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GENDER AND MIGRATION: RESISTING WITH A CAMERA. A

RESEARCHER TO RESEARCHER EXPERIENCE

YOLANDA HERNÁNDEZ-ALBÚJAR

ADRIANA CICCAGLIONE

This manuscript is a reflexive collab-
oration between two differently situ-
ated researchers. It meets at the cross-
road of knowledge and visual ac-
tivism at three levels: it uses a case
study to analyze the possibilities of
photovoice as a form of resistance
against narratives of hate; it reflects
on the ways in which the observed
and the observer cooperate to con-
struct from their own perspectives a
legitimized knowledge aiming to pro-
mote visibility and social transforma-
tion; finally, it revises whether pho-
tovoice may become a form of visual
activism and, if so, the ways in which
images may be used toward this goal.
Using as a point of departure the
work of the photographer Diane Ar-
bus and a photovoice project on being
a migrant woman in Spain, the au-
thors elaborate on the power of im-
ages to work at the margins, from the
margins, and for the margins.

Ce manuscrit est le fruit d'une collabora-
tion réflexive entre deux chercheuses si-
tués à des endroits différents. Il se situe
au carrefour de la connaissance et de
l'activisme visuel à trois niveaux : il uti-
lise une étude de cas pour analyser les
possibilités du photovoice comme forme
de résistance aux récits de haine; il réflé-
chit aux façons dont l'observé et l'obser-
vateur coopèrent pour construire à par-
tir de leurs propres perspectives un sa-
voir légitimé visant à promouvoir la visi-
bilité et la transformation sociale; enfin,
il examine si les images peuvent devenir
une forme d'activisme visuel et, si c'est
le cas, les façons dont elles peuvent être
utilisées à cette fin. En utilisant comme
point de départ le travail de la photo-
graphe Diane Arbus et un projet de pho-
tovoice sur le fait d'être une femme mi-
grante en Espagne, les auteurs élaborent
sur le pouvoir des images de travailler
aux marges, à partir des marges et pour
les marges.



INTRODUCTION

T his manuscript is a reflexive collaboration between two dif-
ferently situated researchers meeting at the crossroad of
knowledge and visual activism at three levels: first, it uses a

case study to analyze the possibilities of photovoice as a form of re-
sistance against discourses of hate, which we define as a series of
contextualized practices by which dominant groups construct “nega-
tive representations of the dominated group” (van Dijk 1992, 115)
able to incite discrimination and even physical violent acts against
specific groups. Second, it reflects on the ways in which the observed
and the observer cooperate to construct from their own perspectives
a legitimized knowledge aiming to promote visibility and social
transformation. Finally, it revises the ways in which images may be-
come a form of visual activism or not, depending on the use we make
of those images.

The idea for this project emerged during a workshop called Las Re-
sistentes,1 a series of seminars on feminism and women’s empower-
ment for social transformation, in which participants learned and ap-
plied the method of photovoice to engage in discussions and under-
standings of gender-based experiences in the Spanish society. Adri-
ana, an immigrant journalist from Venezuela, and I, a Spanish so-
ciologist working on migration met at the seminars and decided to
collaborate in the analysis of the photovoice project she realized in
reference to visual activism. I approached Adriana because her pic-
tures reminded me of Diane Arbus’ photography: poignant and per-
sonal, and intimately different from the other photovoices I was used
to. Fascinated by her representations and style, I invited her to be
part of a project in visual sociology and resistance. Starting from her
initial participation as an interviewee, our partnership progressively
evolved into a collaboration in which Adriana took a leading role in
analyzing and presenting her insights about what it means to resist
with a camera.

Adriana and I come from different disciplines, each of us carrying
with herself specific views of community engagement and social
transformation. Yet we found a comfortable fit in our desire to bring
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our subjectivities into research: Adriana’s trajectory as a journalist
and her personal experiences as a migrant woman provided the
ground for a powerful and elaborated visual storytelling of her
everyday life. On my end, as a visual sociologist interested in gender
and migration, I associated these personal stories to broader theoret-
ical frameworks and understandings of power dynamics in society.
I have been a migrant for over eighteen years: I have lived in three
different countries, and even now that I am back to Spain, my cultur-
al roots are foreign to Seville, in southern Spain, where the seminar
took place. This work is the product of our synergic and yet different
ways to understand and talk about migration. It goes beyond using
photovoice to analyze gender and migration but rather engages in a
methodological debate about the practice of photovoice itself and the
questioning of democratization and resistance in research.

In what follows, I will first introduce Diane Arbus’ work as the in-
spiration to think of photography as a tool of resistance against the
hateful political discourse on migration that was performed in Spain
during the 2019 election period. Then, I give a brief description of
this project’s political background, which is of utmost importance as
it contributed to the general social mood regarding migration. Next,
Adriana will introduce a photovoice inquiry on her experiences as
an immigrant woman in Spain. Following that I will then reflect on
Adriana’s process of self-exploration, research, and resistance as a
possible form of visual activism, hightlighting its potentials and limi-
tations. Finally, in the conclusions, Adriana and I collaboratively dis-
cuss the importance of including in our research forms of knowing
that extend beyond the academic to embrace community-based em-
powerment and activism.

DIANE AND ADRIANA: INTERPRETING THE WORLD THROUGH A
CAMERA

“G iving a camera to Diane Arbus is like putting a live
grenade in the hands of a child.” This was the opening
sentence of a New York Times article in September 2003

by Arthur Lubow. The words were pronounced by Norman Mailer in
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the 1970s, after seeing the portrait that Arbus made of him. With
those words, the writer and art critic referred to the merciless hon-
esty of Arbus’ photography and the power with which her camera
captured what was considered unportrayable in her historical time.
As a photographer, Diane Arbus boldly moved from the fashion in-
dustry to the street, where she pointed her camera toward unusual
subjects, most of whom were experiencing and reproducing the so-
cietal margins through their own bodies. bell hooks beautifully de-
fines margins as “part of the whole but outside the main body […] a
central location for the production of a counter hegemonic discourse
that is not just found in words but in habits of being and the way
one lives” (1989, 20). Arbus and her Rolleiflex2 (Gross 2012) followed
those people in the sites in which they survived. It was an anthropo-
logical voyage into deep urban, social, and cultural undergrounds.

One of the most innovative aspects of Arbus’ work, which allowed
her to stand apart from other photographers, was that she recon-
figured the relationship between the photographer and the person
photographed into a collaborative experience (Bosworth 2005). She
did not pretend to objectively narrate the worlds of the people she
photographed. Rather, she wanted to expose how these “others” per-
ceived the world in which she was living. This “seeing” from their
own perspective implied a complex and yet inevitably limited ex-
ercise of empathy, empowerment, and resignification on both sides,
that of the watcher and that of the watched. It opened up social and
political constructions to new possibilities and understandings, be-
cause when photographs and images are able to reposition viewers
on a different side, to make them see what they did not see before,
they become weapons of critical thinking and even rebellion. This
sort of visual provocation is what Mailer acknowledged in Arbus’
photography: she narrated the world from the other side, rather
than the other side of the world, and she did this without any trace
of prescribed charity or voyeurism. As she wrote in her autobiog-
raphy, “I work from awkwardness. By that I mean I don’t like to
arrange things. If I stand in front of something, instead of arranging
it, I arrange myself” (Arbus 1972, 12). Sociologically speaking, this
subjectivization of the social phenomenon under observation was a
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break from structuralism and from the empiricism of the time. Diane
Arbus’ work and her style of “borrowing” through her camera the
world around her, represented in many senses an exploration of the
arguments claiming for new epistemological possibilities of knowl-
edge and the ontological role of research.

We used the symbolic sphere of photography as a strategic tool to
move people away from their normative and accepted status quo and
to instill new ideas for social interpretation and order. Pictures hold
the potential to make visible the power dynamics of a society, if used
in the right way and context. Similar to Diane Arbus’ art, a camera
can become a means to deconstruct, construct, and reconstruct nar-
ratives of normality, domination, and resistance. In this manuscript
we narrate the ways in which one of the researchers involved in this
project, Adriana, used the camera to give a personal account of her-
self as a migrant woman in Spain, at a time in which the right to par-
ticipatory citizenship and recognition has been questioned by some
political parties in the last few years, as we will discuss in the follow-
ing section of this manuscript.

Similar to Diane Arbus, Adriana used the camera with boisterous
honesty to position the viewer on the other side of the social spec-
trum, to question power, and to invite viewers to see from a non-
dominant perspective. She did more than capturing representational
images of her experiences: she made visible discourses and narratives
of discrimination and hate towards migrants that are present in some
public discourses, especially from the Spanish far right. This is the
position of the unportrayed, of those who often swim against the
current and need to resist it.

THE STORY BEHIND: A POLITICAL BACKGROUND

T he significance of Adriana’s photographs needs to be politi-
cally and socially contextualized. The recent breakthrough of
far-right political parties in the European sphere has repre-

sented a change of public discourse around social phenomena such
as migration and gender (Edenborg 2018). During both the regional
political campaign in the autonomous region of Andalusia in 2018

CICCAGLIONE / HERNÁNDEZ-ALBÚJAR

ISSUE 13-2, 2022 · 83



and the presidential electoral campaign in 2019, politicians talked
about the “migration crisis” as a main social issue. This highly politi-
cized concern moved voters around discourses of national identity
and defense, in a populist turn similar to the one experienced recent-
ly in the United States with Donald Trump, in the United Kingdom
with the Brexit, in Italy with Matteo Salvini, and in Brazil with Jair
Bolsonaro.

Under the premises of public security, economic protectionism, and
cultural safeguard, some parties strongly opposed the arrival of mi-
grants, especially if coming from Middle Eastern countries. With po-
litical slogans such as “we do not want an Islamized Europe” or “we
will start the Reconquest”3 (alluding to the end of Muslim occupation
of the Iberian Peninsula in the 15th century); and misleading informa-
tion such as “there are more than 50 million African migrants saving
money to come to Spain,”4 migration was presented as an obvious is-
sue for Spain. Statements of this kind tend to jeopardize populations
that are already vulnerable, as public hostility against migrants dur-
ing political campaigns has a negative influence in the natives’ social
perception and attitudes toward the newcomers (Wayne 2008).

In parallel to the migrant discourse, gender has also been at the core
of recent political campaigns in Spain. Strong grassroots feminist
movement have been highly visible since the massive street demon-
strations of March 8 in 2018 and 2019,5 and an increasing number
of women have felt empowered to express their concerns regarding
gender equality and violence. Most feminist groups framed women’s
rights as human rights; this argument was key to construct a collec-
tive awareness about vulnerable populations, such as undocument-
ed migrant women. Even more, the well-established and now popu-
lar Spanish Feminist movement has actively called its sympathizers
to become not only agents of gender equality but also a street force
to put a brake on the political advancement of the far right. For ex-
ample, many feminist platforms endorsed a manifesto in favor of the
rights of migrants and other vulnerable people.6

The interplay between dominant political discourses and the coun-
teraction of feminist activism served as the background of this man-
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uscript. Within this challenging social context, Adriana’s account
emerged as a form of activism opposed to the many discourses of
hate that have impacted her life. Her photographs had a double func-
tion: on one side, they were qualitative data documenting her un-
derstandings of and opposition to anti-immigrant discourses. On the
other side, they were a historical testimony of the changes of pub-
lic discourses in our society. In this manuscript, Adriana’s collabo-
ration was instrumental for introducing her own photovoice project
and her own constructions of gender and migration, grounding the
conclusions in the politics and practices of everyday life.

ADRIANA: EXPERIENCES FROM THE OTHER SIDE

I discovered photovoice as a research and data collection tech-
nique when I prepared to start a course and workshop called Las
Resistentes in 2019 in Seville, Spain. To prepare for the course, I

read an article by Christopher Yañez-Urbina et al. (2018) in which
photovoice is described as a participatory action that allows for new
reflections about our own realities. I understood photovoice as a
form of activism that facilitates people’s participation and social
transformation, a concept that adheres to the root of Caroline Wang
and Mary Ann Burris’s (1997) principles. It also reminds us that, be-
yond the theories that are so important for knowledge and for chan-
neling actions, lie experiences, both lived in their immediacy and
elaborated afterwards.

My experience as a migrant woman was different from that of the
other group members I was working with during the course. In
these circumstances, I developed my own project, “Venezuela with
the voice of an immigrant woman.” This was a photovoice project
in which I worked for four months, preparing photographs and se-
lecting six of them, to be shown at the Las Resistentes exhibition in
Seville in 2019. In addition to being a woman, a migrant, a mestiza,
and a feminist, there is another crucial component to my identity: I
am a journalist, and this pushed my desire to communicate what it
means for a person from South America to be in another continent,
living unfamiliar experiences that, at times, have been incomprehen-
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sible to me. When doing photovoice, however, I stripped myself of
the journalistic mission to report events objectively “as they are,” in
order to let my subjective voice as a woman flow. Also, most journal-
istic photography responds to the latest event or information. It is, in
other words, a medium to inform about something. My photographs,
instead, lose this connection to the new and the need to notify: they
are timeless. A personal voice that, at the same time, became collec-
tive since it is the echo of many other Venezuelan and Latin Amer-
ican women who live in Seville. I realized that neither the perfect
photography nor the photojournalistic vision was necessary. Instead,
the power of the voice relied in transmitting a testimony through
images. The workshop instructors asked us to take six photographs
through which we could tell a story that was local and, at the same
time, universal. What has happened to me in Seville could occur in
other places and with other names and experiences.

My photos: The voice of a migrant woman

I took more than thirty images through a digital camera, an analog
camera, and a lomography camera. All of the photographs were in
black and white to accentuate the predominant features of the im-
ages in their greys. Ted Grant once said that if a person was pho-
tographed in color, he photographs her clothes, while if he pho-
tographs her in black and white, he photographs her soul. That was
what I wanted to capture, elaborate, and convey, how I felt and saw
myself deep inside, a body crossed by many circumstances at the
same time. I photographed my body to talk to the audience, expect-
ing to be seen and heard.

The suitcase is open on a bed, with my hand grabbing the flag of
Venezuela (figure 1). The closed hand is the rooting, as I wanted to
keep my nation with me. I am a forced migrant; I have experienced
an imposed exile which I consider a form of violence from the Estate
towards its citizens. I am not alone: by 2020, more than 4 million are
part of the Venezuelan diaspora due to the Complex Humanitarian
Emergency (CHE)7 and the political, economic, and social unrest of
the country.
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Figure 1

Figure 2
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Figure 3

The second image is a single photo, even if it may seem a montage
(figure 2)_. I used an analog camera and left the shutter open, for
the light to record in the film the various movements of my face. I
am looking at different directions to convey the out-of-place feeling I
had when listening to many different voices, advice, and suggestions.
I had to process so much information coming from many people that,
at some point, I lost my way and I just did not know what to do.

Both Spanish and foreign women experience street harassment in ur-
ban everyday life. This is me, lowering my dress in a public space
waiting for the tram (figure 3). There, some men make unwanted
compliments, looks, and gestures that I live as violence. These atti-
tudes exclude women from public spaces which are designed by and
for men.

The fourth image shows the unexpected discrimination I faced when
I arrived at Seville and realized that, as in my country, a job is prefer-
ably given to a man than to a woman, regardless of his qualification
(figure 4). I realized that, just because of his sex, a man has privileges
that I don’t enjoy. To represent this, I used an old rocker and asked
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Figure 4

a friend to be on the top while I sat at the bottom. This image is the
opposite of the balance and equality that feminism pursues and that
we must seek.

The fifth photograph shows my breasts and my hands holding a bou-
quet of carnations (figure 5). One of the main obstacles I encountered
when arriving to Seville was the weather. The first winter caused me
hypothermia. I was not used to the Spanish weather; it did not be-
long to my biography. To me, it was a limit to my integration. I try to
adapt to it, like any other person who arrives to a city with a differ-
ent climate from that of her lands and origins.

The sixth and last image are two self-portraits combined in one (fig-
ure 6). The first self-portrait is me (Adriana) smiling and showing my
cellphone with a picture of myself again holding the Venezuelan flag.
It represents two sides of my being: on one side is what I show to the
world. On the other, what I keep inside of me. I used the flag to close
the circle of the story of my photovoice, which began with this sym-
bol.
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Figure 5

THE RESISTANCE

T he process of activist storytelling has a long trajectory in so-
ciology, anthropology, and human geography (Nos Aldás
2015). To use photovoice in migration research reveals the

complexity of such processes but also uncovers the individual that
experiences it in first person. Migrant women live conditions of vul-
nerability, especially when they move without the necessary plan-
ning and economic resources, as is the case of many Venezuelan
refugees and asylum seekers who have fled the Complex Humanitar-
ian Emergency. Both in the countries of origin and arrival, the bodies
of most women attempt to resist all types of abuse, discrimination,
exclusion, violations, and unfavorable situations in an array of areas,
such as health, employment, right to decent housing, leisure, and
food. Under these circumstances, the camera and the photovoice be-
come a tool to denounce and show the different factors that affect us,
as women and migrants, in our attempt to integrate into a new soci-
ety. Images then should inform organizations, institutions, and social
groups with power to develop policies that improve the conditions of
the less-favored segments of the population. This is why photovoice
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Figure 6
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evolves as a tool of resistance and fulfills the purpose of moving
awareness and of achieving changes.

Visual activism begins by identifying and recognizing problems, and
then by photographing, showing, and denouncing them. In the work-
shop Las Resistentes, we as participants had the opportunity to show
our work in a public exhibit. I took advantage of my personal plat-
form as a journalist to draw attention to it and invite as many people
as I could. This was important to the project, an intrinsic part of it.
To resist stereotypes about migrant women and to change existing
discourses of hate against diversity, I had to expose them first. To me,
the photovoice became a significant strategy to do so.

RESISTING WITH A CAMERA: WHAT IS VISUAL ACTIVISM?

S imilar to Diane Arbus, Adriana’s photographs carry with them
a dialectic and inseparable tension between her understanding
of resistance and the images from her personal experience. In

her photovoice, Adriana did something unique: she photographed
herself in a sort of autobiography or autoethnography of intimate ex-
periences. This turn was a far more personal choice than just taking
pictures of objects and people signifying resistance, which is what
the other course participants did. Adriana took the assignment one
step further: by placing herself in front of the camera and not behind
it, she embodied resistance. The feminist literature considers embod-
iment a crucial practice8 through which the body is read as the
plateau where the biological, the social, the symbolic, and the per-
sonal interplay and, at the same time, perform games of power as
well as of resistance. Through her methodological choices, Adriana
transformed an individual account of distress, sadness, and anger in-
to a shared and empowering experience. In front of the camera, she
was not a mere observer who reproduced her own image of reality,
but an active and social constructor of it. Even more radically, Adri-
ana’s move symbolized that women both can and need to become the
physical representation and embodiment of the reality to be repre-
sented.
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Although closely related to activism and, arguably, a necessary basis
for it, empowerment, understood as “a construct that links individual
strengths and competencies, natural helping systems, and proactive
behaviors to social policy and social change” (Perkins and Zimmer-
man 1995, 569) cannot substitute social engagement and change. Al-
though activism encourages empowerment and vice versa, still they
are two distinct sides of related processes. Since Wang and Burris
(1994, 1997) first used photovoice to promote reproductive health
among rural women in China, they paved the way for this tech-
nique to become a widespread practice in much community-based
participatory research. Empowerment, visibility, self-advocacy,9 and
engagement are regularly mentioned among the many positive out-
comes of using photovoice while working with vulnerable popula-
tions (Nykiforuk, Vallianatos, and Nieuwendyk, 2011). Nonetheless,
as Deborah Barrett (2004), Luc Pauwels (2015), Linda Liebenberg
(2018) and Fairey (2018) notice, it is important to remember that
these characteristics are not inherent to photovoice. Rather, they are
ambitious outcomes or expected objectives facilitated by images. The
process of photographing acts as a medium and not as an end: as
Pauwels states, “making pictures may be a valuable part of a process
to improve the situation of underrepresented or marginalized people,
but there is nothing intrinsically or automatically empowering in us-
ing pictures” (2015, 129). Furthermore, when not planned correctly,
photovoice projects might cause more damage than good to vulnera-
ble populations (Barret 2004, Kihato 2010).

From our conversations, it emerged that the empowerment that
Adriana experienced did not come from taking pictures and building
an individual narrative around them. Rather, it derived from the deci-
sions and choices she faced throughout the entire process, including
the writing of this manuscript. In dissecting such progression of visi-
bility and enfranchisement, we identified six main stages: first, think-
ing about the message a person wishes to convey, and what kinds
of images best contribute to communicate that to other people; sec-
ond, reflecting on the ethical concerns and personal safety involved
in taking the pictures; third, situating the images in their social and
political context; fourth, creating a storytelling to accompany each
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image; fifth, selecting and organizing the photographs around a big-
ger story or metanarrative that acknowledge their relationship with
the contexts of the third stage; and finally, presenting the project to
others to dialogue about the rationales, challenges, and outcomes of
the whole process.

Images for social change and activism might convey different mes-
sages to different audiences (Cabañes 2017). This is an important
challenge we needed to address, especially in the case of migrants
and refugees whose images are typically instrumentalized by insti-
tutional practices and political interests. Visual activism is from this
perspective a matter of negotiation and patronization of knowledge
that simultaneously intersects numerous actors or agents. For in-
stance, mass media representations play a key role in public per-
ceptions of refugees and migrants, eventually influencing audiences,
policies, and the migrants themselves (Wright 2002). In a photovoice
project, migrants such as Adriana are the subjects behind the camera:
they choose what to portray and how to engage the photovoice po-
tential to counter oppressive power games.

Still, the risk of appropriation and misrepresentation of meanings,
purposes, and messages of the images exists. Critical reflexivity al-
lows this issue to be addressed (Gemignani 2017). Authors need first
to reflect on their personal and social positions toward the object
and act of representation. After they have gained some awareness of
their subjectivities and subjectivations, they need to critically con-
sider what alternative positionings and narratives may accompany
the photos. Yet the right message in the wrong place is still at risk
of missing the target and its desired impact at the political level. It
is important, then, that photographs and narratives are purposefully
and critically chosen and are presented in places and contexts that
are ready to listen (Dreher 2009).

The above reflections hold that even if the method of photovoice
might be a valuable instrument to support research and community
engagement with migrants, producing images, talking about them,
and showing them do not automatically translate into community
empowerment. And even in the instances in which empowerment
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may occur, such experience does not always lead to activism. In other
words, there is no magic formula to convert a photovoice project into
visual activism.

Still, we would like to note two intertwined positions that Adriana
and I took during our collaboration and that might be useful to shed
some light on. First, we stressed the importance of crossing disci-
plines to facilitate reaching out to different audiences. Second, we
presented our work to these diverse audiences in order to keep the
research open, as a work in progress rather than a finished project.
In our experience, this is the most overlooked phase of photovoice
research: instead of presenting the pictures and narratives as final
products, they should be seen as becomings that allow for “construct-
ing constructions and narrating narratives” (Gemignani and Hernan-
dez-Albujar 2019, 140) that are always evolving, relational, and rela-
tive.

INTERDISCIPLINARITY

A driana and I came from different disciplines that, as for any
field, carry unique epistemological and communication
styles. As a journalist, Adriana had a preference for telling

stories and dialogue with others. Her openness to share her very per-
sonal photovoice project beyond the workshop responded to this in-
clination as well as to our commitment to find broader audiences.
Adriana was familiar with spreading her stories through multiple
communication and social channels, which she did to promote the
photovoice exposition at the end of the seminar. As a sociologist
working in academia, my audiences were somewhat more reduced,
and I was unfamiliar with sharing stories that do not comply with
the traditional academic format. My goal was to dwell in the social
context and the processes I observed during the workshop of Las Re-
sistentes, and to establish a dialogue with the existing literature and
theories concerning photovoice and activism.

To combine these two styles of knowing and sharing required a rec-
iprocal adaptation that enriched our own perspectives on migration
and pushed our understandings of visual activism. In my own field,
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classic (positivist, post-positivist, and empiricist) academic discours-
es tend to describe, explain, and predict social phenomena in a form
of “expository” analysis (Bal 1996). Under these premises, the subject
of study is involved only to a certain degree (typically to collect da-
ta), but they are missing when analyzing data and writing academ-
ic manuscripts. In the case of visual research, to display images that
do not belong to the researcher, who nonetheless has the final word
about the theoretical framework that accompany them, is also a sub-
tle form of appropriation and power. By writting and thinking about
this article together, we broke apart from these traditional research
roles and positions. Adriana’s pictures are a source of information,
but she also takes part on our insights about photovoice and ac-
tivism. Participatory and critical visual activism requires, first, avoid-
ing the use of participants’ images as commodities for one person’s
research (Szörényi 2006), which can simply be used as an existing
product detached from its author and its user. Second, challenging
the research hierarchies involved between researcher and researched
(Chalfen, Sherman, and Rich 2010, Gemignani 2011) required ongo-
ing negotiations that eventually blended traditional roles. For both of
these requirements, it was necessary for Adriana and me to collabo-
rate in all of the steps of the inquiry.

OUTREACH TO DIVERSE AUDIENCES

T he second position we took concerns sharing the outcomes
with broader audiences, a usually overlooked part of visual
activism. As Wang (1997) argues, photovoice implies the re-

searchers’ ongoing effort to ensure that both its messages construct-
ed through the images and its social activism are brought forth
through publications, exhibitions, public meetings, and any combi-
nation of these. While most photovoice projects end up with a one-
time photograph exhibit or display, we engaged with innovative pos-
sibilities to reach out to new audiences in order to underscore how
we used images to communicate with others our message of noncon-
formity and our invitations that resistance and alternatives to the
status quo were possible.

RESISTING WITH A CAMERA

JOURNAL OF CROSS-CULTURAL IMAGE STUDIESREVUE D’ÉTUDES INTERCULTURELLES DE L’IMAGE
ISSUE 13-2, 2022 · 96



This phase of the project, like the previous ones, also depended on
the commitment, time, resources, and creativity of the actors in-
volved. In addition to the photography exhibit, we presented Adri-
ana’s photovoice and our collaboration at two conferences, we wrote
this manuscript for publication, and planned to explore other plat-
forms to share Adriana’s visual narrative and our partnership expe-
rience such as a blog. These initiatives constituted “listening spaces”
that keep open the conversation about discrimination against mi-
grant women and explore alternative ways to resist to such discrim-
ination.

Creative thinking is important, but creative thinking is more than
creativity: it is creativity with a purpose. For visual activism, it
concerns the “interaction of pixels and actions to make a change”
(Mirzoeff 2015; 297) in a journey in which the means becomes the
goal, and the goal transcends the individual to become social. In the
methodological case here presented, individual critical picture taking
promoted social awareness, engagement, and resistance in an evolv-
ing variety of audiences. In other words, any action to actively search
for new, larger, even unexpected audiences is a means to encourage
transformation and to sustain participation in social activism. If and
how this action is able to provoke significant changes is difficult to
assess. Yet a qualitative evaluation is undoubtedly not the end of the
process but an integral part of it, even more so when social activism
is the goal.

CONCLUSIONS

A driana’s photographs were a unique type of account. They
offered personal interpretations of some experiences that
migrant women in Spain may live. Similarly to Diane Arbus,

Adriana pointed the camera toward herself, and captured what was
happening in the societies from which her experiences were being
fed. Her pictures and her narrative represented an opportunity to
gain access to legitimate discourses that may contribute to the
knowledge we have of our society. It changes our perspective and
gives to the camera the means of resistance. This essay describes a
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collaborative researcher-to-researcher approach to visual activism
and draws on a multidisciplinary and pluricultural perception of gen-
der and migration. Since Judith Butler’s theoretical framework on
the construction of gender and sexuality and Zygmunt Bauman’s
work on globalization and migration, identity construction has been
progressively understood as a subjectively positioned process that
moves among multiple relations of tension and resignification. Al-
though fluidity and flexibility should guide the citizen of the future,
conservative discourses and rigidities seem to gain strength in public
arenas. Opposition to such discourses might come from a number of
fronts, but when counter-acting activism is the goal, we should priv-
ilege the voice/vision and experiences of those who live in first per-
son the consequences of discriminatory discourses. Images represent
a valuable tool to channel activism and resistance when used to pro-
mote critical thinking and to question the status quo of dominant dis-
courses and social orders.

This photovoice project on migration and resistance documents a
project on critical reflexivity in visual studies and visual engage-
ment. Influenced by our readings of Diane Arbus’ work and her un-
conventional urban portraits, we presented Adriana’s images and
experiences. Her personal story might be specific, but it is not, by
any means, merely anectodical. Rather, her photovoice can be under-
stood as a manifestation of the voice and testimony of many migrant
women in Spain. Their stories are tales of uprooted bodies and dis-
placed subjectivities attempting to find novel and legitimate spaces
of action in a political context that leaves little space for empower-
ment. They are women who face challenges in places which non-mi-
grant people find accommodating, or at least unthreatening. Further-
more, we also presented the importance of critical reflexivity in the
process of picture taking to keep the focus on social transformation
and empowerment and to keep the photovoice participatory rather
than paternalistic.

As John Grady (2007) reminded us when talking about advertising,
images act as social indicators of group relations. As such, they help
us to better understand not only the social and political context in
which we live, but also the ways in which we participate toin it,
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whether by conformance or resistance. When done reflexively, us-
ing a camera to tell stories opens up possibilities to transform implic-
it, normalized, or disregarded social phenomena into noticeable and
problematizable political processes. The camera becomes the narra-
tion through which the author can host affective and material forces
for change and transformation. For such possibility to materialize in-
to something tangible, the camera needs to produce more than im-
ages. Visibility is key in this endeavor, because it goes beyond rep-
resentation to expose the power dynamics that occur in society. As
such, the public exhibit at the end of the workshop project as well as
this article are key to reach to audiences and expose the issue. The
camera per se is not enough, but when used purposefully and criti-
cally, it may articulate the world in ways and modes that may incite
awareness. We make a case for considering photovoice as a multi-
dimensional and complex road that entails thinking and producing
as well as collaborative sharing, discussing, and negotiating the im-
ages, the process of taking them, their meanings and actions, and
the political or power-based circumstances surrounding the images
and the photovoice. It is only within such necessary epistemological
complexity that we can consider photovoice a tool for activism and
social change.
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NOTES

1. For more information about the course and its content visit: http://las-
resistentes.saharasevilla.org/curso/.↲

2. Arbus used mostly a Rolleiflex 6x6 producing a characteristic squared
format.↲

3. 9 de Abril Palacio de Congresos de Córdoba https://casoaislado.com/
santiago-abascal-no-queremos-una-europa-islamizada-vamos-a-ini-
ciar-la-reconquista/↲

4. Pablo Casado, the head of the second-most important party in Spain,
declared to the press “Hay estudios policiales que dicen que hay un
millón de inmigrantes esperando en las costas libias” que van a tomar
“las rutas españolas” 29 July 2018 https://www.eldiario.es/desalambre/
Pablo-Casado-rechaza-acogida-inmigrantes_0_797920524.html↲

5. During the 2019 International Women’s Day Celebration on 8 March,
official sources estimated more than 770,000 participants only in
Madrid, Valencia and Barcelona https://elpais.com/sociedad/2019/03/
08/actualidad/1552079524_186232.html↲

6. http://aieti.es/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/COMUNICADO-.pdf more
than 20 collective groups signed the manifesto.↲
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7. CHE has been defined by the UN as a “humanitarian crisis in a coun-
try, region or society in which there is a total or considerable break-
down of authority, as a result of internal or external conflict, and
which requires an international response that goes beyond the man-
date or capacity of a single agency” (Inter-Agency Standing Commit-
tee, IASC, 1994).↲

8. Judith Butler, borrowing from the phenomenological tradition of Mer-
lau Ponty in Bodies that Matter became a leader in the field of feminist
theory and the constitution of the body.↲

9. See for instance www.photovoice.org, www.photovoiceworld-
wide.com, or https://foodarc.ca/makefoodmatter/wp-content/uploads/
sites/3/VOICES_PhotovoiceManual.pdf↲
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