Australian: four Malae NGO workers, a 

novelist and myself. A tug-of-war ensued.  

 

The writer, James Laidler, who was also teaching at Arte Moris, and I wanted to learn 

colloquial phrases, while the others insisted on learning Tetum via formal categories and 

hierarchies. They wanted to know how to construct sentences through lists of, for 

example, words for different body parts. Laidler and I wanted to learn sayings, for 

example, ‘your eyes are too big for your mouth’. The people working in Timor-Leste as 

technocrats were interested in learning formally whereas as art teachers Laidler and I 

13 While technically a reference to self, in elevated contexts it can imply, for want of a better phrase, the 
being ‘in this life’s body’. 



 20 

wanted informality. Our reasons for being in Timor-Leste significantly constructed the 

way we wanted to interact with its people.  

Boundaries 

My interest in what might emerge through a (debatable) agenda-less creative process 

leads to six key exclusions. Firstly, as a guest in Timor-Leste I did not consciously seek 

to ‘activate’ participants politically, which puts the researcher-as-activist elements of 

PAR under some strain. I do not position myself as a ‘change agent’, although on one 

occasion I stepped over the line, over-enthusiastically trying to push participants into an 

area that could well have entailed harmful consequences, as I explain in the first Case 

Study. 

 

Secondly, as a non-directive, exploratory approach, the photo-storytelling programs 

elicited rich data about how participants see themselves and their communities, alighting 

on content that falls well beyond my expertise. I do not engage with this material as an 

expert on Timor-Leste. To do so would run a serious risk, well known in creatively 

driven research. As Heidi Pauwels warns, “[w]hen crossing borders of disciplines the 

danger of ‘amateurism’ is always lurking. This may manifest itself in a quick (and dirty) 

exchange or borrowing of ideas and techniques without grasping the full implications” 

(2000, pp. 12-13 cited by Pink, 2003, p. 179).  

 

Thirdly, at times I incorporate insights from the cognate field of Community Cultural 

Development (CCD), particularly in devising an evaluation methodology to explain how 

audiences responded to our photo-storytelling exhibitions. While it is possible to present 

the study within a CCD framework I have retained a focus on PAR for reasons of length. 

Fourth, I take care not to fold my experiences back into imported categories and 

hierarchies (c.f. Dunphy, 2011). To do so would skew the work away from how Timorese 

see themselves, which I often found was quite different to the way they are pictured by 

Malae. While I cite foreign academics to debate their positions or press a point, I resist 

using them as framing devices. My highest commitment is to engaging with Timorese 

understandings of meaningful participatory processes. 
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Fifth, the Case Study cohorts are so distinctive as to prohibit the production of 

generalizations about young adult Timorese. I find it difficult to characterize the 

participants other than as individuals, who, although they have shared views, cannot be 

reduced to the kind of abstractions produced by most researchers discussed in the 

Literature Review. The benefit of Case Studies is that they can call into question 

unjustifiable sweeping statements, particularly those that diminish the complex humanity 

of research subjects.  

Finally, many community arts researchers, including in Timor-Leste, claim program 

benefits that relate to participants’ mental health improvements (e.g. Dunphy, 2011; 

Joubert, 2008). They use creative activities for psychological explorations and the 

participatory relationship itself as a ‘talking cure’ (Jones, 1964, p. 202). The difficulties 

of establishing any more than associational reasons for these improvements are well 

known (Oakley, 2007, p. 19). While I discuss participant reported benefits, for example 

increased self-confidence, establishing causal links is beyond the scope of this study. To 

do so would require a large-scale longitudinal randomized controlled trial with baseline 

data and the exclusion of other factors potentially influencing these improvements. The 

upshot is that participants and their creative works are not subjected to psychological 

investigations and the photo-storytelling processes do not attempt to elicit a ‘confessional 

self’ in a movement from psychological lack to recovery. As Kate Oakley suggests, 

creative projects are on firmer ground when investigating “enabling skills and attitudes”, 

which she argues is “where the major benefits of arts education lie” (2007, p. 24).  

Aims 

Motivated by my experience of teaching in Suai, I developed an interest in how an 

intuitive creative arts pedagogy might align with a formal research framework. My 

objective is to influence NGO workers and academics using participatory photo-

storytelling as a research tool in development contexts. I therefore chose two prominent 

approaches in international development: PAR and Photovoice, its visually oriented 

subset. In devising a methodology I found that I needed to incorporate insights drawn 

from the wider fields of CCD and Participatory Visual Research (PVR). My attempt 
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produced two overarching questions. The first is methodological and the second focuses 

on visual ethnography. 

Research question 1 

 

How might a creative discovery process based in digital photography be 

located within PAR and Photovoice, the two main relevant forms of 

participatory research practice? 

 

The Literature Review produced two broad underlying questions, which, in Chapter 6: 

Devising a Methodology, are deepened by a set of thematic tests to be explored in the 

field: 

(a) What might constitute ‘meaningful’ participation in outsider-initiated  

photo-storytelling projects?   

 

(b) “How do we recognize the ‘authentic signature’ of a participative 

relationship?” (Reason & Bradbury, 2008, p. 703 citing Heron, 2008, n.p.). 

 

The first sub question (a) is experiential. It examines how the Case Study projects are 

valued by participants and their communities, acknowledging a possible tension between 

what a researcher may want to achieve and how participants may wish to use an 

opportunity to access equipment and develop skills. ‘Meaningfulness’ is taken to indicate 

the potential for emotional and cognitive reactions to creative processes and outcomes. It 

is understood as relational and addresses a key focus in this study: To whom and in what 

context?  

 

Sub question (a) leads into (b), which seeks to determine ways to evaluate the study’s 

creative processes and outcomes as an issue of research quality. I am guaranteeing to 

readers that they will be hearing Timorese views according to their own interests and 

criteria, which has compelled a search for ways to validate this claim. ‘Success’ in PAR 

is frequently founded on the researcher’s “declarative validity” (Reason & Bradbury, 
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2008, p. 703 citing Heron, 2008, n.p.),14 creating issues for how I might move beyond a 

subjective account based in my own “unsupported advocacy” of the work (Oakley, 2007, 

p. 25).  

Research question 2 

 

My second overarching question is curiosity-driven, motivated by the kind of 

“enthusiasm of practice” characteristic of creatively-led research (Haseman, 2006, p. 

100). It focuses on photo-storytelling as a visual ethnography. 

 

How, in what ways and to what extent might skills based photo-

storytelling programs engage with and represent young Timorese adults’ 

aspirations for themselves, their communities and their fledgling nation?  

 

Alongside a personal and professional interest in photography, I have additional 

motivation. In Suai, I started to realize that the usual version of overseas ‘development’15 

has a narrow focus on ‘the problems’ of Timor-Leste. I intuitively avoided this mode by 

sidelining the suggestion that the teaching program should be about the potholes in the 

road from Maubisse. By keeping the agenda open I discovered how rural Timorese youth 

used photography as a social medium, rejoicing in family and community and in publicly 

portraying a positive view of their world.  

 

I was becoming increasingly aware of how researchers were using unexamined deficit 

terms in which the lives of participatory cohorts were presented as the issue to be solved 

by our interventions. In this context Emily Toome argues that the story of Timor-Leste is 

dominated by depictions of Timorese as “people who have known only repression, 

conflict and despair” (2013, p. 3 quoting Aarons, 2007, n.p.). She believes that “[s]uch 

hyperbole strips away alternative dimensions to people’s lives, rendering their 

14 I use n.p. to indicate ‘no page’ and later ‘n.d.’ to indicate when ‘no date’ is supplied. 
15 I understand ‘development’ as a contested term. In this study I take it to mean foreign programs that 
claim to be improving the lives of recipients in their own countries. Highlighting tensions between 
definitions and approaches is William Easterly’s The White Man’s Burden: Why the West’s Efforts to Aid 
the Rest Have Done So Much Ill and So Little Good (2006). 
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experiences one dimensional” (ibid). 16  These ‘victim’ framing devices are 

“disempowering and disingenuous, working against the very strength of tightly knit 

communities” (2012, p. 25). They “serve to empower the outsider and undermine local 

autonomy” (ibid, p. 26). As Jacqueline Siapno argues, deficit driven research based in the 

“so-called ‘helplessness’ and ‘violence’ of the Timorese have to stop”, and it is about 

time researchers discussed the “positive, peaceful and creative [things] that the Timorese 

do” (2013, p. 446). 

Roles 

Acknowledging some overlap, a clarifying distinction can be made between the roles of 

the study’s participants and myself. I am investigating creative processes and evaluation 

methods while the participants, as visual ethnographers, are researching their subjects’ 

lives, the photo-storytelling content. My focus on methodology carries a significant risk, 

which I have tried to mitigate. It is that the participants may become ‘research objects’, 

despite in my second aim presenting them as subjects. The issue, discussed in Chapter 7, 

highlights a common frustration that Timor-Leste is being used as a platform for 

outsider’s “pet projects” with little accountability to local communities (CDA, 2008, p. 

31).  

Thesis structure 

This thesis is organized in four sections. The first, a Literature Review, produces the 

second, a Methodology derived from a close reading of leading writers, particularly 

responding to gaps in the literature. These sections are followed by the Case Studies, 

including pre-program interviews with a local research Reference Group and an analysis 

of Audience Responses to our public exhibitions. In the final section I present the study’s 

Findings and Conclusion, reflecting on the challenges and benefits of photo-storytelling 

processes, and the utility of evaluation methodology I have devised.  

16 Toome discusses the issue in the context of generalized ascriptions of ‘trauma’. I am reading her 
comments more broadly. 
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Section A - Literature Review 

In Chapter 2: Participatory Action Research I critically examine the potential that PAR, 

as a responsive, participant-centred approach, is appropriate for my creatively-led 

research practices. I identify core issues pertinent to this study: understandings of 

communicative spaces, forms of reflexivity, outsider’s roles and responsibilities, and 

concerns related to the exercise of the researcher’s power and authority. In striping away 

characteristic ‘noble cause’ rhetoric, I highlight some of the tensions inherent in claims 

about the benefits of participatory projects, tracing these issues to differences between 

managerial and emancipatory tendencies. 

In Chapter 3: Strange Bedfellows I distinguish two major tendencies derived from PAR’s 

‘founding fathers’: Kurt Lewin who has influenced managerial approaches and Paolo 

Freire whose ideas have generated emancipatory forms. I outline Lewinesque aims 

derived from ideas about the ‘cognitive restructuring’, ‘re-education’ and ‘social 

engineering’ of participants, and contrast them with emancipatory Freirean traditions. 

However, in examining Freire’s contradictory positions I uncover a conservative form. 

Its own managerial aims are surprisingly similar to Lewin’s principles. I also identify a 

relatively minor counter-current in PAR that can be traced to early Freirean approaches, 

which I describe as the appreciative approach.  

Chapter 4: Participatory Visual Research (PVR) sets a general context for the following 

Photovoice chapter. I present a brief history of visual research and identify an approach 

developed in the late 1960s entitled ‘photo elicitation’, a technique designed to 

collaboratively draw out the meanings of participants’ images. I focus on how PVR 

researchers value the technique as producing high levels of participant engagement and 

conclude by highlighting PVR debates about what might constitute validity in academic 

contexts. These issues, substantially about how meanings are constructed, establish a set 

of methodological principles necessary for my study but not present in Photovoice 

accounts of processes and outcomes. 

In Chapter 5: Photovoice, I critically examine the aims and methods of this influential 

international development approach, which is explicitly based in Freirean traditions. In 
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reviewing the literature I critically examine claims that we are seeing and hearing 

participants’ own versions of their world, identifying contradictions and a lack of 

evidence on key points. While most writers follow a conservative tradition I identify a 

minor appreciative strand, which is similar to the one I encountered in Freirean PAR. 

Section B - Methods, Instruments and Ethics 

In Chapter 6: Devising a methodology, I present a set of in field thematic tests derived 

from the Literature Review and related to the two key methodological concerns stated in 

my Aims. I identify the research cohorts - a local Reference Group; the participants; their 

photo-storytelling subjects and local exhibition audiences, all of whom provide 

documented commentary on the Case Study projects. I then describe my qualitative 

research instruments, present my university ethics protocols and note key issues related to 

ethical uses of photography that are further developed in the Case Studies. 

Section C - Case Studies 

Responding to a significant gap in the literature, Chapter 7: Local context sets a 

preliminary framework for the Case Studies. It is grounded by pre-program interviews 

with seven local research Reference Group (RG) members. This material is supplemented 

by academic studies and insights drawn from the public statements of Timorese writers, 

artists and politicians. RG members offer cautionary advice about issues they have 

encountered in outsider-initiated creative collaborations. I also present their cultural 

aspirations as they relate to Timor-Leste’s resistance history and traditional cosmologies. 

Focused on revitalizing and rebuilding their distinctive cultural practices, the RG 

members discuss their hopes for the younger generation. Their views are later referenced 

in discussing how audiences responded to the work. 

In Chapter 8: Arte Moris (Living Art) I introduce the research site, the widely respected 

free fine art school in Dili that emerged shortly after independence. I locate the study 

within an artistic culture influenced by Timor-Leste’s resistance period and linked to a 

distinctive peace tradition that developed out of the 2006 ‘Crises’. I discuss Arte Moris’s 
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teaching traditions, and present this study’s creative work as it unfolded, including 

identifying my own managerial tendencies and the participants’ rejection of a key 

element of my research agenda. I explain what emerged in working with our photo-

storytelling subjects and how participants, RG members and audiences responded to the 

photo-stories. In doing so I present examples of the work in the context of participants’ 

developing skills and engagement in learning.  

In the second Case Study, Chapter 9: Feto Hatene (Women Understanding), I discuss the 

creative work of nine young adult Timorese women. The Arte Moris cohort, despite 

attempts to include women, was all male. However, this second study, instigated by two 

women I had taught in a commissioned NGO course, mitigated the problem, producing a 

comparable but strikingly different approach to photo-storytelling. Inspired by the Arte 

Moris project they engaged with but at the same time distinguished themselves from the 

men’s work. They set about developing new approaches while using the Arte Moris 

photography as a measure of their developing skills. In doing so they took on a role as 

kaer fatuk (storytellers for my people) garnering significant public recognition for 

proving that women too can be accomplished with new technologies. I discuss how their 

approaches deepened the research and include examples of their work to show the 

creative skills and cultural priorities that emerged. I conclude by presenting the 

participants’ own views of the process, identifying a set of values that link to appreciative 

forms of PAR and Photovoice. 

In Chapter 10: Audience responses I analyze the impacts of our three public exhibitions, 

examining how both projects ‘answered’ community expectations of young adults 

engaged in ‘modern’ forms of cultural production. I argue that audience comments can be 

linked to the appreciative counter-current that appears in PAR and Photovoice. They 

evidence a conversation between Timorese about Timor-Leste, with little indication of 

imported foreign values. Audiences recognise and ‘adopt’ the participants’ work as 

respecting and exemplifying cultural aspirations that I link to my pre-program interviews 

with RG members. I include comments from Malae audience members, pointing out 

some differences, but more often a high congruence with Timorese views.  
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Section D - Findings and Conclusion  

In Chapter 11: Findings I apply the methodological tests devised in Chapter 6 to capture 

views of what constitutes ‘meaningful’ and ‘authentic’ participation. In discussing 

outcomes I utilize a framework proposed by CCD writers in which personal enjoyment, 

for example, the simple pleasures involved in taking photos, can develop public benefits 

such as social cohesion and capacity building. In concluding I chart the various forms of 

PAR, from managerial to appreciative, as they related to my in-field thematic tests. I 

argue that in a ‘hands off’ approach, acknowledging difficulties, the photo-storytelling 

processes we developed did not lead to PAR’s usual ‘change’ agenda. Nonetheless 

participants, audiences and RG members understood the work as a form of community 

activism that can be aligned with appreciative tendencies in PAR and Photovoice.  

In Chapter 12: Conclusion I briefly reflect on the development of my research 

approaches, identifying the tensions between an ethnographic interest in ‘who the 

participants already are’ and PAR’s activist agenda aimed at ‘who they should become’. I 

highlight the potential for the methodological tests and creative processes developed in 

this study to consolidate and secure the relevance of the appreciative tradition in 

international development contexts. Additionally, I propose that Photovoice researchers 

would significantly improve research validity by incorporating PVR insights and debates. 

I conclude by identifying this study’s limitations and the potential for future research in 

research and non-research spheres.   

Timeline 

I first visited Timor-Leste as a tourist in 2008. I met senior artists at Arte Moris and was 

invited to return to teach. In 2009, before starting work with Arte Moris, I was 

commissioned by the City of Port Phillip in Melbourne to conduct an intensive four-week 

photography course in Suai, a remote rural township. I then helped Arte Moris to set up a 

new media studio and mentored senior students. After three short research field trips to 

Timor-Leste, I undertook my two Case Study projects in 2011, living for a year in Santa 

Cruz, Dili. In 2013 I took a year off from my studies to replenish my bank account. I was 
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commissioned to teach two photography courses with Timorese NGO workers hosted by 

World Vision and a scriptwriting course for Timorese filmmakers at Casa de Produção 

Audiovisual (CPA), an NGO video production facility in Dili. I mentored Timorese 

students on commissioned photography and documentary video projects. I then returned 

to Suai and travelled the length and breadth of Timor-Leste with Arte Moris seniors on 

teaching and mural projects in the districts. I also accompanied Dili Film Works’ staff to 

screenings of A Guerra da Beatriz (Acquisto & Reis, 2013) in villages and towns 

throughout the country before returning to Australia in late 2013 to write this thesis. 

 



 30 

Acronyms 
 

AR Action Research. 

CAVR Comissão Acolhemente, Verdade e Reconcilicao (Commission for 

Reception, Truth, and Reconciliation Timor-Leste). 

CCD  Community Cultural Development. 

CDA Collaborative for Development Action is the international organisation 

that conducted the ‘Listening Projects’ I reference. 

CJC  Centro Juventude Comoro was the Timorese NGO that supported the Arte 

Moris project activities and exhibition in the Comoro market. 

CPA  Casa de Produção Audiovisual, a documentary video production NGO, 

was the host for the first part of the Feto Hatene Case Study activities. 

FONGTIL  Forum ONG (NGO) Timor-Leste. The peak body for Timorese NGOs. 

FRETILIN  In Portuguese: Frente Revolucionária de Timor-Leste Independente or 

FReTiLIn (the Revolutionary Front for an Independent East Timor). Today 

a major political party. 

IDP  Internally Displaced People. 

NACI  National Academy of Creative Industries. The AusAID funded project 

attempting to establish a national academy in Dili. 

NCP  The National Cultural Policy of Timor-Leste. 

NGO  Non Government Organisation. 

OD Organizational Development. 

PAR  Participatory Action Research. 

PNTL Polísia Nasionál Timór Lorosa'e (National Police of East Timor). 

PRADET  Psychosocial Recovery and Development in East Timor, a local NGO. 

PVR  Participatory Visual Research. 

RENETIL  Resistência Nacional dos Estudantes de Timor Leste (the National 

Students’ Resistance of Timor-Leste).  

RG  This study’s research Reference Group. 

SHOWeD  The Photovoice elicitation method:  What do you See here? What’s really 

Happening here? How does this relate to Our lives? Why does this 

situation, concern, or strength exist? What can we Do about this? 

UN  United Nations. 
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UNDP United Nations Development Program. 

UNE University of New England. 

UNESCO  United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. 

UNICEF  United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund. 

UNMIT United Nations Integrated Mission in Timor-Leste. 

UNTL  United Nations Timor-Leste. 
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Chapter 2: Participatory Action Research 
 

Introduction 
 

In seeking to locate a creative practice as research in an international development 

context, PAR, as a responsive, open and participant-centred orientation, seemed to be 

entirely appropriate. However, a detailed examination of the literature produced a 

question about what ‘brand’ of PAR would be most suitable for this study. In what 

follows I identify two influential forms - ‘emancipatory’ and ‘managerial’ approaches - in 

the context of the historical factors underpinning these overlapping tendencies. Each is 

critiqued to ensure that they are understood in terms of their epistemological 

assumptions, rather than simply as vehicles for producing data. In examining PAR aims 

and claims I focus on issues pertinent to this study: understandings of communicative 

spaces, forms of reflexivity, outsider’s roles and responsibilities, and concerns related to 

the exercise of the researcher’s power and authority. In this critical review of the 

literature, I contend that, despite a shared rhetorical commitment, these PAR tendencies 

are precariously balanced on the axis of a ‘moral urge’ along a continuum in which they 

exhibit irreconcilable differences in extremis.  

Prominence 

Participatory programs are prominent in international development, but not without 

trenchant criticism, for example from the writers who contributed to Participation: The 

new tyranny? (Cooke & Kothari (eds), 2001) and, more recently, Michelle Fine (2009). 

Participation is big business. For example, a World Bank policy paper shows that the 

organization “has allocated close to $80 billion towards participatory development 

projects over the last decade” (Mansuri & Rao, 2012, n.p.). From its early days, Paul 

Richards, for example, complains that it has become a “flag of necessity” in overseas 

development funding applications (1995, p. 14). Robert Chambers, discussing one of the 

many types of PAR, Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA), reports that “some in Malawi 

were said to have felt carpet-bombed by PRA” (2008, p. 300). In relation to Timor-Leste, 

Annie Sloman, in an article about participatory theatre projects, criticizes donors’ use of 
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‘participation’ to present preconceived, didactic messages. She argues that it has become 

a “buzz tool”, structuring funding applications and glossing the reality of top down 

agendas while at the same time constraining practitioners’ ability to work effectively with 

local communities (2012, p. 49).  

PAR also carries considerable weight in organizational and change management fields, 

and increasingly across a wider range of academic disciplines. Orlando Fals Borda, in his 

last publication before his death in 2008, described its emerging influence from the turn 

of the century: “The disciplinary nucleus of PAR has been chiefly sociological and 

anthropological, but is deploying into philosophy and more diverse fields like pedagogy, 

agronomy, veterinary science, medicine, nursing, dentistry, engineering, process 

management, social work, law, economics, history, painting and music, journalism and 

communications, literature and ethnomathmatics” (2008, p. 360). PAR also appears in 

Photovoice projects (Ingram, 2014) and has been incorporated into some forms of 

creatively-led research17 (Jaaniste & Haseman, 2009), community based media research 

across the Indian sub-continent (Tacchi & Kiran, 2008) and new media research 

generally (Hearn, Tacchi, Foth & Lennie, 2009; Sharp, 2008).  

Definitions 
 

PAR is “a practice of co-operative inquiry, a domain that researches ‘with people rather 

than on people’” (original italics, Reason & Bradbury, 2008, p. 165), “generat[ing] 

knowledge claims for the express purpose of taking action to promote social analysis and 

democratic social change” (Mertens, 2009, p. 183 quoting Greenwood & Levin, 2007, p. 

5). In the process, “participants should ‘benefit from the research’, participate in defining 

the aims and direction of the research and in interpreting and drawing conclusions from 

it” (Hearn et al., 2009, p. 18). PAR is characterized by leading proponents Reason and 

Bradbury as 

… a participatory, democratic process concerned with developing 

practical knowing in pursuit of worthwhile human purposes… [It] 

seeks to bring together action and reflection, theory and practice, in 

17 Also known as ‘practice-led research’. 
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participation with others, in the pursuit of practical solutions of 

pressing concern to people, and more generally the flourishing of 

individual persons and their communities (2001, p. 1).  

 

As an “egalitarian, problem-solving activity rooted in interpersonally sensitive and 

mutually supportive dialogue” (Bradbury, Mirvis, Neilson & Pasmore, 2008, p. 85), PAR 

“aims to produce knowledge from the perspective of those who are marginalised and 

disadvantaged” (Hearn et al., 2009, p. 13). An “[a]uthentic commitment to ‘genuine 

collaboration’ in the research process and to ‘democratic values’ is a further feature of 

PAR” (ibid). A more prosaic definition is that PAR “focuses on simultaneous action and 

research in a participative manner” (Coghlan & Brannick, 2001, p. 7).  

An ‘open’ orientation 

A “stance within qualitative research methods” (Fine et al., 2008, p. 173), PAR is 

presented as an “orientation to inquiry” (Reason & Bradbury, 2008, p. 1) and a “family of 

research approaches” (ibid, p. 7) rather than a methodology in its own right. It is an 

umbrella term for the diverse approaches of researchers “working within and between 

competing and overlapping perspectives” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 6). “[F]ar more a 

work of art than a set of procedures” (Reason & Bradbury, 2008, p. 698), a feature is 

“methodological pluralism” (Hearn et al., 2009, p. 39). It is, according to Davydd J. 

Greenwood and Morten Levin, a “resolutely a mixed-method research strategy so long as 

the particular mix of methods is contextually determined” (Greenwood & Levin, 2006, p. 

98).  

 

Paul van Mele and Ann R. Braun argue that this “[m]ethodological diversity is an 

enabling condition for creativity” (cited by Chambers, 2008, p. 309). Consequently “if 

new tools have to be invented, or pieced together, then the researcher will do this” 

(Denzin & Lincoln 2000, p. 4). A key characteristic therefore is “possibility rather than 

predictive thinking” (Wadsworth, 1998, p. 114). Aims, plans and processes are open to 

change: “For the focus of the action research process to shift is by no means… a defect of 

the original plan: it can be a positive indication of innovative, creative thinking” (Winter, 
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1998, p. 63-64). As Myles Horton and Freire have famously explained in the title of their 

book on education and social change, “We Make the Road by Walking” (1990). 

For Robert Dick, “the participative aspects of action research” have the virtue of 

“responsiveness” insofar as it engages in action and reflection (2004, p. 433). In this 

respect PAR has the character of a “living theory” (Whitehead, 1989, p. 41). It is 

arguably more alive to change, adaptation, growth and ‘flow’ than standard positivist 

methods, the bête noire of many PAR theorists. A critical element in producing adaptive 

research is PAR’s iterative research cycles. Kurt Lewin, who formulated key elements of 

current practices in the mid 1940s, identifies AR as based in “analysis, fact-finding, 

conceptualisation, planning, execution, more fact-finding or evaluation; and then a 

repetition of this whole circle of activities; indeed a spiral of such circles” (1948, p. 206).  

 

Freire has also identified action/reflection cycles as central to participatory processes. He 

explains that praxis is “the action and reflection of men and women upon their world in 

order to transform it” (1970/2005, p. 79). It “emerges only through invention and re-

invention, through the restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry human beings 

pursue in the world, with the world, and with each other” (ibid, p. 72). “[P]urely 

intellectual” reflection, the province of armchair revolutionaries, as Freire calls them, 

falls short (ibid): “reflection - true reflection” necessitates action (ibid, p. 66). Thus, PAR 

investigations are designed to produce intermediate conclusions that are then subjected to 

scrutiny by the researchers and the participant cohort, leading to further cycles of action 

and reflection. The interrogation of these contingent conclusions can be, but is not 

always, extended into the participants’ wider communities (Fine, 2009; Rahman, 2008; 

Guhathakurta, 2008). For Greg Hearn et al. the process usefully engages “all project 

stakeholders in a constant process of oscillation between knowledge generation and 

critical-informed reflection” (2009, p. 11).  

Research validity 

Linda Dickens and Karen Watkins believe that “[i]n action research, truth is in the 

process of inquiry itself” (1999, p. 131). These authors offer two questions in establishing 

research efficacy: “Was it reflexive and dialectical? Was it ethical, democratic, and 
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collaborative?” (ibid). These questions, however, are not recommended for participant 

and community responses, the obvious informants in determining the value and quality of 

participatory processes. Leading managerial advocates Peter Reason and Hilary 

Bradbury, believe that validity can be subjectively assured. They argue that a “key 

dimension of [research] quality is to be aware of one’s own choices, and to make those 

choices clear, transparent, articulate, to yourselves, to your inquiry partners, and when 

you start writing and presenting, to the wider world” (2008, p. 7). 

Some PAR writers, including Mohammed Anisur Rahman (2008), Lai Fong Chui (2008) 

and Fine (2009), offer less subjective tests. They are derived from a belief that 

researchers should be accountable to participants and their communities, and typically 

include the extent to which cohorts and their communities engage with and take up 

research outcomes. The potential for “capacity-building within the community involved” 

(Grant et al., 2008, p. 590) is seen to validate participatory commitments, particularly in 

the ‘withdrawal’ of the researcher and a handover of the knowledges, skills and resources 

developed during the project. While the “activities and experiences of participants 

generate knowledge alongside, or in combination with, more formal methods” (Hearn et 

al., 2009, p. 18), PAR should also develop “the skills, knowledge and capacities of 

participants to use the results themselves” (Kesby, 2000, p. 424). Outcomes include the 

researcher’s knowledge products, but should go beyond them, for example by building 

local networks, embedding skills, developing capacities and benefiting communities in 

ways that they need, according to their own judgments (Fine et al., 2009; Rahman, 2008; 

Tacchi & Kirnan, 2008; Barkat et al., 2008).  

These writers believe that communities have “a right to research”, “the right to the tools 

through which any citizen can systematically increase that stock of knowledge which 

they consider most vital to their survival as human beings and to their claims as citizens” 

(Fine, 2009, p. 2 quoting Appadurai, 2006, p. 167). For Rahman this involves co-

producing the “people’s own research report” (2008, p. 55). Participants, understood as 

“agents rather than objects: capable of analyzing their own situations and designing their 

own solutions” (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995, p. 1670), become “gonogobeshoks” (people 

researchers) developing practical research skills while working in their local communities 

(Rahman, 2008, p. 584; Guhathakurta, 2008, p. 510). Moving beyond traditional 
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academic presentations by producing community-oriented publications is a significant 

test of participatory commitments. An interest in “carry[ing] research into different 

domains” (Fine & Torre, 2008, p. 407) requires developing languages, styles and formats 

that are accessible and useful to participants and their communities (e.g. Brydon-Miller, 

2008; Fals Borda, 2008).  

For Colleen Reid and Wendy Frisby, this focus on new forms of dissemination may 

“uncover counter-practices for less exploitative and more creative ways of collecting, 

interpreting, and communicating research findings” (2008, p. 99). The work is “created 

for consumption by a wider public beyond the discipline’s own scholarly audience, and in 

this sphere may inform, inspire, support and entertain” (Wilson, 2008, p. 8). In this 

endeavour, researchers and participants become “polyvocal agents” (Gergen & Gergen, 

2008, p. 168) producing classical text based research while at the same time co-creating a 

range of research products capable of being understood, appreciated and used in 

community settings. Co-producing multiple, multi-voiced outcomes “expands the range 

of communities in which the work can stimulate dialogue” (Gergen & Gergen, 2003, p. 

582).  

Critiques 

A recent compendium of PAR thinking, the 2008 Sage Handbook of Action Research: 

Participative Inquiry and Practice edited by Reason and Bradbury, contains forty-nine 

chapters by eighty-four theorists and practitioners. Most of these authors cite the 

influence of inspirational ‘dead fathers’, particularly Lewin and Freire. While 

maintaining an alignment with PAR, some writers in the Handbook issue calls to 

“reclaim our radical roots” (Brydon-Miller, 2008, p. 200), challenging “the paradigmatic 

and hegemonic assumptions made in PAR about participation, empowerment and their 

relations to social transformation” (Chui, 2008, p. 535). Fals Borda has noted “the 

problem of cooptation and general misuse of the participation concept” (2001, p. 133). 

He warned of its “assimilation dangers”, arguing that there is an “urgent need for self-

critical examination of the actual practices of participation employed in our work” (ibid). 
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Fine highlights the risk of PAR becoming an “empty signifier … hollow[ed] into a tool 

for hegemonic interests” (2009, p. 2). Like Bill Cooke and Uma Kothari (2001), she 

believes that “PAR has recently been appropriated by governments and corporations as a 

strategy to induce compliance and consent from people without much power to say No” 

(2009, p. 2). As Williams notes, since the 1990s “participatory discourse rapidly became 

part of the official aims and objectives of governments and international development 

agencies” (2004, p. 557). Participation can be seen as a legitimizing device that “serve[s] 

to represent external interests as local needs, dominant interests as community concerns” 

(Cooke & Kothari, 2001, p. 22). Ute Bühler argues that “[w]hether we like it or not, 

‘empowerment’, ‘participation’ and ‘consensus’ may translate as ever more effective 

incorporation into agendas set elsewhere” (2002, p. 2). As PAR critics maintain, 

researchers need to question whether “participation constitutes ‘insiders’ learning what 

‘outsiders’ want to hear” (Tacchi, 2009, p. 170). 

 

Clearly there is a version of PAR that is facilitating the co-option of its radical history. As 

Marianne Kristiansen notes, it is one that “displays a broad tendency towards reducing 

action research to change management and an instrumental tool without questioning 

change itself” (cited without reference by Reason & Bradbury, 2008, p. 699). This 

management friendly approach is promoted by self-described “action research 

entrepreneurs” (Grant, Nelson & Mitchell, 2008, p. 617) with an approach that “risks 

being tamed, routinized, and redirected toward mundane and less threatening objectives” 

(Brydon-Miller, 2008, p. 200). Williams concurs. He criticizes the tendency for “populist 

ideals” to be “celebrated, but the means by which they are to be achieved are not 

mentioned” (2004, p. 560). These managerial writers typically promote PAR as a way to 

achieve “professional effectiveness… improvement and efficiency” (Friedman & Rogers, 

2008, p. 253), engendering numerous dot points about “facilitation skills and qualities” 

(Grant et al., 2008, p. 617) and drawing complaints about an “over-emphasis on formulas 

and techniques, and a neglect of the ways in which unacknowledged dynamics of 

participation and exclusion… shape the outcomes of ‘participation’” (Bühler, 2002, p. 2).  
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Distinctions 
 

As early as the mid-nineties, Andrea Cornwall and Rachel Jewkes neatly summed up the 

differences between managerial and emancipatory approaches, arguing that PAR: “can be 

used not only to enable local people to seek out their own solutions according to their 

priorities but also to secure funding, to co-opt local people into agendas of others or to 

justify short-cut research within a top-down process” (1995, p. 1668). The differences 

between diverse forms of PAR are difficult to discern at first glance. Advocates use 

similar terms, have similar aims, acknowledge shared origins, publish in the same 

contexts and deal with the same issues, although in quite different ways. Some writers 

unsystematically drop the adjective ‘participatory’ in their discussions of PAR, which 

becomes Action Research (AR), a term devised by Lewin in the mid 1940s. This is 

despite participation being a “central insight” of action research, which “is rooted in 

participation” (Reason & Bradbury, 2008, p. 8) and claims that Lewin “stressed people’s 

participation in defining their situations, in choosing new options, and evaluating the 

results” (Bradbury et al., 2008, p. 77).  

 

Dropping the ‘P’ highlights a managerial tendency to treat participation as a variable 

subset of AR in which ‘participation’ can be scaled up or down according to researchers’ 

own commitments and those of funding bodies (e.g. Wicks & Reason, 2009). At the same 

time these writers use egalitarian language and ideals without distinguishing them as 

historically and materially different from their own. They typically incorporate 

emancipatory language but not its fundamental commitment to social action. For 

example, Reason and Bradbury, leading managerial theorists, argue that “[a]ction 

research is emancipatory, it leads not just to new practical knowledge, but to new abilities 

to create knowledge” (2001, p. 2). 

Contra positivism 

Even today many advocates define an d promote PAR in opposition to positivism, which, 

by inscribing it with lack and failure, allows them to avoid arguing their case based on 

PAR’s own track record. Classical social science methodologies are rejected for their 

misguided attempts to produce strictly objective accounts of human activities, an insight 



 41 

often attributed to Lewin (e.g. Bradbury et al., 2008). The anti-positivist motivation is 

presented by Reason and Bradbury: “Action researchers agree that objective knowledge 

is impossible, since the researcher is always a part of the world they study, and it points 

out that knowledge making cannot be neutral and disinterested” (2001, p. 7). Douglas 

Schuler echoes these views, arguing that “[r]esearch that is totally ‘objective’ or 

‘disengaged’ is a myth” (2009, p. viii). Despite these organizing myths having little 

influence in the arts and humanities for decades, PAR is still presented as a “radical 

change to the way in which research is conducted” (Grant et al., 2008, p. 599), “a radical 

epistemological challenge to the traditions of social science” (original italics, Fine, 2008, 

p. 215).  

Contra positivism, there is no pure objectivity in research, just as for postmodern writers 

there is no outside to language, the researcher’s classical mode of discovery and 

explication. Thus, any autonomy assigned to individual phenomena is illusory and the 

researcher’s capacity to gather, organize, analyze and report data objectively is 

methodological posturing. In strategic mitigation of the inherent subjectivity of meaning, 

PAR researchers attempt to make their positions and motivations explicit to themselves, 

readers and, in emancipatory forms, to participants, in order to be “more clear about why 

they are interested in the research” (Wadsworth, 1998, p. 110). In doing so, PAR, at least 

rhetorically, repositions the objects of research as “co-researchers” who contribute to 

shaping the research aims, producing data and in some cases co-authoring outcomes 

(Fine, 2008; Fine et al., 2003). It “lead[s] to ‘better’ research because the practical and 

theoretical outcomes of the research process are grounded in the perspective and interests 

of those immediately concerned, and not filtered through an outside researcher’s 

preconceptions and interests” (Reason & Bradbury, 2001, p. 4).   

Being there 

In this generalized critique of positivism, simply “observing and analyzing the world, but 

not acting in it” (Reason & Bradbury, 2008, p. 5) is said to lead to an unnecessary and 

unsupportable distinction between theory and action. For Freire, “[a]uthentic thinking, 

thinking that is concerned about reality, does not take place in ivory tower isolation, but 

only in communication”, in critical dialogue with participants (1970/2005, p. 77). In one 
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of the few clear points of contact between Lewin and Freire, Lewin argues that 

“[r]esearch that produces nothing but books will not suffice” (1948, p. 202). Research 

“cannot be purely intellectual but must also involve action; nor can it be limited to mere 

activism, but must include serious reflection: only then will it be praxis” (Freire, 

1970/2005, p. 65). If research is understood as a means “to change the world, not only 

study it”, on site action is critical (Stanley, 1990, p. 15 cited by Cahill, Rios-Moore & 

Threatts, 2008, p. 116).  

Presented as the solution to the problem of positivism PAR researchers should enter the 

target community, an argument that is set against the notion of an isolated academic 

conducting research about people with whom they have no contact and to whom they 

show no “real time” commitment (Torbert, 2008, p. 697). Thus the ‘action’ in AR 

involves ‘being there’, in situ, “working with people in their everyday lives” (Reason & 

Bradbury, 2001, p. 2). The researcher’s presence is said to address “the problem of a 

perceived gap between knowing and doing” (Reason & Bradbury, 2008, p. 4) by virtue of 

their direct engagement with participants in their communities. While advocates argue 

that by being there, in the field, with the participant group, their research is more 

democratic, moral and honest than their old nemesis, positivism, they often fail to 

acknowledge the problems their appearance may cause.  

 

The visitation of an outsider, no matter how well intentioned, is not necessarily welcome 

or beneficial. They may, for example, parachute in on a ‘data raid’, extracting 

information that ends up being primarily for their own use and benefit, deploying the 

rhetoric of participation to pry information from locals: “Indigenous peoples, poor 

farmers and others have been invited into processes that extract knowledge from them, 

turning corporate profits” (Fine, 2009, p. 2). As Marcus Banks suggests, “[s]wooping 

god-like into other people’s lives and gathering ‘data’ (including ‘visual data’) according 

to a predetermined theoretical agenda strikes me as not simply morally dubious but 

intellectually flawed” (original parentheses, 2001, p. 179).  
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A noble cause 

The critique of positivism frequently produces ‘noble cause’ claims, diverting attention 

from issues of power and control in the participatory space. Levin and Greenwood 

present PAR as “intrinsically capable of producing public goods” (italics added, 2008, p. 

211). According to Schuler, because it is “socially engaged, it helps keep the research 

honest” (original italics, 2009, p. viii). Jean McNiff states that PAR is “a form of morally 

committed action” (Brydon-Miller, 2008, p. 199 quoting McNiff, Lomax & Whitehead, 

1996, p. 3) and Stephen Kemmis states that one of its “principal aims is to create better, 

more moral actions” (original italics, 2008, p. 134).  

 

In describing his own particular brand, “Critical PAR”, Kemmis asserts that his approach 

“has no special interest on its side, except for concerns for the abolition of social 

injustice… It’s own nature turns it towards a changing of history and the establishment of 

justice” (2008, p. 124). These noble claims tend to sideline issues of ownership and 

control: “although power is a central issue in participatory research and evaluation, it is 

often ignored” (Hearn et al., 2009, p. 19). On occasion these issues are dispensed with 

entirely. For example, Reason and Bradbury, in the concluding section of the Handbook, 

dismiss a need to engage with ethical concerns, including those raised by contributors. 

They say that “almost everyone was in agreement with Bjorn Gustavsen that ‘action 

research has won all debates on ethics and epistemology’” (2008, p. 703), apparently not 

heeding Fals Borda’s subtle criticism that an “important general guide for us… [is] the 

struggle against academic arrogance and imperialism” (2008, p. 360).  

Naturalizing abstractions embedded in a self-righteous telos and supported by “grandiose 

claims” (Williams, 2004, p. 560) are characteristic of PAR. But, as Mary Brydon-Miller 

notes, simply “asserting a belief in social justice does not ensure that our actions will 

reflect this same moral stance” (2008, p. 200). According to Kenneth and Mary Gergen, 

this “[o]verwhelming depiction of beneficence obscures relationships of power” (2008, p. 

178), and so “we must question the automatic belief in our own benevolence” (ibid, p. 

204). To Kothari, the “language of charity, empathy, humanitarianism and justice… 

might appear irrefutable” because participatory projects are portrayed as “wholly noble” 

(2006, p. 18). However, “[t]he assumption of noble intention goes a long way in silencing 
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the critical appraisal of development interventions” (ibid). For his part, Fals Borda has 

continually advised PAR researchers of the risk of “missionary zeal” (2001, p. 28) in 

outsider research. He quotes Robin McTaggart as saying “there are serious dangers of 

glibness about what participation means” which “threaten to discredit our achievements 

in this field” (ibid, p. 33).  

 

Communicative spaces 

According to Patricia Gayá Wicks and Reason, having entered the participants’ 

community, “[i]t helps us to consider the opening of communicative space as a principal 

task of action researchers” (2009, p. 4). For Kemmis, “[p]lacing the notion of 

communicative spaces at the heart of a view of participatory action research is to 

emphasize the inclusive, collective, transformative nature of its aims” (2008, p. 127). A 

participatory space “is constituted as issues or problems are opened up for discussion” 

(Kemmis, 2001, p. 100). Kemmis believes that the exercise is successful “when 

participants experience their interaction as fostering the democratic expression of diverse 

views... [and as permitting] people achieve mutual understanding and consensus about 

what to do” (original parentheses, ibid).  

 

In managerial forms, this involves “temporarily suspending, literally ‘for argument’s 

sake’ the hierarchical roles and rules of the organisation” (italics added, Kemmis, 2008, 

p. 131). The apparently democratic activity is aimed at “aiding organisations with their 

legitimation deficits” (ibid, p. 131), using ‘participation’ to endorse and validate top 

down agendas, as if they are naturally those of the participants. Some writers express 

suspicion of what appears to be an “orchestration of consent” (Alvesson & Deetz, 2005, 

p. 74), which is likely, according Cornwall and Jewkes, “to maintain rather than 

challenge relationships of power” (1995, p. 1670). “Simply creating new spaces of 

participation” not only “does not by itself change social inequities and relations of 

power” it can “simply make them more visible” (Gaventa & Cornwall, 2008, p. 184). 

 

A central question in PAR is how to recognize and “resist the potential for manipulation, 

domination, and undemocratic outcomes that is likely to be present in most experiences 

of participation?” (Bühler, 2002, p. 14). Otherwise, as Kothari warns, any participatory 
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project, including those founded in emancipatory ideals, may “result in forms of control 

that are more difficult to challenge, as they reduce spaces of conflict and are relatively 

benign and liberal” (2001, p. 143). This may “impose rather than alleviate power 

relations” (Reid & Frisby, 2008, p. 98), potentially “re-enforcing structural inequities 

within a more ‘participatory space’” (Gaventa & Cornwall, 2008, p. 185).  

Rationality 

The dialogue expected to take place in the participatory space is a highly specific form. 

Kemmis explains that it is to be “communication in the form of rational discourse… 

intrinsically motivated solely by the revisionary power of free-floating reasons” (2009, p. 

128). As some critics argue, this common view contains a “normative valorisation of a 

particular mode of discourse - critical reason - that is anything but universal in its 

inclusiveness” (Burgess, Foth & Klaebe, 2006, p. 2 citing McGuigan, 2005, n.p.). For 

Brinton Lykes and Amelia Mallona, “overvaluing rational ways of thinking” (2008, p. 

122) reinforces researchers’ positional superiority, creating tensions for those who have 

not learnt, or do not subscribe to, the ‘rationality game’. The “rational rather than the 

irrational becomes the most effective mystification” (Frankenstein, 1987, p. 193).   

Reflexivity 

 

PAR theorists frequently inflect a self-referential researcher into the communicative 

space of participation, justified by the “large responsibility that we have in exploring our 

own subjectivity and in being clear and reflexive about our values and power” (Grant et 

al., 2008, p. 89). For Kemmis, “action research…. cannot be other than research into 

one’s own practice” (italics added, 2008, p. 124). According to Bradbury et al., “[t]he 

idea is that by ‘observing the observer’ and ‘listening to your listening’, self-awareness of 

the thoughts, feelings, and experiences, past and present, seep gently into the 

consciousness” (2008, p. 82). Self-reflexivity is “a necessary core of all inquiry” 

(Marshall, 2001, p. 433). Despite their role as ‘co-researchers’, participants’ voices are 

virtually erased in this procedure, as an imagined encounter with one shows: “How am I 

reacting to this situation? To this person? What do my reactions tell me about my own 

assumptions about life and people?” (italics added, Bradbury et al., 2008, p. 89). Notional 
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‘co-researchers’ are objectified as sounding boards for the outsider researchers’ self-

interested uses of the participatory space to “improve my own practices” in “continuous 

and overlapping cycles of self-reflection” (Davis, 2004, p. 17), which “conceptualizes 

new learning about one’s identity” (Marshall & Mead, 2005, p. 241).  

 

Sarah Pink criticizes this subjective “listening to ourselves” (Schien, 2003, p. 89) as 

overly autobiographical. “[I]n some cases this almost resembles a race to be the most 

reflexive” (original italics, 2003, p. 187). The self-reflexive has become “a mere buzz 

word generated within a pseudo-positivist approach still concerned with gaining greater 

degrees of ‘truth’ and ‘objectivity’” (Pink, 2003, p. 189 quoting Holliday, 2000, p. 507). 

Noting that some researchers utilize self-reflection to support claims to “validity and 

research quality control” (ibid), Pink argues that critical reflection  

 

… should be integrated fully into processes of fieldwork… in ways 

that do not simply explain the researcher’s approach but reveal the 

very processes by which the positionality of researcher and informant 

were constituted and through which knowledge was produced during 

the fieldwork” (ibid, p. 189).  

 

Moreover, like Pink, Brydon-Miller questions the characterization of a researcher “as a 

distinct entity operating independently of outside moral influence” (2008, p. 203). If, as 

poststructuralists maintain, “we are suspended in language” (Hayles, 1984, p. 52) and, as 

Kothari reminds us, language is “imbricated with power” (2006, p. 17), there is no real 

opportunity for this form of transcendence, no way to produce a self-conscious reflexivity 

in order to “cultivate a non-judgmental first-person” (Torbert & Taylor, 2008, p. 242). 

Referring to psychoanalysis, but applying the point broadly, Pink points out that this 

transcendental position is a positivist pose because an “analyst’s discourse can be no 

more objective than that she or he is analysing” (2003, p. 189 referencing Rose 2001, p. 

160).  
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Personal Pronouns 

From an emphasis on the researcher’s reflectivity has emerged an interest in the use of 

personal pronouns to describe the relational position they occupy in a participatory study. 

However, the technique does not appear to have been applied to how participants locate 

themselves vis-à-vis the researcher and the process. Amongst the writers surveyed this 

form of analysis is exclusively deployed to understand the researcher’s own voice. 

Attributing the ‘insight’ to Dawn Chandler and William Torbert, Reason and Bradbury 

say that “[w]e have found that the terms first-, second-, and third-person research/practice 

have been quickly adopted by many action researchers” (2008, p. 6). This view is widely 

promoted, for example, by Wicks and Reason (2009), Torbert and Steven Taylor (2008), 

Gustavsen, Agneta Hansson and Thoralf Qvale (2008), and a host of lesser lights. 

 

Articulating yet another ‘flavour’ of PAR, Development Action Inquiry (DAI), Torbert 

and Taylor present the common, untroubled view of grammatical voice. They say that 

DAI “studies not just things outside the inquirer (third-person objects and practices), but 

also the inquirer’s own changing practices, ways of thinking, and quality of attention 

(first-person research on ‘my-self’)” (italics added, 2008, p. 240). Reason and Bradbury 

believe that “[f]irst-person action research/practice skills and methods address the ability 

of the researcher to foster an inquiring approach to his or her own life” (italics added, 

2008, p. 6). Hearn et al. describe self-reflexivity as one of a PAR practitioner’s “core 

literacies”, explaining that “[f]irst person skills are about giving information - they are 

required to articulate one’s position clearly and, if necessary, assertively” (italics added, 

2009, p. 64).  

In a seriously mistaken presentation of the grammatical possibilities of participation, 

these writers are actually only referring to the singular form of the first-person without 

noticing the highly significant first-person plural, effectively excluding the articulation of 

a collaborative relationship with participants. It is not an insignificant oversight. The 

potential for participants to be involved as co-researchers is expressed grammatically in 

the possibility of saying ‘we’, ‘us’, and ‘ours’ in representing a shared presence, 

understanding, ownership and commitment to the research and its outcomes. The erasure 

of the plural form, a textual repression of the highest order, runs counter to emancipatory 



 48 

approaches in which a key aim, while acknowledging difference, is to collapse the first 

person singular (‘I’, ‘me’, ‘myself’, ‘my’, ‘mine’) and the second person singular (‘you’, 

‘yourself’, ‘your’, ‘yours’) articulations of power, knowledge and possession into an 

egalitarian first person plural (‘we’, ‘us’, ‘ourselves’, ‘ours’, ‘our’): “The thinking 

Subject cannot think alone… s/he cannot think without the co-participation of another 

Subject. There is no longer an ‘I think’ but ‘we think’” (Freire, 1974/2013, p. 122), the 

voice that most contemporary writers do not envisage, theorize or analyze.18  

Conclusion 
 

As leading authors present them, PAR’s methodological characteristics appear to secure 

the place of a creatively-led study within its broad parameters. Its potential as an ‘open’, 

responsive, iterative approach based in a relationship between theory and practice seems 

particularly suitable for a study that does not seek to manage participants’ content. 

However, PAR aims and process descriptions are frequently presented in an idealized 

form, including as a morally superior approach to positivism, producing ‘more’ and 

‘better’ research. This ‘noble cause’ language is unconvincing and offers limited practical 

value for field research. Additionally, a set of cautions are presented by critics who take a 

more pragmatic, critical view, questioning how issues of power and authority are 

sidelined by PAR’s grand claims and missionary zeal.  

 

Despite being presented as ‘co-researchers’, participants’ experiences of processes and 

outcomes are rarely taken as a necessary component in understanding research validity. 

Instead, leading advocates present a mistaken view of the grammatical first person as the 

essential component in securing claims. The collaborative ‘we’, ‘us’ and ‘ours’ had been 

erased, except by emancipatory PAR writers who acknowledged the essential Freirean 

tenant that a genuinely participatory space necessarily involves the possibility of 

articulating the first person plural. The issues uncovered in this overview can be traced 

back to PAR’s widely acknowledged ‘founding fathers’. Managerial advocates draw 

inspiration from Kurt Lewin while emancipatory practitioners demonstrate allegiances to 

Paolo Freire. Although leading PAR writers share an egalitarian language, their research 

18 Several ‘YouthPAR’ writers (e.g. Cahill, Rios-Moore & Threatts, 2008, p. 94) co-publish with 
participants and consequently use ‘we’. However, they do not take on the personal pronouns fallacy I have 
highlighted. 
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agendas are quite different, compelling the close reading of underlying principles 

presented in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 3: Strange Bedfellows 

Introduction 

My determination to get past the “seductive” brand name and “the almost universally 

fashionable rhetoric of participation” (Bretton Woods review, 2003), with its “shorthand 

of abstract terms” (Chui, 2008, p. 546), has drawn me back to two founding influences; 

Lewin, from whom a managerial approach has developed, and Freire, a towering figure in 

emancipatory forms. Freire’s influence, on the surface the most appropriate approach for 

this study, extends well beyond PAR. As Arlene Goldbard states, “if asked to name the 

most powerful international influence on community cultural development practice, I 

would choose the interrelated work of Freire and Boal” (2006, p. 120).19 After identifying 

the managerial subtext of Lewinesque “social engineering” processes (Lewin, 1945/1997, 

p. 49), I focus on Freirean influenced emancipatory traditions. However, in what sounds 

like a tautology, I uncover a ‘conservative’20 strain that is remarkably similar to Lewin’s 

“cognitive restructuring” principles (Schein, 1996, p. 3). In both cases PAR constructs 

participants as the ‘problem’ for researchers to solve. I argue that, despite the usual 

depiction of participants as ‘co-researchers’, we are not hearing who they already are but 

who they must become according to the views of interventionist outsiders.  

Background 

Most emancipatory writers argue that PAR “emerged from the work of radical adult 

educator Paulo Freire, Orlando Fals-Borda and others in Latin America” (Hearn et al., 

2009, p. 13). For Fine, “[c]onceived as a tool of research for social protest and action, 

Participatory Action Research has long historic roots in Central and South America, 

sprouts in Asia, Africa, Australia, Europe and the United States” (2009, p. 2). On the 

contrary, managerial theorists identify Lewin as its sole ‘founding father’ (e.g. Bradbury 

et al., 2008, p. 77) while others acknowledge joint paternity (e.g. Wicks & Reason, 2009, 

19 Augusto Boal wrote the influential Theatre of the Oppressed (1979), a ‘companion’ book to Freire’s 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed. 
20 I use ‘conservative’ to indicate the extent to which the researcher’s outsider values, categories and 
hierarchies are not only maintained but imposed in the notionally egalitarian participatory space. 
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p. 2), producing a “complex history” (Hearn et al., 2009, p. 13) that echoes current 

tensions between tendencies. From the mid 1980s, North American academics, many of 

whom were working in organizational management fields, picked up on South American 

ideas about emancipatory relationships between activist teachers and ‘oppressed’ 21 

communities. This marriage of strange bedfellows produced an “overwhelming presence 

of Euro-American authors” in academic publications and a shift in attendances at 

conferences from field practitioners to “a more visible presence of academics and 

professionals, editors, government officials, NGO representatives, entrepreneurs, and 

community leaders” (Fals Borda, 2001, p. 126). It was a “striking change from the 

‘seventies, when there was a wide diffusion of the first monographs by participatory 

researchers and activists from Third World countries” (ibid).  

This shift involved the subtle incorporation of grassroots liberationist ideals into a 

process driven formula for change management developed by Western academics. 

Managerial theorists seem to have found Lewin’s language out of step with the times, 

particularly his ideas about ‘re-educating’ participants, with its connotations of 

brainwashing. And so change agents went in search a new language. They found it in 

understandings of participation for social change presented by practitioners working with 

Latin American communities. Despite criticism that managerial forms are an 

“opportunistic grafting of community development onto service improvement” (Chui, 

2008, p. 536), the notion of shared origins in Lewin and Freire is widely promoted, 

glossing critical differences between managerial and emancipatory forms. For example, 

Wicks and Reason have recently stated “[w]e often refer back, for instance, to Lewin’s 

definition of ‘a spiral of steps, each of which is composed of a circle of planning, action 

and fact finding about the results of the action’… as well as to democratic traditions and 

Freire’s critical pedagogy” (2009, p. 2).  

Linking these approaches, with Chris Argyris and Donald Schön identifying Lewin as 

“predating Freire and others who sought to empower the dispossessed” (1991, p. 33), 

confuses and considerably weakens ideas about participation, empowerment and 

emancipation, a common complaint of Freirean practitioners. Arguably, without the 

21 I am uncomfortable using common Freirean abstractions like ‘oppression’, ‘despondent’, ‘silenced’ and 
am not signing up to them making these references. 
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appropriation of liberationist ideals from South and Central American practitioners, 

managerial PAR would be what it was in Lewin’s era, a top-down management tool for 

producing attitude adjustment in which “participation was the prime means to reduce 

resistance to change” (Bradbury et al., 2008, p. 77-78). In Lewin’s seminal projects these 

management-initiated changes are consistently aimed at increasing productivity and 

efficiency through ‘modernizing’ workplace practices but with no collateral benefits 

appearing in their wages and conditions (e.g. Wicks & Reason, 2009). 

Following Lewin 
 

Apparently “when the intellectual history of the twentieth century is written, Kurt Lewin 

will surely be counted as one of the few men whose work changed fundamentally the 

course of social science” (Coghlan & Brannick, 2003, p. 31 citing Cartwright, 1951, p. 

159). According to Bradbury et al. his ideas are “as relevant today as in the past” (2008, 

p. 87). Their chapter on Lewin, the only one in the Handbook to be devoted to a single 

author, underlines his status: “It has been quipped that the tradition of AR/OD 

[organizational development] is a collection of ‘footnotes to Lewin’” (2008, p. 90). But 

there is something missing in their accounts of Lewin’s theories, a determining silence 

that invites scrutiny, particularly as his views subtend current practices and a great many 

of its proclamations, although the language has been softened. The silence is all the more 

deafening given that Lewin “never wrote a systematic statement of his views on action 

research…In fact he wrote only 22 pages that addressed the topic” (Argyris, Putnam & 

Smith, 1987, p. 8). 

 

Lewinesque PAR is the “search for a scientific understanding of the management of 

people” (Burnes, 2007, p. 216 citing Marrow, 1972, n.p.) based on his re-education 

principles, which he described as “best… characterized as research for social 

management or social engineering” (1945/1997, p. 49), or, as Edgar H. Schein calls it, 

“cognitive restructuring”, (1996, p. 3). Lewin’s driving ‘participatory’ principle is rarely 

discussed these days. None of the authors referencing Lewin in the Handbook mention it. 

His “reeducation” theory is presented in Conduct knowledge and acceptance of new 

values (ibid, p. 48-55), which a several writers are trying to revive, urging researchers to 
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“build on and use” it (Coghlan & Jacobs 2005, p. 444), apparently unaware of that 

leading advocates are avoiding this language.  

As David Coghlan & Teresa Brannick describe it, Lewin’s “reeducative” process, “refers 

to changing patterns of thinking and action that are presently well established in 

individuals and groups” (2003, p. 34). ‘Re-education’ has references to the forced 

‘rehabilitation’ of dissenters, for example in Chinese and Soviet gulags, during the 

Khmer Rouge regime, under the Shah of Iran with US backing and in the attempted 

‘Indonesianization’ of Timor-Leste from 1975 - 1999 (CDA, 2008; Rei, 2008; Trindade 

2011). In a typical move that foreshadows an uncritical encounter with “the father of 

action research”, Coghlan and Claus Jacobs attempt to resurrect Lewin’s “neglected” but 

“central” contribution, which they argue should be “critical to the process of change 

[that] underlies the philosophical principles and practice of action researchers” (2005, p. 

444).  

Lewin recommended that researchers ‘help’ participants to “unlearn their well-embedded 

habits” (ibid, p. 445), to encourage them to “relearn new habits” (ibid) in order to “rectify 

false perceptions” (Lewin, 1948, p. 51). As Bradbury et al. put it, “[o]ne must be helped 

to re-examine many cherished assumptions about oneself and one’s relation to others” 

(2008, p. 81). One does not refer to the researcher, who is confirmed in their knowledges 

and potential false perceptions. Coghlan and Brannick quote Lewin as believing that 

“change occurs given conditions which emphasize reduction of those forces restraining 

change, rather than an increase in forces that drive change” (2003, p. 33). His studies 

therefore encouraged participants to “explore their own resistances” (Coghlan & Jacobs, 

2005, p. 445) in order to develop, with researchers’ assistance, “correct concepts” 

(Lewin, 1997, p. 51). For Lewin “changing peoples’ attitudes or behavior ‘means trying 

to break a well-established ‘custom’ or ‘social habit’” which are “conceived of as 

obstacles to change” (Bargal, 2006, p. 378 citing Lewin, 1947/1951, p. 224).  

To Lewin, the “reeducative process has to fulfill [sic] a task which is essentially 

equivalent to a change in culture” (Lewin, 1945/1997, p. 50). The ostensible necessity for 

change is that participants are ‘frozen’, inert, stuck in their old ways. They require 

“unfreezing”, which essentially involves shattering their beliefs and values, conceived as 
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defence mechanisms against the ‘new’, usually management directed organizational 

change (Burnes, 2007, p. 219). Change is most often proposed as inevitable. Participants 

need to be talked into ‘getting with the program’. The process produces anxiety, which 

the rationalizing researcher leads participants out of, developing their acquiescence to 

modernization. Participation becomes a “setting and psychological space” (Coghlan & 

Jacobs, 2005: 453), a sort of human complaints box in which participants are encouraged 

to share their “fears and anxieties” (Wicks & Reason, 2009: 9). They perform 

irrationality as a precursor to researcher-led analytical discussions, establishing the 

researcher as psychologist and ‘healer’. Wicks and Reason produce an example of the 

voices their Connect4Cymru (C4C) project with Welsh Government middle managers 

elicited: “As facilitators we invited the group to explore their emotional responses to their 

process of exploring their professional practice working on the assumption that this 

would likely be repressed” (2009: 9). The result was that members of the group 

apparently expressed “unhappiness”, “anger”, “hate”, “rage” and “grief” (ibid). 

After Freire    

By adopting emancipatory language but following Lewin, managerial theorists have run 

into a profound contradiction, one that they do not usually disclose. Lewin is 

fundamentally about “overcoming resistance to change” (original italics, Burnes, 2007, p. 

221) through stripping away participants’ ‘incorrect’ cultures, with the change agent 

positioned as a neutral facilitator. On the other hand, emancipatory PAR is aimed at 

awakening resistance to imported change in which researchers explicitly problematize 

their own roles and values. In early Freirean writing the first level of emancipation is not 

from the injustices ‘out there’, but from teachers’ potentially paternalistic practices in 

introducing new ideas and technologies, originally in development contexts (Freire, 

1974/2013, p. 17).  

Banking 

Before he became a movement, Freire produced a blistering critique of the attitudes of 

‘extension’ teachers sent into rural environments to convince peasants to modernize their 

agricultural practices. As a former Minister of Agriculture in Chile’s Allende government 



 55 

observed, he was warning teachers and education bureaucrats to avoid “falling into 

technological messianism” (Jacques Chonchol cited by Goulet, 1974/2013, p. ix). His 

argument pivoted on the idea that “while all development is modernisation, not all 

modernisation is development” (ibid). Freire opposed the “mechanistic modernisation” 

(ibid) of “verbose generalists” (Freire, 1974/2013, p. 35) who saw their task as 

“persuad[ing] the rural masses to accept our propaganda” cloaked in a benevolent 

“educational activity” (original italics, ibid, p. 86). The technocratic outsider’s 

dehumanizing “empty verbalism” manifests in a “taste for sloganizing” (ibid, p. 9), “for 

‘easy’ words, for a well-turned phrase” (ibid, p. 33) in “a hollow, alienated, and 

alienating verbosity”, which, “detached from reality” (Freire, 1970/1996, p. 52), 

“domesticates rather than liberates” (Freire, 1974/2013, p. 101). 

Freire describes this inauthentic relationship metaphorically as the ‘banking’ model in 

which students are conceived as “empty depositories and the teacher is the depositor” 

(ibid, p. 17), an approach that “fail[s] to acknowledge men and women as historical 

beings” (2006, p. 84). Education “must begin with the solution of the student-teacher 

contradiction, by reconciling the poles of the contradiction so that both are 

simultaneously teachers and students” (original italics, 1970/1996, p. 53). “The flow is in 

both directions” (Freire, 1974/2013, p. 109) insofar as “[p]eople teach each other, 

mediated by the world” (1970/2005, p. 80). An emancipatory character appears: 

“Through dialogue, the teacher-of-the-students and the students-of-the-teacher cease to 

exist and a new term emerges: teacher-student with students-teachers” (Freire, 

1970/1996, p. 61). Instead of conceiving “knowledge [as] a gift bestowed by those who 

consider themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they consider to know nothing” 

(ibid, p. 53) the relationship “move[s] towards a new way of thinking in both educator 

and educatee, through the dialogic relationships between both” (Freire, 1974/2013, p. 

109).  

In opening up communicative spaces, teachers should consciously undermine any 

appearance of the superiority of their imported knowledge systems, using the 

participatory space to challenge the “alienated and alienating rhetoric” (Freire, 

1970/1996, p. 77) that typically attempts to “‘win people over’ to their side” (ibid, p. 76) 

by “bringing them ‘messages of ‘salvation’” (ibid). Freire’s in field experience was of 
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participants who “call themselves ignorant and say the ‘professor’ is the one who has 

knowledge and to whom they should listen” (ibid, p. 45). However “almost never do they 

realize that they, too, ‘know things’ they have learned in their relations with the world 

and with other women and men” (ibid). Rahman through working with ‘gonogobeshoks’ 

(people researchers) in a street sweeper community in Bangladesh makes a similar 

comment: 

 

[T]he formidable status of formal knowledge with its associated power 

had created a sense of intellectual inferiority among the ordinary 

people, making them surrender to or look up to the formally educated 

for guidance to promote their lives (2008, p. 17).  

 

Rahman’s comment shows a common tendency to present participants, initially at least, 

as in awe of the ‘advanced’ knowledge outsiders bring. He does not offer participants’ 

opinions on the subject, one of the many occasions in which they are spoken rather than 

speaking. It is worth noting that local communities, including in Timor-Leste, may not 

necessarily look up to researchers, a matter I discuss in Chapter 7. As Kenneth M. 

Reardon says of community stakeholders in East St. Louis, they saw researchers as “little 

more than highly-credentialed, self-serving carpetbaggers and ambulance-chasers’” 

(2000, p. 62). In her now classic book Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and 

Indigenous Peoples, Māori academic Linda Tuhiwai Smith makes it plain that 

“‘[r]esearch’ is probably one of the dirtiest words in the indigenous world’s vocabulary” 

(1999, p. 1).  

 

Researchers working with a Canadian First Nations’ community make the point that 

“research involving Indigenous communities has a historical association with 

colonialism. Consequently, Indigenous peoples have been justifiably sceptical and 

reluctant to become the subjects of academic research” (Castleden, Garvin & Huu-ay-aht 

First Nation, 2008, p. 1393). One should not assume that communities are grateful for our 

presence in their lives. To do so is to deflect attention away from a foundational pillar of 

participation, the ongoing need to develop and sustain mutual trust and respect, and its 

attendant difficulties.  
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If awestruck participants do appear, in order to mitigate the problem, emancipatory 

researchers at the Research Institute Bangladesh are trained to act as interlocutors, asking 

questions and prompting debate but refusing to provide definitive answers. They are to 

consciously undermine the exalted position of knowledge-giver, including by replying, 

when asked, that they “did not know the answer, which must be found within the 

conditions of their own lives” (Rahman, 2000, p. 11). These teachers “neither want to nor 

are able to occupy the place that some would like us to occupy, the place from which all 

the opinions, all the routes, all the answers, all the truths emanate” (Bühler, 2002, p. 3). 

In the process, researchers need not surrender their own beliefs by adopting an 

obsequious posture. For Bühler, “[t]he assumption that whatever ‘local people’ say is 

valid is as patronising as its opposite. Both stand in the way of serious engagement” 

(2002, p. 10). Instead, recognizing the other “as someone who argues…means becoming 

a participant in a dialogue in which neither speaking nor listening are one-sided” (ibid). 

Through this dialogic engagement the cohort potentially lifts the veil off unspoken power 

in a relatively supportive context, which none-the-less can be tense, confrontational and 

risky (e.g. Fine, 2009).  

For Freire, “[f]aith in people is an a priori requirement for dialogue” (1970/2005, p. 90) 

without which participation “is a farce which inevitably degenerates into paternalistic 

manipulation” (ibid, p. 91). It becomes, as Bühler pointedly states, nothing more than “a 

placatory gift from the powerful” (2002, p. 7). “Modes of research” using Freire’s 

critique are therefore “directly concerned with the relations of power that permeate 

relations between the researcher and those whom it involves and concerns” (Cornwall & 

Jewkes, 1995, p. 1670). A feature is “attempting to make explicit the power relations and 

the exercise of power in the research process” (Reid & Frisby, 2008, p. 100) through an 

examination of what counts as knowledge, how it is valued, who produces it, for what 

purposes and how it is communicated to others. Researchers who present participatory 

dialogue as a “rehearsal for social change” misstate the banking model (italics added, 

Goldbard, 2006, p. 53). In early Freirean writing, attention is not focused on the 

“injustice ‘out there’” (Torre & Fine, 2008, p. 27), “naively pretending” that these 

communicative spaces are “‘vacated’ by power” (ibid), the benign context managerialists 

often depict.  
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Directive content 

In Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970/2005), Freire insists that “the starting point” for 

participatory programs cannot be a researcher’s pre-determined content, including an 

introduced perception of the ‘modern’ as a pathway to success. It “must be the present, 

existential, concrete situation, reflecting the aspirations of the people” (1970/1996, p. 76). 

In Pedagogy of Hope he warns of “the dangers of letting the ‘expert’ decide” what is to 

be taught and learned (1994, p. 79). A technocratic teacher’s “directivity… interferes 

with the creative, formulative, investigative capacity” of the people and the process 

(ibid). Accordingly, there is no predetermined list for what it is participants must learn 

[and] how they will change as a result of these projects. Participants should have “the 

autonomy to pursue their interests and passions” (Morrell, 2008, p. 161) in “alternative 

spaces” for “construct[ing] meaning and knowledge” (Cannella, 2008, p. 208). Otherwise 

the teaching relationship easily slips “into authoritarianism” (Freire, 1994, p. 79). 

 

The “critical capacity, curiosity and autonomy” (Freire, 1998, p. 33) that should emerge 

from mutual dialogue assists us to recognize that the assumptions constructing our 

experiences of each other are not natural, immutable or inevitable, but tentative and 

susceptible to change. Thus, according to Rahman, at the heart of meaningful 

participation is the collaborative exploration of the “tensions and contradictions” in the 

participatory process (2008, p. 49). He refers to the Bantu concepts of uakana, meaning 

“to build each other”, and uglolana, “to sharpen each other” (2004, p. 24) as capturing 

this desired relationship, which is not necessarily always weighty and serious but may 

involve a “healthy and playful interaction with each other” (2008, p. 59). A successful 

deconstruction of the outsider’s presumed positional superiority is said to produce an 

“assertive solidarity” (ibid, p. 60) and “resilient defiance” (Fine, 2009, p. 2) that may 

extend into participants’ communities (e.g. Barkat et al., 2008). To be fair, these qualities 

may well have pre-existed the researcher’s arrival on the scene, a possibility PAR 

researchers rarely consider.  
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Deficit discourses 
 

The Freirean principles discussed above would ordinarily secure this study’s theoretical 

affiliations. However, there is another Freire whose writing is used to support exactly the 

processes he originally argued against. These approaches end up looking very much like 

Lewin’s re-education program. Conservative Freirean researchers typically ignore his 

focus on outsiders’ messianic tendencies. They rely on Freire’s depictions of participants 

as victims, requiring an outsider to implement conscientização (conscientization), the 

Freirean version of the Lewin’s cognitive restructuring. I call this version ‘conservative’ 

because, despite the rhetoric of participant co-ownership of the research, it conserves and 

seeks participants’ endorsement of the outsiders’ view of how the world should be 

understood and organized.  

Freire has argued against a “fetish for method” that seems to compel some of his 

followers to uncritically follow his ‘program’ (Macedo & AMA Freire, 2005, p. x). 

Donaldo Macedo and Ana Maria Araújo Freire report that he thought it “impossible to 

export pedagogical practices without reinventing them”, urging these authors to tell his 

followers “not to import me. Ask them to re-create and re-write my ideas” (ibid). 

Although not an explicit reference, his cautionary advice can be interpreted as advising 

against the appropriation of Freirean victim terms (oppressed, silent, apathetic, 

unconscious, fatalistic and so on) to characterize participants, without evidence. Despite 

his caution, these deficit descriptors have become slogans supporting the conservative 

orientation. 

As Daniel Schugurensky observes, 22 critics note that Freire’s extensive oeuvre contains 

“insurmountable contradictions” (2011, p. 133). His theories can be used to secure either 

a conservative or appreciative approach. In a significant turn away from his emphasis on 

the participatory space as one in which knowledges are challenged, Freire is frequently 

taken to support a top down ‘change’ agenda that critics identify as “just a new 

expression of the old process of colonization” (ibid, p. 144 referencing Bowers, 2008), 

“little different from the evangelical missions of the past because it was conceived as an 

22 In his book, Paolo Freire, Schugurensky analyses critiques made of Freire’s at times contradictory 
theories. Schugurensky cannot be taken to necessarily agree with the propositions he identifies that I quote 
here. 
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act of conversion” (ibid, p. 143 referencing Berger, 1974). Surveying critics 

Schugurensky notes that some view conscientization as “elitist and paternalistic because 

it was based on the assumption that a certain group of people, dehumanized and unable to 

recognize their situation, required the help of others to rescue them” (ibid).  

 

Conservative practitioners deploy Freire’s “simple and indiscriminate” portrayals of 

participants as a deficit bound “generic other” to support the importation of their own 

knowledge systems (Schugurensky, 2011, p. 136 quoting Coben, 1998, p. 97). In this 

version, they rely on Freire’s claims that the “ordinary person is crushed, diminished, 

converted into a spectator, maneuvered by myths which powerful social forces have 

created” (1974/2013, p. 6). The ‘oppressed’ have been “denied their primordial right to 

speak” (Freire, 1970/2005, p. 88) and therefore exist in a “climate of hopelessness” (ibid, 

p. 92). Unaware of their ‘condition’, lacking a critical consciousness, outsiders are 

needed to bring forth their recognition of oppression, to disabuse them of their “fear of 

freedom” (1970/2005, p. 36), to release them from their “docility” (ibid, p. 61) and their 

supposed inability to see themselves as “creators of culture” (Shaull, 1970/2005, p. 33). 

In this vanguardist view researchers must teach ‘the people’ how to reclaim themselves 

by “coming to terms with the roots of your oppression as you come into your 

subjecthood” (Cahill et al., 2008, p. 91 citing Freire, 1970/1997, p. 31). 

 

The critical gaze has turned from a focus on outsider technocrats, who “must re-examine 

themselves constantly” (Freire, 1970/2005, p. 60), to an uncritical construction of 

participants as mute: “no one can feel worthy enough to pose her/his own questions or act 

to initiate her/his own learning” (Greene, 2008, p. 46). The argument relies on an 

introjection. ‘The people’ are not naturally incapable of understanding their worlds. They 

have been silenced by oppressive others, who are themselves oppressed by these 

activities. This key generative term sets off a chain of negative synonyms. Freire’s early 

writings show that silence is specific and contextual, appearing in his experiences of 

Brazilian peasants’ relationships with messianic technocrats. However, he later 

extrapolates silence to a ‘whole of life’ characteristic and then a universal category. An 

unexamined view of silence, which could equally betoken resistance, is taken to establish 

that “hopelessness is a form of silence, of denying the world and fleeing from it” (Freire, 

1970/2005, p. 91) which is taken to proves participants’ apathy and fatalism.  
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The ‘oppressed’ have been “submerged” in a “culture of silence” (Shaull, 1970/2005, p. 

32) to the point that “critical awareness and response were practically impossible” (ibid, 

p. 30). This notional ‘culture of silence’ is one of the most common characterizations of 

communities as a ‘blank slate’ to to be acted upon by outsiders. For example, Isabelle 

Fremeaux and Hilary Ramsden discuss how practitioners “help[ed] the oppressed 

overcome a ‘culture of silence’ in which they cannot see that their situation could be 

different and that they could intervene to transform it” (2007, p. 31). Participatory 

research “becomes a means of moving them beyond silence into a quest to proclaim the 

world” (Torre et al., 2008, p. 219 quoting Freire, 1982, pp. 30-31). They are to be 

converted by the activist researcher “from a culture of silence, fatalism, and resignation 

to a deep questioning of old values and the creative development of new forms of social 

organisation” (italics added, Brinton Lykes & Mallona, 2008, p. 111). The narrative 

trajectory, particularly apparent in the last statement, is remarkably similar to Lewin’s re-

education process. In order to successfully enter the modern, participants must realize the 

‘fact’ that their traditional values are holding them back.  

Conscientization 

The way outsiders remediate participants’ supposed cognitive and psychological 

weaknesses is the process of conscientization, which “represents the development of the 

awakening of [their] critical awareness” (original italics, Freire, 1976, p. 19). In the 

process “people develop their power to perceive critically the way they exist in the world 

with which and in which they find themselves; they come to see the world not as a static 

reality, but as a reality in process, in transformation” (original italics, 2005, p. 83). The 

desired transformation, based in Freire’s idea that participants “house oppression” 

becomes a “liberation of the mind” (Brinton Lykes & Mallona, 2008, p. 109) of the 

participant but not, for conservative Freireans, their own. According Heinz-Peter 

Gerhardt, Freire stopped using the term conscientização in the mid 1980s, emphasizing 

“its necessary ‘reinvention’ in different historical circumstances” (2000, p. 2 referencing 

Freire, 1985, p. 171). However, alongside characterizing participants as ‘silent’, it 

remains a key indicator of the Freirean telos. 
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Following Freire, a contemporary researcher would conceptualize conscientization 

according to the specific circumstances of a specific project cohort, social context and 

material circumstances. They may discover that participants are not silent and are already 

conscious, changing the nature and tone of the participatory relationship. However, 

despite his caution, in describing conscientization, conservative Freireans typically use 

‘emancipatory’ clichés: 

Conscientization means breaking through prevailing mythologies to 

reach new levels of awareness - in particular, awareness of oppression, 

being an ‘object’ of others’ will rather than a self-determining 

‘subject’. The process of conscientization involves identifying 

contradictions in experience through dialogue and becoming part of 

the process of changing the world (Goldbard, 2006, p. 242). 

Goldbard’s typical “polar antagonisms” (Schugurensky, 2011, p. 135), criticized as “too 

abstract and general” and too “simplistic” (ibid), are driven by noble cause rhetoric, 

enabling the researcher-activist to stand outside the process as the one who has the 

answers, calling the shots and pointing out the requisite direction of change. No longer 

using the project space to challenge one’s own mythologies, the resultant ‘dialogue’ 

appears as an echo of Lewin’s re-education process, with activist researchers aiming to 

“impose ‘correct thinking’” (ibid, p. 141). In overseas development contexts 

conscientization can be seen as “imposing Western culture on traditional societies” (ibid, 

p. 129). Compelled by an “overweening idea of progress” (Wiessner, 2011, p. 128) 

conscientization can import a “cultural system of classification and representation” 

(Tuhiwai Smith, 1999, p. 44) indebted to “binary oppositions, dualisms, and hierarchical 

orderings of the world” (ibid, p. 55) which are “reified as representing something ‘better’, 

reflecting ‘higher orders’ of thinking” (ibid, p. 48). 

 

While most writers use softer language, Fed Up Honeys, a project with young women of 

colour in New York, shows the type of paternalism conservative Freireans inject into the 

participatory space. The authors state that the “area of investigation was open” (Cahill, 

Rios-Moore & Threatts, 2008, p. 94). It was simply to be research about “the everyday 

lives of young women in the city” (ibid). Without explaining how it happened, this ‘open’ 
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study turned into a “fierce struggle” (ibid, p. 106) driven by “personal experience of 

unconscious denial and hopelessness” (ibid, p. 120) as the young women eventually came 

to understand “negative and destructive stereotypes” (ibid, p. 106). The authors, 

contemplating what they have learnt, provide a hint about how the process unfolded. 

Anticipating their next project, they say that the “prelude to engagement” with new 

participants will be the following research question (ibid, p. 120): 

How do you reach the apathetic, those who have been sleeping for so 

long that they’ve forgotten what awake is and how uncomfortable 

growth can be? Or those who are so busy that they have no time to 

reflect or participate? Our recognition and personal experience of 

unconscious denial and hopelessness is what inspired us to try to wake 

up other young people with our research, to force them to think about 

stereotypes and motivate them with anger, to force them out of the 

comfort zone (ibid).  

 

This short statement has all the hallmarks of the conservative tradition. It exemplifies the 

usual conversionary aims based on pre-emptive victim profiles. The cohort is generically 

stigmatized before they have joined the project. Freirean principles become an a priori 

equation with no obligation to test one’s premise and with the direction of change already 

mapped out. Referencing Freire is sufficient to establish the ‘fact’ that participants are 

unconscious, apathetic victims. In this context, conscientization is used to “convert 

individual experiences of pain and oppression into structural analyses and demands for 

justice” (original italics, Torre et al., 2008, p. 36). 

 

Thus, the conservative approach creates a significant concern for this study: ‘What if 

participants are already awake?’ ‘Does the architecture of Freirean participation therefore 

collapse?’ What if, as Tuhiwai Smith puts it, outsiders like myself are carrying with us “a 

sense of innate superiority” (1999, p. 56) such that we think “Western ideas about the 

most fundamental things are the only ideas possible to hold, certainly the only rational 

ideas, and the only ideas which can make sense of the world, of reality, of social life and 

of human beings”? (ibid). What if “any work by indigenous peoples can only be 

identified as ‘legitimate’ and ‘real’ knowledge if it fits within a Western framework” 
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(Wilson, n.d., n.p. referencing Tuhiwai Smith). What if an outsider’s “uncompromising 

insistence on fundamental change” (Bühler, 2002: 8) that “attempts to incorporate a 

particular group of people into a general critique of - or movement against - 

‘development’, globalisation, or other ‘grand narratives’ can undermine the possibility of 

genuine participation” (italics added, ibid: 9). For Bühler and others, these aggressively 

paternalistic conversionary strategies “can be as disrespectful as the instrumentalisation 

of ‘participation’ for agendas set elsewhere.” Rahman agrees. Referencing Fals Borda, he 

criticizes “researchers in their ‘characteristic’ impatience imposing on the people certain 

general theses of historical materialism as developed in other contexts and social 

formations” (2008: 51). 

Appreciative enquiries     

‘Victim profiling’ underlies a “well-noted practice” of locating initiating problems in 

others, which is “one of the significant obstacles to research’s ability to constructively 

illuminate social dynamics for the purpose of social change” (Cannella, 2008, p. 206). In 

the act of remediating other people’s presumed deficits, our own classificatory systems 

remain stable and untroubled: “educated, privileged people, self-righteous in the ability 

of their tools to reveal truth, presume their systems of classification are adequate to 

explain all instances of human experience” (Cannella, 2008, p. 205 referencing 

Scheurich, 2002, n.p.). Pre-emptive deficit descriptors reduce the research subject “to an 

object who possesses ‘problems’… negating the complex subjectivity and sociality of 

these historical agents” (Brinton Lykes & Mallona, 2008, p. 112) producing superficial 

“alarming” narratives (Clark-Ibanez, 2007: 170). In international development, these 

orthodoxies can stereotype people “as powerless victims and passive recipients of aid 

programs” (Ayoade & Adeola, 2012, p. 45 referencing Moore, 2007, n.p.).  

 

Only a few authors critique the “pre-dominance of a deficit discourse as manifested in a 

focus on problem-solving human pathology” (Zandee & Cooperrider, 2008, p. 191) that 

so frequently appears in PAR. The problems produced by deficit dependent research are 

discussed by James Ludema and Roland Fry, who argue that “humans grow in the 

direction of what they most persistently, actively, and collectively ask questions about” 

(2008, p. 292). The “more problems people discovered [or were ‘helped’ to discover], the 
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more discouraged they became” (parentheses added, ibid). Jo Tacchi and MS Kiran 

reference Ruth Lister’s discussion of the “relational/symbolic” aspects of poverty in 

which  “the way poor people are talked about and treated by those around them” creates 

“lack of voice, shame and stigma; powerlessness; denial of rights and diminished 

citizenship” (2008, p. 7 citing Lister, 2004, p. 7). As Jennifer Mullet explains, “negative 

social dialogues become internalized so that the internal dialogue with oneself, about 

oneself is negative” (2008, p. 451), a central point in Frantz Fanon’s writings about the 

impacts of colonialism on the colonized in Black Skins, White Masks (1969). In these 

views any PAR project, emancipatory or otherwise, can manufacture the very problems 

the participatory relationship is supposedly solving.  

A refusal to present participants as suffering inaugural deficits appears as the appreciative 

counter-current to Lewinesque and conservative Freirean forms. Greg Dimitriadis, 

writing about YouthPAR projects in North America, argues that researchers tend to “treat 

young people as a pathological problem to be managed” (2008, p. viii). Returning to 

early Freire, he contends that “PAR forces us to abandon the categories often used to sort, 

classify, and essentialize” participants because “we cannot a priori predict the issues and 

concerns young people face” (2008, p. vii). Similarly, in working with Afro-American 

youth Shawn Ginwright refuses “the ‘youth problem’ tropes so frequently used to 

describe young folks’ lives” (2008, p. 14). He “wanted to avoid the static deterministic 

frames which ultimately leave us with a view of youth as victims” (ibid, p. 13). Shifting 

the location of the research problem, participants are seen as resources “rather than as 

‘problems’ themselves, as they are so commonly positioned across a range of institutions 

and discourses” (Taub-Pervizpour, 2006, p. 245). In consequence, appreciative research 

“builds and sustains a host of skills and capacities rooted in [participants’] personal 

recognition of themselves as competent, creative, and productive individuals” 

(parentheses added, ibid, p. 29).  

For example, Yasser Payne, in working with Afro-American participants in New York, 

reports that he set out to research the “complex negotiations of poverty and racism in a 

nation that has walked away from them and their communities” (Fine, 2009, p. 4). A 

change occurs, but not in the cohort. He discovers “a counter-narrative about… the lives 

and ethics of the streets” portraying Harlem as a site of resilience, strength and courage 



 66 

(original italics, 2009, p. 4). According to Fine’s discussion of his work, Payne “refuses 

to reproduce the academic binary of morality versus criminality… [and] insists that 

readers disrupt their stereotypes” (ibid).23 In these studies the location of the initiating 

problem influences the direction of change. No longer at aimed at the psyche of flawed 

participants, the desired transformation is outwards, directed at media, academics and the 

general public.  

 

In the Changing Minds project conducted in a US women’s correctional facility, Fine and 

her colleagues “refuse[d] to romanticize or pathologize… inmates as powerless or as 

victims” (2003, p. 195). By critiquing the way prisoners were depicted by others as 

unworthy, immoral and monstrous, they sought to “transform the public consciousness” 

by “re-present[ing] the face of women in prisons” (Fine & Torre, 2008, p. 410). The 

researchers did not to have to work on participants in a Lewinesque form of attitude 

adjustment or by sparking a Freirian ‘awakening’. The women did not need a catalytic 

jolt from outsider researchers, but simply an opportunity to develop media and research 

skills, in short, access to the means of depiction. In the process, returning to the early 

Freirean configuration of the participatory space, all concerned “challenge[d] each other 

to assure that varied standpoints are represented” (2006, p. 257). They did this by 

continually revisiting the research agenda, asking “for whom is the work and to what 

ends” as well as “who cares, who needs to know, who is vulnerable, what products 

should be crafted [and] what impact/organizing within the place and outside of or across 

places” should occur (original italics, 2008, p. 408). By using the participatory space to 

“exchange our ways of thinking with each other” (Shor, 1987, p. 188), all parties can be 

expected to experience change. Emerging from an “inquiry into the contradictions 

between values held dearly by practitioner-researchers but which may be negated or 

denied in practice” (Davis, 2004, p. 8), the challenging space of participation potentially 

affords “an act of ‘dispossession’ of one’s own knowledge claims” (Pennell et al., 2005 

citing Ricoeur, 1981, p. 18-19)  

Moreover, in acknowledging people’s ability to represent themselves, appreciative 

researchers value “local explanatory models and culturally based action for social 

change” (Hearn et al., 2009, p. 53). Consequently communities “witness the validation of 

23 Payne co-produced the 2011 feature documentary, The Streets of Harlem. For trailer see: 
https://www.youtube.com/user/thestreetsofharlem. [Accessed 18/12/14]. 
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their culture” through “document[ing] the cultural practices or ‘Funds of Knowledge’” 

people use in their everyday lives (Cammarota, 2008, p. 135). In this view, PAR 

celebrates cultures rather than seeking to change them. Proceeding from an interest in 

participants’ strengths potentially uncovers “stories of innovation, hope, courage, and 

positive change” (Ludema & Fry, 2008, p. 281). In development contexts, Rahman 

describes this approach as involving activities that recognize “indigenous knowledge 

based on life and living, linked to solving daily problems of survival,24 transmitted 

through various forms of music, theatre, dance, poetry, drama - oral and aesthetic 

traditions of knowledge production, documentation and communication” (2008, p. 22).  

 

Conclusion 

Reaching past the seductive rhetoric I have identified two overlapping tendencies, both 

relying on ‘noble cause’ rhetoric and an antipathy to positivism to stake their claims. 

Taken together Lewinesque managerialism and conservative Freirean forms produce a 

cryogenic metaphor. Participants are frozen and unconscious, both states of being that 

need to be corrected by an outsider ‘unfreezing’ and ‘awakening’ them. ‘Change’ is 

produced by a movement from an unexamined lack to an idealized completion, from 

incorrect to correct concepts, from object to subject, from silence to speech, from 

despondency to hope, from apathy to activity in the direction of becoming “fully human” 

(Freire, 1970/2005, p. 7). The first cause of change, inaugurating a narrative of 

conversion, is the protagonist outsider who typically kick-starts the drama from an 

imagined stasis, ab initio, from nothing.  

On this reading, the appreciate counter-current appeared to be the only way I could hold 

on to an open, responsive, participant-focused approach and still locate this study within 

PAR. It is more an attitude rather than a set of theoretical propositions. As Cornwall and 

Jewkes say, “[t]he key element of participatory research lies not in methods but in the 

attitudes of researchers” (1995, p. 1667). In one of his last public statements before his 

death, Fals Borda, who has continually cautioned against the glibness, arrogance and 

24 Where I differ from Rahman is that aesthetic traditions do not necessarily emerge from a source that can 

be characterized as ‘the problems of survival’.  
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imperialism of some PAR approaches, exemplifies an appreciative attitude while offering 

methodological advice: 

Do not monopolise your knowledge nor impose arrogantly your 

techniques, but respect and combine your skills with the knowledge of 

the researched or grassroots communities, taking them as full partners 

and co-researchers. Do not trust elitist versions of history and science, 

which respond to dominant interests, but be receptive to counter-

narratives and try to recapture them. Do not depend solely on your 

culture to interpret facts, but recover local values, traits, beliefs, and 

arts for action by and with the research organisations. Do not impose 

your own ponderous scientific style for communicating results, but 

diffuse and share what you have learned together with the people, in a 

manner that is wholly understandable and even literary and pleasant, 

for science should not be necessarily a mystery nor a monopoly of 

experts and intellectuals (quoted by Gott, 2008, n.p.). 
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Chapter 4: Participatory Visual Research  
 

Introduction 
 

Before I discuss the PAR Photovoice method in the next chapter, I outline the recent 

history that has led to the increasing use of visual research across a wide range of 

academic disciplines. In discussing issues in Participatory Visual Research (PVR) I 

initially focus on ‘photo elicitation’, a technique describing how meanings are drawn out 

of visual materials with participants. I then examine debates about how PVR studies 

might be presented as valid academic research. While practitioners usually do not have 

the same ‘action’ agenda as PAR advocates, some key concerns are similar. These 

include issues to do with “reflexivity; collaboration; ethics” and additionally, specifically 

related to visual materials, “the relationship between the content, social context and 

materiality of images” (Pink, 2003, p. 179). I conclude by discussing a set of 

methodological principles necessary for this study but not present in Photovoice accounts 

of processes and outcomes. 

 

Background 

Emerging from developments in anthropology, sociology, ethnography and cultural 

studies (Pink, 2012, p. 8) and driven by increasingly cheap, accessible equipment, PVR’s 

influence has spread widely. In “an effort to generate new knowledge of culture and 

social life through the systematic collection and analysis of sensory evidence and other 

forms of real world data” (Wagner, 2007, p. 26), visual researchers understand people’s 

lives as “full of expressions, signs and symbols through which individuals and groups 

seek creatively to establish their presence, identity and meaning” (Willis, 1990, p. 1) 

They are therefore “concerned with observable human interaction as visual data [in] ‘a 

study of people as bearers of signs which mark identity, status and social competence’” 

(parentheses added, Pink, 2003, p. 190 quoting Emmison & Smith, 2000, p. 190).  

In Advances in Visual Methodologies (2012) Pink notes that since the turn of the century 

an upsurge in academic publications on the subject has established that “the visual was 
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becoming more acceptable, more viable and more central to qualitative research practice” 

(ibid, p. 3). Although she believes that these approaches “could not be in any way 

described as mainstream” (ibid), by “the late 1980s and into the 1990s, along with the 

reflexive and postmodern turns in theory and methodology, visual methods had begun to 

become more accepted and there was an increasing interest in their practice” (ibid, p. 8). 

“Constantly in progress and development” (ibid, p. 4), visual methods are emerging “in 

exciting and divergent ways” (ibid, p. 8) exhibiting an inter-disciplinary fluidity in both 

“scholarship and practice” (ibid, p. 6) and offering “different routes” that “might take us 

to new types of knowledge” (ibid).  

Photo elicitation 

Around the time that Pink identifies increasing interest in visual research methods 

generally, Douglas Harper produced an influential survey of a specific approach known 

as ‘photo elicitation’ (2002).25 He references several experimental films that pre-figured 

the method. Two early works stand out. Chronique d’un été (Chronicle of a Summer, 

1960), a film by sociologist Edgar Morin with Jean Rouch, an anthropologist, and the 

cameraman/director Michel Brault26 “measured the cultural pulse of Paris at the end of 

the 1950s” by interviewing people on the street “on the matter of happiness and truth” 

(2002, p. 14). Unusually, the authors included footage of their subjects watching the 

rushes,27 commenting on their original statements and challenging the credibility of the 

work. In a similar vein, anthropologists Linda Connor, Patsy and Tim Asch, made A 

Balinese Trance Séance (1979), a “conventional ethnographic film” showing traditional 

healer Jero Tapakan contacting the other world (Harper, 2002, p. 14). The team later 

returned to present the work to Tapakan and record her reactions, producing the 

companion film Jero on Jero: A Balinese Trance Séance Observed, (1980)28 in which she 

reviews her trance ‘self’, reflecting on her beliefs and “asserting her own self-definition 

against that provided by the first film” (Harper, 2002, p. 14).  

25 ‘Photo’ elicitationists sometimes use drawings, graffiti, cartoons and videos (Harper, 2002: 13). While 
most writers discuss participant generated images, occasionally the photos are drawn from archives or 
produced by the researcher. 
26 Harper does not acknowledge Brault’s critical role in the production. 
27 The ‘raw’, uncut footage. 
28 Both films are available for purchase at http://www.der.org/films/balinese-trance-seance.html. [Accessed 
12/4/15]. 
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Although the camera had yet to be handed over to research subjects, a characteristic of 

current methods, these films presaged photo elicitation insofar as they contained their 

reflections on how they were represented, producing both “subject and analysis - people 

observed, and people commenting” (ibid). While Harper does not make the point, an 

ethical commitment seems to have compelled the filmmakers’ return to discover their 

subjects’ views about how they were portrayed, potentially decentering the researcher’s 

authority and producing some level of accountability to their subjects. While these films 

are different in their techniques, in both cases ideas about authorship, truth and reality are 

troubled from within the work, revealing the construction of meaning and collapsing the 

presentation of knowledge in notionally objective ‘voice of god’ narratives.  

 

The ethical proposition was further secured, at least theoretically, by critiques of images 

that objectify others as voiceless specimens illustrating outsider research. The 

“ethnographic photograph”, typically “positioned as a neutral and scientific document”, 

could equally be seen as “pornographic or voyeuristic, exploitative or potentially 

corrupting” (Pink, 2003, 184-185 quoting Emmison & Smith 2000, p. 15). Concerned 

about “the voyeurism of older models of visual research that allowed ‘us’ to view ‘them’” 

(Stanczak, 2007, p. 15), it was only short step to handing cameras over to subjects. This 

movement “invites the participants to take the lead in the inquiry” (Burke & Evans, 2011, 

p. 165 citing Hurworth, 2003, n.p.) and in doing so “circumvents elements of the 

researcher/subject divide” (Stanczak, 2007, p. 18). However, as I demonstrate in the 

context of Photovoice, there is every reason to question whether the apparently 

egalitarian method is a form of “top-down participation” in which “participation 

constitutes ‘insiders’ learning what ‘outsiders’ want to hear” (Tacchi, 2009, p. 170).  

Utilizing the participants’ engagement “brings the subject into the research process as an 

interpreter or even an active collaborator rather than a passive object of study” (Stanczak, 

2007, p. 18). It facilitates “a switch from the detached positivist study of an object to 

localized, critical, and collaborative interpretation of subjects’ experiences” (Hernandez-

Albujan, 2007, p. 286). Emphasizing subjectivity, the aim is to “shift the locus of 

meaning away from empirically objective representations” (Stanczak, 2007, p. 12), 

counter-posing “documentation and demonstration of research that precedes and 

determines it” (Gold, 2007, p. 143). The process is presented as “an ideal model for 
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research” (Harper, 2002, p. 23) insofar as it facilitates “communication between two 

people who rarely share taken-for-granted cultural backgrounds” (ibid, p. 20). Advocates 

typically reference “the collaboration it inspires”, that engendering activities in which 

researcher and subject “try to figure out something together” (ibid, p. 23).  

 

Origins 

 

Most photo elicitationists trace its origins to John Collier’s 1967 sociological study of 

Canadian patients’ changing mental health circumstances entitled Visual Anthropology: 

Photography as a Research Method (Collier & Collier, 1986). 29  As a professional 

photographer and researcher in a multi-disciplinary team, Collier’s photographs became 

“interview stimuli” (Harper, 2002, p. 15 citing Wagner, 1978, n.p.), “based on the simple 

idea of inserting a photograph into a research interview” (ibid, p. 13).30 His colleagues 

used more traditional methods, affording the opportunity to compare results. Collier 

claimed that by using photos as prompts he was able “to ease the strain of being 

questioned” (Samuels, 2007, p. 198), producing “longer and more comprehensive 

interviews” which “helped subjects overcome the fatigue and repetition of conventional 

interviews” (Harper, 2002, p. 14 citing Collier, 1967, p. 858). His images had a 

“compelling effect upon the informant” particularly for their ability “prod latent 

memory” and to “stimulate and release emotional statements about the informant’s life” 

(ibid).  

 

From the early 1980s, through handing over the role of photographer, the camera itself 

became a “tool for investigation” (Gold, 2007, p. 141) in which participants “capture 

images that are subjectively salient to their own lived lives” (Stanczak, 2007, p. 15). An 

interest in photo elicitation as “another way of telling” (Berger & Mohr, 1982) developed 

as researchers sought to draw out, and in many cases manage, the meanings of 

participants’ images. In exploring “the space between what an image depicts and what it 

means” (Wagner, 2007, p. 136) photographs “gain significance through the way that 

29 Revised and expanded with his son Malcolm Collier in 1986. 
30 Collier was influenced by his work on U.S. President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s ‘New Deal’ Farm Security 
Administration project in which eleven photographers documented the lives of sharecroppers in ‘the Dust 
Bowl’ agricultural crises in the 1930s. See Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (1941/2001) written by James 
Agee with Farm Project photos by Walker Evans. See also the US Library of Congress collection at 
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/fsa/. [Accessed 10/6/13]. 
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participants engage [with] and interpret them” (ibid, p. 12). Contemporary writers claim 

the process helps to “arrive at a context, questions and issues that are meaningful to 

interviewees” (Samuels, 2007, p. 197). The rapport that develops between the researcher 

and research subjects “yields [a] more active, personal and engaging experience” (Gold, 

2007, p. 143) and “can unlock what otherwise can be locked off” (Stanczak, 2007, p. 13), 

“reaching deeper centers of reaction” (Samuels, 2007, p. 213 citing Collier, 1967, n.p.).  

 

Foregrounding participants’ ‘voices’ is said to privilege “the world of the interviewee to a 

significantly greater degree” (Samuels, 2007, p. 213) by granting “greater personal 

authority in interpreting personal experiences” (ibid, p. 204). Photo elicitation can 

humanize issues by affording “close, often intimate connections to lived experiences” 

(Stanczak, 2007, p. 5), providing “an additional layer of intimacy” (Clark-Ibanez, 2007, 

p. 175) and “considerably more concrete information” (Samuels, 2007, p. 215; Collier, 

1967, p. 849). It is said to produce rich contextual data that is “markedly different in 

content and tone… more descriptive and, more importantly, personally relevant” 

(Samuels, 2007, p. 210). Photo elicitation can therefore “illuminate dynamics and 

insights not otherwise found through other methodological approaches” (Clark-Ibanez, 

2007, p. 192). Some caution needs to be exercised in accepting these claims. The method 

is often promoted as producing ‘more’, ‘better’ or ‘greater’ results than a generalized 

notion of positivism. This subterranean orthodoxy reaches back almost 50 years to 

Collier. However, as research methods have multiplied and become significantly more 

nuanced, the premise does not appear to have been re-visited. None of the writers cited 

produce contemporaneous methodological comparisons or reference studies of this kind.  

Prominence 

Like Pink, Harper argues that in the early 2000s photography was a “waif on the margins 

rather than as a robust actor in a developing research traditions” (2002, p. 15). However, 

over the last decade there has been “an explosion of participatory media projects that seek 

to investigate how people contend with an array of social conditions and life challenges 

‘through their own eyes’” (Luttrell & Chalfen, 2010, p. 197). Relatively cheap, easily 

operated cameras and image processing software are now driving “an age with more 

awareness of communicating via image and not just text” (Yates, 2010, p. 282). Carey 
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Jewitt makes out the common proposition that “everyday life in the 21st century is 

saturated with image, visual technologies and visual practices” (2008, p. 6). Many 

contemporary theorists believe that we have entered the ‘prosumer’ age in which the 

borders between media producer and consumer, between professional and amateur, and 

between the speaker and the spoken have become blurred (Ritzer, Dean & Jurgenson, 

2012, p. 379). In consequence the ability to read and produce images has come to be seen 

as essential literacy skill, with significant interest in developing media access and 

learning in development contexts (Tacchi, Watkins & Keerthirathne, 2009).  

   

From the late 1990s the New London Group has argued that visuality should be 

understood and taught in the context of multi-literacies, the meaning making relationships 

between linguistic, visual, audio, gestural and spatial sign production in a social context 

(Cope & Kalantzis (eds), 2001). Diana Davis, the author of First We See (2008), argues 

that visual literacies - “the ability to create, process and critique visual phenomena” - are 

as significant as text based approaches  (2008, p. xi). Learning through visual media 

should be “modelled on the principles and tenets of creative practice as fundamental to 

the evolution of creativity and innovation skills, critical thinking and problem solving 

skills, and communication and collaboration skills” (2008, p. x). Relating the production 

of images to critical thinking signals the potential to see photography as a form of 

conscientization. 

Research quality  

Over recent years, as PVR writers have argued for its place in the academy, producing a 

set of issues relating to research quality and viability. They typically involve questions of 

voice, the use of images as evidence, the construction of images and elicitations, their 

engagement in social contexts and occasionally an emphasis on visual literacies. 

Voice 

 

The question of “what goes on in the making and interpretation of photographs - by all 

parties involved - is central to any discussion of what ‘voice’ can mean” (Radley 2010, p. 

269). Wendy Luttrell and Richard Chalfen ask “Are we always certain we are hearing 



 75 

and seeing expressions from our research participants and not from researchers, project 

directors or others?” (2010, p. 199). Similarly, Brinton Lykes raises questions about the 

possibility that researchers may reframe participants’ views through their influence on 

story editing, potentially “shifting the viewer’s/reader’s understanding away from the 

photograph’s focus… through a post-modern voice over” (2010, p. 248). Taking 

“seriously questions of voice, of who is speaking and what is being said” (Mizen & 

Ofosu-Kusi, 2010, p. 257), some writers use the metaphor of the ventriloquist’s dummy 

to trouble assumptions that ‘giving a voice’ to participants is an innocent transaction: 

“Ventriloquism, the most recurring concern for our authors is whose voice was being 

spoken and, in turn, whose story was being told [is] an issue that remains unresolved” 

(Luttrell & Chalfen, 2010, p. 199).  

 

The matter is irresolvable at a theoretical level precisely because it is deeply contextual 

and “relatively meaningless unless we, as viewers/listeners, (1) have adequate knowledge 

of how voices are generated; and (2) are prepared to make transparent our analysis of the 

communicative strategies made possible through picture-taking” (ibid). In “standing 

between” participants and readers, the researchers’ subjectivity and professional interests 

“necessarily intrude” (Mizen & Ofosu-Kusi, 2010, p. 258). However, in a post-positivist 

environment, there is no need “to hide having and being influential as if some intellectual 

or academic purity exists if we can subtract each other and create divisions that were not 

there” (Yates, 2010, p. 289). The point is to try to make clear how this occurs, including 

how a researcher’s attempts at influence are resisted. 

 

Discussing their work with children, Phillip Mizen and Yaw Ofosu-Kusi note that, 

despite handing over the camera, “we are nevertheless accused of reasserting our own 

voices” (2010, p. 257). They argue, somewhat ruefully, that  

 

… we are held to confuse subject with object, representation with 

reality, so as to ‘write the author out of his [or her] work and insert 

[our] own stories’… our photography becomes a pretext for the 

production of our own preconceptions and prejudices which are 

‘superimposed’ onto the children’s images… [which is] at best, no 

more than a rhetorical flourish, and at worst an act of ‘ventriloquism’ 

(original parentheses, ibid). 
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These writers offer the defence of surprise, the “regular experience… of getting things 

wrong and of having our expectations confounded”, as mitigating suspicion of vocal 

manipulations (2010, p. 264). They believe that to “encounter the unanticipated… is to 

underscore that the voices expressed can never be reduced to what we might wish to 

make of them” (ibid). While the “recurrent feature of surprise” (Luttrell & Chalfen, 2010, 

p. 198) accords with my own experiences, the defence is entirely subjective unless 

participants and audiences express similar views.  

‘Seeing is believing’ 

Related to ‘ventriloquism’ is a concern that participants’ images are taken as factual 

evidence of their beliefs, conditions and situations, a form of naïve realism. The 

supposition is that there are objective truths expressed with “pristine clarity” to be 

discovered through photo elicitation activities (Mizen & Ofosu-Kusi, 2010, p. 257; Yates, 

2010, p. 282). As Alan Radley has argued, we can easily come to believe that an image is 

‘neutral’. The documentary photo, without adequate explanation, “serves to ideologically 

naturalize the eye of the observer” (2010, p. 269 quoting Sekula, 1978, n.p.) producing a 

notion that photographs and elicitations “give access to the true voice of a person or 

group” (ibid). Overemphasizing the mimetic quality of documentary photography, many 

writers present photo elicitations as “simple or self-evident truths” (Mizen & Ofosu-Kusi, 

2010, p. 258) in “a largely unmediated realist frame” (Pink, 2003, p. 189 referencing 

Edwards, 1997, p. 53).  

The problem is in “equating seeing with knowing… the assumption that this relationship 

between seeing and knowing is clear and self-evident, one that requires little or no 

elaboration” (ibid, p. 257; see also Yates, 2010, p. 284). As Radley explains: 

[T]here is no single - or truer - voice unlocked by the use of visual 

methods. Instead, voices with different tones or grains are produced by 

virtue of the way that photographs are made as mediators of meaning, 

and shown and described to different audiences, sometimes with 

different purposes in mind” (2010, p. 279).  
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Pink argues that some researchers “appear naively unappreciative of the idea that things 

become visible because of how we see them rather than simply because they are 

observable” (italics added, 2003, p. 190). In doing so they fail to engage sufficiently with 

the transactional dynamics of participation “in which voice and meaning are negotiated 

and constructed” (Mizen & Ofosu-Kusi, 2010, p. 266). The activities of photographing, 

elicitation and explication are better understood as “fictive endeavour[s]” (ibid, p. 257 

citing Pink, 2001) in which participants, subjects and researchers are creating 

representational selves in relation to each other, their communities and audiences. The 

notion of a “direct and obvious relationship between what a photograph depicts and what 

it says is necessarily replaced by an understanding of voice and meaning as inter-

subjectively created” (ibid, p. 258). Thus the researcher, understanding the work as “a 

culturally informed depiction” (Radley, 2010, p. 269), should not simply be examining 

the internal ‘stories’ of a photo, but equally “how polysemic meanings are directed and 

nailed down through a research process” (Yates, 2010, p. 280).  

The social life of images 

 

For Pink “it is seldom, if ever, possible to separate the cultures of everyday life from 

practices of representation, visual or otherwise” (2003, p. 186). She supports Marcus 

Banks’s distinction between the internal and external aspects of image making, arguing 

that both are critical components of visual research presentations: 

Rejecting the idea that an image might be ‘read’ as if it contained an 

internal message that we may ‘listen to’, he argues that to ‘read’ 

images we must attend to their ‘internal and external narratives’. The 

image’s content is ‘its internal narrative - the story, if you will’ - and 

‘the social context that produced the image and the social relations 

within which the image is embedded at any moment of viewing’ is its 

external narrative (Pink, 2003, p. 186 referencing Banks, 2001, p. 11).  

 

In this context, critical attention ought to be paid to “the ‘cycle of production, circulation 

and consumption through which meanings are accumulated and transformed’” (Pink, 

2003, p. 187 quoting Lister & Wells, 2000, p. 63). In less theoretical terms, researchers 
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need to take account of ‘the social life of images’; the way photography engages people 

in affective relationships with each other. Additionally, Pink highlights a need to engage 

with the “ethnographies of audiencing” (2003, p. 186). An emphasis on how images and 

their accompanying text are “constructed in negotiation between image and viewer” (ibid, 

p. 188) focuses research on the ways participants create photo-stories for imagined 

others, envisaging and seeking to pre-emptively manage anticipated reactions, a key 

component of critical thinking.  

Visual literacies 
 

In critiquing naïve realism Pink argues that participatory photography must be 

understood in the context of the “social and historical processes of ‘looking’” (2003, p. 

187 referencing Lister & Wells, 2000, pp. 62-5). Thus the “sign-making activity of 

picturing then becomes part of the analysis, rather than something passed over in order to 

get to either the subjectivity of the respondent or the features of their social situation” 

(Radley, 2010, p. 270). An interest in how we see images, not just what internal stories 

they offer, can be understood through the Russian Formalists’ theory of 

defamiliarization, 31  the notion of art as arresting attention by making the familiar 

unfamiliar, or, in the direct translation from the Russian, ‘making strange’  (Shklovsky in 

Rivkin & Ryan (eds), 2004, pp. 15-21). Taking his cue from Viktor Shklovsky, Radley 

argues that photo elicitation is “an invitation to them [participants] to reflect upon their 

situation afresh” (2010, p. 268). It affords ways of re-engaging with their worlds, 

rejuvenating participants’, subjects’ and audiences’ reflective capacities.  

For example, Harper describes how, when he shot scenes at standard eye level, the photos 

did not produce significant respondent engagement compared to when he “photographed 

from unusual angles, or from very close” (2002, p. 21). Images that did not replicate 

natural ‘eyesight’ led a participant “to see his activities from a new and interesting 

perspective”, demonstrating “how photographs can jolt subjects into a new awareness of 

their social existence” (ibid). This “new framing” can bring “subjects into a new 

awareness of their social existence” potentially helping them to “deconstruct their own 

31 Ostranenie in Russian, a theory commonly referenced to the Russian Formalists’ attempts to reconstruct 
views of art shortly after the 1917 revolution in opposition to the Tsarist traditions of art as being about 
‘great men’ and in the service of ruling class ideas and moralities. 
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phenomenological assumptions” (ibid). Understanding defamiliarization as an analytic 

category opens up the opportunity to move from naïve realism to the way photography 

invites viewers to see in certain ways. The construction of signifiers has to do with 

learning, in Freirean terms, visual ‘coding’ and ‘decoding’ of meaning through engaging 

with “the unique grammar of images” (Stanczak, 2007, p. 15). Critically engaging with 

these formal elements introduces the notion that thinking skills reside equally in 

participants’ image creation, understanding that ‘seeing’ the world is a way of ‘reading’ 

the world that can be taught and learned. 

Conclusion 
 

The burgeoning use of visual media has produced an interest in employing relatively 

cheap equipment as a participatory research tool aimed at discovering not just what 

participants see through the lens and how they represent their worlds. The early days of 

PVR challenged anthropological ‘othering’ of people as objects by bringing them into the 

research process as interpreters of images, potentially disrupting an outsider’s omnipotent 

narrational voice and laying bare the contingency of meaning. Handing the camera over 

has produced claims about how the medium affords participants’ active collaboration in 

making meaning, collapsing the researcher-subject divide and humanizing the research 

process by privileging their subjective accounts of their lives. As photo-driven methods 

developed, researchers engaged in a series of methodological debates centred on how 

practitioners would need to present an internal critique of their processes alongside 

research findings to obtain an acceptable level of quality and validity in the academy. Of 

particular significance for this study is the issue of whose voice are we (really) hearing, 

highlighting the potential for a researcher’s ‘ventriloquism’.  

Additionally, the presentation of documentary photographs as ‘pristine’ evidentiary truths 

has come under considerable pressure, producing a requirement to discuss how polysemic 

meanings are locked down through elicitation processes. In this light, PVR writers 

understand photo-stories as socially constructed. Participants are seen as representational 

selves creating their work in relation to the anticipated responses of potential audiences. 

Focusing attention on the construction of visual meaning, on how audiences are induced 

to read photo-stories in certain ways, prompts an interest in visual grammars. The way 
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photos are composed, the way they can be coded and decoded in cultural contexts, needs 

to be seen as a significant component in explicating visual research. Of particular interest 

is an understanding of ‘defamiliarization’ as the potential for images, and their 

accompanying stories, to cause viewers to pause, look closely and see their familiar 

worlds in a new light.  
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Chapter 5: Photovoice 

Introduction  

In what follows I examine the aims, methods and claims of Photovoice, the only photo-

storytelling method explicitly linked to PAR. I demonstrate that most advocates locate 

their research within the conservative Freirean frame in which practitioners “control the 

agenda from beginning to end and (based on their own ideological or political agendas), 

make unilateral decisions about the content to be learned and impose that content in 

direct or subtle ways” (original parentheses, Schugurensky, 2011, p. 139). Like Heather 

Castleden, Theresa Garvin and Huu-ay-aht First Nation, I contend that Photovoice is a 

“fixed method” (2008, p. 1401) with researchers operating in a bounded system. 

Consequently “there has been limited work to strengthen or expand understanding of the 

theoretical basis of Photovoice” (Chonody, Ferman, Amitrani-Welsh & Martin, 2013, p. 

89). I argue that the method could be significantly improved by incorporating PVR 

insights, particularly those pertaining to questions of research validity.  

Influence 

Photovoice is a prominent form of visual research, an especially popular ‘tool’ in 

community health promotion, education and youth studies 32  and increasingly in 

international development contexts. The studies I refer to in this chapter include Papuan 

New Guinean youth exploring HIV issues (Vaughan, 2011); investigating attitudes to the 

cultural integration of immigrants in northern Italy (Rania et al., 2014); youth citizenship 

projects in the American mid-west (Foster-Fishman, Law, Lichty & Aoun, 2010), 

exploring youth experiences of violence in Philadelphia (Chonody et al., 2013) and 

working with Canadian First Nations’ youth (Castleden et al., 2008). 

32  For lists of Photovoice projects see Vaughan (2011, p. 266) and Chonody et al. (2013, p.  87). 
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Background 

The Photovoice method is attributed to Wang, a community health researcher, and Mary 

Ann Burris, at the time a Ford Foundation program officer on the original project 

working with village women in the Republic of China’s Yunnan province in the early 

1990s. Wang has published influential papers from the mid 1990s to the mid 2000s, 

revisiting this particular project many times (e.g. Wang, 2006; Wang & Pies, 2004; 

Wang, Morrel-Samuels, Hutchison, Bell & Pestronk, 2004; Wang & Redwood-Jones, 

2001; Wang, 1999; Wang, Yi, Tao & Carovano, 1998; Wang & Burris, 1997; Wang, 

Burris & Xiang, 1996 and Wang, 1994). Most contemporary practitioners follow Wang 

to the letter. Only a few, for example, Vaughan (2011) and Castleden et al. (2008), report 

modifying procedures, although they do not question fundamental propositions.  

A “PAR strategy” (Wang et al., 1998, p. 82), Photovoice, like PAR and PVR’s photo 

elicitation, does not quite stand on its own two theoretical feet. It is presented as an 

“alternative to positivist ways of knowing” and contrasted to “the notion of disinterested 

scholarship or objectivity” (Wang, 1999, p. 186). Criticizing “the positivist assumption 

that objectivity exists in the research process” Wang et al. argue that their method 

“avoids the distortion of fitting data into a predetermined paradigm” (1996, p. 1392). 

Instead, Photovoice “enables us to hear and understand how people make meaning 

themselves or construct what matters to them” (Wang et al., 1997, p. 382). Opening up 

the process to higher levels of subject involvement is taken to facilitate an ethical 

engagement with ‘others’. According to Wang et al., Photovoice “strategies have 

emerged partly out of the realization that many researchers have conducted studies that 

have brought little or no direct benefit to the community, though they have taken 

advantage of the community’s time, resources and goodwill”, leaving them feeling 

“exploited or betrayed” (ibid, p. 84). The process is said to mitigate the potentially 

extractive characteristics of outsider interventions, securing the “researchers’ 

accountability to the community” by affording “increased local control and autonomy” 

(ibid, p. 83).  
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Definition 

In a recent article Leigh-Anne Ingram presents the usual definition: “Photovoice is a form 

of participatory action research method where participants are given cameras to 

document their lives, revealing their own priorities and values” (2014, p. 4; Falconer, 

2014, p. 3). According to co-founder Wang’s oft-cited formulation, Photovoice has “three 

main goals” (2006, p. 148). They are “to enable people to (1) record and represent their 

everyday realities; (2) promote critical dialogue and knowledge about personal and 

community strengths and concerns; and (3) reach policymakers” (ibid). As “a means of 

catalyzing personal and community change” (Wang et al., 1998, p. 75) researchers 

develop “citizen participation, social action, and public advocacy” (Wang, 2006, p. 156). 

An emphasis on critical thinking prompting social action has emerged from emancipatory 

PAR:  

 

Adopting Paulo Freire’s approach to education for critical 

consciousness, PhotoVoice participants consider, and seek to act upon, 

the historical, institutional, social, and political conditions that 

contribute to personal and community problems (Wang, et al., 2004, p. 

12).  

 

In an article discussing the seminal Yunnan province project with rural Chinese women 

in the early 1990s, Wang et al. make a passing reference to another connection with 

emancipatory PAR: “Just as Freire developed word lists for literacy classes forged from 

the life experiences of his students, so photo novella’s33 curriculum is the photographic 

image of daily life as depicted by the women” (1996, p. 1392). Described in Education 

for Critical Consciousness (Freire, 1974/2003, p. 50-80), this process involved 

introducing the Brazilian artist Francisco Brenand’s line drawings of familiar scenes to 

generate questioning, deconstructing and re-codifying apparently ‘natural’ meanings, 

thereby developing a critical engagement in ‘reading’ the world.  

For Wang and her colleagues, the method also has feminist antecedents in ‘speaking 

back’ to objectivist methodologies by valuing “women’s subjective experiences” (1999, 

33 ‘Photo novella’ was Wang et al.’s early descriptor for Photovoice. 
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p. 185). A Freirean inspired “empowerment education” is linked to critiques of 

“approaches that designate women as the objects of other people’s actions, rather than 

actors in the world” (Wang et al., 1996, p. 1392). The Yunnan province project is 

positioned, using a common PAR expression, as conducted “by and with women instead 

of on women” (ibid). Feminist inspired Photovoice is seen to “honor women’s 

intelligence and value knowledge grounded in experience” (ibid), “enabl[ing] them ‘to 

construct their own knowledge about women according to their criteria as women, and to 

empower themselves through knowledge making’” (ibid, quoting Kramarae & Spender, 

1992, n.p). Thus Photovoice is taken to exemplify an imperative on “making listening 

and talking with women an organizing principle of our work” (ibid, p. 1393). In keeping 

this commitment, practitioners must “dispel our assumptions and put a greater value on 

local knowledge” (ibid, referencing Brems & Griffith, 1993, n.p.), compelling a 

requirement to “problematize the role of the researcher” (ibid, p. 1396). 

Practitioners also usually state an interest in “nontraditional approaches to documentary 

photography” (Wang, 1999, p. 185). The reference is to handing over the camera to 

participants but within a practice narrowly conceived as “the rectification of wrongs” 

(Wang et al., 1996, p. 1393 quoting Rosier, 1989, n.p.). Wang et al. identify 1970s/80s 

pioneers including Wendy Ewald (Native-American children in Canada),34 Jim Hubbard 

(homeless youth in North America)35 and Sol Worth and his colleagues’ projects with 

Navajo youth (ibid).36 However, these three practitioners have much wider interests than 

leading Photovoice advocates. They show greater commitment to teaching camera skills 

and visual literacies. Moreover, they support participants in portraying their “talent for 

living” (Mizen & Ofosu-Kusi, 2010, p. 256), which differs significantly from 

Photovoice’s highly directive emphasis on participants using photography to produce ‘my 

life as a problem’ for others to solve. 

34 Developed in her early work with Innu and Mi’kmaq children, Ewald has gone on to use photography as 
a literacy prompt. See I Wanna Take Me a Picture: Teaching Photography and Writing to Children (2001) 
and http://documentarystudies.duke.edu/projects/past-projects/literacy-through-photography. [Accessed 
4/1/12]. 
35 Hubbard, originally a press photographer, describes being inspired to hand over the camera by “the 
innocent curiosity and enthusiasm” of his subjects who wanted to touch and hold his camera. He went on to 
establish the ‘Shooting Back’ program, teaching homeless children photography skills so that they could 
“document their world.” See http://shootingback net. [Accessed 10/6/13]. 
36 Navajo Film Themselves (1966) is a series of films made by Worth, John Adair and Richard Chalfen, and 
their students Mike Anderson, Al Clah, Susie Benally, Johnny Nelson, Mary Jane Tsosie, Maxine 
Tsosie and Alta Kahn. See the companion book  Through Navajo Eyes :  An Exploration in Film 
Communication and Anthropology  (Worth, 1972). http://www.penn museum/sites/navajofilmthemselves/. 
[Accessed 4/3/15].                                                                                   
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Visual literacies 
 

In most Photovoice studies, photography appears as “visual note taking” (Pink, 2003, p. 

190). With rare exceptions, the camera is a data-gathering tool but not an artistic one. 

Skills acquisition is sometimes mentioned, but only in passing. For example, Wang and 

Yanique A. Redwood-Jones recall engaging a professional photographer to provide 

“feed-back on the creativity of the images and suggested ways to improve composition” 

(2001, p. 560). A few researchers report participants receiving “training from 

professional photographers” (Foster-Fishman et al., 2010, p. 69). What developed, how 

these lessons influenced the work and engaged participants, their photo subjects and 

audiences is not discussed. Proponents more often just teach the “mechanics of 

photography” (Castleden et al, 2008, p. 1396) to make the work legible - in focus, not too 

dark and so on - but with little interest in developing visual literacies. Participants simply 

learn to “keep their fingers out of the camera’s eye, to place the sun at their backs as 

often as possible, and to avoid putting the subject or center of interest in the middle of 

each photo” (Wang, 1999, p. 188). They are typically handed a tip sheet and left to their 

own devices. Vaughan’s participants “were each given a disposable camera, and a hand 

out on tips for taking good photographs (including information on winding film on, using 

a flash, framing, avoiding blurry or grainy photographs, managing the sun, storing the 

camera etc.)” (original parentheses, 2011, p. 300).  

 

Wang urges researchers to “minimise technical advice during the initial workshops to 

avoid inhibiting people’s creativity” (1999, p. 188). Value inheres in non-technical, 

‘disinterested’ compositional approaches. Participants are encouraged not to take ‘posed’ 

photos (Wang et al., 1998, p. 80). Instead, they “snapped photographs” (ibid), indicating 

a disinterest in the aesthetic qualities of the image. For Wang et al. “[t]he lesson an image 

teaches does not reside in its physical structure but rather in how people interpret the 

image in question” (1999, p. 186). The research emphasis is solely on the signified. 

Signifiers are sidelined. Unlike leading PVR writers, the formal qualities of images are 

not seen to produce meaningful content or influence how people respond to them. Of the 

writers cited only Vaughan makes reference to compositional elements as having an 

impact on producing meanings. Like Harper, she believes that image making can be seen 
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in the context of ‘defamiliarization’, making an important link to Freire. Although she 

does not explore these possibilities in any detail, Vaughan argues that  

… the act of ‘picturing’, of seeking things to photograph, means that 

participants re-frame commonplace subjects. This re-framing, 

interrupting the taken-for-granted, aligns with the starting point of a 

Freirian process of conscientization (2011, p. 98).  

 

In this account compositional skills are crucial to ‘reading’ and ‘speaking’ the world, a 

means of building participants’ coding and decoding abilities by investigating how 

images induce us to ‘see’ the world in certain ways.  

Ownership and control 

 

In the usual PAR criticism of positivism, advocates make out their claims against 

research that involves “limited subject participation” (Brinton Lykes, 2010, p. 241). 

Photovoice participants are positioned as co-researchers rather than mere informants. 

Following Wang et al., they are portrayed as “equal partners in problem definition, 

methodological development, data collection and analysis, and the communication of 

findings” (italics added, Castleden et al., 2008, p. 1394). Wang, surveying Photovoice 

youth projects, identifies an essential characteristic as “the involvement of young people 

in all aspects of the research” (italics added, 2006, p. 156). Others present Photovoice as 

“an exemplary tool” for providing participants “with opportunities to shape the dialogue 

within their communities” (Foster-Fishman et al., 2010, p. 82). Castleden et al. claim that 

“[t]hrough shared control of the decision-making process all parties involved ‘own’ the 

research process” (2008, p. 1395) while others state that participants “commonly explore 

their priorities and concerns to inform research findings” (Adams, Burns, Liebzeit, 

Ryschka, Thorpe & Browne, 2012: 499). The method is thereby positioned as “[r]ooted 

in democratic ideals” (Wang, 2006, p. 148). It is configured as a “democratic inquiry 

process” (Ingram, 2014, p. 4), the usual PAR precursor to a presentation of a benign 

participatory space. 

 



 87 

Visions and voices 

 

Guaranteeing that we will be hearing the voices of participants, Photovoice is said to 

provide evidence of their “everyday realities” (Wang, 2006, p. 148; Wang et al., 2004, p. 

911), “the reality of their lives” (1998, p. 75). It is promoted as a “method by which 

people can identify, represent, and enhance their community” (Wang et al., 1997, p. 369), 

“enabl[ing] them to document their environments from their own personal perspective” 

(Chonody et al., 2013, p. 87). Participants “express themselves in their own images, 

words, and reflections” (McIntyre, 2000, p. 142) producing the “voices and visions of 

their lives and their community” (Foster-Fishman et al., 2010, p. 69). In the Yunnan 

province study, researchers recorded the subjects’ responses to their photographs and in 

doing so the “interviewees became narrators” (Wang et al., 1998, p. 80), They “produce 

their own representations of their circumstances, which is a  step towards equality of 

‘voice’ in the researcher-subject relationship” (Falconer, 2014, p. 14).  

 

However, a close reading of key Photovoice sources shows a more managerial approach, 

typically eliciting the voices the researchers want to hear. Lyn Yates identifies this 

primary concern, highlighting the tension between the researcher’s claims to “elicit the 

story that each subject wants to tell (that is, a story that they control)” but needing “to 

produce accounts that can be analysed by the researchers” (original italics, 2010, p. 

280). “[N]ever simply a straightforward given”, the struggle is between “giv[ing] them a 

greater authority in shaping and controlling their story” and the researcher’s interests in 

directing participants’ meanings “in particular circumstances to particular ends” (ibid, p. 

281). As Yates argues, as an issue of research quality, this tension needs to be addressed 

in case study accounts. 

 

Critique 

Photovoice is based in a predetermined “series of procedures” (Wang, 1999, p. 187), 

using Wang’s “nine-step strategy to mobilize community action” (2006, p. 149; see also 

Chonody et al., 2013, p. 89). What participants have to say must be visible within the 

researcher’s pre-set frame. Raji Swaminathan and Thalia M. Mulvihill make it clear that 

they must be taught “what photographs can be used for the research project” (2013, p. 3). 
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In her project with Papuan New Guinean youth, Vaughan shows the disjunction between 

participants’ notional co-ownership of all aspects of the research and their actual 

involvement. She states that the “initial design and methodological choices I made were 

driven by my research questions” (2011, p. 115) with the “specific issues I wanted to 

explore” producing “framing questions for their photo-stories” (ibid, p. 107). Despite 

making no contribution to the structuring agenda, participants apparently “had narrative 

autonomy” because “[t]hey chose what to take photographs of, and then they selected 

which photographs to discuss, analyze, write stories about and include in the exhibition” 

(ibid, p. 271).  

On the one hand Photovoice is said to have enabled the Chinese village women to 

express their own views of their world according to their own criteria, but on the other 

“defining broader goals and objectives” was in the exclusive remit of “Chinese 

academics, leaders from the Provincial and County Guidance Groups, foreign technical 

advisors and a donor agency program officer” (1998, p. 78). The study was aimed at 

“fulfilling the [foreign] donor agency’s goals” (parentheses added, Wang et al., 1998, p. 

79), which are presented as seamlessly aligning with those of the participants. Outsider 

agendas appear to ‘naturally’ become the participants’ own interests. Foster-Fishman et 

al. clearly show that the participants’ role is usually one of endorsing pre-conceived 

views rather than co-developing the research. The “overarching conceptual 

issues/concerns” were “verified by the youth” (italics added, 2010, p. 73). In these studies 

Photovoice is less a discovery method than one in which participants supply local colour 

and detail, often presented as ‘evidence’, to illustrate the researcher’s a priori 

commitments. With few exceptions, the authors referenced do not report participants’ 

resistances, refusals or re-configurations of the research agenda. They appear passive and 

compliant, a quite different version of the participatory context described by Brinton 

Lykes as a “dynamic space of contention and contestation” (2010, p. 251). 

Picturing participants 

 

Photovoice practitioners often use Freirean inscriptions of lack to introduce participants 

to readers. For example, they are presented as “silenced” (Ingram, 2014, p. 4; Chonody et 

al., 2013, p. 85), “excluded” (Foster-Fishman et al., 2010, p. 69) and “marginalised” 
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(Vaughan, 2011, p. 97; Kessi, 2013, p. 20; Falconer, 2014, p. 14). Their supposed “poor 

analytical skills” (Rania et al., 2014, p. 20) create the need for the Photovoice form of 

conscientization, the SHOWeD technique, which I discuss in detail later. These 

researcher devised framing devices generically characterize a specific cohort without 

establishing their accuracy, relevance and appropriateness. In consequence, participants 

have no backstory. They are ‘blank slates’ and only come in being, into consciousness, 

through the intervention of others. For example, Vaughan, using Freire as ‘evidence’, 

presents New Guinea highland youth as having “no experience of dialogue, with no 

experience of participation... [they] are influenced by the myth of their own ignorance” 

(2011, p. 74). “[Y]oung people” in Papua New Guinea “are traditionally mute and muted 

in the majority of public spheres” (italics added, 2011, p. 85). They have “marginalised 

social identities” (ibid, p. 13) until the activist research process “allowed them to re-

negotiate their social identity to that of being a contributing member of their local 

community” (ibid, p. 275).  

 

Similarly, again using Freire, Ingram provided the “opportunity for voice for those that 

have been silenced, and most importantly, the opportunity for participants to see 

themselves as active citizens” (2014, p. 4, referencing Virgi & Mitchell, 2011, p. 44). In a 

slightly more subtle expression of the ‘blank slate’ approach, Foster-Fishman et al. state 

that “we used the following framing questions to focus the youth’s photographs” 

including “[w]hat could you and your friends do to help make your neighborhood, 

school, and city a better place to live?” (2010, p. 69). The point is that the researchers are 

not asking ‘what are you already doing…?’, which would develop the work from a 

strength-based question, potentially discovering the ways in which participants are 

already active, agentic beings.  

Life’s burdens 

 

Locating problems in participants and their communities is a defining characteristic of 

most forms of PAR and Photovoice. To comport oneself as an activist researcher requires 

convincing participants, through highly directive processes, to present the problems 

besetting themselves and their communities. Proposed as an open discovery process, 

Photovoice often turns out to be a serving an external  “problem-based” agenda (Wang et 
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al., 1996, p. 1392) aimed at showing “what burdens filled their [participants’] days” 

(parentheses added, Wang, 1999, p. 187). The Yunnan village women are said to have 

“voiced their definition of the problem” (ibid, p. 1397), making their “own definition of 

the problem count” (ibid) which resulted in the “visual documentation of a wide range of 

inequalities” (Brinton Lykes, 2010, p. 240 referencing Wang et al., 1996, n.p.). These 

“depictions of women's hardships” (Wang, 1996, p. 1393), “allowed audiences the 

opportunity to witness the burdens that the women bear” (Wang et al., 1996, p. 1395). 

Wang et al. do not address the contradictions in this slippage from having “emphasized 

Yunnan women’s own voices and visions” through “recogniz[ing] the importance of 

personal and everyday experience” (ibid, p. 1392) to a totalizing presentation of their 

lives as the problem outsiders are destined to solve.  

 

In a survey of youth violence Photovoice projects, Chonody et al. show how participants’ 

photos are read by the researchers as depicting deeply problematic worlds. The photos of 

their streets “could be construed” as “images of social disarray” (2013, p. 89) showing 

“chaotic situations” (ibid, p. 96) evidencing a “litany of disadvantages” (ibid, p. 86) 

which “all connote neglect, abandonment, and a general sense of lawlessness” (ibid, p. 

96). While these authors sometimes produce more nuanced views, positioned as 

glimmers of hope, the primary aim is in eliciting a problem plagued community, creating 

the unbalanced type of “story-gathering” research criticized by Yates as “dominated by 

‘quasi-anthropological concern with exotic instances of youthful deviance and 

difference’” (2010, p. 282 quoting Cohen & Ainley, 2000, n.p.).  

 

Alice McIntyre obliquely answers the question of how these troubling worlds emerge 

from notionally open, participant-centred processes. She investigated “how a group of 

young North American adolescents negotiate their daily lives within the seeming 

permanence of a toxic environment” (italics added, 2000, p. 123). However, nowhere is it 

established that the young people see their world as toxic. In passing McIntyre indicates 

that significant elements of participants’ lives needed to be excluded in order to present 

their troubled and troubling world to readers. She acknowledges that “it would be 

misleading to suggest that this is the only conversation happening among young males 

(or females)” (ibid, p. 143). Participants produced “photographs of friends, families, pets, 

and schoolmates” (ibid, p. 140). They had “conversations that revolve around sports, 
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school, trips down south or to their native countries, parties, families, sex, teachers, 

clothes, music, television, movies, amusement parks, and other topics particular to young 

adolescents” (ibid). If these images and conversations were admitted into evidence it is 

unlikely that their daily lives could easily be framed in deficit terms by the researcher. 

 

Elicitations 
 

Questions arise about whether participants are managed into depicting themselves and 

their communities as bedeviled by problems, particularly given that the recommended 

elicitation procedure is on “targeting problems” (Foster-Fishman et al., 2010, p. 68) 

through the researcher’s “directed probes” (ibid, p. 70). In determining “the root causes 

of targeted concerns” (ibid, p. 75) the initial question is “[w]hy is this a problem?” (ibid, 

p. 71). Despite the usual claim that Photovoice “seeks to minimize the role of the 

researcher” (Kessi, 2013, p. 21) these standard operating procedures are highly directive, 

with the cohort being “trained” to provide researchers with specific problems (Chonody 

et al., 2013, p. 89). These photo elicitations are organized by the mechanistic mnemonic - 

SHOWeD - based in five researcher directed questions:  

 

What do you See here? What’s really Happening here? How does this 

relate to Our lives? Why does this situation, concern, or strength 

exist? What can we Do about this? (emphases added, Wang et al., 

2006, p. 151; Rania et al., 2014, p. 22).  

 

Participants’ answers to the these questions “spark critical dialogue” (Wang et al., 2004, 

p. 912) leading into “freewrite” sessions, into “telling stories about what the photographs 

mean” (Wang, 1998, p. 80; Foster-Fishman et al., 2010, p. 68). While ‘strength’ appears 

as a potential elicitation point, none of the Yunnan province articles elicit the village 

women’s positive qualities, for example resilience, fortitude and courage. Moreover, in 

some cases the technique has elements of a Lewinesque ‘attitude adjustment’ program. 

For example, Rania et al., referencing Freire, report using SHOWeD to “develop a 

critical consciousness [in order] to modify personal attitudes towards responsibility and 

initiate participant behaviours” (2014, p. 20).  
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Wang and her co-writers do not provide any examples of SHOWeD in action. The only 

elicitations I can find in the Yunnan province project are not presented in relation to the 

technique. Wang et al. discuss photos taken “by the women of their children playing near 

water” (1996, p. 1396). One took photos of “boys frolicking and diving by a stream” 

(ibid). The researchers mention in passing that the images could be seen as a “gloriously 

free-spirited” depiction of childhood (ibid), an unsurprising use of the camera and one of 

the most common genres I had encountered in Timor-Leste. However, from one sentence 

to the next the photos become evidence of the problem the outsiders are in the province to 

solve: “many women worried about their children being near water when unsupervised 

by adults” (ibid). In another instance Wang et al. mention photos of “babies squirming on 

blankets amid fields of tobacco and corn” beside where their mothers are working (italics 

added, ibid). The same undisclosed shift occurs. There is no indication that ‘squirming’ is 

anything other than the researchers’ perception, pre-coding a reader’s understanding of 

the photos as exemplifying their own ‘targeted’ solution, which is to convince local 

policy makers to fund kindergartens.  

 

The village women who took the photos described above do not have their say in these 

readings. They are not mentioned. Their intentions, which may well have simply been a 

common desire to have photos of their children, have been appropriated. Unusually, 

given Wang and Redwood-Jones’s insistence that as an ethical matter researchers must 

supply the photographers and subjects’ understandings of their photos, neither is 

presented (2001, p. 565). These rare examples of Wang et al.’s elicitation process reveal 

the missing question in the SHOWeD technique: ‘Why did you take the photo?’ It may be 

considerably more difficult for researchers to read problems into the image if an 

intentions question is included.   

Occasionally participants are shown to resist the SHOWeD technique. Chonody et al., 

noting that cohort found it “constraining” and inducing “some participant confusion”, 

report adjusting it to “improve clarity” (2013, p. 89). However, they did not open the 

process up for participants’ opinions about what might be valuable ways of prompting 

photo discussions. Vaughan did. Stating that the method was not sufficiently engaging, 

she reports that eventually “it emerged that the young people would rather ‘present’ their 

image to the group in their own words (without a question guide), and then ask for 
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comments and questions” (2011, p. 302). Vaughan argues that “[t]his approach led to 

greater questioning from group members, and greater interaction and critical discussion 

of images” (ibid). Distancing herself from an early association with Photovoice, Brinton 

Lykes does not follow the SHOWeD procedure. She is considerably more interested in 

the photographers’ own processes, in facilitating open, evolving dialogue. The group’s 

elicitation questions developed from “our previous dramatic play activities” (2010, p. 

241) and “included (1) the context, (2) the people, (3) the actions, (4) expressed (or 

interpreted) feelings and thoughts, and (5) causes or explanations” (ibid). 

Audiences 

 

The third Photovoice aim is to “reach policymakers” (Wang, 2006, p. 148), which goes 

some way towards explaining the myopic focus on problems and burdens. As Rania et al. 

note, Photovoice is “a powerful instrument to enable community organisations to 

communicate with politicians” (2014, p. 20). In this mode Photovoice is a ‘campaign’ 

rather than an exploration of people’s lives according to their own interests. Participants 

are usually instructed that they are to “articulate their perspective [problems] to 

individuals in power” (parentheses added, Chonody et al., 2013, p. 87). The Yunnan 

province audience was made up of “city council members and other politicians, 

journalists, physicians, administrators, researchers, and community leaders with the 

power to make and implement participants’ recommendations” (1999, p. 187). They are 

described as “more powerful” and “more privileged” than the village women (Wang et 

al., 1998, p. 82) with the key success measure being to “increase” the women’s “access to 

power” (ibid, p. 83).  

 

The rural women are “less powerful” because they have “no formal education” (1998, p. 

77) whereas “the privileged groups” (1996, p. 1397) are “people with advanced degrees, 

constituents and policy-makers, grant recipients and a foreign donor, and Chinese and US 

citizens” (ibid). Notably the researchers are on the ‘more privileged’, ‘more powerful’ 

side of the ledger, and the direction of change is to become more ‘like me’, a common 

paternalistic attitude in outsider development programs: ‘I am the model of success that 

others should aspire to.’ It is unclear that participants desired this specific audience, 

although it is sometimes presented as their own choice: “The prioritisation by participants 
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of community leaders as an audience is not a limitation of the methodology, but rather 

informs the analysis” (Vaughan, 2011, p. 103). None of the writers cited examine how 

making the work for this highly specific audience may skew the project away from what 

participants are interested in doing, showing and saying. The participants’ friends and 

families seem to be of secondary interest or not invited. It is unclear which. No longer 

directly accountable to their own communities, the participants are to be recognised and 

endorsed by important others. Photovoice researchers do not appear to think that 

‘ordinary’ people, the participants’ peers, have anything of value to contribute in 

understanding the work. The practitioners cited do not report surveying audiences to 

determine their perspectives and validate the researchers’ claims, a significant ‘missing 

voice’ in the Case Study literature. 

Benefits 
 

Photovoice ‘changes’ in participants and communities are attributed to the catalytic 

outsider “jumpstarting” participants (Foster-Fishman et al., 2010, p. 67) to “think more 

critically” and “better understand the issues in their community” (ibid, p. 80). This 

position, derived from Freire, can be contrasted with Yates’s account of her entry into the 

participants’ worlds. Writing about the “task being essentially one of midwife, publicist 

and editor” (italics added, 2010, p. 281-282), she presents herself as having arrived mid-

way in a community’s own processes of becoming, rather than as the initiator of change, 

a primary difference between conservative and appreciative forms of PAR. 

The Yunnan province exhibition produced change in the audience, “in how they perceive 

the importance and legitimacy of women’s groups and concerns” (Wang et al., 1996, p. 

1394). It is said to have “promote[d] outsiders’ empathy - rather than paternalism, 

condescension or idealism - toward their lives” (ibid, p. 1399). Photovoice increased the 

participants’ “status” because the project was “conducted in the face of [a] pervasive 

assumption that peasant women lacked the intelligence and creativity to portray their 

lives in a meaningful way” (parentheses added, ibid, p. 1398). Relying on the Freirean 

proposition that “people who hold the power to oppress others because of their higher 

status become dehumanized” (1998, p. 83), Wang et al. claim that by viewing the work, 

audience members “begin to recognize others as persons and thereby become more fully 
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human” (ibid). Thus Photovoice “may restore to the privileged and powerful some of the 

humanity lost in the exercise of ruling less powerful people” (ibid). Audience surveys 

would perhaps have produced support for these claims. However, none are reported by 

the researchers cited, a striking disinterest in verifying claims that ripples through most 

forms of PAR.   

Community development 

In broader terms, Wang et al. state benefits that are common in community development 

programs. Photovoice “may contribute to effective change for a more just society” (1998, 

p. 83). Participants “may gain enhanced political, social, material or scholarly status as a 

result of project outcomes” (ibid). They “may benefit from diffusion of innovation: the 

exchange of new ideas, methods and resources for approaching common goals.” If 

Photovoice does not produce tangible change it is none-the-less said to develop 

capabilities such as “autonomy” (Wang et al., 1998, p. 83), “empowerment” (Wang et al., 

1994; Chonody et al., 2013, p. 87), “self esteem” (Wang et al., 1996, p. 1392), “social 

competency” (Ingram, 2014, p. 16), “confidence and enthusiasm” (Ingram, 2014, p. 16), 

“skills and experience in collective action” (Chonody et al., 2013, p. 89; Ingram, 2014, p. 

16), “skills as advocates” (Wang et al., 1996, p. 1392) and “ways to become involved” in 

their communities (Foster-Fishman et al., 2010, p. 80; Wang, 2006, p. 155).  

 

In a typical list, Photovoice prompted “skill building, knowledge development, and sense 

of belonging” (Chonody et al., 2013, p. 98). Surveying youth projects, Vaughan states 

that it “has been found to improve young people’s confidence through the building of 

skills, and in enhancing identity formation” (2011, p. 96 referencing Strack, Magill & 

McDonagh, 2004, n.p.). Similarly, Castleden et al. state that their project “effectively 

balanced power, created a sense of ownership, fostered trust, built capacity, and 

responded to cultural preferences” (2008, p. 1393).  These outcomes are not specific to 

Photovoice. They appear in international development, sports and church activities, adult 

education and community arts programs (e.g. Goldbard, 2006).  

 

Since the early 1990s, around the same time as the inaugural Photovoice project, an 

instrumentalist view of benefits was increasingly used to justify public funding for CCD 
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activities. In an influential early British survey on the “social impact of participation in 

the arts”, François Matarasso produced a list of 50 benefits indistinguishable from 

Photovoice claims. They include “personal growth”, “empowerment”, “enhanced 

confidence” and “skill-building” (1997, p. vi). Arts programs can “contribute to social 

cohesion”, “developing networks” and  “building local capacity” (ibid). They are seen to 

be effective in “produc[ing] social change” (ibid) by “educating and raising awareness” 

(Mills & Brown, 2004, p. 9) and developing “greater involvement of citizens and 

communities in government processes” (ibid). 

 

The use of photography as ‘evidence’ influencing policy-making is one of only two 

reported benefits specific to photo-storytelling. Canadian First Nations’ researchers 

identify the other: “Participants commented how the photographs would serve as a 

community-owned archive in the future” (Castleden et al., 2008, p. 1399). One local 

researcher says that this collection offered an opportunity to reflect on issues and changes 

in the community, “you can go back and say, ‘what did I do to make a difference, how 

did I make a difference, did it work?’” (ibid). A participant sees the work as “invaluable 

to our future generations. Put it in our archives. Someone from 100 years from now might 

pull that out and go, ‘Is that what it used to be like? [I] find real value in that” (original 

parentheses, ibid). 

Social life 

 

Photovoice is for the most part valued for its extrinsic impacts rather than those 

attributable to the pleasures of taking, sharing and exhibiting photo-stories, learning new 

things and developing relationships within the group, with subjects and audiences. An 

emphasis on the serious business of producing data often excludes sociality as an 

essential driver of meaningful experiences. Missing is PVR’s focus on ‘the social life of 

images’. These benefits, “rarely discussed in the literature pertaining to participation 

[and] Photovoice” also “receive limited attention from Freire” (parentheses added, 

Vaughan, 2011, p. 98). Identifying the potential for photo-storytelling to develop 

“emotional expression”, “rich language” and “communicative depth” (ibid, referencing 

Humphreys & Brezillon, 2002, n.p.), Vaughan is amongst a very few Photovoice 

practitioners who explore the “affective impact of images” (ibid) more common in PVR 
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writers’ observations about their photo elicitation experiences (e.g. Stanczak, 2007, p. 5; 

Gold, 2007, p. 143; Samuels, 2007, p. 213). 

When Photovoice researchers ask participants how they viewed the process, a rare event, 

the benefits noted are surprisingly different to those foregrounded by Wang, her 

colleagues and followers. For example, Canadian First Nations’ people are interested in 

communicating feelings, not evidentiary data. Grace, a participant, in an expression of the 

‘defamiliarization’ effect, says that 

 

… I’ve enjoyed [taking pictures] ‘cause that’s the only way it 

refreshes your mind - the thoughts when you take those pictures - it 

does something to you too. It does. I’m not kidding you. It did to me. 

And each picture I took, I’ll never forget it, never, because it meant so 

much to me (original parentheses, Castleden et al., 2008, p. 1401).  

 

Another participant believes that “[i]t was a good way for us… to express our thoughts 

and feelings.... A picture is worth a thousand words” (ibid). It was “an awesome 

opportunity… to participate in recording, documenting, listening, taking part in, and 

understanding other peoples’ feelings” (ibid, p. 1399). Participants particularly enjoyed 

the process for its capacity to bring them closer to each other, their communities and the 

researchers, not to people in power. Researchers are not praised for developing 

participants’ critical skills, solving community problems or turning them into active 

citizens, but for their involvement in “relationship-building” including their commitment 

to “visiting people in their homes” and “engag[ing] in cultural activities” (ibid). These 

social engagements succeeded in “making the research process accessible, transparent, 

and a part of the entire community”, ensuring that “trust developed over time” (ibid). 

What was most important for First Nation’s youth in their relationship with outsider 

researchers was simply that “you are involved with us” (ibid).  

 

Appreciative approaches 
 

Brinton Lykes is one of the few writers who does not import Freirean deficit descriptors 

to introduce participants to readers. While originally aligned to Photovoice (ADMI & 
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Lykes, 2000, p. 3) she has moved away from the method, now using the descriptor 

“PhotoPAR” (2010, p. 239). Brinton Lykes has developed an appreciative interest similar 

to Payne, Fine and others working in a broader PAR context. In her decade long work 

with Maya women she came to value photo-storytelling as “researching back”, “writing 

back”, “talking back” (2010, p. 230) and “shooting back” (ibid, p. 239) to the ways 

participants and communities are depicted by others. While acknowledging the 

difficulties the women faced, Brinton Lykes found that participants’ photo-stories “speak 

of cultural survival and recovery, of resistance and resilience” (ibid), “challenging stable 

and essentialising gendered discourses of war and post-conflict peacemaking processes 

that ‘other’ Maya women” (ibid, p. 238) as well as exotic objects “in art calendars and 

coffee-table books” (ibid, p. 240).  

 

As counter-narratives, the projects challenged “dominant academic discourse[s]” that 

portray the women and their communities in a variety of negative ways including as 

“victims” (ibid, p. 238), the structuring thematic of the conservative Freirean projects 

discussed above. Additionally, providing an example of participants’ resistance, like 

Yates, Brinton Lykes highlights the difference between what the researcher is seeking 

and what the participants are willing to reveal. She talks about how the women “resisted” 

her attempts to discuss the group’s “ethnic dynamics” (ibid 244) and how the researchers 

“monitored” and “perhaps even marginalised - some ‘traditional’ voices” (ibid, p. 250). 

Unlike most Photovoice writers who, using Freire, claim that participants’ voices have 

been “muted” by others (Vaughan, 2011, p. 85), Brinton Lykes turns the tables, arguing 

that it may well be the outsider researchers who are doing the silencing. She establishes 

the necessity, following early Freirean principles, for participants to be able hold 

researchers to account for their imported framing devices. 

Conclusion 

 

In this chapter I have demonstrated Photovoice’s allegiance to the conservative Freirean 

tradition. ‘Decolonizing’ one’s own thinking does not appear as a project aim or element 

of the process. Research emerges from directed content, described as targeted problem 

probes, which is managed by a programmatic elicitation process. Typically utilizing 

‘blank slate’ characterizations of participants as silent, the outsider ‘naturally’ steps in to 
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‘give them a voice’, which turns out to endorse pre-determined agendas. However, there 

are four missing voices in most Photovoice accounts. Firstly, there is little commitment to 

researching a prior local context in order to determine whether people are already aware 

of and involved in addressing community concerns. Second, participants’ own success 

measures are rarely mentioned. Thirdly, the photo subjects, who are not necessarily the 

participants themselves, do not seem to be asked their opinions of images and process. 

Fourth, none of the writers discussed in this chapter report systematically surveying local 

audiences. Thus, participants and their communities are usually spoken rather than 

speaking and the ‘development’ trajectory is to think, act and become more ‘like us’. 

 

In devising an evidence oriented methodology, I surmised that researching these missing 

‘voices’ would go a good way to securing subjective claims. Seeking to understand how 

photo-stories are produced and ‘read’ in local social contexts, with participants clearly 

choosing their own audiences, could assist in determining if and how participants are 

having a conversation with their own communities, rather than presenting themselves to 

the researchers and ‘important’ others. Additionally, I have identified a gap between PVR 

writers’ engagement with issues of research validity and the interests of Photovoice 

researchers. Most do not address concerns about the construction of visual meanings, the 

use of photos as ‘evidence’ in a naïve realist frame and the impacts of social contexts and 

affective experiences on photo elicitations. Addressing these under-researched elements 

has potential to expand Photovoice’s theoretical repertoire while also developing a 

practitioner focus on issues related to the management of participants’ subjectivities. 
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Chapter 6: Devising a Methodology 

Introduction  
 

Much of the literature I have examined is “so abstracted and disengaged that it surrenders 

the capacity to illuminate practical practice” (Reid & Frisby, 2008, p. 101). Given that 

“[p]articipation should be a reflection on its practical consequences” (Chui, 2008, p. 536), 

a Case Studies approach is likely to highlight “the gaps between idealistic abstractions… 

and the social reality of inquiry” (Chui, 2008, p. 546), “the enduring gap ‘that still exists 

between good intentions and actual achievements, between promises and realities, 

between high sounding principles and concrete actions’” (Tacchi & Kiran, 2008, p. 29). 

In this chapter I present an underlying set of thematic tests of meaningful participation to 

be explored in the field. Additionally, like Photovoice practitioners, I am guaranteeing to 

readers that they will hear participants’ views of their world expressed in their own ways 

according to their own criteria. The researcher’s subjective validation is, as I have argued, 

unsatisfactory. In order to examine the ‘authentic signature’ of participation, I develop a 

survey for local audiences responses, effectively producing a third party form of 

elicitation. I also introduce this study’s research cohorts, instruments and ethics 

protocols. 

 

Meaningful participation  

I have identified four gaps in the PAR and Photovoice literature in which an over-

emphasis on the writer’s subjective accounts has limited documented third party research 

that: 

 

• Establishes a pre-existing local context  

• Presents participants’ own aims and success measures  

• Discovers participants’ views of the participatory processes  

• Examines local audience reactions to the’ creative work  

In furthering my aim to determine what might constitute meaningful participation I have 

developed nine thematic tests to orient the field research. These are dynamic categories, 
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with the primary sub-questions being ‘to whom?’, ‘in what context?’, ‘how?’ and ‘why?’ 

Evidence will be derived from the views of participants, their photo-storytelling subjects 

and myself. Along a continuum from the managerial (outsider focused) to the 

appreciative (participant and community oriented), a positive response to the themes 

below indicates a tendency towards the appreciative approach. 

 

• The participatory process is located within a specific local context that informs the 

research insofar as it is undertaken within pre-existing cultural traditions and 

aspirations rather than being initiated by outsider framing devices. 

 

• Participants and subjects present their own backstories and contexts such that they 

can be understood as already subjects-in-progress with their own ‘funds of 

knowledge’ (Brinton Lykes, 2010; Cammarota, 2008; Payne, 2008; Fine & Torre, 

2008). 

 

• Participants can be seen as equal partners with the researcher in all aspects of the 

research (Castleden et al., 2008; Wang, 2006) including by co-setting agendas, 

determining their own success measures, choosing their own photo-storytelling 

topics and shaping a local community dialogue (Foster-Fishman et al., 2010). 

 

• The project’s communicative spaces can be seen as sites of healthy debate, 

resistance and assertiveness (Rahman, 2008; Brinton Lykes, 2010; Fine, 2009; 

Fine & Torre, 2008). 

 

• The project can be understood as based in a balanced learning exchange in which 

all parties experience themselves as teachers and students (Freire, 1970/2005). 

 

• Elicitation processes are co-developed with the researcher and critical thinking 

can be seen in participants’ own interests and intellectual explorations (Vaughan, 

2011; Brinton Lykes, 2010).  
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• Sociality is a significant part of the process, particularly in relationship building, 

expressing feelings, developing trust and an intrinsic enjoyment of the work 

(Pink, 2012; Castleden et al., 2008; Vaughan, 2011). 

• Participants present their own identities to their own selected audiences such the 

work can be seen as a conversation between the participants and local audiences 

(Brinton Lykes, 2010).  

• Participants can be understood as ‘people researchers’ working with and within 

their communities (Rahman, 2008; Guhathakurta, 2008). 

Research cohorts 

Accepting that “knowledge is contextual and truths are more or less well-informed and 

sophisticated, rather then being correct or incorrect” (Mafe & Brown, 2006, p. 1) this 

study “observe[s] how multiple perspectives resonate with each other” (Stapleton, 2006, 

p. 82) in seeking to produce “explanatory models and rich and nuanced interpretations of 

complex questions” (Ang & Cassity, 2004, p. 6 citing SSHRC, 2001, p. 19). Four 

interrelated ‘voices’ inform the research. They are those of (1) the research Reference 

Group; (2) the Case Study Participants; (3) the Case Study Photo-storytelling Subjects 

and (4) Local Audiences at our three project exhibitions.  

 

(1) The Reference Group 

 

The input of the research RG was obtained through semi-structured audio recorded 

interviews based on my notes of our discussions over a period of three years. The RG 

was comprised of five senior Timorese artists and three long-serving foreign teachers, 

mentors and filmmakers associated with the two Case Studies sites, Arte Moris and Dili 

Film Works. They are all teachers and mentors conducting their own creative projects 

with Timorese youth. The RG members set a local cultural context for this study, 

including by detailing what values they are passing on to the younger generation in their 

own work. They also explain what they see as a Malae creative arts teacher’s role in 
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Timor-Leste, providing practice advice in the form of cautionary tales. I introduce the 

individual members in a prelude to the Case Studies.  

 

(2) Case Study Participants 

Fourteen Timorese participated in this research. The two Case Study cohorts were 

comprised of five young men at Arte Moris and nine young women in the Feto Hatene 

project. I introduce them individually in the Case Studies. The participants’ own writing 

about the process, their Artists’ Statements for our exhibitions and semi-structured video 

debrief interviews in Tetum form the generative base for this study. Interview questions 

were initially developed with RG member Danabere, the Arte Moris Director. We 

encouraged participants to add any comments they wished. Participants shot and 

interviewed each other. I attended the first video interview, but was soon banned from the 

set. The Arte Moris participants felt that my presence might influence their responses. In 

the second Case Study I asked that we use the same set of questions in order to facilitate 

comparisons. I filmed one interview when no one else was available. Otherwise they 

were conducted without me. The question prompts were: 

• What did you learn from the course? 

• Did you feel you had a good say about what we did together? Please explain. 

• How do you think you might continue with your skills? 

• What could have been done better? 

• Do you have any other comments to make? 

(3) Case Study Photo-storytelling Subjects 

 

How the participants approached people to become involved as their photo-storytelling 

subjects and what transpired is discussed in each Case Study. Participants recorded their 

subjects’ stories and also asked them how they valued the process. They determined their 

own question prompts for their subjects. They were: 

 

• Identity questions: Who are you? Who is your family? Where do you come from? 
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• Activity questions: What work do you do?  

• Life questions: How is your life? What do you want for your future? 

• Process question: What do you think about our activities? 

 

(4) Local Audiences 

 

With Danabere’s assistance I prepared an Audience Survey in Tetum and English for our 

Arte Moris exhibitions. Participants in the second Case Study agreed to use the same 

questionnaire when I explained that this would facilitate comparisons between projects.  

 

QUESTIONAIRE 

 

The personal information below is not required. Please do not answer the personal 

questions if you do not want to. 

 

Personal questions 

Name:  

Age:                                      Gender:  

Organization: Role: 

Country/District of Origin: 

 

Survey questions: 

1. How do you feel about the exhibition? 

 

Designed to determine the level and quality of respondents’ emotional 

responses by focusing on intrinsic, personal experiences.  

 

2. Is this work important to the future of Timor-Leste? Please explain your answer. 
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Examines the ways in which the projects might be seen as having public 

value in a local context.  

 

3. Can you give an example of a photo-story that interests you and explain why? 

 

Gathers specific responses to individual works. It had the benefit of 

collecting individual feedback for participants. Respondents’ answers were 

used to select the photo-stories included in the Case Studies.  

 

4. What advice would you give to the photographers in continuing their creative work? 

 

Provides an opportunity for audiences to directly address the participants 

about their future development.  

 

5. Are there any criticisms you would like to make about this work? 

 

Invites direct criticism instead of ‘suggestions for improvement’. This 

question sought to establish whether audience members thought there were 

significant problems at the heart of the work. 

 

6. Do you have any other comments to make? 

 

Offers an opportunity to make comments outside the parameters of the 

earlier questions.  

 

Research ethics 
 

The fluidity of our discovery processes prompted iterative ethics discussion as 

participants and I encountered issues in developing respectful relationships with the 

photo-storytelling subjects. Our everyday practice discussions nuanced the overarching 

framework presented below and are presented as they emerged in the Case Studies.  
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University ethics approval 

 

The UNE Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) agreed to my request for 

expedited, low risk ethics approval (HE10/172 30), accepting the argument that 

participants were not in a dependent relationship with myself. As a teaching organisation 

Arte Moris ensures that students had a high level of independence. No Certificates are 

offered. There are no attendance requirements and no courses are prerequisites for entry 

into others. Arte Moris teachers do not keep a roll or grade their students. Their artistic 

work speaks for itself. In effect there is no structure or rewards and punishments. If a 

teacher is not well respected, for example, if they are seen to be disrespectful of cultural 

values, their students ‘vote with their feet’. They simply do not show up and the course 

collapses, something I saw occur several times and which occurred in two instances with 

individuals in the Case Study projects. I agreed to teach according to Arte Moris’s well-

established traditions. 

 

Related procedures 

 

Accountability 

As Danabere advised and government consultant Dr. Nuno de Oliviera has confirmed, at 

the time of this research specific local research ethics protocols had not been developed. 

However, researchers are encouraged to provide project information to the relevant 

Ministry. With Danabere’s assistance I submitted a Tetum language project outline to the 

National Director of Culture, Ms. Cecilia Assis. At the end of their projects, foreign 

researchers are asked to supply an abstract in Tetum and, in the case of creative projects, 

to organize a public exhibition. During the Case Studies we took the opportunities that 

arose to explain the study to Timorese leaders including then President José Ramos 

Horta, former Minister Fernanda Borges37 and FRETILIN’s38 Dr. Mari Alkatiri. We 

presented the work at a public seminar hosted by the Rotary Club of Timor-Leste and I 

37 Bibliography http://www.uow.edu.au/alumni/alumnistories/business/UOW160702.html [Accessed 
24/4/15] 
38 The Revolutionary Front for an Independent East Timor. In Portuguese, Frente Revolucionária de Timor-
Leste Independente. 
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was invited to discuss the projects with group of development workers organized by 

FONGTIL,39 the umbrella organization for Timorese NGOs.  

Research agreements 

RG members and project participants were not asked to sign up to Informed Consent 

documents on the spot. At a presentation of my previous work in Suai, they were 

encouraged to discuss the proposal amongst themselves and to come to the first class with 

any questions. A highly significant change was requested in the Arte Moris project, 

adjusting a core assumption of my research framework. In the Feto Hatene project, the 

women confirmed that they too wanted this change. I discuss this matter in the Case 

Studies. Attendance and participation was voluntary and people could withdraw from the 

research or teaching elements, or both, with no disadvantage. A high-risk strategy was 

that they could withdraw from the research, but still attend classes and exhibit with us. 

RG members and Participants’ Information and Consent Forms are attached in 

Appendices A and B. 

 

Anonymity 

 

Participants would not have to use their real names if they did not want to. The offer of 

anonymity was also extended to photo-storytelling subjects. They could change their 

identity information or withdraw their photo-stories at any time up to the exhibition day. 

RG members were also offered anonymity. No one involved in the research requested 

anonymity. The audience surveys could be completed anonymously and about 60% were.  

 

Ownership and control 

 

We explicitly negotiated ownership and control rights in each Case Study. In broad 

terms, participants would own their photos and could do what they wished with them. I 

asked for a license to use the work in the specific context of this research, including 

publications, teaching and public talks. My rights were strictly limited by Mediums - I 

could not transpose participants’ images or stories into other forms, for example a 

39 Forum ONG Timor Leste - http://fongtil.org. [Accessed 2/2/15]. 
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documentary film. They were unlimited in Territories (I asked for world rights as some 

of the work would likely be presented online) and Duration (I asked for a license in 

perpetuity). At any stage up until the completion of the thesis the participants could 

withdraw any and or all their photo-stories. 

Identified risks  

The risks that emerged during the Case Studies are discussed in context. In general, my 

commitment to working with Timorese translators as ‘cultural advisors’ was the 

cornerstone of a ‘do no harm’ approach. It is one thing to sign up to ethical procedures on 

paper, but quite another to catch issues as they appeared in our daily production activities. 

In each Case Study, in a similar way to my work in Suai, translators would encourage 

participants to point out any cultural sensitivities and potential ‘no go’ areas as they 

emerged. Additionally, in the University HREC application I identified two stressors for 

participants and myself. Related to time, resources and being ‘on show’, they typically 

emerge in creative programs aimed at public presentations.  

As we moved towards an exhibition the workload could increase dramatically, straining 

resources and relationships. The solution was to continually tailor expectations to what 

was achievable and ensure that an exhibition was understood as a choice, not a 

requirement. Another set of potential stresses relates to discussions of the photo-story 

content. In Suai these were enjoyable and gracious, but there was always the possibility 

of raising contentious issues, which could produce conflict. Debates are an integral part 

of the research and the creative process. They were not to be avoided and issues arising 

could be resolved through guided discussion.  

Benefits sharing 

 

The exact benefits were negotiated with those involved in the Case Studies and are 

discussed these contexts. In both studies I made it clear that this was not a ‘charitable’ 

project. We discussed the work as an exchange in which I would benefit at least as much 

as the participants. Anticipated benefits for participants were skills based, rather than 

more nebulous notions of developing pride, self-esteem, empowerment and ‘changing 
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lives’. The clear, tangible outcome was that participants would develop a professional 

folio of their work, including high quality prints and a complete set of digital files. I 

discuss how an exchange of benefits was negotiated with photo-storytelling subjects in 

each Case Study. 

 

Our host organisations (Arte Moris and Dili Film Works) would be recognized for their 

commitment to the work in exhibitions and publications. I anticipated that the projects 

would develop skills and capacities within these organisations. The photo-stories were 

likely to be engaging for a wider community of artists and audiences living in Dili, the 

level and quality of which would be determined through audience surveys.  

Payments 

 

Translators were paid the Arte Moris set rate of $US 30.00 a day, the equivalent of about 

$AUS 250.00 if the amount is related to purchasing basic foodstuffs. RG members were 

not paid for their contributions. The exception was Meli Fernandes who was employed 

for one week to assist with the Arte Moris participants’ efforts to write their subjects’ 

stories. The photo-story subjects were not paid but each received a high quality A4 

format photograph. Because the Arte Moris participants lived on site there was therefore 

no need to pay for food, transport and materials costs. In the second Case Study the UNE 

Peace Fund supported the women in the amount of $US 3.00 a day to provide for 

transport, snacks and lunch. 

Data collection and storage 

 

In Timor-Leste, the photos, stories, interview material, audience surveys and HREC 

documents were kept in a locked filing cabinet in my house in Santa Cruz. They were 

backed up on a password-protected hard drive. At the end of each Case Study all photos 

and stories, audience surveys and interview transcripts were given to participants and the 

host organizations on disc.  
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Photography and ethics 
 

I discuss ethical issues as they appeared in each Case Study. However, there are several 

general points to be made derived from my experiences in Suai. They align well with 

Wang and Redwood-Jones’ (2001) cautions drawn from Image Ethics (Gross, Katz & 

Ruby (eds), 1988). Photography prompts specific concerns, partly because it is 

considerably more difficult to anonymize subjects than is possible in text based research. 

Care needs to be taken about portraying people “in a false light by images which distort 

the truth and create false impressions of one’s intentions, character, or actions” (2001, p. 

565, citing Gross et al., 1988, p. 11) specifically when the researcher’s “interpretation of 

the events pictured conflicts with the subject’s thoughts or feelings” (ibid, p. 567). Thus, 

an image would need to be shown to the subject, who would be asked for their views 

about what it might mean.  

 

Additionally, caution needs to be exercised in taking a singular image as representing a 

community. It “might be accurate but not representative” (ibid, p. 569). For example, the 

image of one child crying could be taken as evidence that all children in the particular 

community are not being looked after properly by their parents. Any argument from the 

specific to the general needs to be clearly and carefully made out. Finally, the use of 

images for undisclosed commercial gain, “making a profit at that person’s expense” (ibid, 

p. 565, citing Gross et al., 1988, p. 12), can produce a suspicion, common in Timor-Leste, 

that foreigners “are here to make a profit” (CDA, 2008, p. 9). Subjects need to know how 

the photos will be used and to share in any financial benefits. 
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Chapter 7: Local Context 

Introduction  
 

I have argued that in the appreciative approach researchers understand themselves as 

entering a pre-existing communicative space, compelling a preliminary search for what 

that space might contain. As Jo Tacchi and Seema Nair insist, “the first rule of successful 

development should be ‘context, context, context’” (original italics, 2008, p. 110). Their 

argument coincides with the PVR proposition that participatory photography cannot be 

understood outside its social context. To facilitate this contextualizing endeavour, I 

established a local RG with which to examine senior artists’ aspirations for a younger 

generation of Timorese creative arts students. Additionally I provide comments from 

academics, politicians and other Timorese public figures to establish that RG members’ 

views are common in civil society. Interview prompts were not derived from the 

Literature Review, which would risk leading the witnesses. Although most members had 

heard of Freire, no one had read his work. Nonetheless, their opinions frequently 

coincided with emancipatory tendencies while expressing concerns about the 

‘victimizing’ aspects of conservative Freirean approaches.  

Background 

There are numerous contemporary studies detailing Timor-Leste’s history, economic and 

political situation. I do not mean to rehearse them here. A comprehensive historical 

account can be found on the government website.40 In seeking to understand what 

happened during the occupation, I learnt most from Naldo Rei’s  Resistance: A Childhood 

Fighting for East Timor  (2007) and the personal testimonies of Timorese in the nation’s 

Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation report (CAVR, 2006). My 

appreciation of Timor-Leste’s recent history, unsurprisingly perhaps, has also developed 

from viewing films. I reference these influential resources throughout this chapter.                                     

 

40 http://timor-leste.gov.tl/?p=29&lang=en. [Accessed 14/11/14]. 
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The half island of Timor-Leste has a population of almost one million people. It is 

located just north of Australia, about 450 kilometres from Darwin. Waves of trade and 

colonization have produced a “richly diverse ethnic mix” including people with 

“Melanesian, Malay-Polynesian, Chinese, Indian, Portuguese and African heritage” 

(Boughton, 2011, p. 177 referencing Gunn, 1999, p. 12-14). Beginning in the 16th 

century, the “effort to ‘civilize’ Timorese” included “bringing the Catholic faith, 

Portuguese education, and Portuguese language training” alongside developing a local 

elite of administrators, many of whom went to study in Lisbon. Some emerged as 

revolutionary leaders well versed in liberation theories (CDA, 2008, p. 3). As the 

Portuguese withdrew following the “Carnation Revolution”,41 there was a brief moment 

in 1974-1975 when Timor-Leste was an independent nation before the brutal Indonesian 

invasion in December 1975.  

 

For 24 years Timorese have suffered and resisted, fighting a guerilla war with the support 

of an extensive clandestine network and an international diplomatic front. During this 

period an estimated one-third of the population died as a result of the brutality and 

starvation wrought by the Indonesians and local militias (Boughton, 2011, p. 178 

referencing CAVR, 2006). Campaigns aimed at destroying Timorese cultures and 

languages, including bombing Uma Luliks (Sacred Houses), combined with ‘softer’ re-

education methods. Bahasa Indonesian was to be learnt in schools, Timorese cultural 

ceremonies were banned and attempts were made to create a ‘modern’ local elite by 

educating a new generation of Timorese in Indonesia. They could kill the singer but not 

the song. Resisting every endeavour, Timorese culture remained strong. Its “composers, 

poets and musicians… kept the nation’s heart and soul alive… in spite of the 

overwhelming political and economic odds that attempted to destroy not just the physical 

infrastructure of Timor Leste, but also its cultures and social fabric, and erase its 

histories” (Siapno, 2013, p. 455).  

For most of the occupation Timor-Leste was isolated from the rest of the world by the 

Indonesian government’s refusal to allow journalists and aid workers into the country. 

However, combining with increasing local and international pressure, Max Stahl’s 

41 A military coup referred to as the ‘Carnation Revolution’ because when people came out on the streets to 
celebrate the end of the authoritarian Salazar regime they put carnations into the muzzles of the soldiers’ 
rifles.  
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footage of the Santa Cruz massacre on 12th November 1991 finally forced the 

international community to take notice, resulting in a UN sponsored referendum in which 

almost eighty percent of the population voted. In an atmosphere of intimidation and 

violence, largely from the Indonesian military and the pro-integrationist militia on 30th 

August 1999 Timorese overwhelmingly voted for independence. The birth of the nation 

was difficult. As the occupiers and local militias swept back across the country to 

Indonesian West Timor they systematically destroyed the nation’s infrastructure, burning, 

looting, raping and murdering in a vicious, vengeful rampage.  

 

In May 2002, Timor-Leste formally became an independent nation and proceeded to 

build itself from scratch with the assistance of the international community. In January 

2006 a ‘Crises’, as it is commonly described, erupted, shattering some of the hopes 

propelling the development of the world’s newest nation. The underlying reasons for the 

Crises are complex. A contemporaneous UN report describes some of the issues involved 

(UN Special Commission, 2006). It broad terms it was sparked by tensions within the 

military and police, including rivalries between people from the western and eastern 

regions, which in turn inflamed conflicts amongst young men along similar lines. Key 

political figures were involved. The two main markets in Dili, Comoro and Taibessi, 

became ‘hot spots’, initially in isolated, apparently spontaneous incidents of violence. 

Demonstrations soon became organized and spread across the country. The Crises, 

resulted in at least 32 civilian deaths with horrifying images of machete attacks playing 

out on international television screens. Full-scale civil war was averted by the negotiated 

resignation of several government ministers including then Prime Minister Alkatri and 

Minister for Foreign Affairs Ramos Horta, who became the new Prime Minister.  

 

Approximately 150,000 people were displaced during this period, including “some 

73,000 persons in IDP camps in and around Dili” (ibid, p. 42). A serious dent had been 

made in people’s expectations of a peaceful future. Timor-Leste was once more in the 

headlines as a land of violence and ‘ungovernable’ political antagonisms. In 2008, shortly 

before I first visited Timor-Leste, the then President Ramos Horta was shot and almost 

killed in a hotly debated incident that had its origins in the Crises. I stepped into these 

residues. The police and army were on high alert. There was a palpable tension in the air. 

Nevertheless, despite a heavy military presence, including foreign peacekeepers, I 
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discovered an astonishingly beautiful country with a remarkably peaceful and welcoming 

population.  

 

The majority of RG members, project participants and photo-storytelling subjects are not 

originally from Dili. They are from eleven of Timor-Leste’s thirteen districts. I have 

included the map below to orient readers. 

 
Timor-Leste’s districts. 2015.42  

The Reference Group 

The RG was comprised of five Timorese and three Malae members. Closely associated 

with the two main research sites, Arte Moris, Timor-Leste’s famous fine art school, and 

Dili Film Works, a locally run film production company, the members were in a good 

position to comment on the work as it unfolded.43 The Timorese contributors are leading 

cultural figures with a history of public engagement in the arts stretching back at least to 

early independence days, often in collaborations with foreigners. The Malae RG 

members have been involved in long-term collaborations with Timorese-led arts 

organizations as teachers and mentors. They also have substantial production track 

records in their own right. All RG members are involved in exploring relatively new art 

42 Public domain image: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Timor-Leste districts map.png. [Accessed 
12/9/14]. 
43 In the second Case Study we started the project at CPA while waiting for a space at Dili Film Works to 
become available.  
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forms in Timor-Leste, particularly digital film, photography and music production, often 

creating dynamic fusion activities, events and products. 

Audio-recorded interviews with RG members captured key elements of our wide-ranging 

casual conversations over three years. We were usually just shooting the breeze on hot 

Dili nights, at local cultural events and during long, hair-raising drives into the districts. 

We talked about each other’s work, complained about the government’s limited support 

for local arts projects and debated the politics of cultural development in Timor-Leste. 

Later, each member was asked to reflect on highlights of these conversations, based on 

the journal notes I had compiled. Transcripts were sent to RG members for confirmation 

and clarification. There were only two forms of deletion requested. Most contributors 

asked for their occasional swear words to be removed and all wanted references to 

specific people and organizations expunged. I readily agreed. Neither request changed the 

substance or tenor of their comments. RG members also asked that I ensure their 

comments were understood as strictly limited to contemporary cultural collaborations and 

would not be extrapolated to other fields, for example foreign assistance with 

infrastructure, education and medicine. The RG members are: 

 

Iliwatu Danabere 

 

Danabere’s official name is Julianto Pereira. He is from Lospalos in the Lautém district 

and, since 2007, has been the Director of Arte Moris. Originally a painter and sculptor, he 

dedicates most of his time to running the organisation and teaching younger students. 

Danabere is regularly invited to advise the government and to speak about youth arts 

development in Timor-Leste and overseas. He is a key figure in developing Arte Moris as 

a formal art school, including negotiating with government, supporting the development 

of curricula and applying for senior artists to obtain overseas degrees in Fine Arts. 

Melichor Fernandes 

 

Fernandes is from a small village near Jaco Island in the Lautém district. He was an 

original member of Arte Moris and is now a freelance musician, teacher and events 

producer. Fernandes has performed in Australia, Indonesia, Portugal and England. He is 
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also, proudly, a subsistence fisherman. These skills, learnt in his traditional homeland, 

but now usually practiced in Dili harbour, afford him choice. He does not have to take on 

projects he does not believe in. As Fernandes said to me once, he does not have to shake 

hands with people he does not respect. Art and fishing are both forms of freedom, ways 

to avoid the money trap and all that goes along with it.  

José da Costa 

 

Da Costa is a founding member of Dili Film Works. He is from Baucau. An 

accomplished actor - Answered by Fire (Hobbs, 2006), Balibo (Connolly, 2009) and A 

Guerra da Beatriz (Acquisto & Reis, 2013) - and a teacher and translator, da Costa was 

one of the few Timorese ‘boat people’ to reach Australia. He gained citizenship, studied 

at the Australian Catholic University in Ballarat and received a Bachelor of Arts and 

Bachelor of Teaching in 2004. He now lives in both worlds, working in Darwin, studying 

for a Masters degree and returning frequently to see his extended family and build a 

house on his family land outside Baucau. 

Bety Reis 

 

Reis, an actor, teacher and film director is from Ermera. She was one of the original 

members of Bibi Bulak (Crazy Goat), the now defunct youth theatre troupe hosted by 

Arte Moris. Reis became a founding member of Dili Film Works in 2009 and, like da 

Costa and Gaspar Sarmento, studied film production with Acquisto, Zammataro and 

visiting Malae filmmakers including myself. She recently completed A Guerra da Beatriz 

(Acquisto & Reis, 2013) as a lead actor and co-director with Acquisto. Reis has presented 

her work at the Brisbane International Film Festival (2011), the Adelaide Film Festival 

(2013) and at the 44th International Film Festival of India (2013), where A Guerra da 

Beatriz (ibid) won the Best Film award in international competition. She teaches video 

editing and continues to make films, including commissioned documentaries for NGOs. 
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Gaspar Sarmento 

 

Sarmento’s family is from Viqueque. He is a founding member of Dili Film Works and 

one of the country’s most experienced ‘fixers’, often working with foreign filmmakers. 

Sarmento has played a key organizational role in many international productions 

including Rosa’s Journey (Acquisto, 2008), Balibo (Connolly, 2009), Anatomy of a 

Massacre (Sully, 2010) and A Guerra da Beatriz (Acquisto & Reis, 2013). During the 

occupation he studied economic development and industry management in Djakarta 

while working with the clandestine student movement RENETIL.44 He is an active 

member of the Committee of November 12th, the Santa Cruz massacre survivors’ NGO, 

and regularly helps resistance veterans fill out government forms and get through 

bureaucratic processes.  

Elizabeth Adams 

 

Adams is from country New South Wales in Australia. She studied Media 

Communications, Social Anthropology and Video Production at the University of New 

South Wales before becoming a media trainer and capacity development mentor with 

Bibi Bulak. Adams went on to work with Arte Moris as a producer, teacher and an 

organisational development mentor. A fluent Tetum speaker, she has been a language 

consultant and translator on many cultural collaborations. Adams recently co-produced 

Dili’s Arte Publiku (public art) festival which aimed “to put delight in life” and 

“encourage people to express themselves creatively, to transform the city into a place that 

speaks, to give colour to the communities that make up Dili and add celebration to the 

everyday.” 45 

Stella Zammataro 

 

Zammataro is from northern Queensland, Australia. In 1997 she founded Abracadabra 

Films with Luigi Acquisto, producing television documentaries including The Life and 

Times of Malcolm Fraser (Acquisto, 2004) and the two-part series for ABC TV, East 

44 Resistência Nacional dos Estudantes de Timor Leste (the National Students’ Resistance of Timor-Leste).  
45 http://player.vimeo.com/video/109791276?wmode=opaque&api=1&autoplay=1. [Accessed 6/5/15]. 
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Timor: Birth of a Nation (Acquisto & Sully, 2002). She returned to Timor-Leste for the 

third instalment in the East Timor series, Rosa’s Journey (Acquisto, 2008). She was the 

production co-ordinator on Balibo (Connolly, 2009), the first feature film to be shot in 

East Timor. Mentoring Timorese producers at Dili Film Works, Zammataro went on to 

produce A Guerra da Beatriz (Acquisto & Reis, 2013) together with Timorese producer 

Lurdes Pires.46  

Luigi Acquisto 

Acquisto is from Geelong in Victoria, Australia. He is a prolific, highly regarded writer, 

producer and director. His many documentaries have been screened on ABC and SBS 

TV, and in numerous film festivals worldwide. Acquisto first came to Timor-Leste in 

1999 with Andrew Sully and Zammataro to make East Timor: Birth of a Nation 

(Acquisto & Sully, 2002), which was followed up with Rosa’s Journey (Acquisto, 2008). 

He helped to establish Dili Film Works, brokered funding for film courses and went on to 

make A Guerra da Beatriz (Acquisto & Reis, 2013), which he co-wrote with Irim 

(Qrecia) Tolentino, a former Bibi Bulak actor, and co-directed with Reis.  

 

Attitudes 
 

RG respondents show considerable interest in broadening their horizons through 

engagements with foreigners. The appearance of Malae has “usually been positive for 

Timor” as “during the occupation we didn’t have the opportunity to develop our lives, but 

after we gained independence so many Western people, they come here and many have a 

lot to offer for Timor” (Sarmento). Because “Timor is a new country the people want to 

learn from others from another country. Timorese people respect Malae because they are 

coming from overseas and because they want to do something [with us]” (Reis). After 

early difficulties, Reis and Sarmento have found foreign mentors and collaborators who 

have earned hakaruk (respect), the key term describing successful interactions with 

Malae. Reis points out the change from her previous experiences in now working with 

46 A Timorese and a Malae filmmaker jointly filled all key decision making roles on A Guerra da Beatriz. 
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Acquisto and Zammataro at Dili Film Works. Using ‘good’ as an ethical category, she 

says that they “have good ideas and good intentions.” 

 

For me it is a big difference. I’m very happy because the people 

respect what we do. I learn more with them. I’m very happy because I 

can learn. Before sometimes I just think ‘oh, that is not me’ and no 

one gives me courage.47 Before they just make me worry and I didn’t 

want to learn. When I am here to Dili Film Works they give me 

courage. They learn as well and I also learn from them. They give with 

their heart. That’s why I learn from them. With heart, yes!  

 

Sarmento, also discussing his work at Dili Film Works, makes a similar distinction 

between past and present, stating that “now our advisors are very straight.”  He says that 

 

… what I get is positive things. They are very professional and they 

spend a long time in Timor so they understand about the Timorese 

character. They understand about the Timorese situation. They want to 

help people. They want success for us in our lives. They want to share 

experiences with us. 

 

Within a few sentences, without being asked a direct question on the subject, Reis and 

Sarmento confirm key elements of the appreciative approach. Successful creative 

relationships develop from exchanging knowledges, building mutual trust, emic 

engagements and consciously seeking to understand the local character and context, 

producing socially meaningful experiences. Their views exemplify common local 

expectations of development programs worldwide. In a summary of thirteen Listening 

Project surveys with development recipients throughout the world, the Collaborative 

Development Action (CDA)48 states that 

 

… people everywhere consistently expressed concerns that seemed go 

deeper than programming flaws. They say that aid agencies should 

“invest the necessary time”, “go more slowly”, and “listen to people” 

47 Timorese often use ‘courage’ as the equivalent of our ‘confidence’. 
48 Collaborative Development Action: http://www.cdacollaborative.org. [Accessed 18/11/14]. 
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in order to “learn about the real circumstances”, “get to know people”, 

and “show respect for people’s ideas and opinions.” It is clear that 

people care a great deal about the relationships they have with those 

who are trying to help them, and want to feel respected and listened to 

(CDA, n.d., n.p.). 

 

Pet projects 

 

Despite the strong desire for cultural exchanges, a note of caution appears. It aligns with 

general experiences of ‘development’ projects in Timor-Leste. In a Listening Project 

survey conducted in Timor-Leste a team member brings these issues into sharp focus, 

pinpointing an overarching concern for this research. S/he highlights the widespread 

frustration that Malae, while employing the rubric of participation, are really doing their 

own “pet projects” (2008, p. 31) with “very little accountability in using Timor-Leste as a 

ground for experimenting” (ibid, p. 13). Siapno and Kelly da Silva echo this view, 

pointing to how Timor-Leste is used by foreign NGOs for experiments with their 

“western myths of what constitutes a good society” (K. da Silva, 2008, p. 25). In this 

context, as all RG members advised, the first step is to deconstruct our own assumptions. 

After reeling off a list of Malae-led ‘attitude adjustment’ programs, Zammataro argues 

that 

 

… these Malae are projecting Western values. That’s a lesson I had to 

learn very early on in the piece - that you can’t simply transpose your 

own values onto Timorese. My values are not necessarily how I 

should be judging people, judging situations. A lot of foreigners don’t 

really get it. 

 

Judging people by seeing ourselves as the model of success Timorese should aspire to 

attracts suspicion. Fernandes makes the point with a political edge: “These people, they 

want our lives to be the same as theirs to control us.” In a conversation with Reis I once 

implied that I wanted some project participants to become more ‘Western’ in their 

attitudes to working hard. In our later interview, laughing, she remembered saying “la 

bele, la bele hakarak” (don’t, don’t want). With all due respect 
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… I don’t want to become like Malae. I want to be myself. I am 

Timorese. Nothing wrong with Malae. Everyone has their own culture. 

Everyone has their own life. If I like you it doesn’t mean I must be 

like you. 

 

Lulik 
 

As our interviews continued what Timorese RG members say they would like to learn 

from foreigners was qualified. Sarmento believes that “Malae are good at organizing, so 

this is one thing we learn from them.” As Reis puts it, “we think they are intelligent. They 

know about the material world.” The reserved domain is the relationship between art and 

spirituality. Fernandes says that “our art is our life. It is not separate from our spirit.” He 

points out that “our real art is for our ceremonies”, calling purely Western forms 

“example art.” Similarly, using the metaphor of a cigarette, Alfeo Pereira describes 

contemporary art making, if it is not related to traditional values, as “filter” art. The 

substance and strength is weakened. These views are not surprising. As Jaime Martínez 

Luna points out, “understanding life as being permeated with spirituality, symbolism, and 

a greater integration with nature… understanding that human beings are not the center, 

but simply a part of the great natural world” is how we can “distinguish the enormous 

difference between Western and indigenous thought” (2010, p. 85). 

 

In August 2012 then Prime Minister Xanana Gusmão, not known as an opponent of 

modernization, addressed the inaugural Edinburgh International Culture Summit by video 

link. He discussed Timor-Leste’s 20-year Strategic Development Plan, identifying the 

cultural values he hopes will be passed on to the nation’s youth:  

The children of my generation listened to our elders tell stories about 

our ancestors - about crocodiles, and about our animist faith. The term 

for this faith is Lulik. It is the name given to powerful spirits of the 

dead that exist in our landscapes, rocks, animals and mountain 

streams. We must follow the rules of our ancestors - including 

harmonious relations between family, within the clan, and in our 
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country. These are important cultural norms we want to encourage in 

our young people.  

 

José (Josh) Trindade, a Timorese academic, insists that to portray these beliefs as 

“backward and uncivilized” is “not only ignorant, but also a humiliation to the Timorese 

indigenous values” (2011, p. 8). Pointing out the symbolic value of this commitment 

these days, he notes that “[o]ne can interpret the rebuilding of these Uma Luliks [Sacred 

Houses] as a message from the Timorese that they want to keep their cultural values alive 

and respected in the contemporary settings” (ibid, p. 12). Trindade also writes about how 

Lulik “determines how Timorese should behave in social interactions within the society” 

acting as “the moral standard… [that] creates social contracts between the Timorese” 

(ibid, p. 1). It foregrounds “harmonious relationship[s]” as foundational to living an 

ethical life, “achieved through the proper balance between differing and opposing 

elements” (ibid). Like Reis, da Costa, Danabere and Fernandes, Trindade presents Lulik 

as a dynamic principle mediating “indigenous” and “foreign” cultures, “old values” and 

“new values” (ibid, p. 3), “the real world and the cosmic world” (ibid, p. 1). An over-

emphasis on “modern or imported values” creates imbalance (ibid, p. 10), which puts 

“the character of our country, the way of life of the country” at risk (Fernandes).  

Introducing the ‘new’ 

In this context, Malae ushering in the new for its own sake underwhelms senior artists: “It 

is not the technical things, like how modern the camera is, because without the story 

these things are nothing” (Fernandes). Da Costa explains that “we tend to see the real 

story, the content itself.” Cautioning against unthinkingly adopting new technologies, 

Reis says that “we Timorese must always be critical and think about what is the content.” 

Acquisto believes the capacity to see through the smoke and mirrors of modern 

technological ‘sophistication’ stands Timorese in good stead: “What is exciting in the 

creative process is that people are actually going right to the heart, to the core of what is 

important in a story.” Determining whether an idea “is strong” has “to do with the content 

and how it relates to their experiences or the history of Timor-Leste. It is immediately 

gravitating towards the content as what defines a shot or scene.” Thus, as Sarmento 
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advises, “if you want to do something good you have to do something with the identity of 

this country.” Da Costa is typically precise: 

With foreigners it has to be related to Timorese culture, not using our 

culture to make Western products. When we see something different it 

means it represents more Western ideas. We can see through that.  

 

Pantomimes 

In this context, Timorese RG members are concerned that “sometimes Malae come in and 

it is always their way of doing things rather than integrating the idea into our culture. 

[They say] ‘it has to be this way, it has to be that way’” (Danabere). Likewise Reis 

believes that “some Malae don’t want to listen. They say ‘my idea, you just do the work’. 

They say ‘oh, yes I want you to make like this - what I already write here’. It is not what 

we think. It is what they say.” All RG members talk about arts programs in which young 

Timorese are ‘trained’ to be front people, endorsing and validating Malae NGO 

messages, but with little opportunity to influence the content. Adams is specific, 

discussing the attitudes of a few foreigners who had volunteered to teach at Arte Moris: 

Some Malae make whatever they do look authentic because they are 

working with Timorese artists, using Timor as a platform [and] riding 

on the back of the ‘coolness’ of the cultural experience by having 

Timorese involved, but then not actually giving them any control or 

respect. They come and get to do what they wouldn’t get to do in their 

own country and then leave with all the kudos but don’t leave the 

skills behind. 

 

RG members see these ‘pet projects’ as a serious risk to cultural integrity. Adams points 

out how foreigners who do not listen can “bastardize cultural things”, diminishing 

complex beliefs, values and histories by creating ‘collaborative’ work that is “all 

packaging and no content” (Zammataro). What is produced is “not authentic to the story 

[of Timor] because these Malae don’t understand what the values of our stories are” (da 
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Costa). “They use our culture, but don’t give the meaning of it” (Reis). RG members’ 

comments are not intolerant, paranoid or xenophobic. As Reis says, “we want this to be 

good for everyone, for everything. Everyone must want to adapt - not just Timorese but 

Malae need to adapt too.”  

 

In the face of a Malae refusal to listen, there are signs of resistance, including sacrificing 

an income rather than being party to culturally inappropriate productions. Reis provides a 

well known example. A foreign funded Timorese theatre company collapsed because the 

overseas director insisted that ‘his’ Timorese actors perform a scene that would have 

been deeply offensive, “reducing”, as Zammataro says, “the culture of Timor-Leste to his 

own little pantomime!” Reis explains that “we didn’t want people to think our culture 

was very stupid. We wanted to make something for us as well.” 

 

That’s why I didn’t agree. I was angry and go out. I wanted to have a 

big argument but I just leave. I went back and called my people [the 

other Timorese actors] ‘go out’. I didn’t want to fight and I didn’t 

want to be an enemy with him, with any people. If you think about 

something good for us, good for my country, for everyone, I am very 

happy to work with you. But if you think about something not good I 

go. 

 

Authorship 

A related concern is that in conducting ‘pet projects’ a fracturing form of individualism 

can appear when it is time to take credit and receive the applause. In these cases, 

participation mysteriously disappears as Malae who “are more interested in being given 

the kudos for any successes” than in mentoring Timorese take to the stage (Adams). Reis 

performs a parody of self-serving foreigners who put themselves forward as the 

individual author of the creative work: 

 

Some we work together but when we are finished and all the people 

say ‘good’ they just pretend themselves in the front - ‘Oh, I make this, 

I make that. I am. Me. Me. Me’. They forget what happened. The 
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Malae forget the idea we have, that they learn something from us, 

from what we do together. Many things we do to help them to work 

together. We check and sometimes our names are not included. These 

Malae say ‘that’s my stuff. I do. I do’. But he or she forgets that the 

Timorese group helped or that they got the idea from them. 

 

Authorial individualism runs counter to traditional cultural practices which, as Sarmento 

says, are fundamentally about celebrating working collectively: “In Timor if you work 

hard in a team you have to say this is the result of our work, not by one person.” Malae 

claiming sole authorship has a “very big affect because everyone works very hard to 

complete something but after that [the Malae] doesn’t respect what the Timorese were 

doing.” Modeling success as individualism ‘confirms’ that Malae are really the ‘smart 

ones’, reifying the supposed superiority of imported cultural practices: “Timorese, they 

think the Malae did everything and some people think the Timorese [participants] are 

stupid because they didn’t learn anything.” 

Keepers of the flame 
 

The older artists are secure in and inspired by their Timorese-ness. However, exercising 

the right of elders to worry about the youth, they are concerned that Western cultures are 

enthralling them.  

The modern youth… if you ask who is Santana49 or how the youth 

fought against colonization maybe they would have a very small 

answer. But if you ask who is Madonna, who is Shakira, or Britney 

Spears and Ronaldo, they know (Fernandes).  

 

49 “Nino Konis Santana was born in Lospalos… [He was a] leader of UNETIM (East Timorese Students' 
Organisation) until 1975... [He] worked as a schoolteacher in a village in that same region before the 
invasion… [later becoming a resistance leader]. [Santana] was not only leader of the armed wing of the 
Resistance together with Xanana Gusmão but also an architect of East Timorese National Unity, 
reconciliation and tolerance. He worked tirelessly forging national consensus and unity. Although he was 
the operational leader of FALINTIL, Nino Konis Santana was also a peacemaker, a diplomat and 
statesman.” (Obituary by José Ramos Horta with my abbreviations, http://webusers.imj-
prg fr/~bruno kahn/Timor/images/xanana/obitkonis.html). [Accessed 3/2/15]. 
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For RG members, successfully relating to the imported cultural forms requires a firm 

footing in the past. Fernandes observes that “some youth don’t know [because] they don’t 

have any reference. They didn’t see what happened. They don’t feel that it is a part of 

them, so it is our responsibility to teach them.” Reis also has a similar notion of local 

history and culture as ‘reference’: “For me I worry that some people forget our culture. 

I’m very sad about that. People must go and find someone who knows about traditional 

culture and make some reference so the younger people in the future they can know.”   

 

It is the older artists’ duty to engage youth in artistic forms of remembering, “so we can 

have good things to show our young generations that this is a gift from our ancestors to 

keep it alive, because without them we are nothing” (Fernandes). As Sarmento explains, 

“we need to tell the next generation so that they understand our story.” Respect for the 

ancestors, including those who suffered and died during the resistance, is the fulcrum for 

these explorations, producing an orientation that “will make the youth stronger” in their 

encounters with modernity (Reis). In this light, responding to my question about the 

advice she has for the Case Study project participants, Reis says that it is “Don’t forget 

before. Don’t forget where you come from.”  

The reciprocity code 

The long shadow of recent history plays its part, prompting “a cultural code of reciprocity 

in which those who suffer to bring something forth must be repaid” (Traube, 2007, p. 10). 

James Fox observes that “the debt of independence owed to the people by their new 

‘younger sibling’ must be repaid with stability, welfare and, eventually, prosperity” 

(2009, p. 125). While Elizabeth Traube and Fox’s analyses are directed at the State’s 

obligations to its people, the reciprocity code also appears in senior artists’ self-defined 

role as keepers of the flame. The resistance legacy prompts a commitment to revitalizing 

and rebuilding cultural practices through ‘telling our stories’ to each other and the world. 

Acquisto, reflecting on his experiences in Timor-Leste since 1999, makes the link 

between cultural production and nation building. Creative activities have little to do with 

acquiring fame and fortune, and everything to do with community service: 
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The idea of being an independent nation carries certain responsibilities 

for the future. People here are curious about their own development as 

artists but still there’s that overriding idea of contributing to the 

nation. Nation building here is something inherently worth doing. 

 

At one stage, discussing my concerns about an artistic ‘brain drain’, with senior Arte 

Moris artists going to study overseas and perhaps not returning, Danabere described these 

commitments to national development: 

 

I think most Timorese artists when they go they will feel they have to 

come back because our independence has been paid with a very high 

price in the lives of other young people that have passed away, their 

families, their partners and friends’ sacrifice. I think at this moment it 

is not seen as a very good time for us to leave this place for a long 

time. We need to stay and be involved in the development of our 

country. 

 

Da Costa shares this view, adding an emphasis on intergenerational obligations: 

 

For the next 20 years I think it is the responsibility of the young 

generation. It is their duty to make this country better and move 

forward. I think you will still probably hear this response that we 

should do this for the development of our nation in 20 years, maybe 

forever. 

 

Narratives of continuity 

PAR writers are most often engaged in narratives of conversion while senior Timorese 

artists are committed to narratives of continuity. Their views are widespread. They 

appear in the National Cultural Policy (NCP) of Timor-Leste, which aims at 

“invigorating the elements of traditional culture”, “the knowledge and behavior that are 

orally transmitted from generation to generation” (NCP, 2009, p. 4). In a collection of 

artists’ biographies, published for a National Academy of Creative Industries (NACI) 
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conference in Dili, Maria Maleira, a painter, expresses “her strong belief that art and 

culture are the spirit and soul of a nation... because art is a people’s culture own 

testimony” (NACI, 2011, p. 74). Art is the material expression of spiritual life, often 

explicitly linked to a resistance heritage, a point Siapno makes in understanding Timorese 

cultures as “imbued with deep political awareness” (2012, p. 428), exemplifying the 

“spirit of agency and folk endurance, which spans different regimes” of colonialism (ibid, 

p. 428).  

 

For filmmaker Victor De Sousa, it is “the nature of the sacred things and of the heritage 

of old knowledge” that inspires him: “Instructed by tradition, with spoken words… you 

will find the message and the legacy of the old, the history and the future for the land” 

(ibid, p. 108). Many senior artists frame their work as a commitment to preserving 

culture. For example, Domingos Flaviano B.C. Freitas believes “[t]he culture of Timor is 

very diverse but if not developed, it may be lost” (ibid, p. 50). Others simply express their 

appreciation for hadomi rai (beloved country). The painter, Sebastião Silva’s “attachment 

for his beloved country and people, especially in the countryside, are his driving force” 

(ibid, p. 98). Ordinary people are for Abel Júpiter, another painter, a source of “great 

admiration and respect” (ibid, p. 25). The views are substantially about revitalizing, 

rebuilding and preserving traditional cultures, but not to the exclusion of new art forms. It 

is about discovery and growth but not change, an approach best expressed in Dili Film 

Works’ organizational aims, which are “to encourage young East Timorese to discover 

storytelling techniques that grow from their own experience and from the historical 

realities of Timor-Leste” (ibid, p. 48).  

The badlands 

People who talk up ‘the problem of Timor’ attract considerable frustration. In a rare 

generalization, Reis complains that “everyone says bad things about Timor.” She has 

heard about foreigners who “say ‘oh, Timor has gangsters, many bad things’.” But “when 

I saw my Malae friend I asked her ‘What do you feel? What do you know about Timor 

now you have been here? She said ‘I can’t find the gangsters, I can’t find the bad 

people’.” Misgivings about victim profiling are exacerbated by a failure to acknowledge 

similar issues in our own countries: “They didn’t tell us that in Australia they have 
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traumatized people, drugs. They don’t tell us bad things from another country. They just 

tell the good things” (Reis). As da Costa says, Malae “don’t really talk about the bad side 

of becoming Western.” An idealized West contrasts with Timor-Leste as the badlands. To 

point the finger in just one direction is seen as disrespectful, untrustworthy. In 

Sarmento’s experience, these people 

 

… say bad things about Timor to the outside. We don’t want people 

who are nice up the front but behind [our backs] they say bad things. It 

is no good. It means they just want to use Timorese to make money 

but they don’t respect us.  

 

“Victimisation” processes are used by some foreign NGOs that want to “‘reform the bad 

Timorese mentality’” (Siapno, 2012, p. 428). They create an impression of Timor-Leste 

as “a dysfunctional ‘blank slate’ or ‘empty shell’, a perception that legitimized the 

international intervention as fulfilling the role of a functional and remedial rescuer” 

(Toome, 2013, p. 4). This ‘condition’ naturalizes programs in which “[s]elf-management 

is encouraged via the therapeutic language of participation, empowerment, healing and 

self-esteem” (ibid, p. 3). Siapno is particularly concerned about characterizations of “the 

Timorese body” as “in pain”, “traumatized”, “impoverished” and “dependent” (2012, p. 

428) underpinning outsider arts therapy programs, which sideline “the ways in which 

performing arts practices provide an embodied site for individuals and communities to re-

emerge as active agents in their resilience and recovery” (ibid, p. 427). She believes that 

foreign researchers should looking at how Timorese are “rebuilding themselves” through 

traditional cultural practices (ibid), arguing that they are “perhaps a denial of 

‘victimisation’, the primary form of agency” afforded by some foreign programs (ibid, p. 

426).  

Despite all they went through, Timorese public figures often convey an impression of 

strength, courage, fortitude and resilience, indicating that victim profiling is largely a 

foreign obsession (e.g. Dunphy, 2011). Timorese RG members, all of whom went 

through difficult times during the occupation, make it abundantly clear that they do not 

see themselves as victims. Fernandes even suggests an induction program for foreign 

promoters of Timorese as a traumatized people: “What I like to say is that if there is any 
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possibility that these people can live like Timorese that is a good exchange. I think it 

would be very good. If they are going to write about traumatizing things they will learn 

different things.” When asked what would we find out, Fernandes replied that “if you 

really learn you will see how good it is to be Timorese.”  

Taking on the role of kaer fatuk (storyteller for my people), Naldo Rei describes his early 

life during the occupation. Despite being imprisoned and tortured, he is no victim and 

does not picture himself or his people as such. Rei’s “life is proof that no amount of 

danger and loss can crush the human spirit” (NACI, 2011, p. 79). Similarly, the Timor-

Leste Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation, in presenting the testimony 

of people who suffered in the Chega! report, acknowledges how “[t]he quiet strength and 

resilience of many survivors, their dignity and generosity towards others, and their wish 

to participate in shaping their new nation is inspiring” (CAVR, 2005, p. 40).  

 

In Where the Sun Rises, a documentary about former Prime Minister Gusmão by Grace 

Phan (2006), he makes a sustained case for refusing to buy into a ‘victim’ mentality. 

Gusmão introduces viewers to a young woman, Flavia de Jesus, who has a long, almost 

horizontal machete scar across the bridge of her nose and her right check, the result of a 

militia attack that killed both her parents when she was seven years old. For Gusmão, her 

scar prompts a rhetorical question: “I wanted to understand the problem of trauma. Is it 

something we have to carry every day, we have to feed every day?” He answers in the 

negative, insisting that “we cannot use the term victims - they are all heroes.”  

 

For Gusmão, victim thinking draws people into “psychological weakness”: “We cannot 

live with ghosts every night, every day, flying above our minds, our heads… bad 

stories… bad spirits.” It is “more courageous to leave the ghosts and the suffering 

behind.” He insists that “we say no” to being a victim. Otherwise, “if not I live every day 

in the sense that I am the worst victim in the world, [thinking] ‘God why me? Why it 

happened to me and not to other people? [Then] we don’t live in peace of mind.” 

Overlaying his reflections are images of Flavia singing and dancing with her friends, an 

ordinary teenager, a vision of resilience and hope. 



 133 

Learning exchanges 
 

All RG members discussed issues to do with extractive projects and offered a Freirean 

solution. Da Costa identified both sides of a mutually satisfying transaction: “the people 

who come here have to want to learn about Timorese culture. I think they know how to 

teach, but they also have to know how to learn.” Meaningful participation is found in 

Malae who “observe the way of the people and try to learn” (Danabere), who “want to 

learn how is the Timorese life” (Sarmento). For Danabere, the foreigners who are “very 

strong”50 are “usually the ones who come here to really be in the country.” Noting that 

some Malae just want to learn what they need to know for their projects, he celebrates the 

ones who “learn whole things.” As Reis once advised me about the appropriate teaching 

and learning exchange: 

 

What can I give? It is my field what happened in my country. You 

teach students about being a photographer and they will show you 

about people’s lives. They will teach you about things in my country, 

what happens in our lives. This is what we give back. Give what 

happens. That’s why they talk to you, not just listen. 

 

Language 

Language learning is a highly valued form of respect and reciprocity, and a key learning 

exchange. It helps Malae in “building social relationships and understanding” (CDA, 

2008, p. 14) and is taken as prima facie evidence of good intentions: “If foreign people 

speak Tetum, people think they care for and really want to hear you, listen to you, be 

friends” (ibid, p. 15). Critically, learning language offers Timorese an opportunity to 

teach, guide and correct foreigners. A further benefit is that it enables us to talk with 

‘ordinary’ members of the community, “not only the ones who speak the language of the 

donor” (ibid, p. 15). Additionally, understanding language allows Malae to “see the funny 

side and the angry side, the rude side - you can see everything” (ibid, p. 14). The stress 

here is on an emotional connection rather than a functional one: “when you learn the 

50 Strength is sometimes seen as an ethical characteristic. 
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language you understand how we feel” (Fernandes). Adams, by far the most 

accomplished Tetum speaker of the Malae RG members, explains that by learning 

language 

 

… your relationships get stronger and deeper, and more trusting. [It] is 

a great way of breaking down the barriers that ‘I am better than you’ 

because we have to speak to each other as equals. 

 

An informal element in language learning is halimar koalia deit (just talking around), the 

spectacular teasing culture available to Malae who are willing to get involved. This 

quick-witted repartee “equalizes and creates affection. It has always been like that here.” 

(Acquisto). For Reis, “some Malae don’t understand [that] it makes us feel comfortable, 

like ‘oh, he’s my friend’, like equal.” Teasing should be approached with caution 

however. One would not usually tease someone in formal settings or an ema bo’ot 

(big/important person) unless there are signs that it is welcomed. But once the ice has 

been broken it is ‘game on’, although, according to Sarmento, “you have to be smart to 

make people laugh. It is not easy.”  

 

Halimar koalia deit allows criticisms to be given without the appearance of severity, 

which can be seen as culturally inappropriate. Feelings can be spared. It can defuse 

tensions, enable people to blow off steam and prick inflated egos. It also allows a teacher 

to receive advice that may be uncomfortable for participants to give in more direct ways. 

Teasing “makes a good environment to work in. It is good because sometimes Malae are 

too serious. They are more than serious, so you have to say something to make people 

relaxed” (Sarmento). As Adams explains, through teasing 

 

… it is much easier to feel on an equal footing with someone. A lot of 

Malae don’t get it. And sometimes they never will because they don’t 

speak the language or they will never let their guard down enough 

because they are so superior.  
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Sociality 
 

RG members and Listening Project interviewees emphasize that in Timor-Leste 

“[r]elationship is huge!” (CDA, 2008, p. 12). However, “sitting and talking isn’t 

happening” (ibid, p. 14). This lack of sociality can be seen as the attitude dividing us: 

“Westerners think about participation as people coming to do things, but in Timor-Leste 

it can be about getting people together for social occasions with the community” (ibid, p. 

23). Timorese often expressed a view that “the social side was often missing in Western 

cultural interactions.” The issue runs deeper than whether foreigners attend festas 

(parties) and ceremonies. Something fundamental is at stake. It is a desire for genuine 

subject-to-subject relations: “They want [you] to come to the same level as them.... It’s a 

respectful action - you are the same as that person, as another human being - we are all 

human beings and all have the same feelings and necessity” (ibid, p. 15).  

 

Meaningful relationships “have an element of mutual respect often communicated by 

people who are ‘willing to stay with us’ and who ‘speak our language’” (ibid, p. 14). The 

common metaphor is familial. If the relationship is “like a sister or brother, it is like 

respect” (Reis). As Fernandes says:  

With foreigners we want to work with them and then we become a 

family. So that is why we have to respect each other. Some Malae take 

this respect differently. But this is our culture - to respect people you 

have to have that, you have to become a family. 

 

Conclusion  
  

The pre-program survey of community leaders, unusual in PAR and Photovoice accounts, 

clearly establishes a conscious and committed society capable of identifying their own 

concerns and engaged in producing their own solutions. In this light there is no 

possibility of configuring the participants’ communities as incapable of understanding 

their world. The respected outsider role in cultural production is as a teacher and mentor 

with a series of caveats related to not ‘directing’ the content. The common view is that 

one can introduce ‘modern’ technology but, without a clear relationship to Timorese 
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cultural identities, ‘these things are nothing’. Additionally, considerable concern is 

expressed about outsider-instigated programs in which Timorese do not have a decisive 

say potentially produces insulting ‘pantomimes’.  

 

The key problem RG members identify is the possibility that youth will forget their 

history and culture in a rush towards modernity. Respondents caution that a foreign 

teacher could easily move students away from cultural values by over-emphasizing 

Western values, for example individualist authorship and promoting art as a pathway to 

fame and fortune, rather than as a community service. An over-emphasis on ‘modern 

thinking’ is seen to conflict with deep cultural commitments to rebuilding, revitalizing 

and preserving a distinctive set of cultural values. In this context the valued form of 

teaching and learning is not conversion but growth. Timorese RG members, writers and 

politicians continually referred to their own commitments to Lulik as the core values they 

are passing on to the younger generation. Lulik, while a reference to animistic spirituality, 

is also seen as ‘balance’, the mediation of old and new, reality and the cosmic world. 

Moreover, in discussing their commitments to the reciprocity code, RG members hope 

that their younger siblings will perform this primary obligation in producing cultural 

materials.  

 

This preliminary research had significant effects on my pedagogical ‘attitude’. It 

confirmed an emancipatory Freirean focus on the outsider teacher’s views as a problem 

to be solved in the participatory space. It also negated any potential to naturalize my 

appearance in the lives of others to produce ‘correct thinking’ based on a presumption 

that their culture was is them back. I was not going to be a ‘social engineer’ or ‘change 

agent’. I had arrived mid-way in a process of becoming in which, wide awake, senior 

artists, writers, politicians and academics had already identified the problem, or more 

accurately a tension - the struggle between memory and forgetting - and the solution as a 

dynamic form of balancing the old and the new, the traditional and the Western.  
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Chapter 8: Case Study 1 - Arte Moris 
 

While placing ‘markers’ throughout both Case Study chapters, I do not apply the 

methodological tests I have derived from the Literature Review until after the Case Study 

and an Audience Responses chapter. I do not want my imported categories to skew an 

understanding of what occurred or to produce an overly programmatic view of the 

processes we discovered along the way. Additionally, reserving the application of these 

tests to each Case Study avoided unnecessary repletion given that the second project, 

while deepening the research considerably, showed significant similarities in processes 

and outcomes to the Arte Moris study.  
 

Introduction 

 
Amoi. Photo by Livania Martins. 

When I returned to Dili from the photography project in Suai I spent two weeks at Arte 

Moris teaching and helping to set up a media lab funded by the US Embassy in Timor-

Leste. Along the way I spoke with Arte Moris director and RG member Danabere about 

coming back to undertake a photography project. His interest was in teaching and mine 
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was in research, but we managed to find an acceptable exchange. Arte Moris was at a risk 

of being over-researched. Danabere said that many foreign researchers had appeared with 

lists of interview questions. Most did not want conversations, just answers. He was 

committed to this project because it was based in a skills-driven discovery process. The 

senior students already had considerable experience with foreign artist-teachers. We 

discussed issues that had arisen with Malae instigated arts programs in the past. While 

most exchanges were successful, a few had problems, including creating the impression 

of ‘ripping off’ students by taking all the credit for notionally collaborative work and, in 

the guise of teaching, using students merely as labourers on their own projects. Some 

foreign teachers could not adapt to Arte Moris’s unusual teaching and learning style, 

something I also found difficult. As a consequence Danabere was justifiably cautious 

about newcomers. However, Alfeo Pereira had spoken well of the Suai project, which 

created a foundational level of trust and respect.  

 

In developing the shape of the Case Study, I made three conversational agreements with 

Danabere. Firstly, photo-storytelling would sit within Arte Moris’s artistic traditions and 

public profile. I would not try to move students away from their primary art forms - 

music, painting and sculpture - by over-valuing the medium of photography as a pathway 

to artistic or financial success. It was to be about growth, not change. Danabere and 

Gabriela Gansser, a co-founder and key advisor, made this clear in a letter inviting me to 

return as an Artist-in-Residence. The request was for me to “help to improve our artists’ 

exposure to new media arts”, to engage “with the interests of many students in adding 

digital media to their fine art skills” (29/5/09, pers. comm).  

 

I was simply offering another string to their artistic bows. A related agreement was not to 

teach photojournalism. The focus would be on creative uses of the medium. There was a 

photojournalism course at the International Center for Journalists Timor-Leste51 and 

Martine Perret, a UN photographer, had mentored at least two Timorese photographers. 

Arte Moris did not want to be seen as moving into this territory. Third, while most senior 

artists were card-carrying members of political parties, Arte Moris is publicly non-

aligned. I readily agreed that in my role as a ‘technical advisor’ I would not be seeking to 

engage participants in party political issues.  

51 http://www.icfj.org/content/building-better-media-timor-leste. [Accessed 18/11/14]. 
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According to Danabere, the benefit to Arte Moris would be in using their new media 

studio to good effect, vindicating the funding they had received from the US Embassy. 

Additionally, compatible with their efforts to develop into a formal art school, the 

program would produce a Tetum language photo-storytelling curriculum. Danabere also 

envisaged some participants would be in a position to teach photography to the younger 

students attending their weekly free art classes.  

 

Background and context 

Conducting a PAR project at Arte Moris meant engaging with a distinctive ethos and a 

specific teaching context, entering a history that is considerable and significant. Since its 

formation in 2003, Arte Moris, which means Living Art, has identified as a “not-for-

profit, free fine art school”, “the first Fine Arts School, Cultural Center and Artists’ 

Association in the one of the world’s youngest democracies” (Arte Moris, 2007, p. 1). 

Swiss artist Luca Gansser and his partner, arts administrator Gabriela, founded Arte 

Moris with a group of young Timorese, the majority of whom were from the districts. 

Arte Moris is located, ironically, in the Indonesian built Museum of Timor in the suku 

(suburb) of Comoro in Dili. Now aged between 24 and 32 years old, these young men 

have become the ‘seniors’ as a new wave of younger men, the ‘juniors’ joined them. 

Approximately 30 artists lived on site during the research period. Some of the older 

artists have moved on, typically when they get married, although they retain close ties, 

working as freelance artists, mentors, translators and teachers on commissioned projects. 

Former seniors have returned to their home districts to establish local art groups, for 

example Afalyca Community Arts Centre in Baucau52 and Arte Ramelau in Ainaro.  

 

The “vision and day-to-day practice” is “one of creativity, cooperation, and commitment 

to artistic endeavor” (ibid). 

These priorities combine with an open-door policy, to create an 

environment in which young Timorese people from all backgrounds 

can feel comfortable to participate in art making and express 

52 https://afalyca.wordpress.com. [Accessed 12/3/15]. 
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themselves freely through fine art. Part of the school’s vision is to 

encourage students’ personal growth, individual and communal self-

esteem, and other life skills… in an atmosphere of guidance and 

encouragement which allows students to experiment, build self-

confidence and expand upon their own vision of themselves and their 

new nation (ibid, p. 2).  

 

Students study illustration, painting, sculpture and, more recently, digital media 

production. Up until 2007 Arte Moris hosted Bibi Bulak, the youth theatre group RG 

member Reis had joined. Their joint aims were “to help the East Timorese in capacity 

building, becoming more aware and involved, building cohesiveness in their 

communities, and finding hope and joy for the future” (ibid).  

The main gallery and the artists’ studios. Photo by Richard Jones. 
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Profile 

 

Over the years, Arte Moris has received numerous local and international NGO 

commissions, typically for creating murals, book illustrations, posters and banners in 

community based arts projects, often involving informal teaching of youth in the district. 

An abbreviated list of NGO projects is attached in Appendix C. The organisation is 

widely known and deeply respected in Timor-Leste and increasingly abroad. In 2003, 

Arte Moris won a UN Peace Prize for their contribution to ‘Freedom of Expression’.53 

Ramos Horta, their long-serving patron, has described the Arte Moris as “one of the most 

successful youth projects in Timor-Leste”, going on to explain that  

 

Arte Moris provides talented children and young people a direct means 

to creative exploration of their world - their unique history and 

heritage, their personal experiences, and their dreams for the future. 

Crucially, it also provides the skills and experience for these young 

people to become teachers, full-time artists and/or key producers in a 

future Timorese creative industry sector (2009, p. 3).  

 

Their international profile includes exhibitions at the UN Palais des Nations in Geneva 

and in Zurich, Lisbon, Denpasar, Darwin, Melbourne, Geelong and Sydney, prompting 

Ramos Horta to state that: 

 

On the International stage, I am very appreciative of the recognition 

that the work of Arte Moris has achieved. At any overseas showing of 

the work of these young artists, the acclaim they receive from 

audiences reflects equally on the image of our country. In that sense, I 

regard these artists as among the best of our young ambassadors 

(6/2/13).54 

 

 

 

53 http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/missions/past/unmiset/pr111203.pdf. [Accessed 12/8/14]. 
54 http://arte-moris.tumblr.com/page/5. [Accessed 3/9/14]. 
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Management 

Arte Moris became wholly managed by the seniors in 2009, with Danabere, one of the 

original group, elected its first Director. The Ganssers stayed on for almost two years. 

Luca continued as the principal art teacher and mentor, and Gabriela as a cultural 

producer, performing a critical role in consolidating links between foreign NGOs and the 

artists. The older artists have taken on responsibilities for administration, budgeting, fund 

raising, organizing projects, putting on exhibitions and teaching. With funding from 

NGOs at least one foreigner a year works with Arte Moris as a full time administrator and 

mentor. At any given time Malae artists can be found working on collaborative projects, 

mentoring and teaching. A promotional flyer shows that by 2007 the students had 

received free art and language classes from Australian, English, Mexican, Indonesian, 

French, North American, Chilean, Argentinean, Italian and Pilipino artist-teachers (Arte 

Moris flyer, 2007, p.1). 

 

 
The spectacular Arte Moris gardens. Photo by David da Silva. 

 

Peace building 

I heard the curious mantra ‘No Rasta, No Pasta’ on my first day at Arte Moris. A foreign 

artist had been teaching the students to cook Italian meals. Spaghetti became a joking 
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reference to their Rastafarian locks. The metaphor morphed into a relationship between 

rasta, pasta and peace, creating the meaning ‘don’t come to eat with us unless you come 

in peace’. From its inception Arte Moris has been associated with peace building, at times 

in difficult circumstances. As Danabere says, the group seeks to demonstrate that after so 

much violence visited upon the people “it is time for us to be creative in peaceful ways of 

thinking.” The seniors are not NGO trained peacemakers. They see peace in cultural 

terms; their own dame (peace) traditions influenced by Rastafarian beliefs, particularly 

the liberation songs of Bob Marley and Peter Tosh.  

 
Meli Fernandes & Cesario Lourdes at Arte Moris. Photo by Richard Jones. 

 

 

Arte Moris seniors publicly promote peace, particularly evident during the volatile 

circumstances of the 2006 Crises, as artist Cesario Lourdes explains: 
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We went out and made a lot of graffiti about peace during those times... In 

Dili most of the graffiti about peace is done by us. During that time some 

young people came from other districts and tried to fight with us. They 

threw stones at us in the compound, but we always responded with peace. 

(Crook, Arte Moris, 2009, p. 3). 

 

During these times the organisation opened its grounds as a sanctuary for people 

dislocated by the Crises. Sloman, an Australian NGO worker who was there at the time, 

explains that as “one of the few camps with IDPs from both the East and West, it was 

attacked nightly by local gangs”, but the seniors refused to fight back. Instead, through 

peace workshops with opposing groups they “acted as a catalyst for camp leaders to sit 

down and talk with the local gang leaders. This dialogue led to the attacks ceasing and 

subsequent processes set up to deal with internal conflict in the camp” (2012, p. 48). As 

Apepy do Ceo, a senior at the time, explains: 

 

We at Arte Moris are not out in the streets fighting with stones and 

weapons. We are here fighting with honest expression and nobody 

gets hurt but those who ‘see’ our voice have to stop and think. Many 

people here like what we do. They respect us.55 

 

Lulik 

At a personal level, most artists see art making as ‘my religion’ through an association 

with Lulik. For example, Apepy believes that “people and their actions are quickly 

forgotten, so are entire cultures, but art stays forever. It is like my religion. Through art I 

will never die.” 56 Others, such as Grinaldo Fernandes, see art as offering the vision of a 

positive future, concluding with a typical poetic Lulik reference:  

The process of building a country from scratch is a difficult one. My 

experience as an artist in this situation helped me to develop my art 

focusing on the good things around my life, looking at the future and 

55 http://arte-moris.tumblr.com/. [Accessed 20/2/13]. 
56 http://arte-moris.tumblr.com/. [Accessed 20/2/13]. 
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sharing my findings with my fellow students… I hope in the near 

future the sun and the moon will guide me as they have done so far, 

and the sea and the land will provide me with the soul of an artist.57 

 

Tony Amaral describes Arte Moris’s view of their role, emphasising an opposition to 

versions of Timor-Leste as a land of violence and trauma: 

 

As Timorese artists, we believe in the power of art to transmit new 

stories of our country. It is a huge honour to be able to share … the 

new East Timor story, one that’s about creativity, art and a positive 

identity as opposed to one about conflict. 

 

Artistic trajectories 

 

 
Artist not named, 2003. 

57 http://arte-moris.tumblr.com/. [Accessed 20/2/13]. 
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In the early days Arte Moris included art therapy in their organisational aims. By 2008 

the reference had faded away. The students started to see art as self-expression but not 

‘healing’. In their online collection, very few of the 153 images show this early focus.58 

For example, in the naïve, illustrative style characteristic of the early work, the painting 

above represents a rape during the occupation, which may be seen as dealing with 

traumatic experiences. These days the artists’ work is almost always celebratory, usually 

resurrecting traditional cultural symbols in various fusion forms, the most prominent of 

which are Surrealism and Renaissance portraiture. 
 

   
Artists not named. 

 

One of the best-known paintings in the late Renaissance tradition is Xisto da Silva’s Feto 

Deskansa (Woman Relaxing) below. It features classic stylistic markers in the use of 

light and shade, humanist perspective and a sophisticated ability to render drapery. Until 

recently it graced the entry hall of Hotel Timor, the elegant post-colonial hotel frequented 

58 http://artemoris.org/collection/. [Accessed 16/11/14]. 
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by ema bo’ots of all nationalities. While European in style, the canvas is replete of 

distinctively Timorese iconography.  
 

 
Feto deskansa by Xisto da Silva. 

 

Katuas by Cesario Lourdes. 
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In Cesario Lourdes’ ‘European’ painting of a katuas (respected older man) above the 

subject’s khaki shirt indicates that he was a freedom fighter. A tais cloth shows his home 

district and the meo ceremonial headdress confirms his warrior status, highlighting a 

masculine continuity moving from the traditional, through the resistance up to the present 

in which the ‘warrior’ seems to be taking a well earned rest. Influenced by Picasso, an 

early found object tradition has morphed into a recycling movement in which artists use 

rubbish to construct sculptures promoting an anti-littering message, for example the 

thong sculpture below in a recent exhibition entitled Fo'er Nakfilar Sai Arte (Rubbish 

Becomes Art). 

 
Arte Moris. Photo by David da Silva. 

Arte Moris students regularly engage in public events, often creating provocative street 

performances on loron importante (important days). The students’ body painting below 

shows the global cultural influences engaging the artists; US gangsta, Mexican day-of-

the-dead, Jamaican Rastafarian, traditional Indonesian and a variety of indigenous art 

styles.  
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Arte Moris group. Independence Day march, Dili. Photo by Meli Fernandes. 

 

 

 
Maun Tolu / Three Brothers. Independence Day march. Photo by Meli Fernandes. 
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Teachers and teaching 

 

The specific context for this study is Arte Moris’s commitment to developing the artists 

as teachers. The seniors have conducted free after school classes for about 100 local 

students and taken on commissioned projects since 2004, including: 

• Art workshops with street children with the Forum Comunicacoes Juventude 

Oratorio supported by United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund 

(UNICEF). 

• Victim and Dignity Restoration art workshops with the Commission for 

Reception, Truth and Reconciliation.  

• Art workshops and campaign for children’s rights with the HOPE orphanage 

children in Metinaro, Atauro, Gleno and Ermera.  

• Art and music classes for people in Becora prison, Dili, with Psychosocial 

Recovery and Development in East Timor (PRADET).59 

 

 
Tony Amaral (left) taking art classes in Ainaro. Photo by David da Silva. 

59 http://www.pradet.org. [Accessed 24/1/15]. 
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As Timor-Leste becomes increasingly professionalized, with qualifications required for 

what used to be informal skills, Arte Moris seniors have accepted the need to acquire 

formal teaching skills and accreditation. Danabere describes Arte Moris’s track record 

and aspirations in this regard: 

The main task of Arte Moris for the future, in regard to having a good 

future for us is to develop our artists, mostly focusing on the senior 

artists who have been here for a long time and have contributed to our 

development. As you also assisted yourself we are trying to apply for 

scholarships for most of them with the aim that they will be able to get 

academic knowledge and qualifications to develop this place to be an 

art institute one day. The reality is that we don’t have any institute for 

formal education in art in Timor-Leste. It is almost only us because of 

our background. But we have no one with an academic background in 

teaching art… We hope that we will also give training to teachers who 

are already in the schools because it is too big for us to go to all the 

schools all over Timor-Leste. 

 

The heavily instructional ‘chalk and talk’ teaching style developed under the Indonesians 

has influenced Timorese teachers, who often teach as they have been taught: “in formal 

school the teacher doesn’t let you speak for more than two or three seconds, just to 

answer a question” (Danabere). Da Costa, an experienced teacher trainer, observes that 

 

… teachers here, they just walk in and write on the blackboard. They 

don’t show how to express the children’s thinking independently, 

creatively. Even for people who are not going to be artists it is a good 

experience to learn in this different way. 

 

“Teaching art is about feelings and you have to get students interested, to become 

passionate about artistic work” (Danabere). Overly instructional forms of education can 

be seen as anti-democratic because students “learn that there is only one leader” 

(Fernandes). Danabere says that Arte Moris’s focus is therefore on “a different kind of 

education”, a practice of freedom: “We have to teach children how to tell their stories 
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because art gives you a large room to express yourself.” The primary endeavour is not 

necessarily to train artists: “Even for people who are not going to be artists it is a good 

experience to learn in this different way” because 

 

… with art the students have the freedom to explore and find 

inspiration. I think the Timorese young generation needs this kind of 

learning to allow them to express any kinds of feelings they have 

(Danabere). 

 

In a broader context, art is seen to collapse demographic differences. “It can do this 

because we have all the colours collaborating. In art you need to mix all these colours, so 

it is fundamental to use this philosophy to understand about people. Art breaks down 

class and where you are from and what your job is. This doesn’t matter in art. It doesn’t 

matter what colour you are to make art” (Fernandes). 

Project details 

Reciprocity 

The usual exchange for volunteer teaching is free food and accommodation at Arte Moris. 

I was given a bamboo hut on the roof of the main administrative building, which I 

managed to endure for two weeks. The place turned into a party venue almost every night 

and I needed peace and quiet. I also wanted some distance between the participants and 

myself. Asserting my cultural rights to air conditioning and hot showers, I moved to a 

small house in Santa Cruz. Despite abandoning the original deal, a generalized 

reciprocity held up. In exchange for teaching, most artists, including the participants, took 

it upon themselves to teach me Tetum, balancing my teaching with theirs. Their induction 

into a rough, masculine street slang stood me in good stead with taxi drivers and the 

security guards in Santa Cruz, who were often surprised that I knew these colloquial 

phrases. However, I was later to learn that most of what I knew was inappropriate in 

polite company. 
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Participants 

 

Danabere recommended six participants based on his assessment of who might benefit 

from the program. He nominated five juniors and Livania Martins, a young woman who 

often visited but had not joined any of the art classes. While the seniors were already 

well-established artists and all had teaching duties, the juniors had yet to make their mark 

and had not exhibited their work. There was a concern that the juniors were drifting, that 

they did not have the same dynamic as the older ones. As Adams says, “life is pretty easy 

for them.” With food and accommodation taken care of and considerable freedom in their 

studies, “probably the only problems they have are around family issues and cash flow” 

(Adams). Consequently “they maybe don’t feel passionate enough about the issues the 

seniors have been involved in” (Adams). There was a sense that they were living in the 

shadow of the elder artists’ civic and cultural contributions. Danabere suggested that the 

photo-storytelling course could inspire and energize them. He hoped that photo-

storytelling would give them a distinctive set of skills and help them find a specific role 

at Arte Moris. 

 
Left to right: Januari Martines Amaral, Augusto Godinho, Simaun Pereira and David da Silva. Photo by Benvindo 

Ximenes Fraga. 
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Ajanu (Januari Amaral) is from Maubisse. He left school at 14 and joined Arte Moris in 

2008 when he was 20 years old. Ajanu was highly vocal socially, but if I pressured him 

about learning a particular technique he would become unresponsive and literally stop 

talking. At first I thought that he was a little intimidated by his ‘educated’ foreign 

teacher. Thankfully I asked Danabere how I could better engage him. He explained that 

Ajanu had been in a bad accident. He had fallen from the back of a truck and injured his 

head. Ajanu was in hospital for about two months. Everyone else knew not to put 

pressure him or he would freeze up. A Freirean silence had appeared. It did not relate to a 

psychological problem but a medical one. 

Agus (Augusto Godinho) is from Manatuto. He is 23 years old and arrived at Arte Moris 

in 2010 after finishing high school. His family wanted him to join the army like his sister, 

but he was interested in an artistic life. Joking around, he says “I am a good painter but a 

better drinker.” Agus would like to go to university one day, but not until they offer Fine 

Arts degrees. Like most Arte Moris artists he misses his home district and would like to 

get qualifications in order to return to Manatuto to teach and continue painting.   

David da Silva is from Aileu, partly of Chinese heritage, although all he knows is that 

this is from Portuguese times. He is 23 years old and joined Arte Moris in 2008 after 

completing high school. David did not get on with the instructional educational system, 

but persisted. He was single when we started the course, but engaged by the time it 

finished. A week before our exhibition David disappeared. For reasons I cannot explain 

here, he returned to his home district. David had taken some exceptional photos and, 

selfishly, I was concerned that he would not take part in the exhibition. Thankfully, he 

had anticipated the problem, completing his preparation work in advance. To everyone’s 

great relief he returned to us just in time.  

 

Beny (Benvindo Fraga) is 21 years old. His first name is Portuguese for ‘welcome’. Beny 

was a welcome addition to his family in Baucau, but not, as it turned out, to his school. 

After an escalating number of misdemeanors, including fighting, he was expelled. He 

says that he could not sit quietly in class and became mischievous. Beny arrived in 2008, 

drawn by the music classes run by seniors Etson Cahmina and Fernandes. “Making music 

and painting”, he says, “helps me feel calm and happy.” His primary aim is “to have a 
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good time with my life.” True to his word Beny enjoyed accompanying us on our various 

photo expeditions, but did not want to work too hard.  

Translators / co-teachers 

As I had learnt in Suai, the only viable way for me to teach was with a respected 

Timorese whose role would be much more than simply to translate my words of wisdom. 

No PAR or Photovoice practitioners cited discuss the prospect of co-teaching with locals, 

a sign that participation may not be quite as egalitarian as it could be. “The most 

important thing” about this study, according to Adams, “was getting other Timorese 

artists involved in teaching.” The four seniors who worked with us focused on their 

specific skills and interests, and then passed the baton on to the next person. I have 

already mentioned Alfeo, who was with me in Suai. He was preparing to leave Arte 

Moris to set up his own studio but spent the first week with us, affording a level of 

continuity with our Suai project.  

 

Mong (Simaun Pereira) took the next classes. He is 28 years old and one of the Arte 

Moris originals. Mong showed an early interest in media, working closely with Adams to 

develop video production skills. He is from Balibo in the Bobonaro district. He misses his 

home town and talks of returning to start a fish farm. Mong has started making short 

documentaries and occasionally obtains commissioned work documenting events and 

NGO activities. He was disinterested in the storytelling aspect of the work and made way 

for RG member Fernandes who had fortuitously just completed teaching a creative 

writing course with young adults funded by Union Aid Abroad.60 I was unable to get the 

participants to do any more than the most perfunctory writing and asked him to help out. 

As Fernandes later said, they enjoyed the photography side of the project but resisted 

story writing. He managed to inveigle the participants into writing, but not without some 

difficulty.  

We invited Tony Amaral to be the artistic director of our two project exhibitions. He is 

an Arte Moris original from Ermera. Amaral had returned from completing his Bachelor 

60 The overseas humanitarian aid agency of the Australian Council of Trade Unions. 
http://apheda.org.au/projects/easttimor/. [Accessed 26/5/14]. 
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of Fine Arts at the Sydney National Art School. Although he was offered a Masters 

scholarship to continue his studies in Australia, Amaral was committed to returning to 

share his knowledge with Timorese artists. He became Arte Moris’s first local artist-in-

residence, continuing with his own work, exhibiting in Timor-Leste and Australia and 

teaching the younger students. Amaral conducted the project debrief interviews and often 

gave me advice about project issues. 

 
Tony Amaral. Photo by Richard Jones. 

Participants’ aims 

Understanding themselves as a collective, participants aligned their aims to those of Arte 

Moris. They wanted to learn artistic uses of the camera and software, specifically 

Photoshop. None came into the project with a specific message to convey. As Danabere 

noted “their first intention when they follow your classes is just to learn to take good 

photographs.” They did not self-identify as needing to be ‘energized’, although as the 

project progressed they were teased mercilessly about ‘needing to pick up the pace’ by 

the seniors, Adams, Danabere and myself. 
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Consent 

In translating the Informed Consent documents into Tetum, Danabere and I discovered a 

problem. My original thesis title was Living Art: Developing Creativity Programs with 

Disenfranchised Youth in Timor-Leste. There is no compatible Tetum word for 

‘disenfranchised’, a grim irony given Timor-Leste’s recent history. I suggested 

marjinaladu, a Latin based loan word meaning marginalized. However, when we 

discussed the consent forms, participants challenged the use of the word. They did not 

want to sign up to this description arguing that they had been involved in numerous 

public activities and could not be pictured as marginal. My measure was so relational 

(marginal to who?) and contextual (in what circumstances?) as to make no sense unless 

the term was defined and accepted by participants in relation to their own lives.  

 

I said that I had not done enough research before I decided on the title. The participants 

showed the “assertive solidarity” Rahman claims as a consequence of PAR projects 

before it even started. My thesis title, implying a movement from lack to fulfillment, had 

collapsed. Danabere and I explained how the mistake had occurred, talking about voting 

and what ‘disenfranchised’ meant. The concept was also refused. The participants 

showed me their party membership cards. While Arte Moris is non-aligned, every 

participant, like almost all the seniors, was an active member of a political party. I had 

slipped into a common ‘victim’ descriptor, subtly proposing myself as the instigator of 

change, despite my emancipatory affiliations. I had, without any evidence, pre-emptively 

‘lowered’ the participants in order to position my research as a ‘noble’ activist endeavour. 

The inaugural research ‘problem’ was not in the participants’ lives, but in my framing 

device. I was thankful that the deficit descriptor had been struck out, despite the fact that 

it formed the activist trajectory of the study. I would not have to massage participants’ 

thoughts, deeds and actions into a dubious theoretical framework. Despite my theoretical 

convictions, it was the participants themselves who put the research on a more 

appreciative track. 
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Timing 

 

The course was conducted on three days a week for eight weeks with an additional two-

week intensive exhibition preparation period. From the start we were going to take the 

time it took to explore the medium and see what happened. We would know when it was 

time to prepare for an exhibition when we could fill the large gallery space without 

compromising quality by including photos that did not reach the standard we aspired to. 

Delays 

On my arrival from Australia I wanted to commence the research at once. But Danabere 

approached me with a request. All hands would be needed for Arte Moris’s 8th 

Anniversary celebrations. Could I delay starting for two weeks? My willingness to put 

back the project secured trust, establishing that I was not at Arte Moris in extractive 

mode, that participation would flow both ways. I was able to contribute to the event by 

mentoring Mong with a series of images depicting Arte Moris values and the event 

promotional poster below. 
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Resources 

 

The equipment grant from the US Embassy in Dili had enabled Arte Moris to build a 

small media studio. It housed three high-end Macintosh computers and a five-colour A3 

printer. Two Canon EOS semi professional cameras and a Sony HD video camera were 

included in the kit, which was completed with lights, tripods and the other peripherals 

needed for basic production. Photoshop was the main professional software we worked 

with.  

Program attendance 

 

Students were not compelled to complete any of the arts programs on offer at Arte Moris. 

It led to a drift in which participants would move in and out of classes whenever they felt 

like it. If something more interesting was on offer, for example a trip to the districts, they 

would not turn up for class. This fluid approach, seen as undisciplined by some, led at 

least three foreign volunteer teachers to abandon their classes. I persisted, although at 

times I thought it was disrespectful. Gradually, as a photo-storytelling theme emerged, 

attendance became consistent. Two participants left the course early. At eighteen years 

old, after a fragmented education, Livania was able to return to school to complete her 

diploma. She often visited us after school and attended our exhibition with her friends. 

The other participant, Anas, left the program in the second week. I thought that he may 

be uncomfortable with computers and made sure that he knew somebody else could do 

the image processing work with him. It did not help, and no one could explain why he 

left. He would not say. Amaral, however, told me he was “not loyal”, an early instance of 

the powerful collective culture characteristic of Arte Moris: If you start a journey 

together, you should finish it together.  

Teaching 

Teasing 

The artists were extraordinarily non-confrontational. Their peace agenda intersected with, 

as RG member da Costa explained, a cultural tradition of non-aggression. I tended to 
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understand independent thinking as direct verbal criticism. Instead teasing was the 

primary mode of ‘correction’. One had to read the signs. Mong would often chastise 

participants in the voice of a censorial grandmother, assuring them that they would never 

find a wife if they did not work hard. I would parody a pompous NGO worker, acting out 

my frustrations about ‘time management’, which were genuine, but needed to be 

presented in this oblique way. My teasing mantra was the creole expression siempre aban 

(always tomorrow). It cut both ways. I was often teased about my stressed attempts to 

push the project forward, a subtle criticism of my inability to relax. As Adams noticed, 

“even though you don’t know Tetum as well as me, you were very good at being open to 

criticism through jokes, and joked back.” It set the tone for an unusually informal course, 

which at times created personal anxieties about whether we were ‘doing research’. 

Playing with fire 

 

The participants had basic experience with the camera equipment and an excellent 

knowledge of local arts and crafts, for example wood sculpture, and a good knowledge of 

international arts practices developed from classes with about 12 foreign artist-teachers. 

They were familiar with European compositional strategies, including the ‘rule of 

thirds,61 chiaroscuro,62 naturalistic perspective lines, the ‘disappearing’ point and so on. 

However, they had only used the new cameras to document Arte Moris activities. They 

were not transferring their compositional knowledge to photography. Their images 

showed a typical vernacular carelessness, a point-and-shoot approach with little aesthetic 

refinement. Photography was seen as a documentary medium, but not an artistic one. 

Responding to Danabere’s request not to teach photojournalism, I focused on aesthetic 

techniques, using exercises to do with lighting, and compositional strategies to break 

through their amateur shooting style. 

The first camera exercise proved highly significant in uncovering an elicitation technique 

and challenging my own proclivities towards ‘inserting’ directive content into photos. I 

had not prepared a formal class. I wanted see what happened, to make the path by 

61 Dividing the frame with grid lines into nine equal sections and using the intersecting points to ‘balance’ 
images and highlight points of interest. 
62 A late Renaissance tradition of using strong contrasting light and shade as an aesthetic feature of an 
image. 
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walking. The previous night I had attended a large dinner at Arte Moris. One of the 

seniors had sold a painting and so made the usual communal gift. He bought fish, 

vegetables and rice for everyone. Despite having a gas oven, our dinner was cooked 

outside on an open fire in the traditional way. The next day I realized that we could use 

fire in a lighting exercise. I was trying to link photography to ‘real world’ experiences. 

Halimar ho ahi (playing with fire) provided an opportunity to explore the effects of light 

on modeling a face, while at the same time developing an understanding of framing 

choices: high shot, low shot, wide shot, mid shot, close up and so on. 

 

Participants took to it immediately. Fire, as an aesthetic, has deep affinities with 

traditional life. Additionally, the exercise made a connection to participants’ pre-existing 

skills. We needed to build a black out room the size of a large photo booth. Clearly more 

skillful builders than me, they took charge, collapsing any sense that the Malae knows 

best. A bamboo frame tied with rope was draped with black cloth. Ajanu, perhaps 

thinking it looked jeitu (cool), decided to wear sunglasses. From then on each participant 

used the sunglasses, producing a slightly uncanny effect that featured in the photo 

elicitations.  

 
Ajanu. Photo by David da Silva. 
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We printed the photos back at the studio and sat around chatting. Some seniors came over 

to see what we had done. They unexpectedly prompted an elicitation session n a way that 

has not been discussed in PVR or Photovoice. It was a third party form. The initial 

discussions focused on skills. The seniors enquired about who took which photo, asked 

questions and complimented the photographers, occasionally offering framing advice. 

Their aesthetic assessments turned to reading a specific Arte Moris meaning into the 

image. The generative motif was fire as light used to search in the dark. The shell and 

paint pot connoted the play between the traditional (shell/nature) and the modern (paint 

pot) producing an identity story linked to Arte Moris explorations of the intersections 

between old and new (oil painting is not a traditional art). Firelight produced a sense of 

searching for ‘a good future’, but also not quite understanding how to get there. The 

subject would have to take off the sunglasses to see properly. The story is about finding a 

place in the world as artists in a process of becoming. The photos are Lulik images. 

 
Livania. Photo by Agus Godinho. 

The seniors’ reading highlights an unexamined issue in Photovoice. It can be related to 

the intentional fallacy; the presumption that the meanings others draw out of a creative 
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work are the ones the authors intended. The risk in research is that these are retrofitted as 

intentions to endorse the aims of the study. None of the meanings were intended. The fire 

in the shell was simply to generate the lighting exercise. The shell was needed to hold the 

petrol for the fire. It was an ashtray left on a bench next to the photo booth. Ajanu used 

the sunglasses to look ‘cool’. When the shell became too hot David took a paint pot from 

the bench to hold it at a distance from the subject’s hand. I then suggested a Photoshop 

layering exercise. We could erase the white of the fire and insert another image. I 

expected that after our discussion with the seniors the participants would add in a cultural 

symbol. However, Ajanu decided on an eyeball. Perhaps influenced by Arte Moris’s 

surrealist tradition he resolved the image (the missing eyes) and the implied question 

about seeing in the dark, creating the dialectical triplet of shell, paint pot and 

disembodied eye. 

 

Ajanu. Photo by Livania Martins. 
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Beny’s image differed from the others. To be ready to put more petrol into the shell and 

set it alight I had asked him to bring the stick we were using to light the petrol. He 

thought I meant both sticks, and to light them. Alfeo, who was translating, just watched. 

Beny soaked the sticks in petrol, lit them and walked into the photo booth for a shot.  

Beny. Photo by David da Silva. 

 

 

The final element of the ahi exercise was to practice layering text into the image. I used 

David’s image of Beny to demonstrate the technique, and in doing so made one of the 

most serious mistakes possible in ‘participatory’ development project, appropriating a 

Timorese voice to run my own activist agenda.  
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Poster by David da Silva and Richard Jones. 

 

 

Following through on the ‘seeing in the dark’ theme I inserted what I now see as a heavy-

handed NGO message: La bele halo korupsuan. Ami hare’e hela o! (Don’t make 

corruption. We are watching you!). The next day, carried away with self-righteous 

enthusiasm, I printed the final image out as an A3 poster and asked Danabere to make an 

appointment with the Anti-Corruption Commission63  with a view to securing their 

support for a public poster campaign. He spoke to them first and then explained to me 

that they did not want to publish the poster. People would easily realize that Arte Moris 

was behind it, which was seriously risky. Adams picked up on my attempt to impose an 

outsider version of activism. Talking about recent incidents of Malae using Timorese as 

63 Komisaun Anti-Korrupsaun. http://timor-leste.gov.tl/?p=60&lang=en&n=1. [Accessed 26/11/14]. 
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front people for their own causes, she said “How great for you to say ‘we did an anti-

corruption campaign’. That happens a lot here.” In a clear case of ventriloquism I had 

appropriated a participant’s image and language to push my own ‘change’ agenda. The 

form of address is direct, didactic finger pointing. ‘We’ does not include me. To 

genuinely say ‘We are watching you’ I would need to be in the poster, taking the same 

risk as Beny, and more broadly, Arte Moris.  

Beny’s dream 

Before showing the poster to Danabere and pushing for the Anti-Corruption Commission 

meeting. I talked about the poster with the group. I noticed a lack of enthusiasm for the 

topic. Beny lightened the tone by saying he had a dream about the poster the previous 

night. He dreamed that a young woman saw the poster in town and, recognizing that he 

must be from Arte Moris, called and asked for him, saying ‘He is so handsome, I must 

meet him’. Beny - now performing his dream - came to the phone and they made a date. 

She asked him to visit her house that night. He was wildly enthusiastic. In a hilarious 

pantomime he showed us how he dressed up and went to her place. When she showed 

him in three masked gangstas open fire with machine guns. That’s it. He is dead.  

 

Although it is obvious in retrospect, I did not understand what Beny was telling me. He 

was not directly criticizing the idea, but clearly demonstrating the participants’ concern. I 

needed to learn to read the signs. I discussed the experience with Danabere and 

Fernandes, presenting the idea that Arte Moris needed to move on from its peace 

traditions to tackle other prominent issues. They did not agree. Peace was fundamental to 

their history and artistic culture. It was only on reflection that I realized I was making out 

a managerial Lewinesque argument, that the organisation was ‘frozen’ in its old, 

outmoded culture. Later, when I won a raffle at an Arte Moris event I was teased about 

the poster. Danabere, presenting me with the prize, got a laugh by saying with a wink to 

the audience ‘Richard is the person who made anti-corruption posters. I think we need to 

worry about how he won this prize.’ In the same breath Danabere called me maestro, I 

think to ensure I was respected, despite my mistake.  
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We moved on. I thought the ahi techniques were shelved until one morning Adams told 

me that the participants had been up all night working with the seniors on a new Playing 

with Fire photo set. They had photographed the seniors - Casimiro, Ameta, Tony and 

Vincente - using exactly the same techniques, layering their eyes into the flames and 

applying text, but this time with an anti-violence theme. As Adams said,  “They probably 

went ‘How else can we use this technique?’ The anti-violence message is a lot safer you 

know.”  As far as I could determine for the first time the juniors taught the seniors an art 

process, securing their ‘place’ as the Arte Moris photographers. While there is no easy 

distinction between form and content, the experience confirmed that I could teach 

techniques, but leave the content up to the participants. 

‘Stop Violence’ poster. Tony Amaral by David da Silva, Agus Godinho  

and Ajanu Amaral. 
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Throughout the program, participants, using themselves as models, continually 

experimented with new techniques, most often at night without any involvement, let 

alone direction, from me. I was often asked to provide comments and advice on the 

results, but these experiments were their own.  

David. Photos by Agus Godinho and Ajanu Amaral. 

Community photos 

While continuing with our Photoshop experiments, the team spread out amongst the Arte 

Moris community, taking portraits of anyone who asked. My role was to responsively 

demonstrate specific techniques. Participants decided whether they would apply them or 

not. We worked on compositional styles, transposing their painterly understandings into 

naturalistic photographic forms. For example, the photo below is of Mana Albertina, the 

part-time cook at Arte Moris. She wears a familiar smile, a mix of bemusement and 

affection. David took the shot to explore a frame-within-frame technique. The window 

becomes an internal frame. He combines the window’s leading lines to draw the viewer’s 
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eyes to the face with a low angle shot to produce a sense of her status. She is being 

‘looked up to’. We printed an A4 copy and stuck it on the kitchen wall. Mana Albertina 

literally screamed with delight when she saw it. She understood that she was being 

thanked for her work at Arte Moris. Photography in this context can be understood as a 

gift, a valued way of doing ‘thank you’ rather than just saying it.  

 

 
Mana Albertina. Photo by David da Silva.  

 

Merkado Comoro 
 

As we entered the second week of the course I was becoming increasingly concerned that 

we did not have a topic suitable for the thesis. The open, discovery process was a serious 

risk. There were numerous experiments and the participants were learning a good deal, 

but a coherent research theme had not appeared. Danabere suggested we go for a drive, 

take pictures around Dili and maybe something would happen. It did. We stopped off at 

the Comoro markets to visit Zito, a friend of the participants who ran a hardware shop for 

his family. He asked that we take his photo. David took several shots, exploring different 

angles and finally positioning Zito so that the background ‘spoke’ his job, one of our 

early exercises in creating meanings with backgrounds. We promised to bring back a 

print the next day. When we returned the word was out. Other people were waiting to 
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have their pictures taken. We took shots of everyone who asked, printed and returned 

them the next day to find more market people waiting for a photo. We had discovered our 

theme.  

 

 
Zito. Photo by David da Silva. 

The Comoro markets had a reputation as a hot spot, particularly during the 2006 Crises, 

where it was the epicentre for much of the youth violence at the time (UN Special 

Commission, 2006, p. 26). Even five years later most Malae, including myself, avoided 

the place. In 2013 the site was bulldozed and the market people moved to a purpose built 

site in Maliuana, an outer suburb. Even so a ghosting effect remains. The Australian 

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade still warns travellers to “be particularly vigilant, 

especially at night, in the vicinity of Comoro Road and markets, particularly Comoro 

Market and in other areas where there is a concentration of people.” 64 

64 This Advice was still available on Monday, 29 May 2015, about two years after the markets were closed: 
https://www.smartraveller.gov.au/zw-cgi/view/Advice/Timor Leste. “Safety and security section” under 
the “Civil unrest/political tension” heading. 
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The imprint of violence, despite in this instance being literally untrue, has proved one of 

the most difficult legacies to shake off and a great concern to many Timorese who, as 

Reis says, are concerned about how frequently Malae “say bad things” about Timor-

Leste. I was apprehensive about working at the market. I had heard about a Korean film 

crew that was literally marched out of the market by the vendors the previous week. They 

had made a fatal mistake, barging in and shooting without letting anyone know what they 

were up. The Koreans were not hurt, just shown the metaphorical door. It does not matter 

that the markets are a public space. It is still necessary to follow protocols. Da Costa 

expresses a common frustration: “For me it is insulting if someone comes into my 

community without consulting us. It is an insulting thing to do. It is a bad way to run a 

project. It happens here a lot. A lot like this happens here.”  

 
The markets at dawn. Photos by Ajanu Amaral. 

 

We made contact with the Comoro Child and Youth Centre, also known as Centro 

Juventude Comoro (CJC), a Timorese organization that worked with young people in the 

market. They ran a school and community centre right next to the main market through 

road. We met the director, Mana Jacinta dos Santos Guterres. An extraordinarily 

dedicated community worker, she was fully behind the project and alerted everyone, 
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including the Polisia Nasional Timor Leste (PNTL)65 and community leaders about our 

activities, smoothing the way and ensuring wide support for the work. Later the CJC were 

to host our market exhibition. 

Reciprocity and respect 

 

 
Ajanu shows his photo to Mana Irna, her sister and her child. Photo by Agus Godinho. 

 

Despite the photographers being well known in the markets, some people expressed 

suspicion about the project’s extractive potential: 

 

The people asked about the photos - why we were taking them. They 

wanted to know about the purpose of the photos. They wanted to see 

their photos and once they did they were happy. From all the photos 

we took of older people, youth and children we gave them all a copy 

(Ajanu).  

 

65 http://www.pntl.tl. [Accessed 24/4/15]. 
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We had developed a respectful, timely and tangible form of reciprocity. Returning photos 

was accompanied by a bargain: a photo for a story that we could exhibit and I could 

include in my research. No image would be used unless the subject had seen it and 

agreed. If anyone did not like their photo, the image would be deleted in front of them. 

Additionally we agreed that there would be no spying, no hidden camera shots. People 

had to be aware that we were taking photos of them.  

 

 
Tia. Photo by Agus Godinho. 

 

Story: Just call me Tia [Aunty]. I don't know my age. I am an old woman now. Way back 

in the war - I was young then - someone took our photos but they never brought them 

back. Maybe it was because it was wartime. I don’t understand what it was. Now I have 

just realized, next week when you come please bring back my photo.  
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The participants asked for permission to sell the work at the Arte Moris exhibition to 

support the cost of printing and framing. I expected this would be an issue, that we would 

be seen as profiteering, but it did not create any problems, potentially because Arte Moris 

was trusted in the market community. I asked Danabere why the project was so strongly 

supported:  

 

These kinds of things are very important for the Timorese because it is 

going back to them. They feel very honoured that they now have their 

photographs. In our media at the moment everybody focuses on the 

government. People in rural areas or the markets are not really seen. I 

think that’s why they were very happy and excited to be a part of the 

project.  

 

Fernandes added another layer, identifying a familial form of reciprocity, the common 

bond between Timorese as ‘family’:  

 

It is because of the simplicity of being there, sitting with the market 

people and telling them ‘We are learning photography and we would 

like you to collaborate with us because we are your sons’. So with this 

explanation the people understood.  

 

He counterpointed this ‘simplicity’ to NGO promises that were not always fulfilled, 

saying that Timorese “are suspicious of koalia bo’ot (big talk).” Like Danabere, 

Fernandes observed that “the people feel honoured and respected” by the process. In 

returning the photos “they see that the Malae didn’t lie to them. That is a good example 

for them.” For Reis, “it is a good way to do work with the people because when we give 

back the photos it is not just a memory for them but it shows that we do things with them 

not just for ourselves. Returning photos was “a good thing for all the people because it is 

like a record that we can remember” (Fernandes).  

 

A market vendor, José da Silva Guterres, explained why a portrait is so highly valued:  

 

A photo is a good thing. It is like our spirit. We can keep it so our 

grandchildren will know 'this was our grandparent from before'. And 
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say tomorrow or the next day we die. We can put this photo on our 

[grave] headstone so that people know us, that this is our shadow.  

Ownership and control 

 

The photo-story subjects were not merely research informants. Participants saw the 

market people as collaborators and teachers: “We felt really happy because when we 

printed the photos and took them back we asked whether the photos were good or not. 

They gave us their continuing support so that we could continue to learn” (David). Agus 

makes a similar point:  

 

We are sitting and chatting with our market friends, and we feel really 

close to them. They have collaborated with us and kept giving us their 

strong support for us to continue studying photography. This has given 

my spirit the strength to go forward.  

 

The subjects developed decisive ownership and control of their images and stories. They 

often directed the shots themselves, telling ‘their photographers’ to ‘stand over there’, 

‘try the photograph again but with me here’. We readily accepted direction. It was 

ultimately not ‘our’ project. We became conduits for the market people to present their 

own versions of themselves. Zammataro, noticing this, said the subjects felt a sense of 

ownership because 

 

… it is about their place. It is ‘our stories’. It is about ‘us’ and the 

photographers are vehicles for the market people to represent 

themselves, which I think is fabulous. I think that’s excellent.  

 

The market people kept the project on track through their insistence on classical, 

naturalistic portraiture. With my encouragement the photographers experimented with 

unusual angles, black and white and extreme uses of light and shade. But our attempts to 

offer ‘artistic’ photos were rejected. Instead, as Zammataro noticed 
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… the people wanted authenticity, rather than something that had to be 

explained as ‘art’. They wanted a picture that they could relate to, that 

they could see as real. They needed to have photos that they felt good 

about, that they could recognize themselves and the community in. 

 

In a typical scene showing how the subjects managed our photos, Rofi’s mother, Mana 

Jacinta, proudly positions him in front of the family stall. She adjusts his left arm, 

creating a sense of ownership, ensuring that viewers would understand that this is his 

place. 

 
Rofi and his mother. Photo by Agus Godinho. 
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Haksolok / Happy. Photo by David da Silva. 

 

Story: Rofi is five years old. He lives at the markets with his mother Jacinta and father 

Marcelo who are from Ainaro. Rofi is happy because he has many friends to play with in 

the markets. He will go to school next year but for the moment Rofi helps his family by 

washing vegetables and carrying things.  

 

The team chose Rofi’s photo as one of two to be used in the exhibition publicity. An 

image of pride and plenitude, it shows tempu rai diak (a good time for the country). 

While Mana Jacinta positioned Rofi, David selected the angle, highly aware of the light 

(it was taken at dawn) and the depth created by an angle in which the buckets of beans 

recede into the background. He squatted on the ground to produce the low angle shot, 

positioning the viewer as looking up to Rofi, one of many occasions in which a low angle 

‘hero’ shot was applied to children. Rofi’s relaxed smile, evoked by David’s gentle 

chatting as he took photos, transfers to an audience, who I have seen smile back at this 

image.  
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Elicitations 
 

As Danabere observed “the stories are important because they give a lot of meaning to 

one quiet picture.” Story gathering was driven by simple conversation prompts developed 

with the group and guided by Fernandes. Participants typically opened with the usual 

respectful identity questions; ‘Who are you?’, ‘Where are you from?’ ‘Who is your 

family?’ and ‘What are you doing in the market?’ This was followed by ‘How do you 

feel about your life?’ and ‘What do you hope for the future?’ We also asked the process 

questions ‘How do you feel about what we are doing here?’ While ‘the problems of my 

life’ could appear, there was no direct attempt to elicit life’s burdens. Collecting 

information was not difficult. However, none of participants enjoyed crafting the stories. 

They were visual artists not writers. As Fernandes said: 

 

What I am seeing is that they are trying hard and are really into the 

camera, to figure out how to use this camera well and to see the good 

shots. They are really into it but they don’t think enough about the 

stories.  

 

Their reluctance became stubbornness. The participants were past masters at passive 

resistance. They firmly asserted their artistic freedom not to do what they were told. 

Fernandes, with considerably more social status than me, came in on the writing sessions. 

He too found the experience frustrating, but with considerable effort the stories were 

sufficiently well written to use in the exhibitions, something I had worried about for some 

time. Photo elicitations were even more difficult. Other teachers had experienced the 

juniors’ reluctance to engage in formal discussions. They did not appreciate question and 

answer sessions. Expecting answers felt like pressure, whereas the photographic activities 

were highly enjoyable. I discussed the difficulties with Adams, who had similar 

experiences: “It is not just in your project. It is in my classes and meetings and things like 

that.” There was a cultural expectation that when an older person is present the younger 

ones should be listening: “The younger ones would have an opinion but they would be 

too shy or respectful to give it. There is this hierarchy to do with age.” I did not see a 

need to ‘break’ this form of respect simply to serve my research agenda, although it did 

limit some aspects of the storytelling process. I thought it was an appropriate way of 
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learning. One day they would be seniors and the juniors would listen carefully when they 

spoke.  

 

Selections 

The selection process. Photo by Agus Godinho. 

 

The market people had pre-selected photos for the exhibition by deleting the ones they 

did not like and identifying images they wanted us to print. By the time we finished the 

project there were about one hundred and twenty potential exhibition photos. We needed 

to cut the preliminary selection back to thirty A3 and ten A4 images to fit in the 

exhibition space. 66  Taking Danabere’s advice, we asked Amaral to become the 

exhibition’s artistic director and together we decided to invite the senior artists into a 

blind selection process. It was seen as demonstrating respect. Danabere recused himself. 

He knew who took what photos. Casimiro, Grinaldo, Vincente and Abe were our judges. 

The seniors would stop, discuss specific photos amongst themselves, re-read the 

66 Twenty-three photos had accompanying stories. We would return to the markets to check stories with the 
subjects and develop any new ones after the final selection was made. 
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accompanying story, ask questions, throw out some images and include ones they had 

originally discarded. When it was done, our judges explained why they had made the 

selection. Despite being a fine art school, aesthetic quality was a secondary concern. First 

and foremost they were committed to presenting a portrait of life in the markets, seeking 

to balance ages, genders and story elements.  

Exhibitions 

 

The exhibition title, Loke Matan. Hare’e no Rona Ami (Open Your Eyes, See and Hear 

Us), was devised by the team without my input. It reflects a common view that ordinary 

people were unnoticed in Timor-Leste’s rapid modernization. Referencing photography 

(see) and storytelling (hear), the title is slightly ambiguous. Who is ‘us’? Should it not be 

‘them’? It is both. The photographers have collapsed the distinction between themselves 

and market people. In preparing invitations we set up a template and each participant 

chose one of their own photo-stories to create five different invitations.  

 

 
Invitation. Gosta Amerik / I Like America. Photo by Agus Godinho. 
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Story: My name is Fernando. I am seven years old. I live near the Comoro Markets and I 

go to school in Villa Verde. I am visiting my friends here. I have five siblings and I am in 

the middle. My mother works as a cleaner for foreign people. I like wearing this T-shirt 

because has lots of stars and the colours are awesome. 

 

 
Invitation. Moris diak / Good Life. Photo by Ajanu Amaral. 

 

 

Story: Aged 46, Maria Sarmento has two children and lives alone with them because her 

husband lives in Ermera. Aunty Maria is pleased with her life because she has opened a 

restaurant in the market. Her work every day is cooking and serving the people who 

come and eat. She says she is happy because she is her own boss. 

 

The exhibition description, drafted by Danabere and Amaral and approved by the 

participants was printed with each invitation in Tetum and English: 

 
Opening Night at Arte Moris, Comoro, Thursday August 25th, 6.30pm 
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Over the last year Arte Moris, Timor-Leste's first fine arts school, well 
known for its painters and sculptors, has developed a digital media studio 
and begun producing short films, photography and design. This exhibition, 
Open Your Eyes - See and Hear Us, showcases the first photography 
from the junior students. The project began with design experiments, 
developed into posters and T-shirts, and then became a series of 
photographs from the Comoro Market. Three days a week for six weeks 
the students visited the market, took photos and then returned the prints 
to the people. In the process they collected stories about their lives and 
hopes for the future. The photos were taken at various times from early 
morning to dusk, painting a picture of a day in the life of the market 
community.  

The Comoro Market, as a place of social and economic exchange, has 
been a vibrant part of Dili culture for many years, and so this exhibition 
can be seen as an historical collection of the unique Dili market 
experience. In developing this work, Augusto Godinho, Benvindo Ximenes 
Fraga, David da Silva and Januari Martines Amaral learnt techniques of 
composition, lighting and framing. With their teacher Richard Jones from 
Australia and senior artists Alfeo Pereira, Simaun Pereira and Melichor 
Fernandes they studied photography for almost three months. Tony 
Amaral, our artist-in-residence and Timor-Leste’s first university graduate 
in Fine Arts has curated the exhibition. 

 

We had three exhibitions; one at Arte Moris and another at the Comoro markets. Only 

these two were evaluated. The third was a one-off presentation at a welcome dinner for 

an international jurists’ conference. We set up, were thanked and politely shown the door. 

I asked if we could stay, meet the guests and undertake evaluations, but the suggestion 

was refused. Security reasons, apparently. I left with a sense of frustration. We were good 

enough to decorate the walls of the ema bo’ots, but not to move amongst them. 

At Arte Moris 
 

The then President, José Ramos Horta, Arte Moris’s patron, would ordinarily have 

opened the exhibition. However, he was overseas and so Danabere invited the then 

Secretary of State of Culture, Youth and Sports to do the honours. But at the last minute 

he pulled out, explaining that he had become busy with urgent government business. 

Danabere quickly arranged for a senior cultural attaché from the US Embassy to take his 

place. It was a good choice, a way to publicly thank the Americans for donating the 

media equipment and to show that it was being put to good use.  
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Arte Moris gallery exhibition. Photo by David da Silva. 

 

We each made a short speech. My role was to thank Arte Moris, acknowledge our co-

teachers, the seniors and the market people, and then introduce the team. It was a 

spectacular moment, seeing the painfully shy juniors standing up in front of a crowd and 

presenting themselves as the Arte Moris photographers. Each speaker, including 

Danabere, presented the work as demonstrating the right to ‘tell our own stories’. Three 

participants referred to Timor Plaza, the country’s first shopping mall. We always passed 

it on our way to and from the markets and, prompted by Fernandes, had taken to calling it 

‘Malae’ Plaza. The project had become a counter-narrative to the imported commercial 

cultures swamping Dili. In a blogged comment an Australia writer, James Laidler, who 

attended the exhibition, made our point: 

During the speeches it was noted the students’ photos could be 

juxtaposed to the giant photos that now cover Dili’s brand new 

shopping centre, Timor Plaza. Timor Plaza is covered in dazzling, 

happy images: consumer-fest, some might call it! But not one of the 

photos at Timor Plaza, not one, is of an East Timorese person. In other 

words, the plaza is not for Timorese. It is for rich Malae and the few 

locals with enough disposable income to enter.67 

 

67 http://www.jameslaidler.net/travel-blog/its-just-a-matter-of-contrast. [Accessed 14/5/14]. 
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Malae Plaza hoardings. Photos by Richard Jones. 

 

At the Comoro markets  

 
Exhibition banner. Verso. Photo by Agus Godinho. 

As Danabere explained, the Arte Moris exhibition was “not the kind of celebration they 

[the market people] would be comfortable to attend.” It was too far away and too formal 

an environment. Hence we decided to hold an exhibition in the markets. Centro 

Juventude Comoro offered their grounds next to the main through road. They had 

‘adopted’ the project. For the week before our exhibition we hung a double-sided banner 

across the main access route, being careful to keep it high enough not to impede the 

progress of buses, their roofs piled high with goods from the districts.  
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Ajanu and the exhibition banner. Photo by Richard Jones. 

The market exhibition was a low-key event. The Arte Moris seniors came along and from 

dawn to dusk there was drumming and guitar playing, with the market children invited to 

join in for informal music lessons. Market people, shoppers, community workers and 

students from a nearby school stopped by to see the work. Only five foreigners attended. 

The Malae in Dili who were interested in the project would have come to our Arte Moris 

exhibition. 

 

Photo-story examples 

 

While I reserve most audience comments for Chapter 10 in order to compare responses to 

both projects, in what follows I present examples of the participants’ work and people’s 

responses. The code I use in quoting audience members is ‘T’ (Timorese), ‘M’ (Malae), 

‘f’ (female) and ‘m’ (male). Thus a comment from a Timorese female is identified as (T, 

f) and one from a foreign male is (M, m). These are not my personal choices. I only 

include photos that attracted specific comments from audience members in the exhibition 

surveys.  
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Children 

Sergio 
 

Hamnasa / Smile. Photo by David da Silva. 

 

Story: Aged five, Sergio Viera de Belo lives in the market. He really loves football. He is 

happy playing with his friends and he also helps his mum lift things. Sergio will be going 

to school next year. He likes music and wants to play guitar in the future. He says ‘I want 

to be like you guys because you make people happy’. 
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A Timorese woman appreciated that even though he is still young he has the thought and 

capacity to help his mum (f). Another likes the story because it shows a child who is 

happy with his life and helping to contribute to his elders at home. She adds that his 

expression is also positive. David’s photo was one of the first taken at the markets. It was 

the only time I attempted to convert the image into exemplifying a problem. Mong 

lightened a slight concern from the participants that the project would be all about turning 

their photos into examples of ‘life’s burdens’. Teasing me, he said “perhaps Sergio is 

worried that he might be kidnapped by foreigners.” Later, the others continued the 

tradition, constructing extravagant stories about how the photos proved the subjects were 

in danger. The usual response to this and other photos was not related to problems, but 

speculative questions. It made Agus “think about what my life would be like if I had 

grown up in the markets.” We all thought we would have enjoyed it. The children seemed 

to have exciting lives. There was always something to do, adventures to be had and lots 

of people to play with.  

 

Thalia 
 

A Timorese audience member says that when I saw Thalia’s portrait I thought of a new 

country, a new nation and a bright future (f). Triggered by Thalia’s story, she expresses a 

common investment in children as potential for a positive future: labarik mak futuru 

(children are the future). She notes with approval that Thalia works hard to help her 

family. Like other market children, Thalia became intrigued with photography. The 

participants taught them how to use the cameras and printed out some of their photos, 

telling them that when they were in high school they might be able to come to Arte Moris 

for free classes. 

 

Story: Aged 7, Thalia goes to school in Fatuhada and is in first class. Every day she goes 

there with her friends. When she returns Thalia helps her mum sell vegetables to pay for 

the school costs. Thalia wants to become a nurse in the future. 
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Hakarak / Wanting. Photo by David da Silva. 

 

As her mother watches on, Fernandes teaches Thalia how to use the camera. Photo by Ajanu Amaral. 
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Bernado and Amoi 
 

Story: Bernado and his friend Amoi are four and three years old. They always play 

together and run around in the markets. They like to play tricks on the vendors and 

sometimes they get in trouble. But it does not matter. They are happy living in the 

markets and say that they will be friends forever. 

 

 
Kolega Diak / Good Friends. Photo by David da Silva. 

 

Kolega Diak provides an example of a sustained aesthetic exploration, one that often 

appeared in our discussions about technique. Photography, as ‘painting with light’, had 

prompted an interest in the play of shadow and light, including positioning subjects to 

capture these effects. In reading the image, while there was a general recognition of 



 190 

skilful photography, aesthetic intentions are not often noticed by audiences. David had a 

specific point to make. Noticing that most of our photos were individual portraits, he set 

out one day to produce a set of images denoting ‘friendship’. A Malae woman loved the 

photo ‘Kolega Diak’. It interests me because of their friendship expressing life is hard 

but they are so happy with the little they have. In this case, nothing in the image or story 

shows that life is so hard, a ‘situation’ that has been projected onto the photo-story by the 

foreign viewer, Zammataro’s point that we really should accept that our version of the 

world may not coincide with the views Timorese express. In this case ‘poverty’ seems to 

be read as having so little, measured presumably in material terms, while the subject is 

saying they have a lot, including a friendship that will last forever.  

 

Liliana 
 

 
Ba Futuru / Towards the Future. Photo by David da Silva. 



 191 

Story: Aged six years old, Liliana Cardoso is in first class in Bebonuk. She always helps 

her mum clean corn and rice after school. Then Liliana can play with her friends. She 

says that she doesn’t know what her future holds ‘because I am still young’. 

 

A Timorese woman says that the one I like the best is the picture of the child Liliana 

because this photo really shows joy through the eyes. The subject’s reaction to their 

photographer, seen in the eyes, was critical to producing an experience of intimacy and 

warmth. It arises from the David’s application of technique and his attitude in developing 

rapport with the subject. Nobody notices the extreme low angle. He is literally on his 

knees to get the shot. Liliana, even for her age, is tiny. But in using a low angle David has 

deliberately tried to impart a sense of ‘looking up to her’. The children often enjoyed this 

approach, reminding me that as a child I was more relaxed when adults kneeled down to 

talk to me at my level. It created the confidence audiences often notice in the photos. As 

the project proceeded the participants would explain to the parents why they were trying 

these angles. They appreciated what we were doing and sometimes even lifted their 

children onto tables to help the photographers get low angle shots. Additionally, David 

did not immediately start taking photos. Instead he gently chatted with subjects, adults 

and children alike, until they were comfortable with him. The photograph itself was more 

a part of their interaction than its sole purpose. 

 

Jeck 

The image of Jeck below drew many comments specifically linked to his story, which 

overshadowed the photo’s aesthetic qualities: the golden morning light, the low angle and 

the shading around Jeck’s forehead. A Malae writes I like the boy who is 16 but thought 

he was too old for school - struck me emotionally (f). Timorese pick up on this story more 

frequently. One says that I really like the boy, I forget his name, but I’m interested in the 

work he has done during this time. He wants to go to school, but he is already mature 

(m). Another thinks the photo-story is awesome because the story about his life is really 

interesting (f).  
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Hamnasa Furak / Amazing Smile. Photo by David da Silva. 

 

 

Story: Aged sixteen, Jeck doesn’t go to school because his dad and mum died in the 

districts. Now Jeck, together with his sisters and brothers, lives in the markets with their 

aunties. Every day he helps his family by selling food and carrying water to wash the 

vegetables. Jeck says ‘I want to go to school but I am too old now. So I am just interested 

in helping my sisters and brothers to go to school’. 

 

In one of our few formal elicitations I asked about the impression I had that ‘sacrificing’ 

one’s own interests for family was both a duty and an honourable thing to do. 

Participants, led in this discussion by Fernandes, pointed out how it was a common 

occurrence. They often sent what money they could back to their villages to support their 
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siblings’ education. Although it was not explicit in our discussions, on reflection this 

respect for hard work and sacrifice, appearing in numerous general audience responses, 

could be linked to the reciprocity code, although a good deal more research would be 

needed to secure this view. 

 

Marcelino 

 
Marcelino. Photo by Ajanu Amaral. 

Story: Marcelino is fourteen. His family is from Ermera, but now they live in Dili. He 

sells eggs early in the mornings to help to pay for school. One day he would like to go to 
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university but ‘this is too far away to think about now because I must take each day as it 

comes’. 

 

While the market people’s primary interest was in photography as a way of obtaining 

memories, for audience members the images evoked memories, triggering personal 

reflections, reminding them of where they came from. Many of these reflections were not 

tied to a specific image. I discuss them in the Audience Responses chapter. In this case, a 

Timorese man was interested in the photo of a boy selling eggs because when I wanted to 

go to school, but didn’t have the financial capacity, I had to help my mother and father 

sell things in order to pay for school. In a similar vein another says that this boy reminds 

me of myself because like me when I was his age he thinks about defending his life against 

all the difficulties he faces. Unlike Photovoice writers who typically promote reading an 

‘internal’ problem in photo elicitation and devising an external ‘solution’, these third party 

readers identify both problem and solution in the photo-story itself. They dealt with one of 

life’s ‘difficulties’ in the same way as Marcelino. The photo had not attracted my attention 

as ‘technically’ skilful. I doubt that I would have selected it for the exhibition. My 

inability to see what that it might prompt personal reflections and a potentially overly 

technocratic on my own idea of ‘quality’ occurred several times. It highlights the need for 

a researcher to stay out of the selection process. 

 

Flabia 

At fifteen, Flabia was the oldest young woman photographed. She only agreed at the 

insistence of her older brother. Her pose shows that she is slightly uncomfortable. 

Missing from the exhibition, although unnoticed by audiences, are images of women 

from fifteen up to about twenty-five years old. Fernandes explained that at this age young 

women are “are shy. They don’t want to look at the camera. When you are young you 

just say ‘forget it’.” When pressed, an alternative explanation appeared. Photography can 

be seen as too intimate an activity between unrelated young men and young women, 

unless they were known to each other through school, church or family. 
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Alin Diak / Good Sister. Photo by David da Silva. 

 

Story: My name is Flabia Fernandes. I am fifteen years old and I am in secondary 

school. We have lived in the market for six years. I live here so I can help my mum and 

dad because we Timorese have to help lighten our mum and dad’s burden. Every day 

after school I come home to help mum grill satay to sell at night on Comoro Road. Then I 

study. I am the older sister of five siblings and I help look after them. I want to be a 

doctor in the future so I can to look after my people. I like my photo but I am shy as well. 

 

Flabia’s desire to become a doctor was noted with respect by Timorese audiences. She 

was fulfilling her duty. A woman said she liked the photo-story because Flabia is the 
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future of our country because she thinks of good things [to do] and a man admired her 

commitment to her family and the nation. 

José and Joselia 

 

 
Interese / Interested. Photo by David da Silva. 

 

Story: Aged twenty-six years old, José da Costa works in security and also sells things at 

the market. Brother José's daughter is called Joselia. She is one year old and for now is 

happy playing with her family. José tells us that ‘I want Joselia to go to school, so she 

will have a good future. She can't be the same as us.’ 
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Occasionally Malae audiences present cultural studies readings. A young woman wrote 

that she was intrigued by the pattern of gazes in the photo of the man looking straight at 

the camera holding his young daughter. She was interested in their different gazes, by his 

direct gaze to the camera, the centering of the object the child holds, combined with the 

story of his ambition for her. Another woman noted that the composition and angle of the 

photo is striking and so is his story about how much he cares about his child’s education. 

Initially intrigued by an aesthetic, the reader is drawn into the story, a movement I often 

observed at the exhibitions. Audience members would stop for a moment to take in the 

image and then become interested in the accompanying story, vindicating an emphasis on 

compositional skills as a way of inducing people into finding out more about the subjects 

through reading their stories.  

Maun Ze 
 

 
Maun Ze no Sergio / Brother Ze and Sergio. Photo by Ajanu Amaral. 
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Story: Maun Ze [Sergio’s father] is a security guard and he also gets work at night 

unloading the trucks full of produce coming from the districts. He is from Ermera but he 

has lived in Dili for eight years. Maun Ze says he wants Sergio to have a good future, but 

it is up to him what he does with his life.  

 

Sometimes audience members notice a photo-story that is a personal favourite, but in this 

case for a completely different reason. A Malae liked the red light at the upper body of 

the man because I like experimental photography (m). I found the image of Maun Ze, 

like others of men with their children, quite moving, in this case particularly because his 

tattoos implied that he is a ‘tough guy’, someone Malae would usually avoid. It prompted 

some Malae audience members, and myself, to change our minds, undermining common 

clichés of the masculine violence associated with the Comoro markets.  

 

Older people 

Agosto 
 

 
Cigaro diak / Good cigarette. Photo by David da Silva. 
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Story: My name is Agosto. I don’t know how old I am now. I live in the markets together 

with my family. I like living here because it makes me understand about life. I also like 

smoking cigarettes here because if I go back to my district I won’t be able to have 

cigarettes that are as good. 

 

Malae audiences particularly responded to images of older people. One woman was 

really interested in the photo with the old man with a long beard who is smoking a 

cigarette, although she does not explain why. Another says that this photo stays with me 

most - very natural expression on the man’s face. Their interest was sometimes piqued by 

the content, usually a story they saw as humorous. A respondent liked the photo of the 

guy who didn’t know how old he is and liked smoking cigarettes. It was a quirky and not 

what I expected (f). Additionally Agosto’s story was seen as the honest and simple 

answer of his life (f) one of many instances in which the photo-stories were experienced 

as true because of the basic, ‘ordinary’ content, with no indication of a development 

message. 

The Rooster 

Beny did not take many photos. He just tagged along, enjoying our company. While 

exuberant within the group, he was very shy when it came to taking photos of the market 

people. In the end he took to photographing roosters. Beny was teased mercilessly about 

these photos. To produce a story he would have to interview the roosters. He was let off 

the hook when Fernandes suggested he write about why he took these photos. 

 

Story: I like photographing roosters because they are a symbol of Timor. Roosters have 

the courage to go up against their enemies. They also have beautiful colours that 

represent each of their attitudes and courage. This is why I like roosters. 
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Manu Forte / Strong Rooster. Photo by Beny Fraga. 

 

Timorese men responded very well to the image, but no Timorese women mentioned it. 

The rooster produces a classically masculine animistic metaphor based in cock fighting 

traditions, an activity I understand appeared in Portuguese times. One man likes the 

image because this is a symbol for all Timorese… because I want us all to have courage 

like this rooster. Another says this is a symbol for all Timorese, that roosters are 

courageous to meet their enemies and everything. We had a reality question with this 

image. With considerable effort we could have erased the green tie rope, a suggestion 

Fernandes made in extending the metaphor to create a sense of freedom related to Timor-

Leste’s independence. It prompted discussion about how far one should go in adjusting 
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reality to consciously construct messages. In the end Beny decided against the change, 

classically by never getting around to it rather than directly refusing the suggestion. 

 
Comoro exhibition. Photo by Richard Jones. 

Reflections 

The debrief interviews produced a collective voice. The highest value was placed on 

learning new skills. In all cases the project was seen as producing growth but not change. 

Participants described their best memories as “sitting and chatting” with our “friends” at 

the market (Agus), emphasizing how they “supported us to learn more” (Ajanu). All 

participants are now Arte Moris seniors. The project played its part, offering the 

opportunity for them to have their own exhibition, a typical route from junior to senior, 

which would have occurred at some stage anyway. While the participants did not talk in 

terms of ‘confidence’, Danabere did. His view is qualified, showing that benefits cannot 

even be extrapolated across a project, let alone as ‘whole-of-life’ characterizations 

common in PAR and Photovoice. The participants were “very confident in using the 

camera and taking good photos”, however, our secondary aim of developing photography 

teachers would need more work. While “one or two of the guys are ready. Technically 
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they are there. But they need more confidence to be leaders.” Teachers are seen as 

leaders, showing the status accorded to them in national development. He described my 

future role in follow up course: “They will need a day or two a week to learn to be 

teachers. This will give them their confidence. If you sit in the background [mentor them] 

I think this kind of way will help us a lot.”  

 

Fernandes was pointed out another problem. We often talked about the difficulties we 

faced in ‘extracting’ writing from the participants. Despite our efforts the participants 

were not confident writers. While I argued that as visual artists they did not need to be 

pushed into another form, Fernandes believed that we needed to find a way to better 

develop writing skills: 

  

Maybe one day we should just teach them how to write the stories and 

the next day we do the photos, so we can reach a better balance. If 

they learn the same things at the same time it will be confusing. So 

they do their stories before they do the photos. So they say ‘what I 

learnt today is to write about their life’. 

 

Only David had progressed as a professional photographer. The others enjoyed exploring 

the medium but have not pursued it other than socially. David, now married with a child, 

no longer lives at Arte Moris, but works there as the official staff photographer, making a 

good living documenting events and NGO projects. Ajanu, Agus and Beny continue with 

their painting and music, and sometimes work as David’s assistants on paid projects. We 

had produced a basic Tetum language curriculum, with techniques documented and 

cross-referenced to specific photo-stories, although a significant amount of work remains 

to produce a formal curriculum. Arte Moris have now placed photography on their list of 

skills available for commissioned work.68 

 

Aiming to cover cost of exhibition quality printing and A3 framing, we put the photos up 

for sale. Nine sold, and we made enough money to cover the costs of printing and 

framing. I would need to use the leftover frames for the next project, but then Arte Moris 

unexpectedly bought the remaining framed photos. Danabere explained that “we have 

68 See http://artemoris.org/services/. [Accessed 2/5/15]. 
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kept the collection so that one day if the government sets up a national photograph 

gallery we will be ready to collaborate in this.” The work would be by Timorese 

photographers, with and about Timorese. In this context the project was quite significant. 

Unbeknownst to us at the time there were moves afoot to close it down, moving the 

vendors to a purpose built market in an outer suburb. Danabere felt that “it is lucky we 

have got the documentation from your group” as an historical record. For da Costa, “the 

Comoro markets have closed down now, but the people you worked with still have a 

memory of their lives there.”  

 

Danabere and the seniors had not expressed any concern about our dramatic shift from a 

focus on artistic techniques to a documentary format. Remembering my promise, I asked 

whether we had strayed too close to photojournalism. Danabere insisted that it had never 

been a problem: “for me I’ll call it community art. It was always our dream for Timorese 

artists to be the voice of the people. It has become part of our dreams and positive 

thinking for the future.” Asked to sum up the experience, with his usual generosity 

Danabere said that: 

 

It was a very lucky time when you arrived, a good time. [The project] 

was perfect for me and I am really happy with the results. The students 

are now confident to keep going. It has been developed well because 

the guys have learnt to be careful with the expensive equipment and I 

can see their development as artists. I think photography is very 

interesting for us. It has given a big development to us because for a 

very long time before everyone focused on painting and sculpting. 

Photography and film were on the side until we got the possibility and 

the tools. 

 

For my part I carried over the benefits of having learned to speak Tetum “like an eight 

year old” (Fernandes). I became a good deal more aware of how my own proclivities to 

self-righteous ‘development’ could present serious problems. Experiencing market life at 

close quarters had ‘humanized’ me, continually disabusing me of a lingering potential to 

pity people who had on the surface once appeared poor and uneducated. For example, 

near where we were photographing was what I took to be a shanty town, evoking a sense 

of pity that ‘people had to live this way’. I finally asked the question. It was not at all 
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what I had assumed. The rough corrugated iron shacks were for people who had come 

from the districts to sell their produce and needed somewhere to stay for a few days. 

They were not, as I had carelessly assumed, permanent dwellings. 

 

Preparing Case Study 2 

I had envisaged another research project hosted by Arte Moris with a new cohort, ideally 

including women to make up for the shortfall in the first Case Study. However, in talking 

it through with Danabere we realized there was a problem. We were unlikely to draw 

women to the project. As he had put it: 

Women have a very big initiative and willingness to participate with 

us but, as you know, our way of life at Arte Moris is difficult for 

women. It is not just her decision. If her family says ‘no’ it might be 

because you are a girl hanging around with our guys, and it is not a 

good image for the community. But I hope this kind of thing will 

change.  

 

At the same time, I received a request from Agostinha Pinto and Agueda Magno, two 

women in an NGO commissioned scriptwriting class I had taught. At their behest a 

women’s only course hosted at CPA and then Dili Film Works became the second Case 

Study.  

 
 



 205 

Chapter 9: Case Study 2 - Feto Hatene  
  

 
Left to Right. Back row: Sónia de Fatima Lay, Novita Veniata Gueterres Barreto, Brigida Mendosa Salsinha, Agueda 

Martins Magno, Esperanca Vitoria dos Matries Smith é Cunha & Augusta Castela Soares. Front row: Suzeti Rosaria 

Gueterres Fonsceca, Dilma Suzeti Fernandes & Agostinha Pinto. Photo by Richard Jones. 

Introduction 

As we were preparing the Arte Moris exhibitions, Agostinha and Agueda, the only 

women in my scriptwriting course at CPA, asked me if I also taught women, with a note 

of challenge in their voices. I explained Danabere and my concerns about undertaking 

another project at Arte Moris and said that if we could find a group and a space, I would 

be happy to do it. They would be doing me a big favour. Seizing the opportunity, 

Agostinha and Agueda lobbied the Indonesian CPA director to host the first part of the 

course, arguing that supporting women in this field would look good for the 

organization’s profile. She agreed. They were given three days a week to attend the 

course.  

 

Agostinha and Agueda asked if I would teach feto deit (just women). I knew why. We 

had come across the difficulties of mixed classes in the scriptwriting class. They saw my 

frustration when both of them deferred to their male classmates about which draft script 
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ideas would be developed into final shooting scripts. When it came to a vote they 

withdrew their script proposals at the last minute. I asked them to reconsider, but they 

insisted that they were not ready. Confirming my suspicions, they later said they had 

withdrawn their drafts because they knew the men had already determined which ones 

would be chosen. They did not want to be embarrassed by a stacked vote.  

 

Instead they became script editors, a support role for the male students. However, they 

were not at all subservient. They took charge, working carefully and diligently, within 

days asserting significant authority in the development processes. Both stories were 

selected to go into production by majority secret ballot and, with a little prompting from 

the CPA director and I, Agostinha and Agueda were formally acknowledged as co-

writers. I had experienced the same issue in Suai. While in mixed classes the women 

appeared shy and a little servile, given half a chance they would work themselves into 

positions of considerable behind-the-scenes authority. We agreed that an all women 

program would potentially be more beneficial for participants. Agostinha and Agueda 

said that they would see if we could gather together a few more female participants. They 

contacted the Movement of Adolescents and Children (MAC)69 near CPA to see if any of 

the young women wanted to join us. Three did: Suzeti, Novita and Augusta. So there 

were five participants, a good number given equipment limitations. But on the first day 

Dilma, Esperanca, Sónia and Brigida unexpectedly showed up. They had heard about the 

course from people at Arte Moris and MAC. Despite my protestations about our minimal 

resources, the others convinced me to include them.  

 

Backstory and context 

Towards the end of the project the participants produced the above image to represent 

themselves for this research and our exhibition. It is how they wanted people, Timorese 

and foreigners alike, to hare’e no hatene ami, to see and understand us. They could just 

as easily have posed in front of the new buildings nearby: a supermarket, an ANZ bank, a 

Western style café or one of the commercial offices springing up around the area. 

Alternatively, they might have decided to be photographed at Dili Film Works70, our 

69 https://www facebook.com/pages/MAC-Crianças-Unidas/164462987736?sk=info. [Accessed 7/4/15]. 
70 We moved to Dili Film Works from our original host site at CPA in the last three weeks of the project. 
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host’s studio, surrounded by computers and cameras, in command of new technologies, 

projecting themselves to their compatriots and the world as the face of modern Timor. 

The women understood the significance of backgrounds in contributing to photographic 

meanings.  

 

A Timorese viewer would most likely recognize how they are locating themselves. The 

branches of an ancient tree frames them. They are standing in front of a founding symbol 

of their traditional culture, the Hali (banyan) tree, with its primary association with the 

feminine. In the Tetum language tradition the Hali “is conceived of, both literally and 

figuratively” as the “origin” narrative of the ‘earth’ (rai lian)… in which the ‘Only 

Woman on Earth’ gave birth to a daughter whose umbilical cord was intertwined in the 

roots of the Hali” (Therik, 2006, p. 145). In an image of continuity, the old, the new and 

the feminine merge in the space between an assertion of traditional beliefs and the 

women’s newfound facility with the modern tool that celebrates this alignment.  

 

Diversity   

The photo reveals the ethnic diversity of Timor-Leste. In discussing the image we 

identified Chinese, Indian, Portuguese, Indonesian and African heritage, a legacy of trade 

and the various colonialisms visited on the country, the genetic influence of merchants, 

administrators, soldiers and slaves. Of the nine participants only one was born in Dili. 

The others are a step away from the districts, a first generation of young women making 

their way in the big smoke. All are fluent in Bahasa Indonesian, which they had learned 

at school during the occupation. They speak Tetum at home with the exception of Sónia, 

who uses Cantonese in family contexts. While none had formally studied English, they 

had picked up numerous colloquial phrases, particularly under the influence of Western 

films and music.  

Similarities 

The women are dedicated, church going Catholics. Aligning with their formal 

Catholicism most expressed Lulik affiliations and identified their family Uma Luliks in 

the districts. As far as I could tell, their traditional beliefs did not conflict with their 
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Christian faith. For example, most referred to God as Maromak, the ancient ‘shining one’ 

who give birth to the Tetum language tradition. The participants’ educational background 

ranges from two participants who did not complete high school, six high school graduates 

and a part-time first year university student. There is a sixteen-year age gap between the 

oldest and youngest participant, between Agostinha and Sónia. It produced differences in 

learning attitudes and their explorations of photography, making it possible at times to 

refer to the younger ones - Augusta, Novita, Sónia and Suzeti - by contrast to their elders 

- Brigida, Agueda, Agostinha, Dilma and Esperanca.  

 

Naran Grupu (Group Name) 

 

Without prompting the participants chose to identify themselves as Feto Hatene within a 

week, even though a title was not needed until much later in the project, in the run up to 

an exhibition. Unlike Arte Moris participants, who already had a group character, the 

women had set about constructing a unifying identity. ‘Women’ is not possessive. That 

would be Feto Nia Hatene. Their understanding is not owned and nor is it conclusive. 

There is no projection of ‘now we understand’. The verb is active, connoting an ongoing 

process of discovery rather than a finished ‘product’. It dawned on me that the group 

name had an unintended consequence. As a male, I was excluded. My usual approach of 

photographing alongside participants and exhibiting with them, exposing myself to the 

vicissitudes of audience taste and undermining a notion of the ‘expert’ foreigner had 

collapsed. It would be ridiculous to co-exhibit as part of the group. When I mentioned 

this discovery the women were amused. They could feel their authority. Although they 

graciously sought another title, it was clear that none would appear.  

Teacher 

Around the same time another structuring distinction appeared. At Arte Moris I was maun 

bo’ot (big brother) but to the women I was, irrevocably, ‘Teacher’.71 There was no getting 

around it. I took every opportunity to press my case - that I should be called ‘Richard’, as 

I am in Australia when I teach. I argued that everyone had a right to a name. I did not 

mind. Objectification can equally be a compliment. ‘Teacher’ is a respected role for 

71 The capital ‘T’ is a phonetic indication of the respect attributed to the role.   
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foreigners. My impression is that it is seen, prima facie at least, to be non-extractive. As 

the weeks progressed I would hear Timorese call out ‘hello Teacher!’ I would turn to find 

people I did not know waving and smiling. It possibly goes without saying that nobody 

ever greeted me with ‘hello Researcher!’  

 

For the younger ones particularly, the appellation imported specific, formal obligations 

derived from a notion of the teacher as an instructional disciplinarian. My attempts to 

break through these requirements proved difficult. For example, early on, Novita, who 

often spoke on behalf of the younger ones, asked me to provide a schedule and course 

plans, to provide an ‘essay’ topic, to set a final exam and to grade their work. I was even 

asked to discipline people who arrived late to class. I resolutely refused, with 

considerable assistance from Andrea, Agé and Tina, arguing that I did not sign up to 

make decisions on their behalf and excuse them from taking the risks and responsibilities 

of the program. Using the arguments I had encountered at Arte Moris, my point was that 

this was a chance to spread their wings, to be creative and free from the ‘bossiness’ of a 

teacher.  

 

Project details 

As the project neared its conclusion the women wrote Artists’ Statements for our 

exhibition. In doing so they present themselves to a local audience rather than for an 

outsider research project, a significant way in which their ‘voices’ moved past what I 

may want them to say and be. Their Statements were originally written in Tetum. The 

women, taking the course as an opportunity to earn English, attempted their own 

translations with the help of Andrea Fernandes and RG member da Costa, our two main 

translators. Drafts were read out, drawing questions and comments. The early ones all 

began with the usual identity markers of family and place. Then followed a linear 

recitation of courses taken and certificates awarded. They were dry and impersonal. 

Andrea challenged them, saying, ‘What if all that people know about you is how many 

certificates you have?’ I asked, ‘Do you all think you are applying for a job?’ 

 

At school and in various NGO programs the women had learned that to be someone 

publicly was to become a Curriculum Vitae, an official, functional self. We discussed 
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whether an artist was able to be ‘who’ you are rather than ‘what’ you are. Over several 

days most Statements became more personal. Later, participants commented on the 

program as facilitating an expressive self, a characteristic that exhibition audiences also 

noticed. For example, Agostinha says “I like taking photos because when we take photos 

we are free to express ourselves.” For Agueda, “we can express what we think through 

stories.” For their Statement the participants usually chose an accompanying image from 

one of our practice shoots. In two cases the portraits were specifically constructed for the 

exhibition. They are no less true for their contrivance. The participants are, in 

alphabetical order by naran bolu (nickname): 

Agé 

 
Photo by Evy Smith é Cunha.  

 

The trees and the rocks ask me ‘who are you?’ and I tell them that even though I know 

my name is Agé Magno (24) from Ainaro, I don’t really understand who I am. That’s 

why I am trying hard to find myself. When I was 15 years old I was very interested when I 

saw a photographer hold a camera and I started to think of doing this work in my future. 

I have studied and taken some courses and I hope that I can reach my dream by being 
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involved in this group. I feel happy because I have had the opportunity to learn more and 

improve my skills. I told Sania’s story because I love children and her life reminds me so 

much of my past experience. Sania is such an inspiring kid for me. She makes me want to 

work with children to help support them to get an education.  

 

Agé’s voice is recognizably Timorese. She introduces herself in a traditional form of 

‘elevated speech’, a dialogue with the natural world. To foreigners her self-conscious 

animism may seem naïve. But she is not addressing Malae. She makes an association 

with Lulik, eschewing the Western rationalism often expected in performing the ‘modern’ 

Timorese self. Agé ran away from home at about 14 years old. She grew up a Dili street 

kid. Three years later, her brother enrolled her in an NGO Life Skills course. She then 

gained entry to an International Center for Journalists’ course72, served a six-month 

internship with Jornal Nacional Diário73 and had recently been appointed on as a 

documentary presenter at CPA. In referring to her photo-storytelling subject, Sania, Agé 

indicates how photo-storytelling can founded in personal connections, explorations of 

identity, memory and personal growth. The depth of this relationship, which Agé 

discusses later, was exceptional. 

Augusta 

My name is Augusta Castela Soares. I am 21 years old. I live in Dili, the Suco of 

Taibessi, which means ‘My Friend’. Although my family now lives in Dili, my father is 

from Viqueque. I am in the Balide church choir with my friends Novita and Suzeti. I am 

one of the leaders of an organization called the Movement of Adolescents and Children 

[MAC]. I have been with them since I was nine years old. We promote children’s rights. 

We have made a radio program about their rights, domestic violence and child labour. I 

also did theatre when I was a child and this year I am an actor in a film called ‘A Guerra 

da Beatriz’. I decided to do the photography course so that I can learn new things and 

share my new skills with my friends. I hope to study Social Development at University but 

I must earn enough money first.  

72 http://www.icfj.org/content/building-better-media-timor-leste. [Accessed 12/10/14]. 
73 http://www.jndiario.com. {Accessed 12/10/14]. 
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Photo by Suzeti Fonsceca. 

 

Augusta does not have a nickname, although her friends sometimes called her sympatica, 

a reference to how moved she can become about the plight of others. With Suzeti and 

Novita, she is a long-standing member of MAC, a drop-in and informal education centre 

for children, situated just down the road from our workspace. In 2001 MAC was 

“founded by concerned children and youth” with the “guidance and mentorship of then 

volunteer Sister Eliene Damascena.” It offers activities and classes for local children and 

youth including “rights education, youth leadership, health and hygiene education, peace-

building and promotion, cultural education and sports.” 74 

 

On our first day I tried to convince Augusta not to do the course. She had a heavy 

schedule as a lead actor in A Guerra da Beatriz (Acquisto & Reis, 2013) and was likely 

to miss too many classes. Raising questions about claims that PAR produces 

empowerment, assertive solidarity, resilient defiance and so on, the women insisted that 

Augusta stay with us. When she missed classes, the women, despite how busy we all 

were, would unselfishly bring her up to speed, photographing together on their days off, 

usually on Sundays before church. She produced a photo-story indistinguishable in depth 

74 https://www facebook.com/pages/MAC-Crianças-Unidas/164462987736?sk=info&tab=page info. 
[Accessed 14/3/15]. 
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and quality from the others, including the image chosen to represent the project as the 

cover photo for a booklet we produced for the exhibition.  

 

 
Qrecia (Irim) Tolentino and Augusta Soares in a scene from A Guerra da Beatriz. Photo by Valeriu Campan, Fair 

Trade Films and Dili Film Works. 

 

Dilma 

I am Dilma Suzeti Fernandes. I come from Lospalos in the district of Lautém. I am a 

woman who wants to be a journalist and photographer. To be a professional 

photographer is my dream since I was child. I have been a volunteer with the Tempo 

Semanal newspaper75 since 2007, but it is not enough yet. So, I joined this course because 

it is very important for me to improve my capacity. I learned how to take photos with 

good quality and good techniques. Even though I have had some training as a 

photographer I have learned new things to improve myself so I can develop capacities.  

 

75 http://www.temposemanal.com. [Accessed 25/7/14]. 
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Dilma had recently completed a press photography workshop by a visiting Malae 

photographer. She often buried herself in the camera manual and I spent a great deal of 

time with her working through complex settings. I argued that this technical knowledge 

would not necessarily make her a better photographer. From the beginning she set herself 

slightly apart from others in ways I had not encountered before. 

 

 
Photo by Agé Magno.  

 

Dilma was unusually assertive, particularly when it came to making group decisions. 

When making a point Dilma would sometimes stand up and bang her fist on the table. 

The usually talkative women sat in silence, leaving the possibility that whatever she said 

would be agreed by default. Agé and Agostinha would jump in with alternative opinions 

but without directly challenging her. It was left to me to ensure that the younger women’s 

voices were heard, a teacherly duty I could not escape.  

 

I enjoyed her argumentative character, although it was a little intimidating. I would repeat 

Dilma’s table thumping while saying something completely innocuous, defusing tensions 

with a parodic ‘mirroring’ of her behaviour. As the course progressed Dilma’s expertise 

and authority waned. The others were producing results as skilful as her work.  
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Evy 

 
Photo by Augusta Soares.  

My name is Esperanca Vitoria dos Matries Smith é Cunha but I like to be called Evy. I 

am 21 years old. In the Indonesian occupation, my father Marcelino was punished and 

sent to jail because he was in the resistance. And so when I was born, while he was 

captured, he gave me this name, which means ‘hope for the victory of the martyrs’. At 

this moment, I have joined photography classes. I feel so excited because I have learnt 

how to take good photos with various and different techniques. This way I can have a 

good future because I want to become a professional artist. I also have joined a group 

‘Sanggar Masin’ [Salt Studio] 76 where I learn about making art, particularly batik 

painting. I love to sing and play guitar with my sister and our friends.  

 

Unlike the others, Evy’s statement emerged from an elicitation, although not grounded in 

a photo. I had asked what her name meant. Matries sounded like ‘martyrs’ to me. She 

explained the story to the group, none of whom knew the circumstances of her naming. 

76 (NACI, 2011, p. 97). 
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Evy said that a Timorese audience would probably know that she had a resistance name, 

but not the reasons behind it. At our exhibition Marcelino told me how proud he was of 

his daughter, and that he was pleased that she had told the story. Evy was the only 

participant with a visual arts background. She had an exemplary commitment to quality 

and would minutely examine our trial prints, pointing out dust spots, fingerprints and ink 

smears. Evy focused on producing high quality prints by subtly manipulating luminance 

and contrast settings in Photoshop, often supervising the others. She was not prepared to 

accept that the work was ‘good enough for Timor’, a comment I had sometimes heard 

from other Timorese. When we went to our exhibition printers, Evy would reject any 

prints that were sub-standard and make them re-print the image, a level of assertiveness I 

found difficult to reach. She is an exceptional blues singer who regularly performs at 

events and festivals. With her sister Carla, who often visited us, she wrote and performed 

a song about the project at our exhibition.  

 

Novita 

 

 
Photo by Suzeti Fonsceca.  
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My name is Novita Veniata Gueterres Barreto. I am 19 years old and I live in Bemori. 

My family now live in Dili but they are from Bobonaro and Baucau. In 1999, during the 

fighting, when I was seven years old my sister Sabiana, my brother John and I were 

separated from our parents. Our older friend took us to the United Nations compound 

and we escaped by helicopter to Australia. My father, Marcelino Barreto, and my uncle 

went to Daré to hide from the militia. My mother, Teresa Gueterres, hid behind our house 

with my two other brothers. She found my father after one week but they did not know 

what happened to us. People told them that we had been killed by the militia. After two 

months we could come back to Dili. I was so happy to see my family again but I cried 

when I saw our house was burned down. I sing in the Balide church choir and I am a 

leader in the Movement of Adolescents and Children. In the future I want to be a lawyer 

and I work hard to achieve this.  

 

Alongside her long-standing commitment to promoting the rights of children, Novita took 

on duties associated with the project’s ethical dimensions, working the group 

methodically through the Informed Consent documents and seeking guarantees from the 

others that their photo-story subjects were comfortable with the information they had 

shared, an approach Malae researchers would understand as ‘do no harm’. Novita had a 

great capacity for ironic clowning, in the slapstick style.  

 

 

Novita’s favourite comedic activity was to 

parody the $US 3 a day I was able to give each 

participant to help with travel, food and 

expenses related to the course. I was grateful to 

her for making this exchange easy and 

amusing. Novita once told me what her friends 

jokingly say about Malae. She said that while 

Timorese believe the most important things in 

life are ‘God, Family and Friends’, we 

apparently have an undying commitment to 

‘Money, Work and More Money’. Clearly 

objectification is a two-way street, although I 

have to admit they have a point.  
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Sónia 

 
Photo by Suzeti Fonseca.  

My name is Sónia de Fatima Lay and I am 18 years old. I am Timorese and I live in 

Bemori. I am very happy with my life. I took this course because I wish to be a better 

photographer so that I can take good photos of everyone who is around me. This training 

is good because it focuses on women and shows to Timor-Leste and to the world that 

women can do it! I like pop music and I sing in the choir at Balide Church with my 

friends Novita, Suzeti and Augusta. In the future I want to become a successful 

businesswoman. I want to learn more about economics. My father buys coffee in Ermera 

and I would like to continue our family business and make it bigger. I want to do better. 

One day I hope to be exporting coffee from Timor-Leste all over the world.  

 

When introducing herself to foreigners Sónia insists that she must be understood as 

Timorese, despite being Chinese. For Sónia ethnicity is not identity. Differences did 

emerge, at least in the way I saw things, but there was no sense that she was an ‘outsider’. 

However, she had a complex set of negotiations in living out her Timorese-ness within 

the Chinese merchant community, particularly her parents’ views on who she should 
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marry, a Chinese or European Australian. She had conceived an affection for a handsome 

young Timorese man. Sónia was our chief negotiator, getting great deals on printer ink 

and paper, photo frames and refreshments for the exhibition with a combination of grace 

and steely determination. Her self-directed portrait took considerable effort. After trying 

out a red top she selected a blue one to match her pen. It is the most contrived of all the 

women’s representations, but at the same time the most accurate. She projects herself as a 

young businesswoman. Sónia was shy about her ambition to do better than her father, 

prompting a good deal of discussion about whether this ambition, which may appear 

arrogant, should be included. She was finally convinced that there was nothing wrong 

with Timorese women being ambitious.  

 

Suzeti 

 
Photo by Novita Veniata. 

My family is from Dili now and my name is Suzeti Rosaria Gueterres Fonsceca. I am 21 

years old and now I am studying communications at the National University of Timor-

Leste. I am involved in an organization called Movement of Adolescents and Children, a 

youth group promoting adolescent and children’s rights. In the future I want to work in 
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the media in Timor-Leste. I love to sing and listen to music from all over the world. My 

favourite music is reggae and pop. I sing with my friends Augusta and Novita in a choir 

at Balide Church. Sometimes we perform at festivals and ceremonies. I like photography 

because we can show our world through pictures that many people can understand. 

 

At eight years old Suzeti was a founding member of MAC. She is a dedicated writer, 

constructing a detailed story framed by a human rights discourse. Suzeti often took on an 

editorial role, linked to her interest in journalism, at times working through people’s 

stories line by line, challenging them and searching for more information. Emerging from 

an issue to do with her own story, Suzeti had developed an ethical interest in ‘voice’, 

interrogating the others about who was really speaking, determining whether participants 

were putting words into the mouths of their subjects. A week before the exhibition she 

was laid low with malaria. Despite a debilitating illness, Suzeti helped us set up the 

exhibition and attended, although she had to spend most of the time curled up on a bench.  

 

Tina 

My name is Agostinha Pinto. I was born in Viqueque. My friends at work call me Mana 

Tina. I am 34 years old, married with two children. I work in Casa de Produção 

Audiovisual [CPA] as the finance officer and I am happy with my job. Now I am learning 

about how to take a good photo with good quality. I am writing a good story also. I think 

I need to study hard and continue to learn and understand more. I took pictures with 

Amelia who was always happy to see me. She is a woman who is not lazy and works hard 

to sustain her children. Amelia reminds me of my mother who used to work very hard to 

look after our family and to send us children to school all by herself. 

 

Technically Tina is not a ‘young’ Timorese woman, not due to her age, but because she is 

married with children. In traditional culture adulthood is event based, usually on getting 

married, rather than date based, by turning eighteen. Tina is called Mana (elder sister) as 

a sign of respect, although she allows me to call her Tina, because we are equal. She is 

highly valued at CPA and far more than a finance officer. Tina holds the place together, 

frequently negotiating contracts and managing NGO and government commissioned 
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work. Tina told me that she wanted to say that she is happy working at CPA because she 

often has to fend off other NGO attempts to poach her. Despite having worked with 

women’s groups in Australia, I would not have taken on the project without her. Tina has 

the quiet, patient authority of a senior woman. Her portrait is carefully constructed. She 

chose one of her best dresses for the occasion and, highly aware of the impact of a low 

angle shot, ensured that the image conferred the dignity and grace that precisely 

exemplifies her status.  

 
Photo by Evy Smith é Cunha.  

Zida 

A long time ago I was yet to know how wonderful this world was. At that time my mother 

was pregnant with me. During the time that I was inside my mother I always made her 

tired until the very day I was born. When I took my first breath I screamed in the voice of 

a girl and mother asked my father, ‘what are we going to call our daughter?’ They 

thought about it and decided to name me Brigida Mendosa Salsinha. You can call me 

Zida. I am from the Maubisse sub-district and twenty-six years have passed since that 

day. In this time I have participated in many community activities. One was a drama 
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project in all 13 districts called ‘Women for Peace’. I learnt about a person’s life through 

taking pictures and asking questions. These stories give me strong values and teach me 

how I can learn from Luciana’s [Zida’s photo-storytelling subject] experience to enrich 

my daily life. 

 

 
Photo by Agé Magno. 

 

Zida has worked with many Timorese run NGOs, including Dili Film Works and Bibi 

Bulak. She was involved in early Theatre for Development projects but is moving away 

from acting towards visual arts and creative writing. Zida was increasingly getting casual 

employment as an assistant finance officer with local NGOs. At one stage, concerned that 

she would not have time to continue, I suggested that we may not be able to include her 

in the exhibition. The others would hear nothing of it. They made a tremendous last 

minute effort, including translating and printing her stories with less than an hour to go 

before people arrived. They were all in this together. Nobody would be left behind.  
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Andrea 

Andrea, our main translator, is RG member Meli Fernandes’ partner. She did not write a 

biography, seeing herself as ‘outside’ the project. Andrea is from Java and has lived in 

Timor-Leste for four years. She is fluent in Bahasa Indonesian, Tetum and English, and 

occasionally gets translation work on short-term contracts with NGOs. Andrea became a 

big sister to the younger women and sometimes a co-teacher, particularly in using the 

photo-story translations from Tetum to develop the women’s English literacy, one of the 

primary interests that emerged through the course. Andrea is a practicing Muslim and has 

developed a home business designing clothes for a burgeoning clientele of fashionable 

government workers. 

Photo by Suzeti Fonsceca. 
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‘Teacher’ 

I did not escape having to explain myself to an audience, although I tried. Claiming not to 

understand what people would like to know, I asked the women to identify useful 

comments I had made during the course.  

 

My name is Richard Jones, but the women always call me ‘Teacher’. I 

live in Rua Cemeterio. My time here reminds me of my childhood. I 

grew up in Papua New Guinea. I have come to think of Timor as my 

second home. When I am in Australia I miss Timor, and when I am in 

Timor I miss Australia! I am learning Tetum, but the women say I still 

have a long way to go. They have taught me about the different 

cultures of this radiant land. Of course I get sad when I see the 

difficulties here but I understand more about the strength of Timorese 

people now. In my country the ‘first nations’, our indigenous brothers 

and sisters, still wrestle with the same concerns. So we may say to 

each other as friends, a luta kontinua [the struggle continues]. 

 

Cheekily the women wanted two further inclusions. I was asked to write that I do my 

own cooking, cleaning and laundry, something they found astonishing for a man. I was 

also to say that I don’t eat asu (dog) because dogs are my friends and I don’t like to eat 

my friends.77 They wanted me to play for laughs but, concerned to maintain a teacherly 

dignity, I refused.  

Open spaces 

At CPA we had a long table next to a small storage room on a veranda that was open on 

three sides to the weather. Our workspace was in spectacular gardens next to a Jesuit 

administration building and the CPA studio. It was enough to be getting on with. We 

stayed until the November rains came and then moved to Dili Film Works. Both sites 

were important in ensuring the women’s families were comfortable about their attending 

77 I was careful to indicate that I was not making a moral judgment about eating dogs, saying that ‘if I had 
grown up in Timor-Leste things would be different’. 
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the class. An open space in a public area also facilitated relationships with the many 

people who wandered by. A Timorese priest working in the adjacent building would 

often visit us to talk about the photo-stories as they developed. He had taught the younger 

ones at the nearby high school. They were fond of him and delighted with the opportunity 

to seek his opinions. He followed an admirable teaching tradition, asking questions rather 

than telling them what to say about their work.  

 

The eight young men working at CPA were curious about the work as it developed, but 

entirely respectful of our time and need to focus. They would visit and compliment the 

participants. As far as I could tell they were genuinely impressed at their progress. At 

some stage representatives from almost every NGO in Dili visited us. They were 

attending video production meetings for work they had commissioned from CPA. An 

atmosphere of support and respect built around us. A pre-exhibition audience had 

developed, a significant factor in turning the work away from what the Teacher thought. 

It was becoming clear that I was ultimately not going to be their judge. When we moved 

to Dili Film Works, many well-known Timorese creatives would visit and take the time 

discuss the women’s photos and stories, questioning and encouraging them, sometimes 

quite rigorously. The women were also able to form a close relationship with RG member 

Reis, a Timorese woman who had a developed a significant creative role in film 

production. Later, three of the women were offered part-time work with Dili Film Works, 

who also supported them in applying for overseas scholarships. 

Timing and resources 

 

The program ran for twelve weeks - two weeks in practice sessions and concept 

development, eight weeks in production and two weeks for our exhibition set up. We 

averaged three days a week class time. There were two cheap amateur digital cameras 

and a semi-professional one capable of producing large high quality prints.78 Each day we 

would discuss, select and print trial photos on a good quality domestic printer. We would 

then take selections to a professional printer to produce exhibition quality A3 sized 

images. With only one production laptop the challenge of working with nine people was, 

in my eyes, immense. However, the women did not seem at all perturbed and 

78 Canon EOS 550D with an 18-55 mm lens. 
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successfully resisted my attempts to ease the strain by splitting the group into morning 

and afternoon classes. Even my attempts to divide the group on sensible administrative 

grounds had failed. They would stick together no matter what. They simply set about 

ensuring equitable access to equipment, including by shooting on weekends in small 

teams. I was so impressed that I told everyone who would listen that these women should 

be running the country. Unlike at Arte Moris, where I bore the weight of organization up 

until the exhibition preparation period, when everyone pitched in, the women rapidly 

became a self-managing group, including pushing me to get things done. Far from being 

a limitation, our basic resources produced an unexpected benefit discussed later. 

Participants’ aims 

 

On our first day, over drinks and cakes - it would have been an appalling cultural mistake 

to start the project without sharing a meal - I asked the women to explain what they 

wanted from the course, a risky question if a participatory project has a pre-conceived 

agenda. One by one they stood up and made a formal speech. They all started by thanking 

me for this “wonderful opportunity”, positioning me in the role of charitable donor. Each 

person explained their family background and where they came from. Identifying their 

reasons to join the course, Evy, Dilma and Agé said they wanted to learn photography for 

career reasons. Novita, Suzeti and Augusta wanted to learn so that they could share their 

skills with their friends at MAC. Tina, Zida and Sónia just liked taking photos. Suzeti, 

who was last to speak cracked everyone up, myself included, when I finally realized what 

was going on. After thanking me politely, answering the question, ‘what do you want 

from the course?’ she said that ‘I want your eyes’. I was so grateful for the metaphor that 

I launched into a pompous speech about learning to see like a photographer. Even 

Andrea, who was translating quite formally, could not suppress her laughter. The others 

were almost falling off their chairs with delight. I asked what was going on. 

Teacher: Ha’u la hatene [I don’t understand]. 

Suzeti: Your eyes, Teacher. You have blue eyes (matan azul). I want your eyes. 
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Suzeti initiated the teasing repartee that infuses relationships with foreigners when there 

is the possibility of informality, setting the tone for the rest of the class. I thought it 

highly unusual that she would presume to tease her Teacher on the first day. I have no 

idea how she knew that I would not mind. Perhaps Agé and Tina had told her that I 

enjoyed it. It may have coincided with a perception that Malae teachers were less 

disciplinarian and more approachable than their Timorese counter-parts. As Agé later 

said, “I like Malae teachers because they care about the students and they are friendly.” I 

often responded to this quite common view by saying that if I had learnt to teach under 

the Indonesians I too would be less friendly and much more dictatorial. 

 

Reciprocity 

In our initial discussions participants had expressed a debt of gratitude based in my 

assumed altruism before I had even delivered on my supposed ‘gift’. Hoping to avoid a 

notion of charity, I made it clear that I was earning money (my PhD scholarship) and 

developing my teaching and developing research by teaching them. I said that they 

should be thanking Agé and Tina because they had initiated the course. What I had to 

offer was a set of photo-storytelling skills in exchange for seeing their world through 

their ‘eyes’ and being able to research the process. I explained that I needed them to 

guide me, pointing to the mistake I had almost made with the Arte Moris anti-corruption 

poster. They agreed that would have been dangerous to embark on this campaign. In this 

context I promised that I would teach them what I knew about photography, but not 

where to point the camera or what to think. Participants would often pick up the camera 

and take photos of each other during our classes. Zida took a photo of me while I was 

talking to the group. One hand is raised as if I was swearing to tell the truth in a 

courtroom. Nobody can remember quite what I was saying, but the women referred to it 

as evidence of my promise. I was reminded of it when I tried to influence their choices.  

 

Setting ‘bartering’ as a project principle enabled emerging choices to be made relatively 

easily. In exploratory creative production it would be highly unusual if we did not 

discover further negotiable needs along the way. In these cases we would explicitly 

bargain, and anyone could say ‘no’ without upsetting our original agreement to exchange 

skills for research. For example, quite early on Novita, Sónia, Zida, Augusta and Agé 
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wanted me to teach classes in English. I claimed that they were adding an additional task 

to our deal. What would they offer in return? For a while they could not think of an 

appropriate arrangement. Novita, Suzeti and Sónia offered to wash my kareta (car) once 

a week but Andrea pointed out that this did not relate to the course. She gave them a hint: 

La bele haluha wainhira Teacher koalia mak la diak (Don’t forget when Teacher talked 

no good).  

 

On the first day I had almost tripped over a printer chord someone had draped across a 

pathway. I instinctively swore in Tetum, turning to see a few horrified faces and Agé, 

Dilma and Evy laughing while shaking their heads. Tina gave me a look. I had said 

something I thought was quite mild. It turned out that what I had said was definitely not a 

phrase that should be used in front of women. Big mistake. I apologized. Agé and Andrea 

came to my rescue: ‘What do you expect? Teacher learnt his Tetum at Arte Moris!’ The 

deal became clear. In exchange for taking some classes in English, the women would 

teach me proper Tetum, so that I would not embarrass myself (or them) in polite 

company. The participants set out to convert me, rather than the other way around. 

 

Language learning 

The interest participants showed in taking the opportunity to learn English was an 

unexpected feature of the project. It often specifically related to their photos prompting 

high ‘buy in’. Initially they would ask questions about their self-portraits, working out 

English words for facial features, developing sets of nouns and related verbs (e.g. mouth 

and smile). On one occasion, Evy pointed to Sónia’s cheek in a portrait she had taken, 

asking ‘Teacher what is this in English?’ I replied ‘dimple’. Distorting their faces, others 

said ‘Oh, I have one too!’ The language repertoire continually expanded to include 

aesthetic terms and activity phrases related specifically to photography and later included 

producing their own translations of their photo-stories and Artist’s Statements into 

English, working through drafts with Andrea’s considerable assistance. 
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Ethics  

While at Arte Moris, after dispensing with my original thesis framing device, participants 

deferred management of our ethics agreement to Danabere, the women had no formal 

organizational protection to depend on. I explained my mistake and asked them whether I 

could apply the term to them. With a good deal of humour they took me to task on the 

subject, explaining their active engagement in civil society.  

 

Informed consent 

While introducing a Western, academic version of ethics, I was careful not to imply that 

participants needed to be taught ethical behaviour. They had their own ways of seeking 

permission and showing respect. I handed out Informed Consent forms in Tetum, asking 

participants to take a week to talk amongst themselves, with families and colleagues 

before coming back together with questions and issues. When they did, Novita was the 

spokesperson, leading us through the document clause by clause. Her interest in 

becoming a lawyer made it her duty, one of the many times in which, while presenting 

publicly as a collective, individual skills and aspirations structured their contributions. 

All key points were accepted after carefully checking meanings and implications. 

However, when it came to identifying a local person to contact if problems arose in the 

class, I suggested the Malae CPA director. She spoke Tetum perfectly and I had assumed 

that she was well respected by Timorese. In fact she told me so. My suggestion was 

greeted with a sudden silence. I had come to understand silence a form of resistance 

indicating a problem that would be impolite to address directly and so moved on to other 

options, settling on RG member, Reis.  

Ownership and control 

The women had the right to require de-identification, as they called it, in a reference to 

the resistance, a ‘clandestine’ name in the Tetum translation. Like Arte Moris 

participants, none wanted to ‘lose their names’. They were proud of who they are and 

what they did. There was no need to instruct participants to credit their photo-storytelling 

subjects. There are traditions of identifying everyone associated with a particular activity. 
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To have a name, a family and a place is crucial to a sense of self, to being somebody, not 

no-body. Failure to name can be seen as shunning a person, accounting for the tensions 

RG members identify with some Malae taking all the credit for purportedly participatory 

arts projects. Their names also had a range of agreed rights attached.  

 

The women were pleased to see a written acknowledgement that they owned their work. I 

was struck by how much they wanted to learn about Malae ethics protocols. We 

examined what their rights meant in practice. The work belonged to them and they 

retained certain rights while giving me a license to use their work under strict conditions. 

It was like renting their family home to me (a license) but not selling it (an assignment). 

They could sell their ‘house’ later if they wanted to, but I could not, because I was just 

renting. I explained that my license was strictly limited by Medium, Territory and 

Duration. Far from being a tedious administrative task, the women seemed to enjoy their 

increasing authority in the process. They placed great value on learning to negotiate a fair 

deal with a Malae. 

Rewards 

I made no promises offering ‘empowerment’ or a pathway to success, instead focusing on 

the same tangible benefits offered to Arte Moris participants: a folio of high quality 

photos printed with all their photos copied onto disc. If all went well we could have an 

exhibition, which, from past experience, I thought an audience would enjoy. Additionally 

they could have all the Audience evaluations in case they wanted to quote them at some 

stage. I did not offer the usual NGO Certificate of Participation, although the younger 

women requested it. I argued that their would speak for itself and explained that I wanted 

to find out if their commitment to the project could happen without any inducements. The 

day after our exhibition I changed my mind and wrote a letter of reference for each 

participant. 

Delete 

Two ethical principles emerged from our early practice sessions. The participants were 

their own subjects, a matter of convenience that combined with a delight in using the 
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camera in their explorations of self-image. After a photo session they went through their 

shots deleting any they did not like, prompting the general principle that everyone could 

view and delete photos of themselves. At some stage we all exercised this right, including 

myself. The second principle, an issue of ‘spying’ came to the fore when one person 

photographed another without her knowledge. The ‘subject’ was feeling sick and fell 

asleep in the small storage room next to our workbench. Someone took a photo, 

provoking debate about whether this was ‘allowed’. Arguing against this position, Agé 

and Tina talked about a similar incident at CPA. At lunchtime, a Timorese senior staff 

member was photographed asleep in front of his computer. It was included in a draft 

pamphlet about the organization without his knowledge, creating embarrassment and 

fracturing the team. No context had been given and so it appeared that he was being lazy, 

sleeping in the job. The photo was retaken and peace was restored. The upshot was that 

we had to be aware of being photographed, a right to privacy, even in a public space.  

The right to leave 

We discussed how my University ethics requirements ensured that anyone could 

withdraw at any time, with no harmful consequences. Just I had at Arte Moris I made the 

risky offer that they could withdraw from the research at any time but still exhibit their 

photos. The ability to walk away created a significant structuring limitation, one that I 

was happy to accept. There were lines that I could not cross without risking the collapse 

of the project. I am certain that participants would have walked if I had claimed that their 

religious faith was holding them back from being modern young women, for example by 

raising the difficult issue of abortion. It was their right to bring these conversations to the 

surface, but not mine to pry. 

 

No participants abandoned the project, but there was one incident in which a person 

briefly left. Augusta had returned from two weeks on location with A Guerra da Beatriz 

(Acquisto & Reis, 2013). We were delighted to have her back. Novita, Suzeti, Sónia and I 

spent a few hours getting her up to speed. Suddenly one of the others announced that she 

was withdrawing from the project. I did not put her under pressure, for example by 

implying that she was letting down the team. I simply said ‘of course, that is your right’. 

Suzeti asked why, but she would not answer and walked off. We were all a little 
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concerned. Agé went after her but could not find out what was going on. We speculated 

about the potential that she was frustrated about the attention Augusta had received. 

Although socially appropriate, it was unfair in a teaching context. Augusta was treated 

like a long lost friend, diverting attention away from a Photoshop exercise, which was 

fine for the others, but a little careless of me. The person who walked away returned the 

next day. Nothing was said and we proceeded as usual. 
 

Sociality 

 

The entire project was driven by our social experiences of each other, reminding me of 

Danabere’s comment that art is a “meeting place” in which a great deal more goes on 

than the work itself. My best comparison is of people cooking together. We were always 

working and always chatting, an unusual experience for the younger ones who were 

starting to enjoy the non-instructional character of the project. To my delight the women 

would sing while they worked. They had grown up singing in church choirs and so the 

quality was exceptional, including three-part harmonies. It started within days. I had 

asked if anyone was hungry and, without skipping a beat, the women started signing 

Kanta Humlaha (the Hungry Song), a ballad about faith, courage and fortitude despite 

not having enough food to eat. Knowing how much I loved it, one song became a 

bargaining chip. When anyone asked me to do them a favour, for example to help with 

their Resumes and scholarship applications, I could always ask for them to sing Ave 

Maria in return.  

 

At one stage, Augusta said something and everyone burst out laughing. Someone had 

been teased. I asked Andrea to translate but Augusta quickly intervened. It was not for 

male ears. Whose side was Andrea on, theirs or mine? Despite technically being my 

employee, Andrea’s primary loyalty was, as a woman, to the women. From then on they 

could chat about personal matters amongst themselves. While I could pick up a few 

phrases here and there, the women knew that if they spoke quickly, using vernacular 

phrases, they could outfox my curiosity. Not a day went by when there was not 

discussions about life events: motorcycle accidents, arguments with parents, trouble with 

boyfriends, worries about sick family members and so on.  
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Gender was ever-present, but far from this difference dividing us it created a particular 

dynamic. Unlike the Arte Moris group, who had no real interest in my personal life, the 

women were deeply curious about my world. They often took the opportunity to quiz me. 

I did the same, although, aware of formalities and protocols, I would not ask the kind of 

personal questions some asked me. When the younger women, who were my main 

interrogators, occasionally crossed the line, an older one, usually Tina, would give them a 

censorial look. There were numerous questions about how men conducted relationships 

in Australia: ‘Can I talk to a woman if I am not introduced first?’, ‘can women really ask 

men out?’, ‘how many girlfriends did men have at any one time?’, ‘did men really 

following their girlfriends around carrying their shopping?’, ‘did men really cook and 

clean the house?’  

 

Not all enquiries were based in gender. There were many about my family of course and 

others about my presumed ‘wealth’. I had often encountered the assumption that all 

foreigners are rich and took the time to establish that this was not necessarily the case. I 

showed exactly how much I earned against the costs of food, rent, transport and so on in 

Australia, establishing that while I was ‘wealthy’ in Timor-Leste, it was only because 

prices were lower. In Australia no one would call me rich. In this discussion I also 

showed that an appearance of having money was often an ability to access debt. We 

looked up a website that showed average credit card debt in Australia at $3,600, an 

extraordinary amount in Timor-Leste.79 

Reference images 

 

In working with the Arte Moris participants there was little need to formally teach 

compositional skills. It was more a matter of transferring existing understandings derived 

from their painterly skills and traditions. Perhaps because they were starting from the 

basics, the women showed considerably more interest in developing their visual 

literacies. The first day was a free-for-all. Everyone took shots of each other without 

instruction other than operational tips. The point was not to proceed on the basis of 

tedious lectures. It produced a series of candid images that became the subject of our first 

aesthetic discussions. The images showed common vernacular characteristics. There was 

79 https://www moneysmart.gov.au/borrowing-and-credit/credit-cards/credit-card-debt-clock. [Accessed 
28/11/13]. 
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no attention to light or to a background or foreground as providing visual information. 

The subject was centre framed and taken at eye height, using the ‘landscape’ format 

rather than turning the camera on its side for the ‘portrait’ style. There only seemed to be 

one thought in the photographer’s mind - the look on the subject’s face. These early 

discussions focused on compositional literacies, gradually securing an understanding of 

photography as having a particular grammar. An early prompt was ‘where is the camera?’ 

bringing to the fore the usually invisible use of angles to produce meanings. 

Carlito. Photo by Margarida Martins, Suai. 

I introduced the exhibition photos from Suai. They proved highly engaging. We 

discussed the differences between their practice photos and the Suai images, moving 

from ‘just clicking’ to identifying specific skills. The Suai photos showed that the 

students were consciously manipulating framing, light, angles and background or 
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foreground elements. We talked about how images can position the viewer, how the 

construction of the images can guide how audiences experience photos. For example, the 

image of Carlito above caught Evy’s eyes. She initially liked the colours. It demonstrated 

the frame-within-frame technique, an approach that influenced the participants’ 

photography. The image provided an opportunity to talk about how audiences might 

construct a speculative narrative about the image. I asked ‘What has he just been doing?’ 

The sardines hanging on the bus door hinted that he had been fishing. ‘And what will he 

do with the fish?’ ‘He will take them to the markets to sell.’ An ongoing discussion about 

implied narratives proved influential in exploring relationships between photos and 

stories. It prompted a tradition of envisaging audience responses and, in writing their 

stories, answering imagined questions to guide viewers towards specific readings.  
 

Reading the Suai photos offered an opportunity to decode local cultural meanings, 

including how the photographers positioned of a subject and their choice of angles. For 

example, in Suai I heard the expression mane forte (strong man) and asked the Suai class 

whether Timorese also said feto forte (strong woman). The women in the group said 

‘Yes, of course’. I responded by setting a theme, asking participants to show me 

‘strength’, resulting in these strikingly gendered images.  

 

Januario Amaral. Photi by Mario da Costa.    Margarida Martins. Photo by Gradiana da Carmo. 
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The Suai class had split into groups of men and women without my prompting. The 

‘strength’ photos produced by the young men replicated the traditional warrior statues 

one finds in almost every town centre. They had removed a pot plant from a pedestal 

outside Centro Juventude Covalima and took turns standing on it, compelling a low angle 

shot. They projected masculine ‘power’ with bombastic poses and assertive hand 

gestures. These were, in Malae terms, ‘hero’ shots. By contrast, the women took quite 

gentle photos of each other. Their images, as we discussed in the Suai class, were 

compatible with notions of traditional female authority as ‘inner strength’. The women in 

the Feto Hatene group agreed became quite animated about these readings. I did not seek 

to ‘convert’ them into presenting female authority in masculine ways. I was interested to 

see whether they might experiment with low angle shots in similar ways to the women in 

the Suai group who had taken to using low angles to depict each other, although they did 

not adopt the hand gestures used by the young men. 

 
Sonya, Kasait project. Photo by Richard Jones. 

While exploring camera settings, the women discovered the ‘rule of thirds’ function, 

which brought onto the viewing screen lightly coloured lines dividing it into thirds. I 

produced a photo from a commissioned project, showing how the subject did not need to 
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be centre frame, that a dynamic could be created by placing image elements at the points 

where the lines intersected.  

Koko (practice / testing) 

The first two weeks were given over to koko imi (testing ourselves), including learning 

the fundamentals of image processing and high quality printing. This intense focus, a 

good deal more rigorous than the Arte Moris classes, developed a rapid learning curve. 

We could shoot, print, discuss and, if needs be, reshoot specific exercises within about 

three hours. Within two days, I had demonstrated the entire process from concept through 

to composition, selection, importing and image processing and then framing prints at 

least five times. I would not need to parcel out sequential information in bite-sized pieces. 

Each person, depending on their interest and focus, remembered specific parts of the 

process. From then on they were able to guide each other through the twenty or so steps 

needed to produce high quality exhibition prints. For then on I was not the expert first 

port of call for questions. They were teaching each other, building each other’s expertise 

and confidence. 

Augusta, Novita and Suzeti. Photo by Agé Magno. 
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‘The problem with lists’ emerged during our early classes. The younger women had 

produced tick-the-box lists of sequential Photoshop functions. At one stage I showed how 

to clear dust spots by erasing them with a specific tool. Later I discovered one of the 

women obsessively clicking on a photo, with others looking on slightly puzzled and 

constantly referring back to their notes. The image did not have any dust spots, but they 

thought that no matter what they must precisely follow their list, a residue of their heavily 

instructional education. I argued that these lists should be thrown away, producing my 

own version of Lulik by saying that ‘the image will tell you what to do’.  

 
Teaching each other. Photo by Agé Magno. 

 

Personal experiments 

In a typical transfer of knowledge, some participants worked out that they could use the 

erasing technique to remove their facial blemishes. They spent hours transforming 

themselves, which provoked a little scorn from some others, one of whom said they did 

not look like real Timorese anymore. I did not intervene other than to identify how they 

had discovered why the women in fashion magazines looked so ‘perfect’. The camera 

was a mirror, affording explorations of beauty, often in deliberate, sometimes hilarious 
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parodies, in which ‘sexy’ looks were consciously exaggerated for each other’s 

amusement. As they learned compositional techniques they would reapply them to 

increasingly sophisticated self-directed portraits, usually influenced by American popular 

culture through the hyper-romantic lens of Asian TV soaps and music videos. They 

would photograph each other and critically analyze their looks, sometimes in tones of 

disappointment. For example, at one stage one said, “Oh, I look so ugly!” and another 

shot back with a question, which was clearly intended for her but directed to me. 

‘Teacher’, she said, politely, but with a certain tone, ‘are we calling our group Feto 

Hatene or is it now to be Feto Bonita (Pretty Women)?’  

When they showed me these photos, I would not comment on their looks, preferring to 

discuss composition, framing, use of light and so on. It became a game. The others 

enjoyed watching me try to get out of answering the obvious question. Finally, at the end 

of her tether, one participant asked me straight out ‘do you think I am beautiful?’ It was a 

technical question, much as someone would ask ‘do you think this photo is in focus’. 

There were a few gasps. She was definitely crossing the line. How was I to get out of it? I 

played the naïve foreigner card, saying that ‘I don’t understand what beauty is in 

Timorese culture. I think beauty was probably like the dances the women do, that beauty 

is about being graceful’, adding that ‘we all saw you almost drop the camera before, so I 

can’t say that you are beautiful today’. My teasing response won laughter and applause, 

and perhaps a little respect.  

 

I have not included any of these images here for a particular reason. In their enthusiasm 

the women may have forgotten that I was researching them. I asked whether they would 

be comfortable exhibiting their ‘beauty’ photos. The answer was a horrified ‘No’. They 

were concerned about appearing vain, frivolous and la matenek (not intelligent), 

potentially undermining the quality of their contributions. There was a clear demarcation 

between an in-project private exploration and their public representations of the work. 

Influences 

 

When the Feto Hatene project started we were preparing the Comoro markets exhibition. 

I invited the women to come along, expecting that they would enjoy talking with the 
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participants about their project. My expectations were that they would spend time with 

the photographers and discuss the work as a group afterwards. I assumed that this would 

provide ideas about ‘quality’ and the confidence that they too could produce a successful 

exhibition. I asked the women to fill out audience surveys. Like most Timorese audience 

members, they responded with superlatives. It was “really amazing” (Zida), “really 

wonderful” (Evy), “really beautiful” (Sónia) and “really creative” (Novita). It made Tina 

feel “really proud.”  

 

The group understood the work as developing from pre-existing skills. They all discussed 

the project using expressions of growth. It “was a good opportunity for photography 

students to improve their capacity” (Novita), to “express their talent” (Dilma), to 

“develop on the creativity that they already have” (Agé). An explanation for this 

appreciative perception is that they knew the participants had a creative arts background. 

Photography may well have been seen as a logical extension of their previous studies. It 

would be interesting to see if the audiences would view the women’s group in a different 

light given they were not associated with a visual arts school and, with the exception of 

Evy, not seen as having any previous artistic education. 

The women explained why they saw the project as successful. It was fundamentally to do 

with learning more about the subjects’ lives. For Sónia the exhibition “shows to everyone 

the everyday experiences Timorese people so we can know about their lives.” Agé said 

that “through this exhibition, I can understand more of Timorese people's work and 

different activities … we can understand people's stories through the students’ work.” 

Tina noticed that the project “helps people to understand better the many things that 

Timorese people have that perhaps they have not yet discovered.” Zida believed that 

“when we get see work like this we can understand what is good for us in the future.” 

Only one participant made a ‘tragic’ observation, writing “in this way we can discover 

the suffering of individuals” (Suzeti).  

 

Asked which photos captured their interest, Dilma, like most audience members had, said 

“all of them”, seeing the work as an indivisible collective portrait. Agé mentioned two 

photos by David but did not say why she was interested in them. Tina, using the technical 

language developed in our first week, discussed a photo in professional terms: “The 
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composition is awesome. The lighting is good. There is good detail and focus on both the 

person and the background.” The others, however, made specific comments. The most 

popular photo proved to be the one below of Tizia Rosa de Jesus by David.  
 

Story: At three years of age, Tizia Rosa de Jesus likes to play with her friends in the 

markets every day. She also helps her mum to tie together vegetables and waits with her 

mother for people to come and buy them. For the future, Tizia wants to go to school. 

 

Nonoi / Little sister by David da Silva. 

 

 

Novita thought that Tizia’s “story was great and the image wonderful. She is only three 

years old but already has the capacity to help her mum.” Zida makes a similar comment. 
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She liked the work because “even though she is a child who is still small, Tizia wants to 

help her mum sell vegetables in the market and get money to go to school.” She added 

that “I like the photo because of the focus and the image - her eyes, awesome!” Evy, also 

noticing the eyes, explains a subtle affect, one I had not noticed: “This photo has a big 

spirit. It is like a call out or prayer for her future with eyes that are full of hope.” Evy’s 

reaction afforded an opportunity to establish that I was not an expert. My agnostic eyes 

did not notice this photo amongst David’s many great shots. I was sometimes overly 

technocratic in my responses, a risk that teaching may overvalue expertise and in doing 

so lose sight of the heart and soul of the work. I did not like the way Tizia’s fingers were 

cut off by the bottom frame. If I had been selecting for an exhibition I may well not have 

chosen it, particularly because David had produced many more photos that I thought were 

aesthetically superior. The women’s comments also prompted discussion about the 

potential difference between a photographer’s intentions and an audiences’ reception, 

showing how people may react to a photo in ways that were not necessarily intended.  

 

Tizia’s father originally did not want a photo, but asked when we were coming back. 

When we returned she was wearing her Sunday dress. He sat her on the bench in front of 

his stall and stood next to her, encouraging her to hamnasa (smile). Tizia was a bit 

uncertain, but at the same time completely trusting. As she looked up at him Tizia’s face 

caught the light and David took the shot. The church dress, with eyes towards the 

heavens and her hands resting in a prayer position, elevated by soft light and a 

contemplative expression produced a sense of spirituality that was neither intended nor 

recognized at the time. At the end of the session I pointed out that all the photos they had 

enjoyed were by David and put a question on the table: ‘How could this be?’ The women 

took a few guesses, all based on his technical skills. I responded that it had nothing to do 

with the camera or what I had taught him. It was his secret and I could not possibly reveal 

it, but I would tell them if I saw them do it.  

In their assessment of the Comoro exhibition, the women did not want to be critical. I had 

to encourage them to see criticism as a professional skill, promising that the Arte Moris 

participants would come to their exhibition and write about their photos. For Novita to be 

critical was to demean the work: “I don’t have any criticism because I really like it.” 

Sometimes criticism was implied, but no explanation was offered. Something is not quite 
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right, but what it is goes unsaid. Dilma, for example, said “I don’t have any criticisms 

because everything that we begin has various difficulties.” With just one exception the 

women did not address issues about the quality of the work, instead making comments on 

the staging of the exhibition. For example, Agé said that “maybe you could have more 

photos” and Evy thought that “something better may be to put it in a larger place or 

somewhere where all the people in Dili would see it.” The only comment that went to a 

core content issue came from Agé, who politely suggested that “maybe they could have 

written better stories” because they “do not explain enough about the people’s lives.” 

Merkado Hali Laran 
 

At the beginning of our next class I received a delegation. I looked forward to these 

formal approaches. They occurred whenever the group had made an important decision. I 

had come to realize that they were meeting outside class to assess how things were going 

and come up with decisions. The women had created a participatory space outside ‘my’ 

project. “Teacher”, Novita announced, “we have decided what to do! We want to make 

our project at Mekardo Hali Laran”, the other major people’s market in Dili, just up the 

road from our workspace. While I had expected that they would enjoy the experience of 

the Comoro exhibition, I had not anticipated that they would want to undertake their own 

market project.  

 

Selfishly I spoke against it. My main point was that nobody outside Timor-Leste would 

recognize the difference between both markets, and that the stories and information 

would all be the same. It seemed repetitious. I was concerned that another market project 

would thin out the research, limiting its range. The pressure I was introducing related to 

how Malae readers would understand the work as research. It had little to do with the 

interests of participants. I was attempting a kind of ventriloquism in which participants 

were to represent what I needed, but in the guise of making their own decisions. I had to 

remember that my interest in what Timorese youth might say through photo-storytelling 

should carry the day. I had to trust the process.  

I was gracefully reminded of my promise not to tell participants what to think or where to 

point the camera. Tina explained that we could not present life in the Comoro markets 
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without also showing Hali Laran. It would be unfair, unbalanced. In a desperate move I 

asked “aren’t you just copying Arte Moris?” to which Novita replied “Teacher, wait and 

see. It will be different.” 

Teacher: Tanba sai’da? (Because why?) 

Participants: It will be better! 

 

I was surprised. I had not seen overt competition between young men and women before. 

Surely they were setting their standards too high? The Arte Moris group already had a 

strong background in visual arts with skills that were relatively easily transferable to 

photography. They would have to start from scratch. 

Teacher: How could you possibly be better? 

Participants: Because we are Timorese women! 

Teacher: (gulp). 

When I mentioned this competition to Fernandes, Danabere and the Arte Moris 

participants, they were delighted. They would enjoy coming to the exhibition to provide 

their assessments. Fernandes made an additional point, interpreting this competition as 

the women wanting to prove a point:  

 

This competition is good because these women have something they 

want to say. It is not just about men always expressing themselves. If 

there is any way and any time women can express what they think, 

like through this project, it is very good. 

 

From this point on the women were testing themselves against Arte Moris and, more 

broadly, Timorese men. While I had become familiar with the role of the curious 

foreigner, another persona emerged. Because of my well-known loyalty to Arte Moris, I 
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became the devil’s advocate. I would express dismay, shaking my head sadly at some 

shots and teasing them with the possibility that they had made a huge mistake in taking 

Arte Moris on. The women countered with an amusing mantra that started as a language 

mistake. I had asked the group whether they could use light and shadow to ‘shape’ faces 

in a similar way to one of David’s photos. Agé, full of bravado, said, in English, “Yes, 

we can’t!” We laughed and Andrea corrected her, however the expression took hold, 

often appearing when I asked if they felt they could do something that involved a 

technical skill. They had created a self-conscious parody of the way women are 

sometimes seen as incapable of excelling in ‘technical’ areas. I suggested that the 

expression become the exhibition title but was outvoted. The women thought the irony 

would be confusing.  

Visual literacies 

Developing critical reflection extended from this unexpected competitive relationship 

with Arte Moris. Responding to my teasing that they were just copying them, the women 

set about strategically differentiating themselves. For example, they noticed the 

horizontal approach of the Comoro photos, with many individual portraits but no detailed 

explorations of a subject’s life. Encouraged by Agé, Zida and Suzeti they decided to 

produce in-depth stories, working vertically, sticking with a subject over a long period, 

aiming for a level of detail that required significantly more intimacy than had been 

achieved by the young men. Trust and mutual respect had to be maintained over time, 

which prompted some serious ethical considerations as the women discovered issues that 

did not emerge in brief, one-off photographic encounters.  

 

The elicitations sessions became considerable more complex, prompting frequent returns 

to the subject for specific photos and to ask for clarifications, including ethical questions. 

Additionally, photos did not necessarily illustrate story elements. Rather they emerged in 

oscillations between image and text as the writing and image making became iterative 

parallel activities. While Arte Moris participants had produced wide ranging one off 

portraits, the women’s vertical approach developed an essayist style in which images 

prompted written explanations and stories compelled new images, often in providing 

visual evidence for a written statement or nuancing a particular image. In a sense Arte 
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Moris had produced the equivalent of words, while the women were creating sentences, 

which put significantly more pressure on understanding and using the grammars of 

photography.  

Ethics revisited 

 

There was an important discussion to be had before we went to the markets. I had some 

formal requirements and a curiosity about what rights the women thought their subjects 

should have over their images and stories. The central question was whether the rights the 

women had determined for themselves in their practice session would flow on to the 

market people. And a surprising debate arose. According to one participant, our internal 

‘no spying’ and ‘delete on request’ agreement did not apply to the market people. She 

had learnt from a foreign photographer that in a public place you do not need permission 

to take photos of people, a careless transposition of Malae rules without considering local 

conditions. As far as I could understand it - Andrea and I could not keep up with the 

overlapping arguments - the others insisted that they did apply.  

 

Tina asked a fundamental democratic question. She summed it up with her usual quiet 

authority, saying something like ‘why should we have more rights than anyone else?’ The 

dissenting participant did not formally agree with this position, but she complied none-

the-less. Another task was to rehearse how to describe what we were doing in the market. 

We needed to be very clear because inconsistencies could spark rumours and produce 

tensions, jeopardizing relationships with the market people. As Tina explained in her 

debrief interview:  

 

When we went to the markets we explained who we are and what we 

are doing. We asked permission and then if they agreed we took their 

photos. We explained that we would print a photo that they chose and 

bring it back and that we would delete any photos they didn’t like in 

front of them. 



 247 

The markets 

 

Noticing that the Arte Moris participants had not written anything about the Comoro 

markets for their exhibitions, Agé and Dilma produced a short history of Hali Laran. It 

was aimed at foreigners, including myself, who were unlikely to know about the market’s 

recent history, its relationship to the earlier Taibessi market and the 2006 Crises.  

 

Dili is the capital of Timor-Leste, which, after a long struggle against 

occupation by Indonesia, received its independence in 2002. Much of 

the population is in Dili. They come from 13 different districts and 

many different cultures to find work in the capital city. Hali Laran, 

one of the main markets in Dili, is located in the Suco of Lahane 

Oriental, Vera Cruz Sub-District.  

 

It is an area that is full of beautiful, ancient and sacred Hali trees. The 

people wait in this area for public transportation to take them to and 

from the districts such as Ainaro, Same and Suai, even though there is 

no bus terminal. After independence this place was almost empty. 

There was only a big shop called Leusari and some people who lived 

on the hill.  

 

In 2006, the Crises occurred between Lorosa’e and Loromonu (the 

east and west of Timor-Leste). Some people lost their property and 

some were displaced. Some public buildings were burned down, 

including the nearby Taibessi market. That’s why a lot of the sellers 

from old Taibessi market moved to Hali Laran. It is now an important 

part of the social, economic and cultural life of Timor-Leste.
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Lorosa’e / Dawn. Photo by Novita Veniata. 

 

 

 
Lokraik / Afternoon. Photo by Sónia Lay. 
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Dadeer / Morning. The main Hali tree in the background. Photo by Agé Magno. 
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Opportunity photos 

 

Preparing for our first shoot, Novita asked “Teacher, what is our theme?” She said this in 

the same way a student would want their teacher to set an essay topic or a bureaucrat 

would require an agenda for a meeting. The younger women were still sometimes 

uncertain about what to do without instruction. We eventually agreed that a theme did not 

have to be a message. It could just be a place. It did not have to be an answer, just a 

question. I was grateful for Freire and Horton’s elegant, practical advice that “we make 

the path by walking”, adding a Malae expression the women found amusing: ‘We can 

just follow our noses.’  

Hali Laran was the women’s local supermarket. They were recognized, if not known, by 

most market people and many shoppers. Unlike Comoro, there was no Centro Juventude 

attached to the markets to partner with. The women made sure the cefe du suku80 knew 

what we were doing. I often wandered the markets on my own, not wanting to be seen as 

the Malae ‘boss’ of the project. When participants wanted to they would find me, show 

me their shots and occasionally ask questions. Sónia describes the usual experience of 

offering to take photos: “Some people didn’t want their photos taken at first. They said 

they were sick but then others were really happy and they wanted us to take photos again 

and again.”  

 

Many of the people who were sick later asked for a photo. I know of only one person 

who expressed suspicion that this was extractive process: “When we started to take 

photos the old woman next to a mother and child I was photographing [below] said it was 

not good because we will steal it. But we explained we are students and that the person 

can choose a picture to have a copy of and then it was okay and they liked the photos we 

took” (Evy). One the first day there were a few failures, for example, some photos were 

out of focus. The culprits had to return the next day to explain their mistake and take new 

shots. They were teased and learnt that the market people would be their first serious 

critics. Many took on a right to teach the ‘students’ by assessing their images and 

advising them how to take better shots. While concentrating on their chosen subjects, the 

women took photos of anyone who asked throughout the project. 

80 The administrative ‘chief’ of a village or suburb in the larger cities. The approximate equivalent of a 
local mayor. 
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Mana no oan / Mother and child. Photo by Evy Smith é Cunha. 

 

 

 
Mario no tais / Mario and tais. Photo by Agé Magno. 
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Avo / Grandfather. Photo by Dilma Fernandes. 

 

 

The photo of Avo (grandfather) above, taken by Dilma on our first day, proved highly 

significant. Firstly, the participants were impressed by the way she had framed the shot, 

producing the ‘rule of thirds’, the look away by the old man and the boy as a point of 

interest in the background. We often zoomed into shots to check focus and I noticed a 

tattoo on his forearm, prompting one of the few formal elicitations as ‘interviewing the 

image’ in either project. It was a date. I asked why it was there, but nobody knew. We 

thought we would find out the next day, but he had returned to his village. His 

granddaughter did not know, which set off a chain of enquiries of our friends and 

families. We arrived at a speculative answer. During the occupation, some Timorese men 

would tattoo their birth dates on their arms. If they were murdered and their bodies could 

be found, there was a chance that they would be identified and receive a proper burial. 

Dilma gave the photo to Avo’s granddaughter, Rosalita, and we told her the possible 

explanation. She was moved to tears, as the photo below shows. 
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Rosalita with Avo’s photo to take back to his village. Photo by Dilma Fernandes. 

The first return 
 

Making similar observations to those of the Arte Moris participants, the participants 

explained that when they first returned the photos “the people were really happy with 

what we did and said that no one had given them photos before in their lives” (Evy). 

They “were happy because they got the photos for free” (Novita). “Some friends said that 

they could put their photos on their graves when they die” (Agé) and for others said “it is 

like a memory for their children for when they pass away” (Tina). Augusta, explaining 

the softening effect of returning a photo, noted that “Maximiana’s father looked like an 

angry person, but when I gave him the photo of his daughter he was very humble and 

pleased to answer my questions.”  

 

Handing back photos prompted an invitation to return, inaugurating a cycle that lasted six 

weeks. The market people “were very appreciative when we brought the photos back the 

first time and they said ‘if you want to take more we are ready’” (Augusta). “They said 

‘can we have more’ and so we took more of other people and printed them for them. We 
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printed the beautiful pictures and gave them back to the people” (Evy). Novita explained 

that “my subject, Delfina, said ‘thank you very much’ when I gave the family their 

photos. They laughed and said ‘do some more’.”  

 

       
Tia Mariana. Photo by Evy Smith é Cunha.             Amelia. Photo by Tina Pinto. 

 

There was one ‘failed’ return. One day when we were to return photos, one of the women 

appeared at class dressed impeccably. I asked ‘Sai’da ropa kapas?’ (‘Why the beautiful 

dress?’). The women laughed, but would not answer. Everyone knew what was going on 

but me. When they returned from the market, I found out. In a hilarious fury, she 

performed what had happened, while the others fell over each other laughing as Andrea 

explained. She had tried to use the camera to flirt with a young man they called Senor 

Jeitu (Mister Cool) and had dressed up to give the print to him. But when she arrived he 

was inside his hut and called out to her to leave the photo above by the door. The women, 

teasing her mercilessly, said that he must have had a girlfriend with him. Laughing and 

fuming, stamping her feet, the participant picked up a small stick and started breaking it, 

saying something like “I will break him in four places like this twig. Then he will know 

who I am!”  
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Senor Jeitu / Mr Cool. Photographer’s name withheld.  

 

Involving communities 

 

Our equipment limitations, which I had seen as a potentially fatal limitation, turned out to 

be a great benefit. The women quickly abandoned the two amateur cameras. Realizing 

the possibility that any of their shots could produce exhibition quality work, they always 

used the high-end camera. They were often at the markets chatting with their subjects and 

writing their stories while waiting for their turn with the camera. As Fernandes noticed, 

reflecting on this difference to the Arte Moris project, “one camera is the best way to do it 

because they have more time talking than just click, click, click.” 

 

Throughout the project, while concentrating on their subjects, the women continued to 

take of and return photos to anyone who asked. The commitment arose from a discussion 

in which it was agreed that it might not be fair to exclude people, including men and 

boys, just because they were not directly involved in the study.  
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Novita recording Eva’s story. Sónia, the interviewer, is just out of left frame. Photo by Suzeti Fonsceca. 

With the exception of Agé, Evy and Zida, the women prepared lists of questions to ask 

their subjects. They were typically formulaic and functional, rather like the first drafts of 

their Artists’ Statements. It ran the same risk; that we would not discover hopes, dreams 

and aspirations. I was required to demonstrate an alternative. I had promised that 

anything I asked them to do they could ask me to do first, seeking to avoid the 

appearance of an abstracted expertise and breaking down the impression of a distant, 

judging teacher who never needed to prove their own skills. Novita interviewed me, 

using her list but adapting it to suit a foreigner. I answered the usual questions; name, 

age, family, where are you from and so on. When she asked ‘why have you come to 

Timor?’ I replied ‘because I stole a million dollars and I need to hide where no one will 

find me’.  

 

Focused on her list, Novita then asked ‘what work do you do in Timor?’ People laughed, 

noticing that she had completely missed the significance of my reply, demonstrating the 

importance of being open and responsive. We moved from lists to conversations, creating 

open questions based in identity stories, experiences of market life and aspirations for the 

future. As the project developed the women read out their drafts in class, subjecting the 
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work to group scrutiny and at times prompting a need to return to their subjects for 

clarifications or to obtain more information. Although there was no compulsion to do so, 

it was important to the women to develop similar information across all photo-stories. For 

example, Sónia, unsurprisingly given her merchant background, had discovered how 

much Eva earned each day, how much she borrowed to buy her wares and what interest 

she was paying. The others followed suit, returning to their subjects seeking this 

information. If one person found out a particular piece of information the others would 

follow suit, producing individual stories but at the same time a collective voice.  

 

 
Eva deskansa / Eva relaxing. Photo by Sónia Lay. 
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In the Arte Moris project the subjects would often dress for the occasion and position 

themselves or the children for the photos, usually in front of their market stalls. Because 

of their emic relationship, Feto Hatene subjects went one step further. The women would 

often explain to their subjects what image techniques they were using. They became 

increasingly aware of camera angles and some started directing the shots. The subjects 

were not just participating in project with editorial rights, but constructing the photos as 

authors. Sónia, for example had explained to her subject, Eva, how a low angle shot 

could confer authority, the quality of being looked up to. Of course Eva insisted on this 

technique. At her insistence, Sónia is literally lying flat on the ground to get the lowest 

possible angle. Eva sits like a proud Buddha, looking down benignly on the viewer. Not 

content with the low angle, she literally building the rampart of tomatoes in the 

foreground.  

 

Elicitations 
 

It was only when the women started to present their work to the group that I realized that 

they had chosen subjects whose lives made a personal connection to their own. Some 

mention this relationship in their Artist’s Statements. Agé, Tina and Augusta worked with 

women whose stories related to their memories of childhood. Arising from her activities 

with MAC, Suzeti had young people’s rights point to make, whereas Novita told a child’s 

story in the context of her mother’s love. I was later to find out that she was soon to be 

married, and wanted to start her own family. Sónia chose one of the most financially 

successful women at the markets. Zida worked with a traditional woman from her home 

district and Evy was drawn to the classical elegance of a distinguished older woman. 

Dilma did not settle on a single subject, instead producing brief stories with one-off 

photos of three different older women, but without any discernable link to her own life.  

With some large frames left over from the Arte Moris exhibition I suggested that we start 

framing some A3 photos, surmising that this would build confidence. A frame added a 

level of formality, in effect endorsing the work as exhibition quality. Somehow my 

suggestion turned into a decision to have a competition for the best photo. Andrea said 

that she translated correctly and that the women themselves had invented this 

competition. I was being managed. Once a week I was to set a compositional challenge. 
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Despite my best endeavours I was unable to escape this teacherly duty. I simply could not 

convince participants to set their own competitions. Entirely organized by the women, 

each participant selected one photo from the week’s exercise and printed it. One by one 

they stood up and made a formal speech, explaining how the image answered the 

challenge, not simply in compositional terms, but how it connected with their developing 

story themes: “After taking the photos we explained the point we were making to each 

other and then to the people, so that they could know our intentions” (Tina).  

 

Critically discussing their work together flowed in to their relationship with their 

subjects, creating an iterative cycle of questioning, explanation and revision. The 

speculative, iterative engagements in reading the images were driven by two key 

questions. Firstly, on almost every occasion the women raised ethical issues related to 

their story drafts, questioning how the subject was being presented, if the photographer 

was putting words into the subjects’ mouths and even whether the image should be 

shown publicly. Secondly, an interest in ‘envisaging’ audiences emerged from questions 

related to how others might understand the images with participants frequently returning 

to their subjects to clarify points and add information, most often in order to ‘guide’ an 

anticipated response. Speeches were greeted with applause and followed up with 

questions, after which we secretly voted on scraps of paper. I had a vote. From relatively 

easy single concept challenges, for example Best Low Angle, Best Character Shot, Best 

Close Up and so on, the women dramatically upped the ante, pressuring me to come up 

with more complex tasks in which they needed to incorporate several techniques within a 

single image.  

Visual theme: Low angle 

Agé and Sania 

The photo below won our first competition. Agé, presenting it to the group, said that she 

liked the way Sania smiled and that the colour of her top was like the Tupperware tub she 

used to carry the mangoes. Someone said that although it was good, she had broken the 

‘rule of thirds’. Agé pointed out that strong central vertical line created the appeal. She 

gracefully established that they should not blindly follow whatever the Teacher said was 
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a rule. He did not men it was the kind of rule you had to obey without thinking for 

yourself. Agé made it clear that the image was not cropped in Photoshop. From that 

moment on all the competition photos came with the statement, a badge of honour, that 

the image had not been cropped. At this stage I had to admit that Agé had discovered 

David’s secret. It had nothing to do with camera skills or settings. I said that I noticed 

how she did not start taking photos straight away, but knelt down to talk to Sania at eye 

height, speaking gently to her. Agé had put Sania at ease, building rapport, occasionally 

taking a photo, but all the while continuing the conversation.  

 
Sania. Photo by Agé Magno. 

Agé saw herself primarily as a writer and produced a longer, more detailed story than the 

others. When she read out her first draft to the group I recoiled slightly from the 

language, described by two Australians as sanctimonious and flowery, although both 

conceded that it was probably ‘very Timorese’. It is. Agé uses ‘church language’ and a 

poetic form associated with the ancient register of ‘elevated speech’, a form that can 

clearly be seen in Gusmão’s public orations (see e.g. East Timor: Birth of a Nation, 

Acquisto & Sully, 2002). I was tempted to use the editing process to move Agé towards a 

more rational, Western style of writing but, remembering my promise, I did not 
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intervene. None of the women commented on the use of language. It was too familiar to 

be noticed. None of this story is just words, for show. What happened behind the scenes 

was extraordinary. Initially Agé did not want to talk about it. She saw it as a personal 

commitment, ‘outside’ the project. Agé did not mention any of the details in her public 

presentation, but agreed that I could interview her on the subject for the research. First, 

Sania’s story: 

 

As to what we have learned about life, it is that it is a challenge. Yet, to be modest, 

patient and to sacrifice are all the ways we can succeed in a difficult situation. This is the 

reality that includes ten year-old Sania in it. Although education is the key to her future, 

this sweet, brown, shorthaired girl does not yet know the alphabet. “I really want to go to 

school, but I don’t have a [baptism] certificate yet”, she explains. As a result, the fourth 

child of six siblings has to do other activities. It is not fair and she doesn’t deserve it, but 

she has to work to support the economics of her family life.  

 

 
Photo by Agé Magno. 

 

Sania is such a little negotiator in Dili. Before the day has dawned, when the roosters are 

just starting to crow, this little girl, with the help of the morning breeze, begins her work. 
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With a big plastic bowl full of fruit on her head she walks around Dili. Despite being 

tired from the hot days, she shouts “mangoes…. mangoes”, calling people to buy. She 

adds, “I sell mangoes in Hali Laran, but sometimes I have to walk to Becora, Comoro, 

Cristo Rei, Kampung Alor and Aimutin.” Although she feels hungry and dizzy, Sania 

keeps walking for the sake of earning profit, which sometimes allows her to get $7 for her 

family. “I always go barefoot to sell our mangoes because my feet are cut and sore. 

When I get home, I feel exhausted”, she says. “I just eat white rice, which costs 50 cents 

and after having some food I continue walking to sell the mangos.”  

 

 
Photo by Agé Magno. 

 

But still, she has to be strong and keep her spirits up to continue her work the next day. 

In the evening the daughter of Domingos Barreto and Madalena Tilman comes home 

with the money she earned that day. One time she became lost and could not find a way 

home because she took a wrong road to sell her mangoes. But then, thanks to the 

almighty God, people were kind enough to take her to sleep in their place, although she 

did not know who they were.  

At this moment Sania lives with her family in Fatu-Meta, Dili. She has a great love for 

her family and has sincerely done this work for two years. The mangos have now become 
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her family’s business. Her parents collect the fruit for Sania to sell and the money she 

earns is handed to them to buy their daily necessities. Sania has a great wish to access 

education. She is still of a young age, but she already has this great thought. Her wish 

has pushed her family to make an effort to get her [baptism] certificate,81 so soon she will 

be able to go to school.  

There are few things that people look for in the future; love, education and happiness. 

But when there is no life preparation there will be no happiness because life itself is the 

preparation and to get happiness in the future you have to get an education.  Because of 

this, Sania has started to prepare for her future. In October, she joined the doctrine 

ceremony and soon she will receive baptism at Motael Church. This is her path to the 

future. Although she still has a long way to go she already has a dream that in the future 

she will be a Sister. So, even though her selling activities are from Monday until Saturday 

and she is sometimes tired, she always goes to Mass on Sunday. 

 
Photo by Agé Magno. 

 

Agé’s initial encounter with Sania was entirely co-incidental. On our first shoot, after 

four hours, we had called it a day. As we walked towards the exit Sania appeared out of 

81 Agé explained that as Sania had no birth certificate she needed to be baptised as a form of identification 
in order to go to school. 
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nowhere and, moving through the group, tugged on Agé’s shirt, saying Mana, hasai foto 

(older sister, take photo). Agé did not have the camera at the time, Suzeti did. But Sania 

was convinced that Agé should be her photographer. Why Sania chose Agé to take her 

photo is inexplicable She was rarely at Hali Laran, so this meeting was pure chance. 

When asked, Agé said, “Maromak (God) brought us together.”  

 
Photo by Agé Magno. 

Agé encountered a major problem when we went back to the markets to return photos. 

The market people did not know where she lived. It started a search that lasted almost 

two weeks. While Agé wanted to give Sania her photo there was also an ethical issues 

involved. If she was to tell Sania’s story Agé needed parental permission to interview her. 

At this point she could have given up and found a new subject. That would have been the 

sensible thing to do if she was motivated by self-interest. She had one photo and no story 

while the others were racing ahead with their work. But with utter dedication continued 

the search. She finally learnt where her family lived. Agé father gave permission, but did 
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not want his face shown when she took his photo with Sania’s image to record his 

consent.  

As Sania’s story unfolded, so did our questions. On one occasion we required 

photographic evidence for Agé’s statement that Sania walked around barefoot because 

her feet were often cut and had sores. We could not see this in any of the photos. Agé’s 

response was to spend a day walking all around Dili with Sania. Along the way she took 

the close up, using a fresh leaf, which she says was no accident, to prompt the obvious 

metaphor. Agé literally ‘walked the walk’ and returned to the studio bedraggled and 

exhausted, with another layer of respect for Sania’s tenacity. Along the way Agé also 

photographed Sania’s ‘special place’, a small patch of forest near Villa Verde, where she 

rests and, as Agé says, thinks about her life. 

 

Agé was extraordinarily modest about her developing relationship with Sania. She does 

not present a triumphalist recitation of how she has ‘rescued’ her. In fact the tables are 

turned. Agé discusses the “big things” she learnt from Sania:  

 

Through this training I got big things for my life because before I met 

Sania I was selfish, thinking I was only one who faced such big 

difficulties in my life. Four years ago because of small things my sister 

kicked me out of her house and so I went to stay with my aunty. She 

also treated me badly but I tried to keep my patience. I went to look 

for a job but I could not find one and I became sad [depressed]. I lived 

on the streets here [Taibessi] and had no good food for three years, 

just a packet of noodles every day. When I met Sania I saw that she 

was working hard to make her life better. Even though she is small she 

has the courage to face her difficulties. It was like me. When I worked 

hard to sustain my life through the difficulties I found happiness, and I 

am here now.  

 

Once Agé made contact with the family I expected that it would be relatively easy for her 

to support Sania to go to school. It was not. As she explains: 
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I called my mother in Ainaro and she could find a school for Sania 

there. I went to her home to talk to her family. Sania really wanted to 

go and her parent said ‘yes, this is a good idea’. I promised I would 

always take them to see Sania in the holidays. But when I went back to 

make the arrangements the next day her parents told me that Sania’s 

uncle had said ‘no’ and that they couldn’t go against him. They would 

not say why. 

 

Again Agé could have given up. As an impatient, interventionist Malae, I suggested that 

we get in touch with the Alola Foundation82 so that they could talk to the family, basically 

to pressure the uncle into agreeing to some outcome helpful to Sania. But thankfully Agé 

is a strong character. She said ‘just wait’. Agé visited the family again and again, taking 

photos, returning them and building trust: “I continue to visit Sania and she is always so 

happy to see me because I am like her big sister now. We will get Sania a baptism 

certificate soon and I will be able to pay for her to go to school here in Dili.”  

 

Agé and Sania. Selfie by Agé Magno. 

 

About six months later, when I was back in Australia, Agé sent me an email: “Yeaa… 

Sania has the baptism and first communion. Ha’u mak Sania nia inan sarani!” (I have 

82 http://www.alolafoundation.org. [Accessed 4/3/15]. 
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become Sania’s godmother!). Through a chance meeting, a tug on a shirt, a photo and 

Agé’s extraordinary personal commitment, she moved from photographer to big sister 

and, at the request of the family, to godmother, a role that is not taken lightly.  

Visual theme: Foreground / background 

 

In the first shoot some photos appeared that did not give a sense of place. We would not 

have known that they were taken in the markets. The challenge was to use foreground 

and background in a portrait to create the character of the markets, to present the subject 

in context.  

Suzeti and Arminda 

 
Haforsa ba Nia Familia / Strong for Her Family. Photo by Suzeti Fonsceca. 
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Story excerpt: Arminda is from the Laga district of Baucau. She is 13 years old and is 

the third child of seven siblings. All of Arminda’s siblings attended school but because of 

family economic problems she left when she was in 3rd grade. Instead, Arminda chose to 

help her mother by selling produce in the market to support the family and to sustain 

their lives. She decided to move to Dili to live in the market with her Aunty. Besides 

selling, she looks after her young cousin. When she was a child Arminda she sometimes 

made mistakes that offended her parents [and they became angry with her]. Anytime she 

couldn’t stand this she ran away to her friend’s house just to calm herself down. Arminda 

is a strong and diligent young woman. She had great courage to move to Dili at the age 

of thirteen to work at the market. Although it means she has to live separately from her 

family, she has this great spirit to find a way to solve the obstacles in her life.  

 

When Suzeti presented her draft story, our attention rapidly turned to a series of ethical 

questions related to whose ‘voice’ was being used. In her first draft she said that 

 

… Arminda thinks that the attitude of her parents [becoming cross 

with her] was not good and it does not solve any problems either. This 

wrong attitude and behaviour may keep going on, and the mental state 

of children can be altered, affecting their ability to express themselves 

and realize their talents. Every time children experience violence, they 

get traumatized and this can be harmful to their future. So, a good way 

to resolve a problem is to teach and encourage people to talk gently to 

each other so people can admit their mistake and avoid doing the same 

mistake again. 

 

We questioned Suzeti’s potential ventriloquism in her claim that ‘Arminda thinks… ’. 

The statement sounded like an imported message. Opinions were divided and remained 

so for the rest of the course. Somebody asked a critical question: ‘How are things now?’ 

Suzeti returned to ask Arminda and reported back to the group that despite this problem 

in her childhood, Arminda has a great love for her family. She considers her parents and 

her siblings as the special ones in her life.  
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Visual theme: Close ups 

One of the benefits of staying with a single person over a long time was that the subjects 

already had a portrait to keep and so the photographers could capture other images, 

facilitating sequencing the photos within the stories, just as a film would use a close up in 

a scene. As their stories emerged I often heard references to hands as a metaphor for hard 

work. But no one had taken these shots. Participants used their close up of hands in their 

longer stories, although only the one was exhibited.  

Evy and Tia Mariana 

     

Ha’u Nia Liman, Ha’u Nia Kultura / My Hands are My Culture. Photo by Evy Smith é Cunha. 
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Story excerpt: Mariana Brandao Araujo is 56 years old. She is from Suco Horai’ki'ik in 

the sub-district of Maubisse, Ainaro district. In 2006, this mother of six children decided 

to become a businesswoman. Even though it is difficult to run a business in the market, 

she feels happy to continue. Tia often sits with her friends from Maubisse. They have 

been together since they were children. They talk about the prices of goods and how to 

help each other by putting their money together to buy more vegetables to sell. In her life 

Tia Mariana never takes off her bracelets and the rings from her hands. She says it is her 

wealth that she must not lose. One day she will give them to her daughter just as her 

mother gave them to her. ‘Our hands are very important’ she says, ‘they do the work for 

us every day’. 

 

Evy won for her photo of Tia (Aunty) Mariana’s hands. While we agreed the framing was 

excellent, the real interest was its iconic content. The women all talked about how the 

photo showed respect for Maubere (ordinary) people, the people who worked with their 

hands. Later I was surprised when Evy did not select the shot for the exhibition. She 

seemed to think it was just for portraits. I asked the women if I could choose a photo that 

I thought had been missed and put this one in. It garnered a great deal of attention from 

audiences, Timorese and Malae alike. Two Timorese audience members like the photo 

because the base of life comes from women's hands (m). A Malae man saw it as 

representative of the lives of the women, suggesting work, hardship and elegance. It is 

also a formally compelling shot, which interested me. A Malae woman says I like the 

hands and the beans, because it is so Timorese. Reacting to the title another Malae says 

‘My hands are my culture’ is a beautiful photo. It shows a connection between the subject 

and the photographer (f). Another likes the old woman’s hands, jewelry and the 

vegetables she’s handling. All three told the story of working women in Timor-Leste (f). 

Visual theme: Character  

 

Some of the early portraits were, I thought, overly formal. I asked the women to see if 

they could get a shot that was ‘full of character’. 
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Dilma and Carmen 

 

Fuma barak / Smoke a lot. Photo by Dilma Fernandes. 

 

Story excerpt: Carmeneza Boavida, nicknamed Carmen, is 67 years old and comes from 

Baucau City. Carmen’s beautiful face begins to fade as the ages catch her. She is 67 

years old now. Even though she’s getting old, she is never too lazy to find money to 

sustain her life and that of her children and grandchildren. The hand that used to be 

strong now begins to weaken, but that hand remains ready to do whatever it takes to in 

order to get what they need to live. From the total amount of the money she earns in a 

day, Carmen sometimes puts 75 cents away to give to her children and grandchildren if 

they need money. With the fact that she hasn’t married again after her husband died, the 
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money that she has is also used to help her brother’s children and grandchildren who 

now continue their studies in university and secondary school. Carmen is a woman who 

loves to smoke and drink coffee. She spends loads of money on cigarettes and coffee. She 

thinks that if she does not smoke and drink coffee, she would feel like the world is going 

upside down. ‘Cigarette and coffee are my life’, she says. Even the doctor has told her 

not to do it, but she just keeps on smoking. 

 

In presenting the image Dilma said that she thought this photo should not be exhibited. It 

had a bad message. She saw it as promoting smoking. We all argued that this was ‘just 

life’, that it was not encouraging people to smoke. Dilma went back to Carmen to ask 

about her habit, which produced the information that the doctor had advised against it, 

which was good enough to diminish Dilma’s concerns. Through our efforts at looking 

closely, another question appeared. We did not understand why there was a scar on 

Carmen’s nose. ‘Was it serious?’ ‘Did it mean that she was sick?’ We found out that “the 

mark on her nose is not a disease, but from a pimple that she aggravated when she was 

young, which caused a permanent scar.” Dilma added the comment to the final draft of 

her story for the exhibition. In the end Dilma did exhibit the photo. It attracted a good 

deal of attention from audience members who typically said I love the Tia who says 

smoking is her life. Hilarious and touching. 

 

Visual theme: Leading lines 

In order to add perspective and depth to an image we had practiced using natural 

elements producing lines that drew the eyes to the subject’s eyes. 

Novita and Nélia 

Novita won for her photo of Delfina’s daughter Nélia who used to sit in a wooden cart 

next to their stall, just watching the world go by. It was a contingent award. An awkward 

question had emerged. In the original shot Nélia had a thick line of nasal fluid extending 

from her left nostril to her top lip. Parents and photographers usually wiped their 

children’s noses before they took their photos. Novita said that Delfina did not like the 
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shot. From their various experiments, the women understood that there could be a 

Photoshop function that may solve the problem, that would, as Novita said, ‘wipe Nélia’s 

nose’. There was. It was up to Novita. I showed her how to use a blend tool and after 

about 20 concentrated minutes she had successfully adjusted reality. Delfina now wanted 

a copy. 

 
Fo Ha’u Hadomi / Give Me love. Photo by Novita Veniata. 

Story excerpt: Delfina Martins is 22 years old and lives with her husband and their two 

children. Her elder daughter is Nélia Soares Exposto, five years old, and the son is Azito 

Soares who is two years old. This family is from Ermera. In Dili, Delfina and her family 

shelter in Hali Laran market. When she younger she sold goods in the nearby Taibessi 

markets, but she moved to Hali Laran markets after the Crises in 2006. In her daily life 

she usually feels happy. Good times are when she makes about $20 in a day from selling 

her produce. Sometimes she is sad when she doesn’t make much, perhaps around $10. 

Delfina loves her two children Nélia and Azito very much, but sometimes they are too 

mischievous and don’t want to listen when she is talking. In the future, she dreams that 

her children will become good people for the nation and especially that they can choose 

their own paths to the way they want to live. 



 274 

Visual theme: Action 

 

Because the work had been given over to participants’ self-representation, the images 

were very settled, and although relaxed, obviously posed. I asked participants to try at 

least one shot in which the subject was moving. They would need to think and move 

quickly to ensure focus and framing.  

Sónia and Eva 

 
Eva haksolok / Eva is happy. Photo by Sónia Lay.  

Story excerpt: Eva de Jesus is a 40 year-old woman who has three children, two girls 

and one boy. The elder daughter, Liliana da Cruz, is 12 years old, the younger daughter, 

Romantina, is 10 years and the son is Augusto Fernandes, is 8 years old. Eva is a strong 

woman who is working hard to sustain her family as a woman merchant in the market. 

She is from the Viqueque district and her husband is from Baucau. Because of personal 

troubles Eva and her husband divorced in 1999. Since that moment Eva decided to live 

without a husband and rely on her own ten fingers to work to get food to eat. According 

to her childhood history, she was only able to attend pre-secondary school, but had to 
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quit because her parents were not able to pay for it. All of her siblings are well off, while 

only Eva chooses to live simply. She says she is very happy. Life as a merchant is pretty 

good as no one can order her to do anything. Eva can choose to work or not work. It is 

up to her. Eva has a great expectation for her children, that they will finish their studies 

and get success in their lives. Eva says ‘My children, study well so you won’t have a life 

like mine. I am already a merchant, so I hope you won’t be the same as me. You have to 

live better than mum.’ 

 

In both markets, as Tina noticed, the older women “kept their eyes on me”. If I looked 

tired or bored, Eva would beckon me over to her stall and make me strong black coffee. 

One of the participants would usually sit with us and translate. We chatted about each 

other’s lives, in Eva’s case about how she was trying to save money for her son’s 

wedding. People expected her to put on a big event because she was a successful vendor 

at the markets. 

 

Visual theme: Depth 
 

Tina’s photo of Amelia and her mother won one of the more complex challenges, which 

was to create as many distinct layers from foreground to background as possible. In her 

competition presentation the women identified five. I see six. 

 
 

Tina and Amelia 

 

Story excerpt: Amelia Lucia Sarmento, 48 years old, is from humble family. She comes 

from Hatufa’e, Maubisse town. Amelia has nine children. Two of them already work and 

the others attend school. When she was a kid, she would always come home from school 

and help her family on their coffee farm by clearing out the grass. Because they needed 

her to work, she didn’t finish her schooling. Amelia’s grandmother Ermelinda [in the 

background] also comes to sell her goods in the markets. She stays at Amelia’s hut to rest 

a little while she waits for public transport to go back to Maubisse.  
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For Amelia life in the market is good. She says ‘I feel happy and free to sell at the market 

because no one can tell me what to do.’ Amelia also likes being a vendor because she can 

talk to lots of different people and she feels delighted when many people buy her goods. 

Amelia’s hands work hard to sustain her family and pay the tuition fees so her children 

can go to school. She shows her love for her children through her activities as a female 

merchant. From her story we see that she is able to support her children even though she 

lives alone.  

 

 
Haksolok Tamba Ha’u Livre / Happy Because I am Free. Photo by Tina Pinto. 

 

Describing her relationship with Amelia, taking on her voice, Tina points out that she is, 

as her title says, “happy because I am free.” Like most mature single women participants 

interviewed she is pleased to be her own boss. In her debrief interview Tina commented 

on why she wanted to tell this story: “Amelia reminds me of my mother who used to 

work very hard to sustain our family and to send the children to school all by herself. She 

is living alone because she is divorced and she has to look after her children by herself - 

their education and their daily necessities….” At this point Tina started to cry. Agé 

respectfully stopped recording.   
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Visual theme: Complexity 

 

I could tell that the women wanted more complex challenges and set the most difficult 

one I could think of. They would need to combine a low angle, with a frame-within-

frame, using the rule-of-thirds with either a strong meaningful foreground or background. 

Augusta and Maximiana 

Augusta won this competition, despite having a good deal less ‘training’, from me at 

least. They women seemed to have taught her a good deal on their catch up shoots. Her 

subject, Maximiana, is sitting underneath the family stall, framed by its wooden legs. She 

washes carrots in an old truck tyre, the bottom of which is sealed with rubber. In 

discussing the image Augusta said that she wanted to show how Maximiana helped her 

mother. We all wanted to know if Maximiana goes to school, speculating that some 

audience members would be concerned that she was working instead of studying.  

 

There was also a debate about whether Maximiana looked upset. Both concerns were 

resolved by adding to the original version of the story as it appears above. Like others 

during elicitation sessions, Augusta specifically presented why she had chosen her 

subject specific. She repeated her reason in the debrief interviews: “What I have seen is 

as a witness to an innocent child’s story and from this simple story I open my eyes and 

see real everyday life in Timor-Leste. Maximiana’s life reminds me of my childhood and 

makes my commitment strong to work hard for children’s rights. In the Timor-Leste 

Convention on the Rights of Children it says that we have to look after children and I 

want to do this.”83 

Story excerpt: Maximiana Goreti is six years old. She is from the Ermera-Letefoho 

district. She has seven brothers and sisters, but one has now died. They all live with their 

parents in Ermera, except when they stay in Dili to sell vegetables at the markets with 

their mother. Maximiana’s siblings all go to school and she has just started in Grade 

One. When she is free she helps her mother selling at the markets. Maximiana's parents 

83 See National Commission for Children Timor-Leste. http://www.unicef.org/eapro/media 11526.html. 
[Accessed 24/11/14]. 
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are from a very humble family and they always put their children’s future as a high 

priority, making sure their children are going to school. They are happy family even 

though they only earn about $10 a day from their hard work.  Maximiana is the 5th one 

in her family. She is a strong, courageous, patient and intelligent child who is usually 

very happy. But when I took these photos Maximiana looked sad because she was so tired 

from cleaning the vegetables. When I asked her if I could take her picture she wasn’t 

scared. Even when she is sad she still smiles a little. 

 

 
Alin Maximiana / Little sister Maximiana. Photo by Augusta Soares.  

 

 

Zida and Luciana 

By this stage I realized that no participant had won a competition more than once, an 

exquisitely balanced collective sensibility. Competition was not about winning against 

the others so much as an enjoyable motivation to do well. Zida missed the last two 

competitions as she was working part-time. I am sure she would have won one. I have 

chosen this one, which sold at our exhibition, to show how the women often drew 



 279 

inspiration from the Arte Moris photos. Zida had been impressed with one of David’s 

shots in which the corrugated iron background ‘picked up’ and reflected the light. 

 
Luciana. Photo by Zida Salsinha. 

Story excerpt: Luciana Martins is 50 years old. She is from Maubisse district (Hatufae) 

and she has five children. Because of the war her husband has lived in Atambua in West 

Timor from 1999 until now. Luciana did not worry about starting a new family because 

she was concerned with everyday living and her children’s future. She has made a life 

selling vegetables in the market to sustain her children’s education. Of Luciana’s five 

children, three are married and two still go to school. Luciana’s elder son assists her by 

growing the vegetables she sells and looking after their small farm in Aileu. She wants 

her younger children to continue going to school and doesn’t want them to get married 

until they are ready. Luciana’s dream is that they get an education in order to find good 

work in the future. Her life is difficult but she is happy to continue to find ways to make a 

living even though she has to sacrifice a lot of things to take advantages of the 

opportunities she has. Luciana is a strong woman because she has the courage to 

overcome suffering, and to continue to make a living for her family because she loves her 

children. 
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Exhibition 
 

In selecting the images the women went for an exact balance of three photos per 

participant, whereas the Arte Moris selections were not related to how many each person 

could exhibit. I could not finally escape my role as Teacher, at least with the younger 

ones. They wanted me to choose for them. We reached a compromise. They would select 

five photos and we would talk about how to narrow their selection down to three. It was 

to be a group exercise. We laid out all the pre-selected photos and discussed what might 

be added to create a sense of the world we had experienced. Stories were finalized, a day 

of framing followed and before we knew it we were setting up the exhibition. 

Preparation 

 

 
Invitation by Dilma Fernandes.  

As we rushed towards the exhibition night we appropriated Arte Moris’s invitation 

template. Each person hand delivered personal invitations to supporters, family and 

friends, and Timorese leaders, teachers and women’s rights activists. They also posted 
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publicity material to local NGO mailing lists. The women settled on Hatene Tamba Buka 

as the exhibition title without my input. The expression does not translate easily into 

elegant English. Presenting themselves as ‘people researchers’, the title means, 

approximately, ‘Understanding Because Searching’. Agé and Dilma, with the consent of 

the others, wrote the invitation text: 
 

Timor-Leste is a new nation, and we young women are committed to 

developing our creative talents and capacities to assist in development. 

During our classes we learnt about theory and the techniques of how 

to take a good photo and write good stories.  

 

We decided to focus on the women and children at the Hali Laran 

markets and we always made prints and handed the pictures back to 

the people. We have been able to express our strong commitment by 

showing the realities of life in the market, particularly how hard the 

women work to bring a good future to their children.  

 

We nine women came up with an idea to continue our work so that we 

will not lose this great opportunity. So with this idea we established 

the group we call Feto Hatene, which means ‘Women Understanding’.  
 

Booklet 

 

At the last minute we decided to prepare a booklet for the exhibition. Andrea, after 

compiling the translations, asked a critical question. Because the stories were quite long, 

she wanted to know whether ‘this would block up the exhibition, with people stopping at 

photos for a long time to read each story?’ The solution was to put the excerpts presented 

above next to each framed photo and print three copies of the booklet with the full stories 

to circulate at the exhibition for people who wanted to read more. The booklets were 

often referred to in audience surveys with several people suggesting the work should be 

published as a book, a potential further project outcome. 
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The event 

All the organisations we contacted with sufficiently large public spaces for the exhibition 

required payment. But, after a long search, Fundação Oriente, a Portuguese NGO84, 

donated their gallery and screening room to support the women. Just over 100 adults 

attended the free event, slightly more Timorese than Malae. RG member Adams 

translated speeches into English. Evy and her sister Carla performed a song they had 

84 http://www.foriente.pt/63/timor-leste htm. [Accessed 5/4/15]. 

Photos and page design by Suzeti Fonsceca. This 

extract shows the participant’s Artist Statement and 

full story of their subject. The white text is Tetum and 

the orange is the English translation. 
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written for the night. It celebrated the group, using the common slogan ‘strong women 

means strong nation’ as the chorus.  

 

Novita, barefoot and dressed in her family tais was the Mistress of Ceremonies. While 

the others dressed ‘neat and casual’, in her role she chose to be traditionally Timorese. 

Novita acknowledged Arte Moris for their inspiration but did not mention the 

‘competition’. She went on to explain the project, describing the process talking about 

how their relationship with the market people developed and what they learnt. Novita 

acknowledged my work, saying that “We will not forget to say thank you and give our 

appreciation to our Teacher who helped us make our exhibition.” She went on to 

compliment me: “We had a good Teacher. He was very patient, calm and really wants to 

share what he knows with us.” Unexpectedly, Novita asked me to come forward and 

placed a tais around my neck, a customary sign of respect.  

Photo by Leo Assis, Dili Film Works.85 

85 Leo Assis was commissioned to take photos at the exhibition via Dili Film Works, with whom he was 
working at the time. 
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My role was to thank our hosts and supporters, and to introduce the participants. This 

speech, partly in Tetum, was rehearsed with participants, who wanted to assure 

themselves that I would speak properly, politely in public. After thanking the women, the 

market people, Arte Moris, our hosts and supporters I spontaneously mentioned how 

delighted I was to hear the women singing every day while they worked. I said that I had 

never had this experience teaching in Australia, advising Timorese that they had better 

get ready because hundreds of Australian teachers would descend on Timor when they 

heard about how enjoyable teaching here could be.  

Filomena’s speech 

 

Filomena Barros dos Reis, a well-known Timorese peace activist and a leader of the 

Timorese women’s NGO umbrella organisation Rede Feto,86 formally opened the event. 

We had asked her daughter, RG member Bety Reis, who, as a young Timorese film 

director and well-known actor, was a highly appropriate choice. However, with typically 

modesty she suggested her mother. We showed Filomena the photos and stories, but did 

not know what she was going to say. Her speech, which she wrote out for me later in 

abbreviated form, contextualized our work in a narrative of continuity, drawing a straight 

line from the early days of women’s emancipation through to the exhibition: 

When I look at life in Timor-Leste today it makes me jealous and 

makes me think about my own childhood. In the time of colonialism 

girls in Timor did not often get access to an education and many 

parents did not send them to school. It was hard for girls to get 

information about options to enrich their lives. But when the 

revolution in Portugal occurred Timor-Leste as a province of Portugal 

wanted to gain independence. So the FRETILIN party was our guide 

to self-determination and at that time [1975] a women's organization - 

86 Established in 2000, Rede Feto is the national organization of Timorese women’s groups. It is comprised 

of 18 organizations and aims “to fight for and defend the interests of women; empower women in order to 

achieve equal rights and contribute to development and promote women’s rights. 

http://redefeto.blogspot.com.au. [Accessed 20/4/14]. 
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OPMT 87  - appeared to begin to open women's minds about 

emancipation. 

 

During our fight for independence from Indonesia, women's 

organizations enthusiastically shared information in order to 

strengthen and empower women in various areas. From the access to 

education women gained after we won our independence, we can see 

the result of our work during those difficult times. One of the results is 

this exhibition from these young women. It shows us that women do 

not only cook in the kitchen or work only in the house, but they also 

can do other things, the same work that men do. We can see here in 

this exhibition that women can be photographers and writers. 

 

I want to give my congratulations to my young sisters who have 

shown us their great capacity and creativity. I ask you not to stop here 

but keep looking to go further to show the result of your work to 

today's world, the world of globalization. I believe that you can indeed 

show the world that Timorese women can do anything, that Timorese 

women also have the know-how. I cannot forget to give my profound 

thanks to Senor Richard Jones who shared his gifts openly with our 

young Timorese women so that they could become professional 

photographers in the future. 
 

Reflections 

We gathered in the afternoon the next day to pull down the exhibition before everyone, 

including myself, headed home for Christmas. Although initially reluctant to offer any 

extrinsic rewards, I gave each participant a reference letter, explaining that since they had 

given me a tais it was a fair exchange. Each letter specifically identified individual skills 

and contributions. Unfortunately, we had been unable to arrange a site-specific exhibition 

at the markets. Unlike the Comoro markets there was no could area we could use as an 

87 Oganização Popular da Mulher Timor translated as the East Timor's Popular Women's Organization 
(OPMT).  
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exhibition space without disrupting the market people’s activities. We raised $US 67 to 

give to the market people, the equivalent in purchasing power of about $450.00 in 

Australia. A difficult issue was that if we only gave the money to the subjects in our 

exhibited photos it could create a distinction that would potentially be seen as unfair. 

Why should only those people benefit? Tina and Agé came up with the solution. We 

would use any money to purchase coloured pencils and colour in books for Amelia to 

loan out to any market children who wanted to try them out.  

We did not have much time to discuss the evaluations. The women were immensely 

proud that they had proved their point, noticing that many audience members had 

commented on their skills and how they had demonstrated that ‘women can do it too’. 

Tina read out what photos that had sold. As usual there was applause as each name was 

mentioned. All participants had sold at least one photo. The applause was particularly 

enthusiastic when we learnt that Zida had sold one, a slightly pointed ‘we told you so’ 

referencing my suggestion because she was away so often towards the end of the project 

that she may not have any good photos to exhibit. The sale vindicated their collective 

refusal to leave her behind.  

 

 
Kolega tolu / Three friends. (Tia Mariana is on the left). Photo by Evy Smith é Cunha.  
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We were delighted to find out that Danabere had bought a photo on behalf of Arte Moris, 

a great sign of respect. It was Evy’s portrait of Tia Mariana and her two childhood friends 

from Maubisse (above). He had written on the order form, “all the photos are beautiful, 

but I bought the one of Mariana and her friends because the picture is representing the 

Timorese female from the old generation in the day of new generation.” In this way, like 

Filomena Reis, Danabere paid tribute to the link between the old and new, 

acknowledging their use of the camera as a continuity tool, rather than a conversionary 

one. 

The women had clearly done as well as the Arte Moris participants. I did not relinquish 

my teasing role. I scored it a draw. But I had one more card to play. I claimed that 

because the Arte Moris participants were the juniors, it was not a fair competition. They 

were not up against the senior artists. The women, delighted, talked me down, saying this 

was our fault. They could only play the team we put on the field. They would be pleased 

to offer Arte Moris a rematch any time.  

 

Debrief  

In the week leading up to our exhibition Agé conducted participant interviews in Tetum. 

At my request the interviews followed the same themes as the Arte Moris ones. Suzeti, ill 

with malaria, was unable to attend. I have discussed Agé’s experiences focused on her 

relationship with Sania earlier, and so I do not include her comments here.  In answer to a 

question about whether they enjoyed the process, and if so why, participants typically 

produced before/after responses. They discussed a movement from starting as an amateur 

photographer, described as ‘playing’ or ‘just clicking’, to acquiring formal, professional 

skills. In all cases expressions of enjoyment were related to learning new things, 

conceived as capacity building, not for their own benefit, but as an opportunity to 

contribute to the nation, to our hadomi rai (beloved land).  

 

Sónia said that “through this training I learnt many things so I am very happy. Before, if I 

tried to take a picture, I just clicked but now I understand about angles and framing and 

also about the light, like which time of the day is good.” Like others, Sónia thought the 

course was valuable because she made “many friends here.” She then slips from the first 
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person singular to the plural, adding that “before we could not take good pictures but now 

we can, which will develop our culture.”  

 

Novita “enjoyed the course very much” because “I have made good friends here and we 

always worked together and help each other.” She “learnt many new things for my life, 

especially photography and writing. During my life I had used a camera, but it was like 

playing. Now I know how to use techniques to take good photos and this is the first time I 

learned how to take good photos. I learnt how to handle a camera correctly, and different 

kinds of shots, and most importantly to develop my capacity to do new things in our 

country.” Novita goes to explain that she learnt more about her country through the 

process: “Our objective was to write stories about the real life of the women and children 

at the markets. And in this way we were able to understand their daily lives.” She also 

recognized that learning flowed from relationships with their subjects rather than solely 

from their Teacher: “When we took photos we learned from the market people.”  

Zida “really enjoyed this training because it is something new to experience in my life. 

During my life I didn’t know how to make a good picture and I learned many things that I 

have mentioned [angles, shot sizes, light etc.].” Because “we did interviews with the 

market people and made a story with them” a significant change in her understanding of 

photography occurs. From seeing photography as images of important people and events 

she sees realized the medium can appreciatively investigate ordinary people’s lives. She 

came to understand  “that pictures can represent a person’s life and valorize their story.”  

 

Augusta “really enjoyed the course because I have learnt what I never learned before in 

my life.” Like the others, Augusta refers to learning techniques but not messages: “I 

learnt good things because before when I tried to take a picture I didn’t know any good 

techniques. In this training I learnt techniques. So I am very happy.” She then references 

the primary reason she, Novita and Suzeti attended: “through my skills I will help my 

friends [at MAC] to also take pictures with good techniques. I can help my friends and 

we can share our experiences with each other.” Her skills development is then located 

within a broad development context: “I will not stop because it is most important to me 

that I contribute well to the future of my beloved country.”  
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Tina says that “we learned about angles, compositions, how to find good light at different 

times of the day and we learned to find good stories and write them well.” Like Sónia and 

Augusta, Tina mentions that she “will practice what I learned here for the rest of my life. 

When we want people to see beautiful pictures we should remember these things.” She 

refers to skills in a social context, talking about how she can now take good photos of 

weddings and family events. She goes on to reference the value of passing on these 

stories to a younger generation: “Through our pictures we can show the story of life in 

the markets to the next generation because it is good documentation.”  

 

Dilma “learned how to take photos with good quality and good techniques. Even though 

I have had some training as a photographer I learned new things to improve myself so I 

could develop my capacities.” From a personal professional interest goes on to identify a 

public benefit: “These photos can tell our stories to the people of the world. They can 

show people the beauty and cultural life of our country.” Like Augusta, Tina and Dilma, 

Evy envisages influencing others in an understanding of the ‘real Timor’ through the 

focus on “the stories of ordinary people - that this is the life they have.” Directing her 

attention to foreigners, Evy believes that “if someone wants to help Timor then through 

the photos and the stories they will learn about the conditions of the people’s lives right 

now.” 

At the time of writing Agé and Tina continue working with CPA. The new director, an 

Indian man, has been encouraging Agé to make a photo-story each month. Some of her 

photos have been included in their TV documentaries. She has started to write and direct 

short videos, a significant move from her presenter role. Tina is still CPA’s finance 

officer. Dilma continues working with Tempo Semanal. She has risen through the ranks 

and is using a better quality camera, although she says that she is underpaid and needs to 

find other work, preferably as an NGO photographer.  

 

Zida is still involved in community projects, but usually these days as a casual finance 

officer. Sónia has obtained a job at Mandiri, the main Indonesian bank in Dili. As we 

predicted, she is on her way to becoming feto riku (a rich woman). Shortly after we 

completed the project, Augusta and Novita won scholarships to study English in 

Australia. Novita is now working with the Australian Embassy in Dili in an 
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administrative role and Augusta has started university. After studying at university in 

Dili, Suzeti won a scholarship to complete a journalism degree in Brazil. Evy has 

become a professional singer, playing and recording with local bands. She continues with 

her artwork and has recently started a course in fashion design.  
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Chapter 10: Audience Responses 

Introduction 

The women’s insistence on a second market project, despite my attempt to divert them to 

another topic, created the opportunity to combine and compare audience survey results 

from both projects. Like Photovoice writers, I have promised readers that they will hear 

the genuine voices of participants in presenting their own interests according to their own 

criteria. The participants, unprompted, framed their work in similar terms, as showing the 

realities of their subjects’ lives. Audience responses are used to evaluate these 

contentions. This research is not intended to simply gather their views as a form of 

authentication. I was equally interested in how audiences located the work within their 

own aspirations for young Timorese, how the work became meaningful in a community 

context. At bottom the question is about Timorese-ness, the construction and 

representation of national identities just over a decade away from independence, from 

“year zero” as Reis calls it. In presenting the audience responses,88 I examine people’s 

emotional reactions, their perceptions of authenticity, the use of the first person plural in 

‘adopting the projects’, their appreciation of the subjects, participants and process, and 

the perceived benefits of the work for the community and nation.  

Surveys 

I originally placed specific audience responses at the end of the relevant Case Studies 

until I realized that on all substantive points the second set echoed the first, producing 

unnecessary repetitions. The material presented below is the combined views of 

audiences at the Arte Moris gallery, Comoro markets and Fundação Oriente exhibitions. 

I have already linked audience comments to individual photo-stories in the preceding 

Case Study chapters. I do not repeat these comments here. The reason for aggregating 

audience responses is that they are indistinguishable, except insofar as respondents 

specifically discuss the women participants and their subjects, a distinction I make clear 

during the following discussion.  

88 The Audience Survey questions are at pp. 104-5. 
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Evaluating the Feto Hatene exhibition. Photo by Leo Assis, Dili Film Works. 

Demographics 

Most people identified their gender or it could be determined by their names. However, 

too few gave their age or organizational affiliations to produce useful analysis at these 

levels. The respondents who identified a country of origin outside Timor-Leste came 

from Australia, England, Canada, Italy, Poland, Malaysia, Indonesia, Ethiopia, Germany, 

Philippines, Bangladesh, Uganda, Spain, the United States of America, New Zealand, 

Portugal, Zimbabwe, Ireland, France and China.  

 

People acknowledged organizational roles with the Dili International School, the United 

States Embassy, the Australian Embassy, the United Nations Development Program 

(UNDP), the United Nations Mission In Timor (UNMIT), the United Nations 

International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF), the Australian Defence Force, 

Women’s Woven Art, World Vision, the International Labour Organization, the 

International Red Cross, the Timor-Leste Police Development Program, the Rotary Club 

of Dili, Oxfam, the National University Timor-Leste, the Alola Foundation, Progressio, 



 293 

PNTL, FALINTIL-Forcas Defensa Timor Lorosa´e ka, 89  FONGTIL, 90  La’o Hamatuk, 

Rede Feto, Centro Juventude Comoro and FRETILIN. These affiliations indicate that the 

exhibitions drew a significant number of NGO and government workers and few, if any, 

attendees from the commercial sector. 
 

Response rate 

At the exhibitions, during the opening speeches, our hosts identified the surveys as an 

important part of the research. They also spoke to the value of receiving feedback for 

participants and hosts to use in funding applications. Friends of the project handed out 

and collected the surveys, which were available in Tetum or English. They were asked to 

ensure that all respondents were over eighteen years old. The response rate across the 

three exhibitions with about 300 adults91 was 41%, with an almost equal number of Malae 

(59) and Timorese (64) completing the surveys. Respondents often provided more than 

one point per question, usually signaled by ‘and’. These were separated, producing a total 

of almost 500 individual comments.   

Translations 

Da Costa and Adams translated the Tetum surveys into English. Not all respondents from 

either language group have Tetum or English as their mother tongue. There are Chinese 

and Ethiopians writing in English, and Fataluku92 speakers responding in Tetum. None-

the-less, their answers were reasonably clear, if occasionally awkward, and only five 

sentences needed to be excluded because they were incomprehensible. Some grammar 

has been altered for ease of reading, including by rectifying unusual shifts in tense. These 

corrections were done with a light touch to ensure that the respondents’ personal and, at 

times, idiosyncratic writing styles were preserved. 
 

89 The Defence Forces of Timor Leste. 
90 The umbrella organisation of Timorese NGOs. 
91 Two hundred and ninety seven completed surveys were collected. 
92 Fataluku is the indigenous language of the Lautém region, particularly in and around Lospalos. on the 
eastern tip of Timor-Leste. It has the status of a nation language in the Constitution. 
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Analysis 

In preparing this discussion I developed a basic form of content analysis, using first and 

second order synonyms to cluster comments. The code used in quoting audience 

members is ‘T’ (Timorese), ‘M’ (Malae), ‘f’ (female) and ‘m’ (male). Thus a comment 

from a Timorese female is identified as (T, f) and one from a foreign male is (M, m).  

Evaluating in the dark. Photo by Leo Assis, Dili Film Works. 

Feelings 
 

Photovoice writers show little interest in affective responses, whereas ‘creatives’ seek 

them out, a primary discrepancy between functional, hard results approaches and 

attempts to engage people through their emotions, more in keeping with RG members 

requests for friendship, for human relationships with outsiders. Just as the Feto Hatene 

participants had done in assessing the Comoro exhibition, Timorese use superlatives, 

with really amazing being the most common. The work is really great (f and m), truly 

amazing (f), amazing and successful (f) and wonderful and amazing (m). It is really 

interesting (m), really encouraging (f) and really needed (f). On a hot Dili night, one 
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poetically inclined NGO leader said that the event is like getting people to sit in a 

wonderful chair with the cool breeze touching you (f).  

Timorese most often report being happy with the projects. Happiness does not simply 

indicate enjoyment. It is commonly used to endorse something, meaning ‘it is good 

thing’, captured in a comment from a Timorese community worker who says that my 

feeling is happy when my fellow Timorese can do something good like this through 

photography and they also explain to us their intentions (f). Foreigners’ responses are 

more precise and diverse. Acquisto ascribed this to the rarity of photography exhibitions 

in Timor-Leste. The language of ‘the critic’ had not yet developed in schools and the 

local press. Thus, while equally complimentary, Timorese are ‘blown away’ while Malae 

often take up a role equivalent to an arts reviewer. However, when it comes to their 

responses about the value of the work Timorese consistently show well-measured, 

reflective, critical thinking.  

 

Malae describe the exhibitions as beautiful (f), compelling (m), uplifting (m), raw (m), 

worthwhile (m), emotive (f) and evocative (m). The work is uncomplicated (m), humble 

(f), warm-hearted (f), tender (f) and positive (m). People were awestruck! (f) and 

inspired! (f). The most common experience is of being touched or moved. One woman 

says I really like it. It appeals to emotions. I was touched. A man feels very moved and 

another is deeply moved (m). Addressing the subjects directly, a respondent says that so 

many lovely people live in Timor. You touch my heart (m). Contrasting with the majority 

view, five foreigners report feelings of sadness (f), helplessness (f), and even guilt (f). 

One is saddened because the photo-stories remind you again just how poor so many 

people are (f). Another is desperate that many children are not in school, although she 

goes on to say that she is glad of the women’s resilience. These comments are quite 

different from the ways the most Timorese see the work. For example, as a market 

person says of the Arte Moris Comoro exhibition, the photos show [that] we happily meet 

life's challenges (m).  

 

Malae respondents experienced mixed emotions (f). An NGO leader, in truncated form, 

describes the work as happy and sad, interesting stories, honesty (f). It created a strongly 

intimate encounter with a mix of emotions - mine and those I perceived (f), showing life, 
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with all its ups and downs (f) by depicting the market peoples’ struggles, their hopes, 

their happiness and sadness (f). One woman, describing the exhibition as positive, says 

that some photos brought happiness, others sadness when reading the story above the 

person (f). Timorese also see the participants as having produced a multi-voiced account 

of their subjects’ lives. They note that there are lots of interesting stories and it shows 

that everyone has different lives (f). The photo-stories are all mirrors of personal 

emotions and points of view of the world (m), which all have different meanings in the 

eyes of viewers (m).  

 

The Feto Hatene exhibition. Photo by Leo Assis, Dili Film Works. 

 

Some respondents understood the photographic relationship as a way of expressing 

feelings both for the photographer and the person in the picture (M, f). They can see the 

photographer in the image. Two Malae articulate the exact dynamic. An NGO leader 

says the photos showed the importance of the relationship the photographers formed with 

their subjects - clearly there was a strong bond and rapport there (m). A woman was 

impressed by the relationship between the camera and the subjects - trusting and true. 

Trust and respect are seen as central to the relationship between participants and subjects. 

The photographers are seen to have developed a genuine affection that transfers to 
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audience experiences of the work. The strongest tendency is to see the relationship as 

grounded in respect because the participants were interested in the emotional content of 

their subjects’ lives. For example, a US embassy official advises participants in future 

projects to continue to respect your subjects and find out how they feel (m). 

Realities 
 

With one exception our claims that the work depicts the realities of market life is 

accepted without question. The photo-stories are seen as straightforward (M, m), very 

grass roots (M, f) and honest (M, f). They have an authentic human quality (M, m). The 

participants captured the feeling of the market (M, f) in a way that lets people know and 

documents what is in Timor (M, m), producing a testament to the truth in order to 

develop our country (T, f). The exhibition feels like the ‘real Timor’ - faces and stories of 

people who struggle every day to survive (M, f). These simple photos of real people (M, 

m) created a record of a life, not perfect, often tough, but nevertheless with play, 

community, friendship and with positive hope for the future - lives picking up after war 

(M, m).  

 

The exception comes from a woman who notices that the portraits of children were 

really beautiful and seemed to be ‘cleaner than reality’ (M). Others seem to understand 

the photos as self-representation, a kind of posed reality, and therefore accept that the 

children are often looking their best, with hair combed, faces washed and in their dress 

clothes. In this sense the photography has, for want of a better word, a ‘romantic’ quality. 

The other senses, which would locate the experience in a harsher reality, the noise 

(including arguments) and smells of market life are absent, and the hustle and bustle is 

framed out, potentially accounting for the euphoric tone of most respondents’ comments. 

Notably, it was the stories that grounded the romance of the images in ‘real life’. 

 

We, us and ours 
 

Throughout their evaluations, Timorese continually use the first person plural, seeing the 

market people as representing our culture (m). The subjects have a story that is 

wonderful to tell to everyone from our own thoughts (m), mak[ing] everyone know what 
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it is we are (f) and the things we face in life (m). Through photo-storytelling all of us can 

show to the world life as we see it (m) including our feelings and the things we like (f). 

The participants are also seen as representing ‘us’: Timor has to have good 

photographers to be able to show our identity (m). They add to our capacity (f). Through 

photography arts we can grow and develop our nation (m) because the photographers 

are our future (f). Success is expressed in the collective voice.  

By contrast, in advising participants about continuing with photography, five Malae men 

promote a self-interested ‘I’ as their path to success. While Timorese expect that they will 

contribute their newfound skills to the nation as a form of community service, a relatively 

minor, but telling, view is that one should serve oneself. These foreigners encourage 

participants to explore your own vision; find your own language; stay true to yourself and 

tell the story you want to tell. One says don’t care what other people say and another 

don’t think about what people want to see or what they expect but what you want to show 

and express. This measure of future success, an imported individualism, although well 

intentioned, dislocates participants from communal loyalties, the strength of community 

captured by a NGO leaders’ advice to continue to give a strong message that people can 

understand and do things that Timor-Leste wants (T, m). 

Valuing subjects 

  

Most audience members celebrate the photo-stories about the market children. An 

Australian nurse describes the usual experience: kids get me every time - their life, their 

smiles, the cheekiness. The children were really beautiful (M, f), their faces and smiles 

are beautiful (T, f). Some specifically react to their eyes, which are full of hope (T, f), 

penetrating from soul to soul (M, f). While many notice their strength and joy, only 

Timorese make specific reference to their activities and aspirations. Two themes 

consistently engaged interest. One woman identifies both in one sentence. She was 

impressed by how children work hard to help their families and how much they want to 

go to school.  
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Understanding 

 

Malae respondents notice that the work takes us into a world that is unique (m). It is very 

interesting to see those pictures as a foreigner (m), a totally thought provoking 

experience (f). The Feto Hatene exhibition gave us all insight into everyday situations 

and work of Timorese women that is hard to get as a Malae (m). It opens the mind (f), an 

expression also used by Timorese. Knowing about people living in the market is useful to 

understand how people here - especially women and children - try to support themselves 

and their family (f). It is not just the photos producing insight but the accompanying text, 

which is moving and illuminating (m).  

For Timorese the work opens our thinking (f). Everyone sees something good that can 

open our minds (m), which is important because sometimes you or I don’t see it or look 

outside ourselves (m). As one person says, if you look hard you can learn lots from other 

people (m). The photo-stories help people to know about the lives of Timorese people (f), 

the lives of ordinary Timorese people (f), so that people can start to understand about 

Timorese culture (m). Echoing Feto Hatene participant Agé’s Artist’s Statement in which 

she presents the project as a search for self, a community worker also identifies this 

experience: through your work here each individual can ask themselves ‘who am I?’ (f). 

Some respondents see a dual role in educating both foreigners and Timorese: It is really 

important to show to everyone in our country and the world about everyone’s daily lives 

(T, f). The work is valuable so that expats and Timorese can understand our 

surroundings and lives! (M, f). 

Appreciation 

Understanding leads to appreciation. For Malae, the Feto Hatene exhibition helps people 

know more about women’s involvement in the society’s life, making us interested in 

appreciating their efforts (m). It celebrates ordinary women and their lives - often 

ignored in development processes (f), showing that women and their input into society is 

the role upon which Timor rests (m). This strongly intimate encounter (m) evoked pride 

in Timorese women and their lives (f) through recognizing their hope (f), resilience (f) 

and strength (m). One person goes so far as to say that Timor has some amazing ‘heroes’ 
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doing things that go unnoticed (f). There is a palpable warmth in being able to have a 

moment of their lives with these women (m), learning about their lives (f), which prompts 

respect and admiration, particularly from women: These women are the gems of Timor… 

they work so hard, are intelligent and resilient (f). They are beautiful, strong and proud 

(f), wonderful, strong women and children who are taking life as it comes (f). The 

enormity of strength, spirit and selfless determination these women and girls have is 

inspirational (f).  

Collapsing difference 

 

For Malae, the work makes you think about different people and their lives (f), helping 

people to understand more about lives that are different from our own (f). It shows the 

humanity in others, which dissolves language / cultural barriers (m) and breaks down 

rigid generalizations of what ‘identity’ is, of ‘them versus us’ (f) such that we can see 

Timorese as individuals with their own stories (f). In doing so it helps people to think and 

also reflect on their own lives (f). This experience is particularly prominent at the Feto 

Hatene exhibition: works like these make women, all women, think about what it is to be 

a woman (f). While most people write crisp, truncated comments, underneath these 

brevities may lie deeply personal reflections, if the response below is anything to go by. 

This young woman went to the trouble of explaining her own heartfelt memory in the 

shape of a rhetorical question: 

 

The exhibition makes me reflect on how lucky I am as a daughter of 

immigrants who had also worked as hard as these women to give me a 

good education and a comfortable life. My mother grew up in the 

Philippines and would tell me stories of how she and her siblings sold 

sugar to make a living. And especially my grandmother who had an 

unbelievably hard life when her parents were killed by the Japanese and 

she was left to raise her ten or so siblings at a young age. And how in just 

two generations, the situation has changed. But have I done them justice? 

Or repaid them enough for what they did for me?  
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Valuing participants 

Some respondents clearly see the participants as ‘people researchers’ and the camera as a 

research tool. A Timorese NGO worker notices that the projects stimulate these young 

people to know better their country and people [by] using the creative and artistic side of 

photography to investigate social and economic aspects of Timor-Leste (f). Another is 

happy to see your creativity because through photography the community can get 

information and understand the situation within the country (f). According to a local 

teacher, this is what we call ‘bringing the government near to the Timorese Nationals’. 

To picture them around, so they can be easily seen to the community and helped where 

necessary (f). The work has produced interesting information that needs to be exposed in 

order for proper assistance to be given (m). The most frequently identified ‘situation’ is 

the issue of the market children’s access to education: The desire for education was a 

strong message (M, f). As a Timorese woman says, in this community we really have to 

ensure the children go to school because they are the future of the nation.  

Appreciation 

With one exception the projects do not elicit a paternalistic ‘nice try’ response. Nor is 

there the perception of a ‘fun’ recreational activity. For Malae it is a serious undertaking, 

showing what can be achieved with hard work, dedication and talent (m) and the time, 

effort and love that has gone into the works (m). Almost all respondents comment on the 

participants’ skills, even though there was no specific question seeking this assessment. 

One person writes of an immense sense of pride in the quality of the work (m) and 

another admires these young people who have such wonderful talent (f). The photography 

is very well done (f), classic (m), well executed (m) with excellent composition values 

(m). A few people are surprised at the quality of the work: they are so professional! It is 

unbelievable to think that these photographers are only students (f). Several foreigners 

pay the participants very high compliments, for example saying that having travelled to 

Timor since 1999 I would say that this is the best local work I have seen (m) and the 

exhibition was the best ever in Timor (f). An enthusiastic young person announces that 

Timor-Leste modern art starts here! (f). It is fair to say that there has not been much 

competition. 
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Timorese are equally impressed: It has only been two months but they have managed to 

take good quality photos (m), which shows the capacity of Timor's professionalism (m). 

They more often focus on educational opportunities, believing that skills development in 

this field is indeed needed because we all know that there is no school about photography 

in Timor (m). In all cases expressing ideas about growth rather than change, they 

typically see this great opportunity for training and exhibiting (f) as improving, adding to 

or developing pre-existing talents. These skills are really needed for the youth to develop 

their creativity (m), to improve their capacity (m). It has added to the creativity and 

ability of each person's talent (f). The projects were really valuable (f) because lots of 

people have talent but many don’t know how to express and grow their talents (f). There 

are many young Timorese who have talent for this type of work but they don’t yet know 

how to use it, how to apply and do it (f). Respondents wish in the future that more young 

Timorese will be involved to improve their talent in this area (m).  

While young men learning photography does not attract gendered comments, respondents 

were highly appreciative of the fact that young women had produced skilful artistic work, 

particularly because this is the first time in the area of photography where it has included 

young women training (T, f). People enjoyed this fantastic exhibition - especially because 

it comes from young Timorese females (T, f). To have women with cameras feeling 

confident working in the community and taking pictures, that’s a big applause (T, m). 

This great photography (T, f) helps Timorese women to be creative and to be able to tell 

their own story to the rest of the world (M, m).  

 

The Feto Hatene project is seen as a very positive way for women to capacity build (M, f) 

because empowering women is central to the progress of any country (M, f), in this case 

by establishing that women have the potential to become active producers of art in Timor 

(M, f). Some Timorese make a point of aligning the work with the historic women’s 

struggle for equality, saying, for example, long live the women’s fight! (m) and, using a 

resistance slogan, Congratulations to Feto Hatene - strong women means a strong nation 

(m) and Bravo, congratulations - strong women means strong nation (f). For Timorese, 

the women’s exhibition has an exemplary quality. It gives some young women new ideas 

and inspiration. These really creative young women (f) are such talented photographers 

whose work has shown to us all the women’s skills (m) establishing that women can also 
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do photography (f) and, by extension, women can also do everything (f). This is really 

important because other nationalities can do this work and Timorese woman can also do 

it (m). The exhibition helps people to know of women’s ability and their effort and talent 

(m) encouraging women to try to give everything of the talent that they have (f) and 

providing an example to show all women that they can’t be shy to seek knowledge (f).  

 

Valuing photo-storytelling 

 

Identity 

Accounting for the enthusiastic reception, the projects are located in a specific historical 

context, the flowering of a Timorese culture as a practice of freedom. For Malae the 

work heralds the emergence of a Timorese movement to tell their stories through 

photographs, which is vitally important because the right to tell stories and to be creative 

are fundamental rights denied to the Timorese for centuries (m). It is history in the 

making - we are all witness to the growth of the people and the country (f). As an 

opportunity to express themselves in relation to their country as it develops (f), photo-

storytelling gives new ideas to Timorese to promote Timorese culture (m).  

 

In this context photo-storytelling is seen as fostering pride and ownership of a national 

identity (f), which is important for a people still trying to establish an identity (f). It helps 

to give the nation their own voices, their own sense of identity (f) through an opportunity 

to tell their own story to the rest of the world (f). While the work is seen as enabling 

Timorese to represent themselves to the world, it is also very important for people to see 

themselves because it helps Timorese to be proud of who they are and what they do (f) 

and shows that in this land a bright future awaits (m). 

 

Similarly, Timorese are really happy to see some art focused on Timorese identity (m). 

One respondent, congratulating the participants, points to the critical need for Timorese 

to represent themselves: if all the photos are done by foreigners it won’t be the true 

Timorese story (m). Thus Timor has to have good photographers to be able to show our 

identity (m), showing what people do in their daily lives (f). By depicting the lives of 
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ordinary Timorese people (f), foreign people can start to understand Timorese culture 

(f). The photo-stories are a kind of cultural ‘proof of life’. They can introduce Timor to 

the international community (f), put Timor on the world map (m) and show others what 

Timor can do (m).  

Nation building 

 

Malae and Timorese alike see cultural production as vital to the future of Timor-Leste (M, 

m): Because Timor is a new nation this training forms a path to develop our country, as 

there aren’t many people working in this area (T, f). The projects are part of national 

development because this is a way to promote the development of our culture (T, m). It is 

important to encourage and support the cultural arts of a country, particularly post-

conflict (M, f), in the broadest sense because projects like this contribute to a healthy 

culture and spirit (M, m). For Timorese, the country needs work like this (f) because it 

helps us to develop our nation (m). These skills are important in order to help the nation 

progress (f). For Timor to progress it has to be like this, to be able to become a good 

photographer for the nation's future (m). In this regard the projects are building the 

capacity of Timor's professionalism (f) because these photographers are our future (m). 

They must continue because the future of our nation is in your hands (m). 

 

Community cohesion 

While most respondents at the Arte Moris and Feto Hatene exhibition venues saw the 

projects as developing ‘the nation’, at the Comoro markets two distinctive perceptions 

emerged. Having a site-specific exhibition in which the exhibition’s subjects are here in 

attendance, many of whom would not have experienced something like this before (M, m) 

produced a powerful experience of community. The event enabled people to share a 

communal experience (M, m), promoting a sense of community spirit (T, f). For 

Timorese audiences it was a social experience: we can connect with each other through 

this exhibition (f). It created the opportunity to seek each other out, sit together and share 

with each other through this art (m), to get to know each other, listen to each other and 

improve each other in the future (m).  
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A community worker is proud because in this way we are together with friends who have 

shown the value of our country through art (f). Others note that through these activities 

we can energize and unify the community (m) by enabling the market people to involve 

themselves in cultural activities and explain their daily lives (f). As an opportunity to get 

the community to rejoice together (m), photo-storytelling makes the community’s hearts 

to be happy when they see their photos (f). Respondents notice that the market people are 

happy that other people have an interest in understanding them (T. f). They are pleased 

that there is an interest in everyday people (T, f). The participants’ creative involvement 

with the community (M, f) is important because the community is the nation's future (T, 

f). A community worker sums up the experience: I feel fantastic about this exhibition. I 

can say it is a right thing do - so the community can feel recognized. To the community 

this is an achievement (T, f).  

Peace-building 

Timorese UN community police officer. Comoro market exhibition. Photo by Richard Jones. 
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At the Comoro exhibition, Timorese audience members read a highly specific 

unintended ‘message’ into the work. It was a seen as a peace-building project. At no 

stage had we positioned the work in this light. We had only ever presented ourselves as 

telling the stories of the market people. Local teachers, community workers, police and 

market people themselves thought that the project encourages people to live together in 

peace (f). A vendor believes that from these images we can learn about how to live with 

peace in our hearts (m). As another market person explains, when I think about this 

exhibition I think how can we help ourselves in our daily lives, in order to work together 

in solidarity (f). People say that the exhibition makes me feel good about life with 

‘freedom, peace and helping each other’ (f), which helps us to live in peace and calm (f). 

A local teacher was inspired because I can contribute as a citizen by living my life 

peacefully and working hard (m) and a community worker echoes this view, saying that 

the work can gather young Timorese to improve their talent and this art can create peace 

as well (m).  
 

My impression was that a celebratory experience of community cleared the ‘ghosting 

effect’ of the markets as a site of danger and violence. A recently arrived young Malae 

woman, confirms this Malae view:  

 

I was excited to see the topic was the people of Comoro markets as all I 

heard was ‘don’t go there. It’s a dangerous place’. But these 

extraordinary photos taught me the hopes and dreams of the people whose 

lives centered on the markets.  

 

Danabere and the participants thought that because Arte Moris is so closely associated 

with peace activities people assumed this was our motivation. Other RG members’ 

opinions cohere around an idea that our activities produced a unified, unifying 

perspective of disparate people. Fernandes explained that the exhibition “can unite people 

because they have an event for themselves… This event brings people together and they 

feel like ‘wow, it is all about us’, the community. This is why it creates peace.” For 

Zammataro “the project does promote peace, even though you didn’t set out for that to 

happen and that wasn’t the agenda”: 
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You don’t have to march in and say ‘we are doing a peace project’. 

Anything that is celebratory and has reciprocity will promote peace 

without telling Timorese ‘you must be peaceful’. And a bit of joy in 

someone’s life is always good.  

 

Acquisto puts it down to storytelling: “I think they felt that by telling their stories it 

promotes an understanding that peace is important. It is a way of showing people that we 

are a community, rather than a disparate set of people.” Da Costa and Reis both thought 

that the experience emerged specifically from creative activities, from offering “a chance 

for the people to involve themselves in cultural activities” which “can create peace 

because it helps them to remind themselves that they can express their lives in art” (Reis). 

In Zammataro’s view, Timorese “like anything that creates unity.” The exhibition 

… made it possible for everyone to get together. So now they have 

something in common, something they can share and talk about. 

Whether they are different political groups, or whether they are 

arguing about something, suddenly they have this in common. In the 

West its more like ‘oh yeh, we are part of this exhibition’, but in 

Timor, because of all the turmoil, a lot of these things are peace 

building that wouldn’t be in other places. 

 

Criticisms 
 

Most respondents either leave this category blank or dash off a quick No (T, m), Nope! 

(M, f) or Nothing (T, f). Others make statements like No criticisms, everything went well  

(T, f), None. TIS perfect! (M, f) and everything was good, nothing to criticize (T, m). One 

person thought that the frames could be more inventive (M, m). Another would have liked 

some landscape photos (M, f) while a young man prefers experimental photography, 

although he wants it to be clear that this is not a criticism (M). A Timorese man says that 

you should have invited the media. They were. All Dili news organizations were hand 

delivered press releases in Tetum and English with selected images for print publications. 

They were also offered an opportunity to interview participants. Only one newspaper 

responded. It published the project description verbatim in Tetum. No journalists 
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attended the exhibitions in their official capacity. Lack of press interest and support is a 

significant issue for senior Timorese artists. “It is really hard to get journalists to come to 

art events” (Adams), particularly because foreign NGOs, with their ‘good governance’ 

agendas, are training investigative reporters, but have shown little interest in developing a 

culture of arts review and criticism.93 As da Costa says 

… in Timor the journalists are still looking at the government. The 

also need to focus on positive things like art. They write about foreign 

artists coming here but they never value local artists… It is up to the 

newspapers to appreciate the local culture. We know our country is 

new but we already have people who have published books, actors, 

filmmakers, photographers and musicians. I think the media is still 

asleep. Wake up man!  

 

While the story content was not problematic, two foreigners commented on the quality of 

English translations. One found the descriptions ambiguous at times and they might have 

worked better if edited (f), and another notices that the stories had some mistakes, 

although she says that this is not really a criticism (f). These comments, both about the 

women’s exhibition, although minor, signal a need to work with a skilled English 

language teacher if the participants are to develop their translations themselves. 

 

Only one person, a foreigner, thought that the women’s photography was not of a high 

standard. Of all the responses across all categories, it was the only criticism that could be 

seen to go to the heart of the work. She says that the intent and motivation is there, [but] 

some photos seemed rushed. Powerful photos may often come from persistence and 

patience, and a willingness to learn from mistakes. When we reviewed the audience 

responses this one was noticed. I was a crestfallen, particularly because of the time and 

care taken, something most audience members noticed, and a process focused on 

identifying and learning from mistakes. However, I was more concerned than the women. 

Agé said something like ‘Don’t worry about it. We have heard this before. It is nothing 

new’. Her comment prompted amusing examples of some development workers who, 

93 e.g. International Center for Journalists Timor-Leste. http://www.icfj.org/content/building-better-media-
timor-leste. [Accessed 10/4//14]. 
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despite whatever Timorese did, positioned them as never quite good enough. Reminding 

me how thoroughly modern they are, Evy assured me that ‘We know these people. You 

mean Trolls.’ 
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SECTION D - FINDINGS AND CONCLUSION 
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Chapter 11: Findings 

Introduction 
 

In this chapter I present the study’s key findings in three parts. The first is an examination 

of how audiences reacted to our claims to be representing the realities of life in the 

markets. The second is an analysis of project benefits in a theoretical context that 

balances an interest in personal experiences with an explanation of public impacts. A 

tendency to overemphasize instrumental outcomes at the expense of intrinsic experiences 

has produced a significant debate in the cognate field of CCD. However, the issue 

receives limited attention in Photovoice, producing a significant gap in the literature. 

Thirdly, highlighting key characteristics of the PAR approaches I have identified, I chart 

my tests of ‘meaningful’ participation as they relate to the photo-storytelling projects. 

Authentic signatures 

Three key points assist in understanding that Timorese are speaking to, for and about 

themselves. They go some way to validating claims that the study is not an extractive ‘pet 

project’.  

 

The teacher 

This research suggests that undertaking audience evaluations can go some way to 

establishing that the researcher is not directing the content. In a sign that participants 

created the photo-stories according to their own interests and criteria, while thanked for 

my work, I am barely present in audience responses. The teacher is not deified as the 

source of wisdom and change, a key element of the early Freirean tradition. My work is 

understood as building on pre-existing skills, expressed as ‘growth’ but not as 

jumpstarting participants’ ‘consciousness’. The content is, as RG member da Costa 

recommended, fundamentally about Timorese identity. There is no sense that participants 

have become more like the outsider, the underlying ‘success’ trajectory in most forms of 
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PAR and Photovoice. By investigating the lives of the market people and learning from 

them, the participants are understood by Timorese audiences as becoming more like ‘us’.  

 

Learning a relatively new cultural form has not produced outsider messages, the risk of 

technocratic messianism identified by Freire in which introducing a new technology 

subtly imports new ways of thinking at the expense of traditional values. While I had 

significant influence on developing formal skills, the participants and their subjects were 

not seen as front people for someone else’s agenda. Post-structuralists would have 

justifiable concerns about my separation of form and content. The use of visual 

techniques, for example low angle shots, had a considerable influence on appreciative 

experiences of the subjects. However, the participants were not obliged to use these 

compositional ideas, or to select these images for exhibition. A distinction between form 

and content appeared RG and participants’ comments, in the Arte Moris reconstruction of 

my anti-corruption poster and in audience responses, indicating that it has pragmatic 

efficacy in contexts that are not indebted to high theory. 

 

Only one response implies a catalytic change-oriented, problem-solving outsider. It came 

from a foreign NGO worker who praised the Feto Hatene project as of unquestionable 

importance because sometimes it’s the only way [for the women] to express themselves 

and to learn how to behave in a social environment outside of their families. In this view 

the project was driven by a ‘modernizing’ agenda. It assumes that it was about behaviour 

modification rather than skills acquisition, a typical notion of the outsider’s role and a 

common instrumentalist view of art discussed later in this chapter. The response contains 

a notion that project participants are to be acted upon, but the foreigner need not 

experience changes in their own behaviour, precisely the opposite of what occurred. I 

learnt to speak formal Tetum as a way to express myself properly in public and my 

original research agenda, based on an unexamined perception of participants’ lack, was 

significantly modified such that the work was put on dalan diak (the right path) by the 

participants. 

 

Co-researchers 

Audiences did not respond to the work as a Malae-Timorese co-production. In this light I 

cannot make the usual PAR claim that participants were co-researchers, which often 
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appears as an unsubstantiated egalitarian gesture. As Vaughan argues, this “simplistic and 

idealised notion of subject-subject ‘co-researchers’” displaces essential differences in the 

influences and inputs that shaped the work (2011, p. 255). The participants were 

accurately seen to be lead researchers in the construction of the photo-stories with 

decisive control over the representations of themselves and their chosen subjects. Even 

this authority was circumscribed. Some photos were explicitly directed and all were pre-

selected by the market people, who also managed and approved the story content. In 

relation to each groups’ thematic and creative choices I could be outvoted at any stage. 

On several occasions I was, including in deciding on the market theme for the Feto 

Hatene project, which I had argued against. Additionally, a majority vote sometimes 

went against my view of which photo best fulfilled a compositional challenge. This study 

therefore suggests that in describing PAR and Photovoice as ‘democratic’ and 

‘egalitarian’ researchers would need to explain how these terms are understood if 

decisions are not put to the vote, an activity I cannot find discussed by any of the authors 

cited.  

 

While the participants had control of the photo-stories, I am the lead researcher in 

developing a methodology based on a theoretical engagement with PAR and Photovoice. 

By maintaining a distinction between the two key aims of this study, between the 

ethnographic and methodological elements, I gradually diminished my ‘need’ to manage 

participants into producing ‘data’ that validated my agenda (Yates, 2010, p. 280). 

Reminding myself that it did not matter what the participants showed and said but how 

they engaged in creative processes allowed me to step back from my managerial 

tendencies, which enabled research that was understood locally as by, for and about 

Timorese and Timor-Leste. 

‘Reality’ as resonance 

As PVR writers argue, the extent to which documentary photography is seen to produce 

factual ‘evidence’ suggests that researchers need to take great care in presenting a 

photographic study as research in a naïve realist frame. My assertion is that audience 

surveys can be used to evaluate claims about the veracity of our depictions of market life, 

a missing element in Photovoice. However, it is not an argument about objective truth. 
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Instead, I contend that the photo-stories resonated sufficiently with audiences as to 

produce a ‘truth effect’ such that people believe they could be true (Radley, 2010, p. 

279). The aim is therefore to determine whether and how the creative work 

“reverberate[s] authentically with the subjectivity of each recipient [audience member]” 

(Grech, 2006, p. 41). In their responses, authenticity appears in a multiplicity of voices 

and perspectives. Audiences experienced “a polyvocal composite through which multiple 

voices are raised and subjectivities performed” (Lykes, 2010, p. 250), rather than the 

more common monological development message (Toome, 2013; Sloman, 2012). 

Audiences acknowledged the diversity of stories and the range of experiences they 

encountered. Twinned emotions, for example, happiness and sadness, coincided with 

wide ranging points of views. However, audiences rarely noticed the construction of 

visual meanings. As RG member Acquisto, a skilled filmmaker, remarked, “I just thought 

this was the world they captured… it didn’t even occur to me that [the use of low angles] 

was in any way a part of the discussion before the students went out taking photos.”  

 

The main audience responses affirming our ‘reality’ claims were ones of recognition. 

Prompted by the subjects’ stories, people remembered and reflected on their own lives. 

Notions of ‘us’ and ‘them’ collapsed into experiences of common humanity. Although 

‘messages’ appeared in the photo-stories, audiences saw themselves as drawing them out 

rather than being told what to think. The ‘recognised’ their own experiences and desires 

in the work. The extent to which this occurred is best seen in local understandings of the 

work at the Comoro markets as a ‘peace project’, despite no photo-stories or project 

descriptions identifying this as our aim. While the photos were usually taken as literal 

representations, an accompanying story could undercut preconceptions. Audiences were 

sometimes surprised by the subjects’ comments. They could not predict story elements 

and therefore did not experience ‘ventriloquism’ emanating from the participants or 

myself. While Mizen and Ofosu-Kusi suggest that the ‘defence of surprise’ can establish 

that the researchers have not manipulated the message, they identify it as a subjective test 

(2010, p. 264). This study suggests that it can be seen as a third party approach to testing 

claims. 
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The story of ‘us’ 

 

I have argued that the repressed first person plural in PAR is fundamental to 

understanding experiences of genuine participation. The declarative ‘I’ needs to take 

second place to the participatory ‘We’. Exhibition responses consistently showed 

Timorese audiences adopting the work as their own. They recognised themselves in the 

photo-stories and congratulated the participants for depicting our identity. The market 

people became ‘us’, connecting with a deep historic respect for “humble” people, as 

participants called them. How a specific social group could come to be seen to represent 

national identity is deeply rooted in Timor-Leste’s resistance history. As Timorese 

academic Antero Benedito da Silva explains it, the market people are “Maubere”, a 

“social concept which FRETILIN used to refer to the ordinary people, the dispossessed, 

the working and farming classes of Timorese society during the colonial era” (2011, p. 

20).94 During the occupation they became “a symbol of anti-colonial resistance” (ibid, p. 

101). “[T]he illiterate, the peasants, small farmers and the minority of urban workers” 

(ibid, p. 309), were and, as this study shows, still are central to national identity. They are 

the symbolic heart of ‘our culture’. The subjects were not seen as belonging to a nostalgic 

past. They exist in the present tense as a living history. In showing respect for the market 

people, Timorese audiences are also celebrating themselves as historically ‘strong’ and 

‘resilient’.  

 

Meaningful participation 

 

My interest in ‘meaningfulness’ as a determinant of research quality coincides with a 

common request for development workers to balance a focus on producing quantifiable 

products, instrumental outcomes, with a commitment to developing meaningful 

relationships, often described as ‘friendships’, an intrinsic experience. Although it does 

not appear in Photovoice accounts, this tension is prominent in CCD, prompting efforts 

“to raise awareness about the need to look beyond quantifiable results” (McCarthy et al., 

2004, p. xviii). In Gifts of the Muse, Kevin McCarthy et al. attempt to refocus attention 

94 ‘Maubere’ is a key term in organisational elements of the resistance movement. For example, the 
Conselho Nacional da Resistência Maubere (National Council of the Maubere Resistance), the Jornal do 
Povo Maubere (Journal of the Maubere people) and Radio Maubere, a FRETILIN radio station run out of 
Australia from 1975-78 (A. da Silva, 2011). 
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on “the missing element” in presenting the benefits of arts programs (2004, p. xv). “[A]rt 

communicates through felt experience” (ibid) and therefore “[m]ost of the benefits of the 

arts come from individual experiences that are mentally and emotionally engaging” 

(2004, p. xviii). Quoting the influential educationalist, John Dewey, the authors insist that 

“art is ‘a quality of experience’ rather than a product” (2004, p. 44 citing Dewey, 

1934/1980, n.p.). 

 

The problem/intervention/solution narrative of most PAR and Photovoice studies under-

emphasizes affective experiences in favour of functional ones, the instrumentalism 

criticized by several CCD writers. These approaches present “the arts experience” as “a 

means to achieving benefits in non-arts areas” (original italics, ibid, p. 3) typically in 

addressing “myriad social problems” (ibid, p. 1). While Photovoice is described as a 

“creative methodology” (Ingram, 2014, p. 13; McIntyre, 2000, p. 129) utilizing “a 

creative medium” (Foster-Fishman, 2010, p. 68), subjective experiences are rarely 

discussed and when they are, only in passing. An emphasis on the camera as a problem-

finding instrument displaces its potential as a catalyst for social interactions and 

emotional experiences, two primary values ascribed to photo-storytelling by all involved 

in this study.    

Instrumentalism  

    

As I demonstrated in Chapter 4, the instrumental outcomes identified by Photovoice 

researchers are analogous to those claimed by community arts advocates. They can be 

summarized as capacity building, social cohesion, critical thinking and civic engagement 

(Knell & Taylor, 2011, p. 26; Mills & Brown, 2004; Matarasso, 1997). Photovoice 

‘products’ are directed at policy makers and consequently “downplay” intrinsic benefits 

in favour of an “output-oriented, quantitative approach” (McCarthy et al., 2004, p. 2). 

However, Davis argues that “[w]e short-change the arts when we try to justify them 

primarily on their instrumental value” (2008, p. 75). The general proposition is that 

“[p]eople are drawn to the arts not for their instrumental effects, but because the arts can 

provide them with meaning and with a distinctive type of pleasure and emotional 

stimulation” (McCarthy et al., 2004, p. xv). “Inherent in the arts experience”, intrinsic 

benefits are “valued for themselves rather than as a means to something else” (ibid, p. 3). 
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Referencing Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1997), a leading academic who has investigated 

the links between happiness and creativity, McCarthy et al. argue that “we have 

underrated the role of pleasure in creative activity… the joy and excitement of the act of 

creation itself” (2004, p. 46).  

In reasserting the value of affective experiences, McCarthy et al. do not dismiss extrinsic 

motivations and impacts, instead arguing for a theoretical engagement with the dynamic 

between them. Acknowledging “spillover effects”, the authors present “captivation” and 

“pleasure” as two key subjective experiences that potentially generate public benefits 

(ibid, p. 18). They trace a movement from intrinsic engagement through intermediate 

steps identified as “empathy” and “cognitive growth” to public benefits apparent in the 

creative work’s potential to develop “social bonds” and produce “communal meanings” 

(ibid). In what follows I use these categories in accounting for participant, subject and 

audience identified impacts. They are better seen as oscillations between elements rather 

than as a progressive linear trajectory. 

 

Captivation is described as a “state of focused attention” in which artists and then 

audiences are drawn into the work (ibid, p. 15). The experience is said to “enrich our 

perceptions” (ibid, p. 47) by “connect[ing] people more deeply to the world” and 

affording “new ways of seeing and experiencing the world” (ibid), the defamiliarization 

effect discussed in the Literature Review. Interlaced with these experiences, pleasure can 

be found in a “more intense, revealing, and meaningful version of actual experience”, 

creating a “sense of deep satisfaction” (ibid, p. xvi). These experiences may be 

“unsettling, disorienting, or tragic” (ibid) but nonetheless fire the imagination.  

 

At an intermediate stage, personal experiences can engender “an expanded capacity for 

empathy”, “giv[ing] us new references that enable us to become more receptive to 

unfamiliar people, attitudes, and cultures” (italics added, ibid, p. 48). They encourage 

“cognitive growth” in artists and audiences by stimulating “curiosity, questioning, and the 

search for explanation” (italics added, ibid, p. 42). On the public end of this continuum is 

the “creation of social bonds” obtained by providing opportunities for socializing (ibid, p. 

50) and the “expression of communal meanings” achieved by depicting “a community’s 

identity” (italics added, ibid, p. xvi). Referencing Martha Nussbaum, McCarthy et al. give 
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the example of ancient Greek theatre in which people are invited to engage in a 

“communal process of inquiry, reflection, and feeling with respect to important civic and 

personal ends” (ibid, quoting Nussbaum, 1990, p. 15). Meaningful communal 

experiences can arise from counter-narratives if the artists “provide a voice to 

communities the culture at large has largely ignored” (ibid, p. xvi). Audiences may also 

discover affirmations of their values and beliefs insofar as the creative works “convey 

what whole communities of people yearn to express” (ibid). In this view, contra 

Photovoice but supporting Pink (2012, 2003) and Banks (2001), participants are 

understood as entering into a pre-existing conversation shaped by local personal and 

social histories. 

Caveats 

In exploring a movement from the intrinsic to the extrinsic, McCarthy et al. describe 

feelings as “private” (2004, p. 40). Quoting Eudora Welty, they present artists as 

involved in “a ‘lonely, unremitting, unaided, unaidable vision’” (ibid, Welty, 1942/2002, 

p. 53), a version of art making influenced by romantic ideas about individual authorship. 

Only after taking an inward journey do they make their “inner reality public” (ibid, p. 

41). The authors separate the personal from the communal, something less easily 

accomplished in a collective culture. Thus, when I discuss intrinsic experiences as 

‘personal’ I mean it to refer to the collective ‘self’ developed by participants and echoed 

by audiences. Additionally, McCarthy et al. draw a direct line from artist to audience, 

creating a difficulty in applying their framework. We had a third party, the market 

people, who were involved in artistic production by directing some photos, selecting 

images and editing their stories. I resolve the issue of this missing cohort by presenting 

all six elements (captivation, pleasure, empathy, cognitive growth, social bonds and 

communal meanings) as they relate to participants, subjects and audiences. 

Participants 

The two research cohorts started their projects from very different positions. Arte Moris’s 

teaching tradition is primarily about intrinsic experiences, the ‘art for art’s sake’ 

proposition in which creative experiences are sufficient unto themselves. Art is about 
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expressing feelings, with the teacher’s role being to encourage students to be 

“passionate”, as RG member da Costa says. Learning artistic techniques is its own 

reward. No external ‘drivers’, for example Certificates and exams, are used to motivate 

students. With this artistic freedom came the most relaxed form of teaching I had 

encountered. Students moved in and out of learning experiences according to what 

engaged them at any given time. They seemed to live in the present tense and did not 

defer immediate enjoyment for some version of future success. In this sense they could 

not be managed by promises of extrinsic rewards. If something more interesting was 

available, usually a trip to the districts, they would not appear in class, at least until we 

found our theme.  

 

By contrast, the younger women in Feto Hatene, all of whom had recently completed an 

instructional form of education, initially saw the project in terms of the potential extrinsic 

rewards available through my judgment of their success. I was asked to set tests, to grade 

their work and provide a Certificate. Moreover, in their first draft Artists’ Statements, all 

participants presented themselves as anonymous, functional beings. The project seemed 

to be valued as a line item on a Resume. With the encouragement of Andrea and myself, 

they came to represent themselves as people with intrinsic qualities: personal histories, 

desires and emotions. In this context, Novita, transposing her own insight to the public 

realm, identified a key project benefit. She enjoyed it “very much” because “it shows to 

everyone other people’s feelings, sentiments and dreams. The feelings and dreams of 

people are important for the nation.” In this statement, Novita presents the idea that 

‘development’, at least in the cultural sphere, does not have to be all about problem-

solving and functional outcomes.  

Captivation and pleasure 

 

By the end of the project the women had reached Arte Moris’s starting position, 

understanding creative education as a way to express their feelings and those of the 

subjects. Although both cohorts took on extrinsic aims as the market themes emerged, 

they also enjoyed photography for its own sake, continuing with their personal, playful 

activities throughout the life of the projects. Led by David, the Arte Moris cohort often 

spent their nights exploring the medium. While these experiences were pleasurable, there 
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was something missing. Concentrating on digital art experiments eventually proved too 

internally focused. The classes developed ‘modern’ skills, for example, sophisticated 

image layering, but the work was devoid of any engagement with an outside community. 

It was only when we became involved with the market people that the team acquired 

discipline and focus. We had taken on a set of external obligations. Needing to 

continually return to the markets with ‘good’ photos, even on hot days when we would 

have preferred to be at the beach, the participants lost what I saw as a certain selfishness. 

They moved from ‘pleasing ourselves’ to pleasing others, highlighting how community 

engagement was a primary motivator in cultural production, a point made by RG 

members.  

The younger women were captivated by the camera as a mirror, often exploring ‘beauty’ 

with great humour. On one occasion an older participant said that they were “not being 

serious enough”, implying that they were insufficiently motivated by publicly oriented 

aims. On the day after the exhibition, when we went through the audience comments, I 

was able to counter this concern by showing that the younger ones had equally impressed 

their audience, despite spending a good deal of time using the camera for personal 

explorations. In both projects the participants were completely disinterested in presenting 

their private images publicly, apparently concerned that they would be seen as too self-

focused and vain. In both Case Studies, artistic pursuits, although intrinsically satisfying, 

were seen as forms of a community service, a set of public responsibilities that 

superseded any personal benefits available through the projects. 

Social bonds 

While McCarthy et al. identify building social bonds as a public outcome, a consequence 

of their focus on the ‘lonely’ artist, in this study it continually appeared on the intrinsic 

side of the ledger. The participants’ loyalty to each other, their collective solidarity, 

contrasts significantly with the competitive individualism I have often encountered when 

teaching creative arts in Australia. This bonding was so strong that nobody was allowed 

to fail. Anyone who fell behind would be helped to catch up again. It was ‘all for one and 

one for all’. While this group cohesion could be explained as a consequence of the ‘band 

of brothers’ Arte Moris had become, it appeared even more strongly in the Feto Hatene 
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project. The women consciously set about establishing themselves as a social collective 

prior to starting the creative work, most obviously in their insistence that I should not 

divide the group on the first day, despite our limited resources. The projects did not 

produce a collective spirit. It is more accurate to say that they demonstrated a pre-

disposition to the collective, reminding me that as outsiders we may be mistaking 

ourselves as catalysts when we are simply seeing pre-existing skills and attitudes through 

the particular lens we had supplied. 
 

Authorship was a good deal more communal than I had experienced in Australia, a point 

made by RG members Sarmento, da Costa and Reis. In preparing the Case Study 

chapters, I came across the image below. It demonstrates the women’s sense of collective 

authorship. Evy stands with a photo framed and ready for exhibition. She proudly 

presents it to the viewer. I had to look twice. It is not her photo. It is one Suzeti took of 

Arminda. But that does not matter. Evy is proud of ‘us’.  Augusta wrote the photo title 

just under the image because she had the clearest handwriting. Dilma framed it. Although 

unwell, Suzeti was sitting just out of frame, working through Zida’s notes with Andrea to 

translate her story while she was away at work.  

Evy and Suzeti’s photo. Photo by Agé Magno. 
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Photography provided an “opportunity for socializing, which builds trust, even 

friendship, and may create social capital” (McCarthy et al., 2004, p. 50), a key point 

Castleden et al. make in their work with Canadian First Nations’ youth  (2008). Learning 

to use a camera offered a reason to be together, doing something. Within the groups, 

socializing was the magnet drawing us together and the glue that bound us to each other. 

Playfulness, laughter and delight, and, in the women’s case, singing, were as much a part 

of our work as acquiring skills. While common at Arte Moris, sociality within class time 

appeared as an unusual experience for the younger women. They had originally seen the 

course as treinamentu (training), implying teacherly management and imposed discipline. 

I recall their surprise at not having to sit through didactic lectures and when they realized 

that I was not going to tell them to be quiet, record attendance or ‘sanction’ them if they 

came late to class.  

This relaxed approach, which the women acknowledged by publicly thanking their 

Teacher for being “patient” and “calm”, offered an experience of education as a practice 

of freedom. The process had become so important in breaking through instructional 

forms that Tina suggested high school students take creative arts courses “to show [them] 

another way of learning”, Arte Moris’s commitment in teaching art. Photography had an 

additional effect. Participants would print their photos, take them home and show them to 

friends and family, allowing their social networks a view of what they were doing and 

how they were progressing. It afforded growing interest and respect from significant 

others. Combined with our open classes, in which anyone could sit in, the process 

continually fostered social interchanges as third party elicitations that added considerably 

to the participants’ growing confidence that they were heading in the right direction, a 

Timorese one.  

Participants often talked about the relationships they developed with their subjects, 

described by Agus as “sitting together chatting with friends” which gave the group “the 

strength to continue.” In this view a subject-to-subject engagement was the fundamental 

driver of the work. In the women’s project, the limitation of only having one camera 

afforded considerably more time for ‘shooting the breeze’ as each participant waited their 

turn to take photos. On at least one occasion ‘chatting’ led to an important discovery. 

Novita learnt that long lost members of her extended family had a market stall nearby. In 
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her debrief interview, she highlighted this moment as her favourite memory of the 

project. 

Empathy 

 

Perhaps because of their disinterest in undertaking in-depth interviews with their subjects, 

the Arte Moris participants did not discuss empathy in the same way as the women. Their 

experience prompted reflections on how their lives might have turned out if they had 

grown up at the markets. However, the Feto Hatene participants’ more lengthy 

engagement with their subjects produced a striking empathetic connection, one that is not 

explored in Photovoice and McCarthy et al.’s account of arts benefits, although it is 

identified by some PVR writers. Empathy, in McCarty et al.’s terms being drawn into the 

lives of others, was often triggered by personal memories. As John Berger observes, the 

“thrill found in a photograph comes from the onrush of memory” (1992, p. 192). The 

women were “receptive” (McCarthy et al., 2004, p. xvi) to their subjects in great part 

because they reminded them of themselves or their parents. Knowing little about the their 

personal lives I had not noticed this key motivation until they started explaining the 

reasons why they had chosen their subjects, the question that does not appear in the 

Photovoice SHOWeD elicitation technique. The most striking example was Agé’s 

extraordinary dedication to finding her subject Sania, despite the risk of not completing 

the project. She told Sania’s story because “her life reminds me so much of my past 

experience.” 

Cognitive growth 

 

In both projects the exhibition titles, solely devised by participants, expressed their 

learning trajectories. For Arte Moris, ‘Loke Mata, Hare’e no Rona Ami’ (‘Open Your 

Eyes, See and Hear Us’) showed how they had ‘opened their eyes’ by discovering more 

about the lives of their subjects, inviting, even challenging, audiences to do the same, to 

‘see and hear us’. The form of address is direct and politely didactic, with an implied 

‘you should’ open your eyes. Learning more about the lives of the Hali Laran women 

and children was so significant that the Feto Hatene group named their exhibition 
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‘Understanding Because Searching’, exemplifying their recognition of themselves as 

‘people researchers’. 

The Arte Moris participants did not emphasize learning “new things” in their public 

statements, most likely because they were used to foreign teachers being involved in 

developing their artistic skills. However, Danabere, commenting on their behalf, said that 

he could see their growth as artists. On the other hand, the women relished the 

opportunity to learn, expressed as growing, improving and developing their capacities, a 

point they consistently made in their public presentations and debrief interviews. They 

frequently described their enjoyment in moving from photography as ‘just playing’ to 

acquiring ‘professional’ skills. They were highly motivated, pushing me to teach more 

and at a faster pace, and to set increasingly complex visual challenges. The women did 

‘homework’ without being asked to, taking on the difficult task of undertaking the first 

translations of their story drafts into English and going to the markets out of hours to 

continue their photography and story gathering. A striking element of their learning was 

the way in which they developed their own elicitation processes. 

Elicitations 

My ‘hands off’ approach contained a risk for the research. The Arte Moris participants 

were highly resistant to formally ‘reading’ their images. It felt too much like school and 

seemed to offend their ideas about art ‘speaking for itself’. While the young men often 

offered technical and aesthetic responses, the only significant elicitation, triggered by the 

senior artists, was their interpretation of the ‘playing with fire’ photos. While the 

participants contributed to this reading, it was more by way of agreement than by 

initiating the conversation. A reluctance to ‘read’ images in the way I wanted them to 

highlighted the tension between what I felt I needed for the research and what they 

wished to do with the project. I decided not to force the issue, surmising that the 

participants would walk away if pressure was applied. 

Initially motivated by their ‘competition’ with Arte Moris, the women were significantly 

more engaged in photo elicitations in general and specific ways. In general, they 

strategically determined how they could do better than their rivals. This led to reading the 

gaps in the first project, including a lack of detail in the Arte Moris stories and their 
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‘scattered’ horizontal approach to portraying market life. Their friendly, competitive 

critique prompted an in-depth vertical study, producing photo essays, instead of one-off 

images, a significantly different approach to Photovoice accounts. Their enjoyment of 

challenges prompted an elicitation competition, one that related to specific photo-stories. 

While, as the Teacher, I was required to set regular visual techniques tasks, the women 

supplied the content. Demonstrating and developing their own forms of critical thinking, 

each person stood up and made a speech explaining how their photo addressed the task. 

They also explained why they took a particular photo and how it worked with their 

emerging story drafts, producing a sophisticated interaction between image and text that 

had not appeared at Arte Moris and only receives limited attention in Photovoice. 

In discussing the women’s cognitive skills development in a theoretical context I had to 

reach into the wider field of CCD research. Creative ‘Crit’95 sessions, “discussion 

between peers, where work in progress is exposed for developmental discussion”, 

significantly develops critical thinking skills (Oakley, 2007, p. 17). The equivalent of 

their photo elicitation sessions, Crits “provide an opportunity for reflection and 

constructive criticism, which, while not unique to them, is particularly well developed in 

the tradition of most art forms” (ibid). Referencing a ten-year US study, Champions of 

Change: The Impacts of the Arts on Learning, one of “the best known and most rigorous 

studies of non-formal education” (ibid, p. 25), Oakley describes the distinctive benefits of 

arts programs as an “enhanced use of language” (ibid, p. 25). The authors examined 

“approximately 750,000 words” used in out-of-school art programs for ‘at-risk’ youth, 

concluding that work-in-progress sessions led to a “dramatic increase in syntactic 

complexity, hypothetical reasoning, and questioning approaches” (Brice Heath & Roach, 

1999, p. 27) when compared to non-arts programs. These include:  

• “a five-fold increase in use of if-then statements, scenario building following by 

what if questions, and how about prompts 

 

• a more than a two-fold increase in use of mental state verbs (consider, understand, 

etc.) 

 

95 A common arts colloquialism that is short for ‘critique’. 
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• a doubling in the number of modal verbs (could, might, etc.)” (italics added, Brice 

Heath & Roach, 1999, p. 27).  

 

The Feto Hatene elicitation processes, entirely devised by themselves and based around 

regular ‘competitions’ in which each participant only ever won once, bares a remarkable 

resemblance to this account of cognitive growth. The women and I took the opportunity 

to question each speaker when they presented their work, using key terms like tamba 

saida? (because why?) and sei karik…? (what if...?). While enthusiastically presenting 

their case for why their photo should win the challenge as an aesthetic response, each 

participant explained why they took a specific photo in the context of their story 

development and personal engagement with their subjects. As Tina remarked in our 

debrief interviews, elicitations were not simply an internalized activity. The participants 

used these discussions to explain why they were taking particular photos to their subjects. 

After each presentation the women challenged and offered advice to the speaker. For 

example, Tina took a picture of Amelia who says that she is “happy because I am free” 

(p. 275). Asked to explain herself, Tina spoke about how, as a market vendor, Amelia 

could her own boss, a point that had been made by a woman in the Comoro markets. It 

prompted discussion about patriarchal attitudes in some parts of Timorese society. Evy 

presented her elegant photo of Tia Mariana’s hands (p. 268) as important “because 

through the photo I show respect for people who work with their hands.” Responding to 

this statement, the women talked about their own relations. With only two exceptions, 

they were from farming families. This image, and several others, sparked a conversation 

about how young people, drawn to the cities for education, work and excitement, may not 

want to carry on the family’s agricultural traditions. In this instance particularly, I found 

myself regretting not having a Timorese researcher co-teaching the course. They would 

have been able to deepen and contextualize this issue, which falls well beyond my field 

of expertise. 

Led by Suzeti, the team developed a commitment to raising ethical issues. They asked 

questions about ‘Whose voice is that?’ to ensure that we, and ultimately audiences, 

clearly understood who was speaking. Questioning whether a photo-story could cause 

unintended harm frequently appeared in elicitation sessions. As I have said, Dilma’s 
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photo of an old woman smoking (p. 270) prompted debate about whether it contained a 

bad message (If you exhibit this then will you be seen to be encouraging smoking?). On 

another occasion one of the subjects had said that she was ‘divorced’. However, a 

participant thought the statement was ambiguous and needed to be checked. She thought 

that it may cause harm because the husband, who we knew worked at the markets, may 

be provoked if he heard this term, as they were only ‘separated’. The expression was 

checked with the subject and the sentence removed from the story at her request. 

 

By envisaging audience reactions, participants needed to shift their own perceptions in 

order to speculate about what others would think about the work, asking questions from 

the point of view of a potential audience member. Elicitations developed perspectives on 

how others might misread images, producing ‘guiding’ elements in the stories. For 

example, in discussing one of Augusta’s photos (p. 276-7), participants thought that her 

subject’s expression might be seen as sadness (What if people think she is upset?). 

Augusta inserted her experience that Maximiana was ‘just tired’ into the photo-story. In 

response to another question, she included the fact that Maximiana would be starting 

school next year to ensure that audience members did not think her parents were using 

their daughter as a labourer.  

 

The women also looked for missing information in the stories or the image sets. Taking 

another photo or adding some text could resolve an issue. For example, Agé wrote in her 

draft story that Sania’s feet were cut because she walked around barefoot selling fruit (p. 

261). We had not seen an image evidencing this claim, prompting the suggestion ‘How 

about you take a photo to prove your point?’. One of Tina’s photos had an old woman 

sitting in the background behind Amelia, but she had not explained who she was (p. 274). 

We asked whether she thought it would be a good idea to find out and let people know 

who she was and why she was sitting there. In almost all cases these speculative work-in-

progress discussions generated PAR’s iterative cycles in which the participants needed to 

return to their subjects to ask further questions, significantly influencing their final 

stories. 
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Communal meanings 

In their debrief interviews the women linked enjoyment of learning “new things” to 

extrinsic outcomes, with little evidence of an ‘art for art’s sake’ sensibility. They had 

points to prove, firstly in demonstrating that women could as skillful with photography as 

men and, secondly, in making a contribution to national development, which became the 

primary reason why they experienced “happiness” in acquiring skills. As Acquisto said of 

his similar experiences, while interested in personal development, the Dili Film Works 

students were intrinsically committed to using their newly acquired skills as ‘good 

citizens’ in fulfilling their duty to “contribute well to the future of my beloved country” 

(Augusta). Understanding that they would be presenting their photo-stories to their own 

communities, the participants took on the role of kaer fatuk (storytellers for the people). 

Without being asked to, they answered community concerns that youth may be forgetting 

themselves, losing their strength and character as Timorese. One young Timorese 

audience member precisely identified this powerful desire in the context of the 

reciprocity code: It is good for the nation to show that we can also do something for this 

new nation. I present the key communal meanings generated by the projects in the later 

Audience section. 

Subjects  

Captivation and pleasure 
 

In the broadest terms the relationships between participants and subjects can be 

understood as sharing in the “joy of communicating through creative work” (McCarthy et 

al., 2004, p. 46), in the simple pleasures of giving and receiving. As Danabere explained 

it, the market people felt “happy and excited” to be involved. NGO workers at the 

Comoro markets noticed that they were “honoured” that people had an interest in them. 

They felt recognised and respected, particularly as it became clear that we would return 

photos, mitigating a common suspicion of an extractive relationship in which benefits 

accrued to others, but not to them, at least not in a clear, tangible and timely form. 

Photography was substantially about creating memories. The subjects’ enjoyment derived 

from the opportunity to receive a good photo of their children or of themselves as “a 
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record we can remember”, to show their grandchildren or to put on their grave 

headstones. It is difficult to think of any creative research process that so clearly offers, 

as a market person described it, one’s “spirit” and “shadow” in return for ‘data’. 

The precise moment Mana Amelia received her photo. Photo by Tina Pinto. 

 

Social bonds and communal meanings 

 

Creative work offers a “common experience that draws people together and influences 

the way the community perceives itself” (McCarthy et al., 2004, p. 37). Photography as a 

prompt for social interactions appeared most strongly at our in situ exhibition in the 

Comoro markets. It provided an occasion for the participants, market people, local NGO 

workers and others to “get know each other” and “rejoice together”, producing a “sense 

of community spirit.” Despite usually being of individuals the photo-stories had created a 

collective portrait, prompting a communal experience of peace building, an opportunity 

to present themselves as “living with peace in our hearts”, to some extent ‘clearing the 

ghosts’ of the markets as a dangerous place.  
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Audiences 

Captivation and pleasure  

McCarthy et al. describe the “initial response to a compelling work of art” (2004, p. 46) 

as “an uncommon feeling of rapt absorption, or captivation - of deep involvement, 

admiration, and even wonder” (ibid). Audiences often expressed themselves in these 

terms, with Timorese typically noting their amazement and Malae explaining how they 

were deeply touched by the work. The initial attraction was to the images’ aesthetic 

qualities. Audience members would zigzag across the exhibition space, drawn to a 

particular photo by, for example, the framing or use of light. Only after taking in the 

image would people read the accompanying story. A focus on compositional skills paid 

dividends as a draw card inviting people to look closely into a particular world. This 

defamiliarization effect seemed to work in different ways for Timorese and Malae. 

Timorese took a journey into a familiar world (the markets) but in a new way (photo-

storytelling). The opposite can be said of foreigners’ experiences. They entered an 

unfamiliar world, described as a “unique” experience, but through the familiar medium of 

photography. Despite these different entry points, audience responses were substantially 

the same, particularly in their common expressions of personal satisfaction with an 

enriching experience that ‘opened the mind’.  

Empathy 

 

The affection and respect participants and subjects developed for each other transferred to 

audiences. Seeing through the participants’ eyes/lens, they expressed similar feelings to 

those discussed by the photographers, typically showing high degrees of empathy. Even 

at one step removed audiences understood the work as “expressing feelings both for the 

photographer and the person in the picture.” Photography had produced memory triggers 

for the Feto Hatene participants and created memories for their subjects. Audience 

members also noted that the photo-stories evoked memories, prompting self-reflection 

such that that ‘us’ and ‘them’ collapsed, including for foreigners. In some cases, a 

personal memory linked to a collective one. For example, in her opening speech at the 

Feto Hatene exhibition, Filomena Reis said that some photo-stories reminded her of her 
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own childhood. Moving from the specific to the general, she went on to locate this 

personal experience in an historical context, the activism for women’s rights developed in 

the early days of the resistance and exemplified in a direct line to the participants’ 

demonstration that ‘women can do anything’. 

Cognitive growth 

Audiences typically described the exhibitions as “thought provoking”. Minds were 

opened and insight was gained. In some cases emotional and cognitive responses were 

co-joined: the work was “moving and illuminating.” As some people said, looking 

closely into a particular world afforded opportunities to think about life more expansively 

because “sometimes you and I do not look outside ourselves.” In many comments an 

empathetic response was intertwined with recognition of learning from participants and 

the market people, showing the kind of “empathetic participative knowing” Herron 

considers characteristic of an authentic PAR project (cited by Reason & Bradbury, 2008, 

p. 703). Herron’s characterization relates to the researcher’s and participants’ cognitive 

growth as a subjective claim. However, this study suggests that the point might be 

secured by examining third party responses to project outcomes. 

Communal meanings 

 

For McCarthy et al. audience engagement can emerge from work that provides a voice 

for communities that have been ignored, in these projects a common understanding that 

the market people are not visible in the media and Timor-Leste’s rapid modernization. 

This overarching counter-narrative is grounded in an assertion of ‘the right to tell our 

own stories’, set against an experience of being spoken by others, for example, in Arte 

Moris’s explicit rejection of corporate consumerism exemplified by ‘Timor’ Plaza in 

which no Timorese faces appeared on the hoardings. Audiences responded by valuing the 

market people as the true face of Timor-Leste, fulfilling a desire to show respect, as I 

have argued previously, for ‘ordinary people’. Feto Hatene produced two counter-

narratives. The market women were presented as exemplifying the strength and resilience 

of their gender, which needed to be celebrated in the context of a perceived over-
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emphasis on male ‘heroes’. At the same time they established that women could be 

accomplished users of ‘new’ technologies, just like men.  

 

Despite the oppositional positioning of both projects, in the evaluations there is little 

evidence of changing the minds of audience members. Only a few foreigners identify a 

significant shift in their thinking, for example, the young women who had originally 

thought the Comoro markets was a place to be avoided. Instead, the usual audience 

response was one of affirmation. The photo-stories connected powerfully with a desire to 

celebrate the values of strength, resilience, hard work and sacrifice located in ordinary 

people and which, after decades of struggle, predicted “a bright future” for the nation. 

The exhibitions sharpened and deepened a generalised desire to confirm their respect for 

‘ordinary’ people. They gave specific form to what people “yearn[ed] to express” 

(McCarthy et al., 2004, p. xvi), “fostering”, as one audience member said, “pride and 

ownership of a national identity.” 

Alongside the right to ‘tell our own stories’, a related counter-narrative appeared, 

although it was not explicitly stated by participants. It was the right not to be portrayed as 

victims. In one way or another audience members saw the market people as ‘heroes’ and 

‘gems’. They agreed with Gusmão’s, participants’ and RG members’ rejection of the kind 

of victim profiling Siapno (2012) and Toome (2013) associate with some foreign NGO 

‘interventions’, a feature of conservative Freirean forms of PAR and Photovoice. Despite 

recognizing the hardships the market people face, there is no indication of victimizing by 

the participants, or a victim consciousness in the subjects such that they can be seen as 

“seeking sympathy and charity”, Rahman’s description of RIB project participants (2008, 

p. 58). As da Costa explained it, “Even though we have suffered, people are trying to get 

over it rather than thinking ‘I am victim, victim’ all the time.” He noticed that the photo-

stories did not ‘allow’ this reading: “When we see the stories of someone doing their 

activities it means they are doing something to get over their troubles - so they are not 

shown as victims.” Acquisto agreed, observing that the projects did not invite audiences 

to feel pity: “The people looked proud and strong, not defeated or weak. There was 

nothing sad or tragic about the subjects.”  
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PAR tendencies 

In what follows I address my originating question about what might constitute 

meaningfulness in a PAR project by charting the various tendencies in the literature, 

acknowledging there are overlapping elements. While my aim and personal preference 

was for an appreciative study, I could not ignore managerial and conservative Freirean 

forms. I contained this continuum, moving from a directive paternalism to a more 

appreciative mode, most often at the participants’ instigation. Before presenting a 

typology of PAR tendencies there are several points that need to be made.  

 

Appreciative photo-storytelling 

 

I have been unable to locate this study within Photovoice’s founding principles. Like 

Lykes, I need to stand outside its usual deficit characterizations and researcher managed 

problem probes. This study suggests that a ‘hands off’ approach tends towards a positive, 

multidimensional and celebratory account of people’s lives. My identification and 

attempted implementation of an appreciative approach, combined with the evidentiary 

support from the multiple resonating voices, demonstrates that a non-directive, 

exploratory process moves closer to visual ethnography than an activist research 

methodology. In this light the study produces five core propositions. In an open, creative 

discovery process, with participants able to confidently refuse outsider attempts to direct 

and manage the content: 

 

• The camera is likely to become a social catalyst for interactions between all those 

involved. In doing so photo-storytelling prompts high levels of personal 

enjoyment and civic engagement that tend towards celebrations of community 

strengths. 

  

• Learning is most beneficial when focused on techniques, which enables 

participants to demonstrate pre-existing thinking skills and pro-social attitudes 

rather than needing to be inducted into new ways of thinking.  
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• Non-directive creative approaches can break through any tendencies to expect 

instructional forms of education, significantly increasing participants’ experiences 

of ownership and control, particularly if their own communities are to judge and 

potentially validate their efforts. 

 

• The researcher’s ‘action’ will contribute to growth and improvement rather than 

remediating cognitive and psychological weaknesses or producing evidence to 

suit an externally pre-set ‘change’ agendas. 

 

• The camera will become a locational device used in exploring public and private 

identities that link to specific cultural contexts, rather than a problem-finding, 

problem-presenting tool.  

 

Additionally, this study suggests that incorporating methodological insights derived from 

PVR would improve research quality by addressing issues related to voice and 

ventriloquism, naïve realism, the construction of visual meanings and better explaining 

how polysemic meanings are locked down through elicitation processes.  

Regarding Freire 

 

In the early days of North American PAR, Patricia Maguire, the author of Doing 

Participatory Research: A Feminist Approach (1987), reflected on her experience as a 

doctoral student struggling with the Freirean tradition. Noting that the literature was “full 

of the rhetoric of revolutionary change and social transformation”, which “outlines an 

extensive agenda for the novice”, Maguire felt “paralysed… with doubts about my ability 

to meet that agenda” (1987, p. 127) until she came “to recognize the gap between 

idealism and the realities of participatory research projects” (ibid). My own experience 

has been similar, although I have edged more towards frustration than paralysis. In this 

context, my primary concern has been with using deficit descriptors to pre-frame 

participants. I have approached this as an issue of research validity, particularly insofar as 

they sometimes appeared in my own attitudes, despite my commitment to an appreciative 

approach.  
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Like Timorese artists, writers, teachers and politicians, and several foreign artists and 

academics, I have come to see these terms as creating victims while at the same time 

ennobling outsiders as ‘rescuers’. In Lewinesque and conservative Freirean thinking, pre-

emptively inscribing participants with unproven psychological and cognitive weakness 

subtly supports the ‘necessity’ of outsider interventions. As an issue of research quality 

ascriptions of inaugural lack, unless they are supported by evidence, produce a significant 

problem for accurately identifying ‘action’ and ‘change’. If the premise is not proved the 

outcomes claimed are, in the very least, unstable. 

 

Characterizations of an oppressed, hopeless and fatalistic populace are so far from my 

own experience as to prohibit any application of PAR and Photovoice based in these key 

terms. In the light of overwhelming evidence, I could not fairly present the research 

cohorts or, as it turned out, their photo-storytelling subjects, in this way. Notably, neither 

did the participants or audiences. Nor could I position myself as ‘jumpstarting’ a 

complacent community into understanding their issues and problems. If I had, using only 

descriptions employed by the writers cited, readers would be introduced to young adult 

Timorese as  

 

… oppressed, crushed, diminished, fearful, weak, fatalistic, powerless, 

ashamed, humiliated, apathetic, hopeless, dependent, passive, numb, 

mute, silent, voiceless, asleep, frozen, marginal and impoverished.  

 

Without a locally specific, cultural informed inquiry, these descriptions are in Freire’s 

own words “emptied of their concreteness and become a hollow, alienated, and alienating 

verbosity” (1970/96: 52). They are “detached from reality” (ibid) and therefore do not 

constitute academic research, at least as I understand it. To present participants in these 

ways, I would have to establish that the almost 180 people directly involved in this study, 

including audiences, possessed a false consciousness, with myself alone capable of 

correct thinking. It would not only be the height of hubris but a morally dubious position 

to take.  
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Conclusion 

In the chart below I present a typology of the PAR tendencies I have identified as they 

related to the tests of meaningfulness and the characteristics of appreciative photo-

storytelling as they appeared in this study. I acknowledge that the borders I have created 

are porous and assert that, like myself, researchers are likely to move across and between 

categories. 
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Chapter 12: Conclusion 
 

Reflections 

Inspired by my first experience as a tourist in Timor-Leste I was determined to return. I 

took up an opportunity to teach photography with youth in the remote township of Suai 

and was deeply impressed with how they joined together in publicly presenting a portrait 

of their community. The mode was celebratory, but only after I made it clear that they did 

not have to take photos of potholes at the suggestion of a foreign NGO leader. It was my 

first experience of the common notion that participatory photography should be focused 

on producing ‘my life as a problem’ to be solved by others. Instead, I found young rural 

Timorese excited, talkative, intelligent and full of life, determined to use the medium to 

positively contribute to their community and culture. As a former Suai priest remarked, 

they were “more inspiring than some of the big leaderships… seriously valuing their 

culture or tradition as what gives them meaning and reasonable pride” (Kehi, 25/05/10). 

 

I became interested in how the photography may work in a post-conflict environment. 

Surmising that an immersive, practice-based field study would contribute to knowledge, I 

set out to locate an intuitive creative approach within PAR and its subset, Photovoice. 

The choice highlighted a tension between my research interest in how participants might 

use photo-storytelling to present themselves and their communities, a visual ethnography, 

and PAR’s ‘action’ agenda. My interest in ‘who people already are’ conflicted with 

research methods indebted to producing ‘who participants have become’ as a result of my 

intervention.  

 

Initially engaged by the rhetoric, I encountered critiques of how ‘noble cause’ language 

deflected issues of power, authority, ownership and control. I needed to undertake a 

critical study to discover the origins of PAR’s unhelpful “lofty tone” (Vaughan, 2011, p. 

92). In tracing claims to ‘founding fathers’ I was able to distinguish between managerial 

and emancipatory forms. I originally proposed that a shared language had resulted from 

an appropriation of a ‘third world’ liberationist language derived from Freire by Western 

‘action research entrepreneurs’ seeking to replace Lewin’s awkward process descriptors, 

for example, ‘social engineering’ and ‘cognitive restructuring’. I had hoped that that 
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would settle the matter and that I could confidently proceed with an emancipatory 

research agenda. However, a close reading of leading Photovoice advocates alerted me to 

a specific use of Freire’s ‘conscientization’ that read very much like Lewin’s ‘re-

education’ principles. In re-reading the literature I uncovered contrasting conservative 

and appreciative tendencies that each relied on different elements of Freire’s 

contradictory legacy.  

 

The appreciative approach aligned closely with Freire’s early critiques of teachers’ 

messianic tendencies, although the authors cited do not make these connections explicit. I 

found appreciative insights in the margins, in fragments and the brief observations of a 

few PAR and Photovoice researchers. It had not cohered into a contemporary 

‘movement’, prompting my attempt to draw out and apply key characteristics in the Case 

Studies. I was tempted to configure my contribution to the field as consolidating and then 

testing this approach, but was stopped short when my own managerial and conservative 

Freirean tendencies surfaced. Given that my own participatory interactions moved 

through Lewinesque and conservative Freirean attitudes, I could not present this study 

solely within an appreciative framework. 

 

My literature review highlighted another issue. PAR, PVR’s photo elicitationists and 

Photovoice writers frequently presented positivism as the researchers’ bête noire, 

producing notions of ‘more’ and ‘better’ research in a form of competitive advertising, 

including by asserting PAR methods as morally superior. In a triumph of assertion over 

evidence this antipathy supported the use of a self-reflexive ’I’ to subjectively guarantee 

claims. It seemed to have excused researchers from supplying external evidence for their 

contentions, allowing advertorial statements to stand in for research. This subjective 

focus triggered an interest in constructing an evaluation methodology based in PAR and 

Photovoice’s missing voices. 

 

Pre-program interviews with local senior artists produced a set of practice advisories and 

clearly established that in cultural production Timorese had already identified key 

problems and solutions. Their comments showed a deep commitment to narratives of 

continuity in which traditional values were seen as a strength and reference for young 

people’s encounters with an imported modernity. These views conflicted with the 

conservative Freirean tradition’s conversionary tendencies. Understanding that photo-
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storytelling is social and contextual, and not an isolated internalized engagement between 

participants and researchers, raised the prospect that participants would ‘answer’ their 

older siblings’ concerns that youth were potentially losing their way and forgetting the 

past. Post-program evaluations of local audience afforded an evaluation centred on 

determining the ‘authentic signature’ of participation. Moreover, through audience 

research, ‘meaningfulness’ could be understood as a conversation Timorese were having 

with each other about their identity and culture in expressions of communal meanings 

derived from a distinctive social history, including a powerful resistance legacy. 

As I reflected on RG comments, participants’ debrief interviews and audience surveys, a 

final methodological concern appeared. With a focus on problem solving, Photovoice 

writers were most often producing instrumental accounts of program benefits. Excepting 

Vaughan (2011) and Castleden et al. (2008), the social and affective aspects of photo-

storytelling did not appear. However, they had become the most highly valued qualities 

of the projects. I needed to reach into a debate within CCD to find an approach that 

offered a way of presenting personal experiences in a relationship with public outcomes. 

The tension between a participant produced visual ethnography and an outsider driven 

‘action’ methodology prompted my commitment to an appreciative approach as the only 

viable framework for this study. I could not present myself as a “remedial rescuer” 

(Toome, 2013, p. 4). For want of a better term, I became a “midwife” (Yates, 2010, p. 

281). My experience puts the usual ‘activist’ component of PAR and Photovoice under 

considerable strain. Concerned that this approach did not sufficiently align with the usual 

‘change’ agenda, I returned once more to the literature. By combining fragmentary 

comments I discovered an appropriate description of this study. PAR is “no more than a 

search for the life of the people involved with the vision” (Rahman, 2008, p. 61) 

involving “the critical recovery of history and local culture” (Fals Borda, 2008, p. 360) in 

which “people can locate themselves and their experiences” (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995, 

p. 1671). In this context, the research responded to a prominent community aspiration, 

which is to say to each other and the world:  

 

We resisted. We survived. And this is who we are. 
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Limitations of the research  

The principal limitation of this study, which also creates a potential direction for future 

research, arises from my focus on participatory processes. Photo-storytelling produced 

rich ethnographic data, raising questions that are not fully resolved. For example, why do 

so many older women say that they are happy to be working in the markets because they 

can be their own bosses? Is it a way to escape patriarchal authority and perhaps issues 

related to domestic violence? Why are so many older market women single although they 

indicate that their husbands are still alive? Is it possible that these women are the 

‘widows’ left behind as the Timorese militias retreated to West Timor? How do rural 

families deal with the drift of their children away from farming? In these cases photo-

storytelling becomes the first stage of a longer study, enabling issues to arise without pre-

emptively managing them, but at the same time understanding that the work triggers 

further specific research activities. 

 

I would have to present myself as an expert on Timor-Leste and in academic fields in 

which I have little experience to adequately address these questions, risking the 

‘amateurism’ Pauwels warns about when researchers carelessly cross disciplinary borders 

(2000, pp. 12-13 cited by Pink, 2003, p. 179). Open forms of photo-storytelling may 

bring to the surface wide-ranging questions that cannot be managed back into the 

research practitioner’s field, indicating that it is a process best undertaken as collaborative 

research drawing on specialist knowledge from local researchers. In this case, the cultural 

borders I have resisted crossing pertain particularly to gender, history, spirituality and 

politics as they are expressed in the everyday language of Timorese participants and 

subjects.  

Not being able to find a suitable venue for a Hali Laran market exhibition similar to the 

one we held at the Comoro markets foreclosed the possibility of comparing site-specific 

audience responses. If we had been able to, I expect that similar experiences of 

community building would have appeared. However, I am unsure whether we would 

have encountered the surprising identification of the project as peace building. It may 

have been revealing to discover how the market people reacted to the Feto Hatene focus 

on the lives and aspirations of women and children.  
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Although we produced the raw materials for a Timorese photo-storytelling course 

alongside an evidence base that supports Arte Moris’s long-term goal of embedding 

creative learning activities in schools, I have only given this topic cursory attention. It 

would take more local research to specifically align the materials in this study to a formal 

curriculum.  

Possibilities for future research  

 

As Cammarota and Fine suggest, PAR research findings “become launching pads” for 

further activities and publications (2008, p. 6). In what follows I identify academic and 

non-academic prospects for the further development of this research. 

The immediate academic future of this study is in preparing a Tetum language account of 

the projects, ideally as a co-publication with Timorese researchers who would 

significantly enhance understandings of the work in cultural, social and historical 

contexts. Additionally, it may prove valuable to present the story of ‘who we are’ as an 

ethnographic study of market life in Dili, possibly without the theoretical architecture 

scaffolding this thesis. There is potential to present a specific study of how the 

participants positioned themselves in the context of the reciprocity code. My personal 

interest is in continuing to use visual research methods to prompt explorations of 

‘memory and forgetting’ as a productive tension between commitments to traditional 

cultures and the lure of modernity.  

 

Participants have suggested a joint exhibition bringing together the two Case Study 

cohorts, which may provide valuable additional audience research. Exhibition audiences 

were interested in a range of future projects. As one person said, “You have only just 

scratched the surface of the stories that should be told.” Timorese NGO workers asked 

whether similar programs could be conducted in their home districts. Others suggested 

working with specific groups, for example, prisoners and people with disabilities. A 

particularly interesting idea was to try and engage older rural Timorese in photo-

storytelling. It would be fascinating to see how they use the medium and what they have 

to say.  
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Exhibition attendees also identified the prospect of creating mixed groups, obviously of 

women and men, but also of Timorese and Malae. A Timorese woman thought that a 

cross cultural project would help new Malae NGO workers and their Timorese counter-

parts to better understand each other. A long-term focus, suggested by Arte Moris director 

Danabere, is to contribute to the establishment of a National Portrait Gallery comprised 

entirely of photography and stories by, with and about Timorese. 

  

A further public outcome was suggested in a conversation with Filomena Reis, the 

woman who opened our Feto Hatene exhibition. She talked about how much a photo-

story reminded her of her own life and related elements of the story to her current NGO 

commitments. Contextualizing individual photo-stories with reflective essays from senior 

Timorese women may enhance the Feto Hatene booklet, developing it as a ‘learning 

book’ for high school and university students.  

In a wider context, as Daniel Mafe and Andrew Brown argue, creatively-led research 

ought to be “transferable so that information or outcomes are useful beyond the specific 

research project or applicable in principle to other researchers and research contexts” 

(original italics, 2005, p. 3). My primary aim is to influence a community of research 

practitioners using PAR and Photovoice in development contexts. Identifying and 

attempting to apply an appreciative approach, which is also an attitude and an evaluation 

method, challenges orthodoxies, potentially contributing to debates about what might be 

understood as meaningful and authentic participation. As a ‘first pass’ in developing an 

appreciative approach, this study would benefit from academic scrutiny via applications 

in new settings by field researchers who take a critical view of the propositions I have 

argued.  

 

Locating the research in Timor-Leste produced a distinctive conversation related to 

specific histories, values and cultures. However, alongside practice insights, the 

methodological tests of meaningfulness and authenticity may have wider impacts. Of 

particular interest is the potential to conduct further research in contexts in which 

reclaiming, rebuilding and revitalizing traditional values are priorities, and cultural forms 

can be seen as providing ‘strength’ and ‘reference’ for engaging with, and potentially 

resisting, globalizing modernization. Importantly, appreciative photo-storytelling 
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demonstrates participants’ pre-existing knowledges and capacities, a respected way of 

introducing new technologies without importing an outsider change agenda.   

As a movement from everyday creativity to acquiring ‘professional’ skills, photo-

storytelling appears to attract significant ‘buy in’ from participants and strong 

engagement from subjects and community audiences. Responding to a general interest in 

acquiring skills with the possibility of positive public recognition, photo-storytelling may 

offer alternative avenues for people who find it difficult to succeed in text-based and 

instructional forms to education. This is particularly the case insofar as participants may 

explore and present their own worlds while at the same time dynamically creating their 

own learning resources.  

 

In this context, appreciative photo-storytelling can be seen as prompting multi-literacy 

learning. This study indicates that developing digital photography skills alongside 

understandings of pictorial grammars (visual literacies) can prompt oral (questioning), 

performative (speech making), text (story writing) and technical (camera, computer) 

literacies. Brice Heath and Roach’s account of non-formal arts learning (1999) offers 

opportunities to improve understandings of how photo-storytelling may trigger and 

enhance critical thinking skills. An in-depth study with specialist teachers is likely to 

produce valuable practice research in adult literacy programs that aim to engage 

participants with new media skills.  

**** 
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APPENDICES  

A. Informed consent documents for Reference Group Members 

 

 

INFORMATION SHEET  

 
Research Project - Living Art: Developing Creativity Programs with 
Disenfranchised Youth in Timor-Leste. 

 

I wish to invite you to participate in my research on above topic.  The details of 
the study follow and I hope you will consider being involved. I am conducting this 
research project for my PhD at the University of New England (UNE) in 
Australia.  

My supervisors are Professor Helen Ware and Associate Professor Robert 
Boughton of the UNE. Helen can be contacted by email at hware@une.edu.au or 
by phone on + 61 2 6773 2442. Bob can be contacted by email at 
bob.boughton@une.edu.au or by phone on +61 2 6773 2913.  

 

Aim of the Study: 

The aim is to develop stories and photos with Timorese on topics that are 
important to them. I would like to study what they have to say and to find out 
their opinions about the way their participation in the project went. I aim, with 
their agreement, for us to put on exhibitions of this creative work in Timor-Leste 
and overseas. I will also be interviewing community leaders and exhibition 
audience members to gather their comments on the project processes, impacts 
and specifically on the participants’ creative work. I would like to interview you 
about these topics and, more broadly, about issues, problems and successful 
processes in participatory development of cultural productions with foreigners. 

 

Time Requirements: 

I expect our interview to take a maximum of one and a half hours. I would also 
like to do a shorter follow up interview with you in early 2013. 
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Participation: 
 
With your permission I will audiotape the interview and have transcriptions done 
at the UNE. At your request I am happy to go through the transcriptions with you 
once I have written up the relevant section of my thesis. This is in case you want 
to add to or qualify your answers. You may provide your answers anonymously if 
you wish, and this decision can be made after the interview process is completed. 
 
 
Data Security: 
 
The audio, transcriptions, and any photos and videotapes will be kept in a locked 
filing cabinet in my supervisor’s office for five (5) years following my thesis 
submission and then destroyed. 

 

Research Results: 

It is anticipated that this research will be completed in February 2015.  The 
results will be presented at conferences, in academic journals and magazines. 
There may also be online, film and book publications. 

 

Information/Contacts: 
 
This project has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of the 
UNE (Approval No: HE10/172). 
 
 
Should you have any complaints concerning the way this research is conducted, 
please contact the Research Ethics Officer at: Research Services, University of 
New England, Armidale, NSW, AUSTRALIA, 2351. 
 
Phone: +61 2 6773 3449   Facsimile: +61 2 6773 3543   Email:  ethics@une.edu.au 
 
Thank you for considering this request and I look forward to further contact with 
you. 

 
Best wishes, 

 
 
 
 
Richard Jones 
In Australia: 0458 114 841 
In Timor-Leste: 781 3634 
 
Email: rjones46@une.edu.au 
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CONSENT FORM – REFERENCE GROUP MEMBERS 

 

Research Project - Living Art: Developing Creativity Programs with 
Disenfranchised Youth in Timor-Leste 

 

I, …………………………………………..…………………………………….., have read the 
information contained in the Information Sheet for Interviewees and any 
questions I have asked have been answered to my satisfaction.   

Yes / No 

I agree to participate in this activity, realizing that I may withdraw at any time.  

Yes / No 

I agree that research data gathered for the study may be published using a 
pseudonym or my real name if I choose. 

Yes / No 

I understand that I may review sections of the interview to be used in the thesis 
and publications at my request. 

Yes / No 

I agree to the interview being audio or videotape recorded and transcribed. 

Yes / No 

………...……………………………………………………..      …………………………. 

   Participant    Date 

 

………...…………………………………………………….       …………………………. 

   Researcher    Date 
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B. Informed consent documents for Participants 
 

 

 

INFORMATION SHEET for PARTICIPANTS 

Research Project - Living Art: Developing  

Creativity Programs with Disenfranchised  

Youth in Timor-Leste 

 

I wish to invite you to participate in my research on above topic.  The details of the study 
follow and I hope you will consider being involved.  I am conducting this research 
project for my PhD at the University of New England in Australia.  

 
My supervisors are Professor Helen Ware and Associate Professor Robert Boughton of 
University of New England. Helen can be contacted by email at hware@une.edu.au or by 
phone on + 61 2 6773 2442. Bob can be contacted by email at bob.boughton@une.edu.au 
or by phone on +61 2 6773 2913.  

 
In Timor-Leste please contact Iliwatu Danabere if you are doing the project at Arte 
Moris or Amelia Hapsari, if you are at Casa de Produção Audiovisual. 

 
Aim of the Study: 

The aim is to develop creative stories, photos and short films with you on topics about 
Timor-Leste that are important to you. I would like to study what you have to say as well 
as to find out about your opinions and feelings on the way the project went, for example 
did you feel you had a good say in what we did together. I aim, with your agreement, for 
us to put on exhibitions of your creative work in Timor-Leste and overseas. 

 
Time Requirements: 

The creativity program focuses on getting professional skills in photography. It 
will need a minimum of 12 hours a week for 12 weeks (3 months) with me to learn 
these skills properly. You are welcome to put in more of your own time as well.  
 
Also for the research we will need to do: 
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• 4 hours for group discussions. These discussions will focus on talking 
about what happened in the project. They will be videotaped. You will be 
able to see the transcripts of these discussions and add extra comments if 
you want to. 

• 1 hour for filling out survey forms 
• 3 hours for collecting survey forms from audiences at the exhibitions 

 
So the total time commitment from you is 152 hours over a period of 3 months. 
 
Participation in the project is completely voluntary. You may withdraw from  
the project at any time and there will be no disadvantage if you decide not  
to participate or withdraw at any time. 
 
It is unlikely that this research will raise any personal or upsetting issues but if it 
does you may wish to talk to Iliwatu Danabere at Arte Moris or Amelia Hapsari at 
Casa de Produção Audiovisual who will be able to give you advice about someone 
you could go and see for help. 

The audio, photos and videotapes will be kept in a locked filing cabinet in my office.  

The transcriptions will be kept in the same manner for five (5) years following thesis 
submission and then destroyed. 

You will own all your creative work but I will need your permission to show your 
work at conferences, in classes I teach and in written publications. I promise that 
I will not sell or make any money from your work. You will be able to show your 
work or sell it in any way you want to. 
 
Research Process: 

It is anticipated that this research will be completed by the end of February, 2015.  The 
results may also be presented at conferences or written up in journals without any 
identifying information about you. Your name will be on all your creative work unless 
you do not want this. 

This project has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of the 
University of New England. (Approval No: HE10/172). 
 
Should you have any complaints concerning the way this research is conducted, 
please contact the Research Ethics Officer at the following address: 
 
Research Services, University of New England 

Armidale, NSW, AUSTRALIA 

 2351. 

Telephone: +61 2 6773 3449 Facsimile +61 2 6773 3543 
Email:  ethics@une.edu.au 
 
 
Thank you for considering this request and I look forward to further contact with you. 
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Best wishes, 

 

 

Richard Jones 
In Australia: 0458 114 841 
In Timor-Leste: 781 3634 
 
Email: rjones46@une.edu.au 
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CONSENT FORM – PARTICIPANTS 

 

Research Project - Living Art: Developing  Creativity Programs with 
Disenfranchised Youth in Timor-Leste 

 

I, …………………………………………..…………………………………….., have read the 
information contained in the Information Sheet for Participants and any 
questions I have asked have been answered to my satisfaction.   

Yes/No 

 

I agree to participate in this activity, realizing that I may withdraw at any time.  

Yes/No 

 

I agree that research data gathered for the study may be published using a 
pseudonym or my real name if I choose. 

Yes/No 

 

I agree to the interview being audio or videotape recorded and transcribed. 

Yes/No 

 

 

……………………………………………………..       …………………………. 

   Participant    Date 

 

…………………………………………………….        …………………………. 

   Researcher    Date 
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C. Examples of Arte Moris NGO commissoned projects 
 

From 2007 to 2014: 

• Illustrations for an Anger and Sadness Management leaflet (PRADET).  

• Posters, banners and graffiti for the Resistance Peace Campaign and Hahi Ita Rain 

(Celebrate Our Country), (Catholic Relief Service). 

• Illustrations for the booklet UNPOL - Behaviour and Conduct (UNMIT Human 

Rights and Transitional Justice Committee). 

• Leadership of a nation-wide graffiti campaign - Dreaming Timor Leste (UNDP 

and USAID). 

• Mural paintings at the Dili football stadium walls for a vaccination campaign 

(UNICEF). 

• Posters for an International AIDS campaign (Church World Service). 

• Illustrations and drawings for a book entitled Hadomi Rai, Hadomi Ema - Ba 

Futuru Timor Leste Nian (Love Country, Love People - to the Future of Timor-

Leste), (Permatil and Oxfam). 

• Illustrations for the publication A Mediation Model for Timor Leste (The Peace 

and Democracy Foundation). 

• Murals for CARE International with youth from Bairo Pite.  

• Murals for World Vision Timor-Leste. 

• Myths and Murals. Collaborative murals in the districts of Timor-Leste and in 

Melbourne. 

• ANIMATISM, an exchange program between Melbourne and Dili artists. 

• ARTE PUBLIKU! Timor-Leste’s first annual public art festival, which aims at 

“highlighting the power and relevance of art in the search for social, cultural and 

economic equality… provoking our imagination and stimulating debate on social 

justice issues”: https://artepublikufestival.wordpress.com/about/. [Accessed 

14/4/15) 




