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Abstract 
 

This article deals with the representation of the Other in photographic 
portraits. The historical context we look at includes two polarities: on 
the one hand, documentary portraits made during the colonial period, 
and on the other hand works by contemporary artists, whose 
conceptual context debates the image of the stranger inherited from 
colonial times. Photography and anthropology have defined the Other 
as well as how the Other compares to us. The intention to classify the 
Other in colonial societies has accentuated the visual differences. The 
Other has become the strange, the different, the foreigner. These 
visual and conceptual imaginaries are used to this day, often 
subverting and transgressing through contemporary art. 

 

Keywords: Photography, otherness, stranger, colonialism, 
contemporary art 

 

Résumé 
 

Cet article traite de la représentation de l’Autre dans les portraits 
photographiques. Les contextes historiques que nous avons choisis 
                                            
1 This paper was written during the author’s PhD research in photography and new media 
art at the Universitat de Barcelona. 
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constituent deux facettes bien distinctes : d’une part, des portraits 
documentaires élaborés pendant la période coloniale et, d’autre part, 
des œuvres d’artistes contemporains, dont le cadre conceptuel évoque 
la question de l’héritage colonial dans la contemporanéité. La 
photographie et l’anthropologie aident à distinguer comment l’Autre de 
définit et se compare à nous. La tentative de classification de l’Autre 
dans les sociétés coloniales a accentué les différences. L’Autre est 
devenu l’étrange, le différent, l’étranger. Ces imaginaires visuels et 
conceptuels persistent jusqu’à nos jours, en subvertissant et 
transgressant à travers l’art contemporain. 

 

Mots clés : Photographie, altérité, l’étranger, colonialisme, art 
contemporain 

 

Introduction 
 

This paper is about the photographic representation of the Other, 
focusing specifically on contemporary artistic representations and the 
roots of these representations in colonialism. My interest has arisen 
from my own life experiences and has to do with the migration 
processes that involve important groups of population. There are many 
ways to be the Other, but the Other that I am interested in and the 
one I consider myself to be part of is the Other as immigrant, the Other 
as stranger. 

 

Photography is one of the ways that the Other begins to be visualized 
and categorized. Photography is a technical tool that goes along with 
modern colonialism and has accompanied the development of areas 
such as ethnography, anthropology, and the natural sciences. However, 
it has evolved as an independent discipline at the same time.  

 

Photography always exists amidst various ambiguities and dualities. For 
instance, it is strongly influenced by the fine arts yet also gets its 
tendency to classify from zoology and botany (see Jáuregui 2001), 
being very effective in documenting everyday life as well as the 
imagery of those who produce the photography.  

 

Photography and anthropology can define the Other and how the Other 
relates to us in their own way. The intent to classify the Other, to 
create new orders and categorizations, to assimilate this new stranger 
appears ambivalent and indecipherable. According to Bauman and Beck, 
the stranger is a third element with social conditions and individual 
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characteristics that differ from what is already known, thus unbalancing 
the pre-established social harmony (see Penchaszadeh 2012). 

 

The colonial subject was considered strange, which raised the first 
photographic debates about their differentness and represented an 
inequality that has established patterns of global differences that 
survive to the present era. Supposedly, documentary and objective 
images have helped build an imaginary narrative about hierarchical, 
social, moral, cultural, intellectual, and phenotypic differences. For this 
reason, this paper starts from the figure of the Other, the image of the 
stranger, not only the Other of the nineteenth century, but the Other 
who carries the stigma of being considered a stranger or immigrant, 
even in their own land. I therefore try to underline the fissures and 
paradoxes that identify the stranger—not only visually but also 
conceptually—through which notions of otherness have crept in and 
through which there has been a continuous confrontation and debate 
between fiction and reality, between subjectivity and objectivity. 

 

Documentary photography versus artistic 
photography 

 

To discuss the image of the Other—the stranger Other—we need to 
place ourselves in a historical context that includes two polarities: on 
the one hand documentary portraits of colonial times, and on the other 
hand works by contemporary artists that challenge the visual 
conditions of the stranger that were inherited from colonialism. Several 
questions arose from these inquires and led to this study: Is 
documentary photography a symbolic construction? What stereotypes 
and images have been created from colonial anthropological portraits, 
which have helped build the image of the stranger? What aspects of 
these stereotypes do contemporary artists use? 

 

It was essential to establish a working methodology that linked these 
images, as they come from two different times and areas--
anthropological images from the nineteenth century and photographic 
projects undertaken by contemporary artists over the past two 
decades. I analyzed two types of photography: documentary images 
that record reality and have a truthful character and artistic 
photography, which takes reality as a starting point but includes an 
eloquent point of view on the part of the photographer. The main 
reason for relating these two types of photography comes from a 
sociological perspective: it allows to combine aesthetic insight, which is 
related more to composition and shape, but is always associated with 
the image’s content, and a special emphasis on its political, cultural, 
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and social context. There are obvious differences between 
documentary and artistic photography, but this does not prevent them 
from influencing each other, from fictionalizing reality. It is a fact that 
artistic photography takes elements from documentary photography, 
and documentary photography takes on fictional elements such as the 
subjectivity of the author’s point of view or visual manipulation to 
favour pre-established concepts.  

 

It was with the arrival of the camera in the nineteenth century—during 
colonialism—that the first images of the stranger arose, reflecting pre-
established ideas and giving rise to the creation of stereotypes and 
images of the Other. Simmel (1986) referred to the stranger as an 
ambiguous, incomprehensible, and mobile figure who represents a 
capital and existential problem. This stranger, of the colonial societies, 
has been classified and categorized according to visual and conceptual 
parameters. In other words, from the outset, the original photographic 
images that portrayed these first figures of the stranger tended to be 
symbolic constructions that combined fiction and documentary reality. 

 

Colonial imaginary construction 
 

Understanding the diverse migratory movements during the colonial 
period and considering Europe as the main imperialist focus, I have 
defined two specific locations for this research: photographic images 
from the South Pacific and portraits taken of the Mapuche community 
in South America. Both colonies belonged to the Spanish empire, from 
the early sixteenth century until the late nineteenth century. 

 

From the beginning it was important to pick a geographical area that 
depicted various postures, representing the stranger as a global rather 
than just a local phenomenon. Even though the analysis focuses only 
on these two geographical locations, there are similarities among the 
different ways of representing the Other in all photographic portraits 
made in various colonies around the world. After all, it was Europe that 
established the visual and conceptual guidelines that the first 
photographers and anthropologists took to the colonized territories. 

 

A number of stereotypes and images related to hierarchy emerged 
from the colonial anthropological portraits due to differences in 
ethnicity and religious beliefs, building on the idea of exoticism and 
wildness. All of these images are characterized by an attempt to 
stereotype the Other, to categorize the stranger. Let’s take a look at 
some of the pictures analyzed in this paper. 
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The first example (Fig. 1) concerns the portraits taken by Carl 
Dammann, titled Aeta type woman, aboriginal race from Philippines and 
Calinga, from Aripa Ranch belonging to Tabang town, in full dress, 
included in his ethnological album—Anthropologisch-Ethnologisches 
Album in Photographien (1873-1874)—that contains more than six 
hundred photographs of individuals classified according to their 
geographical origin (see Guardiola 2006).  

 

 
Fig. 1 – Left: Aeta type woman, aboriginal race from Philippines. 

Right: Calinga, from Aripa Ranch, belonging to Tabang town, in full dress.  
Philippines, ca. 1875-1880. © Carl Dammann. 

 

In colonial times, these albums were effective tools, widely used by 
anthropologists, to collect data and classify, establishing the first visual 
stereotypes of certain ethnicities. This interest in classifying different 
ethnic groups was primarily scientific, but the fervent reception and 
acceptance of these new discoveries and classifications by society at 
large transferred them to the cultural and social fields, introducing a 
new system of hierarchies to the world. 

 

In Dammann’s images, two women look straight at the camera. The 
first woman is dishevelled and nude from the waist up, with a facial 
expression showing apprehension towards the camera. She is possibly 
frightened by this new and ostentatious invention, as the first cameras 
were larger than today’s cameras and required more time to take 
pictures. In the second image, we see a clothed woman, with trimmed 
hair and necklaces, delicately posing her hands. The paramount 
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importance of these two images lies in the order in which they are 
placed within the ethnological album. We can see how perception 
changes through the sequence of the images: we pass from the first 
images of the “savage” to more “civilized” images, all “thanks to” the 
colonization process. Nudity highlights the “savage” character, 
accentuated by the woman’s “wild” expression and hair, while the 
second image portrays a woman who is exotic, but not “wild”, a 
reflection of Westernization, demonstrating the “positive” influence of 
colonialism represented by the women’s delicacy and attire, and 
facilitating the assimilation of the stranger in the West. Dressing and 
grooming this woman was an attempt to include her in a particular 
social group that, even though an external one, could fit within 
European parameters and align with efforts to fight against the 
ambivalence and chaos produced by the stranger.  
 

The second image discussed is a typical picture from Polynesia, titled 
Samoan Fruit Seller (Fig. 2). This image fits perfectly into the 
stereotypical images of Southeast Asia and Oceania. The photograph 
was taken inside a studio with a painted backdrop and attrezzo, and is 
carefully composed. It shows a young woman who is presented as a 
product herself by the photographer: an object to be possessed rather 
than a woman offering or selling food. 

 

 
Fig. 2 – Samoan Fruit Seller, Sidney, 1890. © Studio Charles Kerry & Co. 

 

According to Linda Roodenburg (2002), such images of exotic women 
represent the so-called Colonial Venus. These pictures had a great 
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influence on the romanticist painting of the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries, as can be seen in The Clothed Maja (1800-1807) 
and The Nude Maja (1795-1800) by Goya (see Museo Nacional del 
Prado n.d.). 

 

Unlike in European paintings, the Samoan woman is lying on the grass, 
which is considered to be a more appropriate setting for a colonial 
subject than the sumptuous rooms and furniture in the paintings this 
portrait takes inspiration from. The dress she wears covers only her 
lower body, leaving her chest bare. However, her face does not display 
the same serenity as her body. This image represents an occupation, 
but has also strong sensual and sexual connotations. 

 

A photograph lying halfway between wildness and sensuality was a 
perfect excuse to contemplate the others’ bodies without the moral 
avoidance that was used to observe a European body. Nudity was 
synonymous with immorality in Europe and only the face and hands 
were left exposed in portraits, so the Europeans concealed their 
voyeurism by observing women of “primitive cultures”. Nudity was 
presented as evidence of “primitive morality”: the natural condition and 
animal ancestry of these “races” were considered “wild” because they 
were closer to nature. As we know, it was one thing for the natives to 
be dressed like that and quite another to exhibit images of their bodies 
to the “civilized” world (see Erwing 2006). 

 

The last examples of these colonial images are photographs taken of 
the Mapuche community of South America that staged one of the 
bloodiest resistances against colonization. The Mapuche images we 
discuss belong to the period following their surrender to the Spanish 
and do not represent a warrior people, but rather a conquered people, 
providing us with insights into the society that produced these images 
(Carreño González 2001). 

 

One example that reveals the exaltation of the Mapuche is observed in 
some of the female portraits by Milet Gustavo Ramirez, one of the 
outstanding photographers who devoted themselves to capturing the 
traditional and native image of this indigenous group. He signed his 
portraits as a photographer artist (see Alvarado, Mege and Báez 
2001:122-143), which had a significant bearing on his work, as he 
positioned himself not only as a photographer, but also as an artist and 
anthropologist whose work had an aesthetic pattern and a very 
personal poetic and evocative approach. 
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In his series titled Araucanian indigenous from Traiguen, Mapuche 
women are portrayed wearing traditional jewellery from their 
community (Fig. 3). 

 

 
Fig. 3 – Araucanian indigenous from Traiguen, ca.1890. © Gustavo Milet Ramírez. 

 

One might think that the valuable silver jewellery was a reflection and 
reaffirmation of Mapuche identity as jewellery displayed a person’s 
social relevance and status in their culture and its placement on the 
body was governed by tradition according to aesthetic and symbolic 
codes (see Alvarado, Mege and Báez 2001:123). However, all of the 
photographed women wear similar jewellery, regardless their age, 
family, or status, as cited in the comparative study Mapuche. 
Fotografías Siglos XIX y XX. Construcción y montaje de un imaginario 
(see Alvarado, Mege and Báez 2001:123-143). This leads us to 
question whether the jewellery actually belonged to the women or they 
were the property of the photographer, who decided how to display 
them. We assume that the latter would be the case, given the 
historical context in which the photographs were taken, in which 
indigenous groups were subjected to Spanish power and scrutiny. 

 

The photographs had more to do with recording how the photographer 
perceived the women rather than capturing them as they actually were, 
and aesthetics prevailed over documentary character. For the English 
anthropologist Elizabeth Edwards (1992), the photographer builds a 
universe that serves as a utopia, a symbol that tempts the viewer to 
allow the specific to become the general, transforming symbols to 
create broader truths at the risk of generating stereotypes or 
misrepresentations. 
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Similarly to how other indigenous groups have been documented, a 
high percentage of the photographs omit the names of the people they 
portray because these pictures function as a general portrayal of the 
indigenous groups, eliminating individuality. This type of relationship 
does not deny the human character of the stranger; however, 
strangers are treated in a general manner, ignoring their individual 
identities, and always emphasizing the characteristics that set them 
apart from members of the photographer’s social group. 

 

In constructing appearances and imaginary scenes, images are prepared 
in advance and constitute sets of fragments from our collective 
memory. We perceive history as objective and documented truth 
without stopping to assess the gaps in this view. It has been always 
said that a picture is much stronger than words, and precisely the lack 
of a documented historical context has distorted our perception of 
images that represent the Other and the conditions that contextualize 
the stranger. This relationship and the categorization of the stranger 
arise from finger pointing and suspicion: a stranger who exists outside 
our confines and whom we categorize into a certain group and then 
differentiate from us (Simmel 1977). An asymmetric and inferior 
relationship is established whereby a few people are designated as 
hosts, determining the laws of hospitality for themselves for and those 
who are classified (Derrida 2000). 

 

Contemporary artistic context  
 

As a counterpoint we move to the contemporary context, where 
various artists have made photographic proposals related to the 
consequences of the stereotypes created about the stranger. 

 

In recent decades, migratory flows have changed dramatically. Europe 
and North America became the main destinations for immigration after 
World War II. However, these flows have changed in recent years, 
displacing the old power centers. The artists whose works we analyze 
gave their points of view in regard to these unsettled movements. 
Again, this idea of wholeness and common phenomena in different 
countries is of interest, and we discuss contemporary artists who 
disrupt and transgress the visual perception of colonial stereotypes. 
The works of two artists, who come from different backgrounds and 
whose lives have a nomadic quality, are considered here. Their works 
are a visual hybridization of different cultural, visual, social, and 
political heritages that have influenced their artistic activity. 
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The first one is Guillermo Gómez-Peña (see La Pocha Nostra n.d., BRH 
León Editions 2006), who establishes, through his work, a double game 
that is often ironic in regard to hierarchies and the hybridization or 
fusion of cultures and ethnicities. The series titled The Chi-Canarian 
Expo, 2006 is part of a series of photo-performances called The New 
Barbarians, in which the artist along with other participants are 
assumed to be a hybrid of transcultural subjects. Gómez-Peña openly 
embraces the Chicano identity; a Mexican living in the United States, 
his work shows, alters, and mixes the stereotypes of what it means to 
be a Chicano. Furthermore, he exaggerates these stereotypes and 
represents himself as a cross between a shaman, a guerrilla, and a 
transvestite. 
 

In the photograph Brujos Tricontinentales, 2006, he uses football chest 
and knee protectors along with an indigenous headdress, a Mexican 
skirt, and a rifle. It is the image of an identity created from the 
imaginaries of the Mexican macho, Latin lover, and border bandit (Mejía 
2009). It is a visual language that lies at the crossroads of many 
meanings and does not correspond to pre-defined stereotypes. 
Instead, it is a hybrid across borders, ethnicities, and oral expressions 
that tries to merge into new identities other than those arising from 
labels applied to the stranger, erasing cultural boundaries and creating 
a territory in which we redefine ourselves. Gómez-Peña is himself 
represented as an ambivalent and indecipherable figure, who 
characterizes the stranger consciously standing at the crossroads of 
the cultural, social, and political identities that he choose and that were 
given to him. 

 

The second case considered in this analysis relates to the work Fa’a 
Fafine: In the Manner of a Woman, 2005, by Samoan artist Shigeyuki 
Kihara (Fig. 4), which is closely related to the image of Samoan Fruit 
Seller, 1890 (Fig. 2). 
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Fig. 4 – Fa’a Fafine: In the Manner of a Woman, 2005, Triptych. © Shigeyuki Kihara. 

Courtesy of Shigeyuki Kihara Studio and Milford Galleries Dunedin, New Zealand. 
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Three of the photographs in this artistic work are almost identical. The 
artist herself is shown reclining on an upholstered sofa, a clear 
reference to the photographs of colonial times, as suggested by the 
sepia toning, background curtains, typical vegetation and props, as well 
as her body pose, which imitates the sensuality of colonial photographs 
and postcards. However, Kihara calls into question the concepts of 
exoticism and sensuality associated with the Samoan culture when 
trying to demonstrate her own sexuality. 

 

The first picture shows a bare-chested Samoan woman wearing a 
typical Polynesian skirt. The second image shows the same woman 
completely in the nude. The third image shows us the same person, 
with the same physical features, except with evidence of a male sex 
organ. Kihara evokes not only her own sexuality, but also that of the 
community, in which there are not only the male and female genders, 
but also a third sex: fa’a fafine. In the Samoan culture, this constitutes 
the acceptance and pride of being both man and woman. These are 
feminine men who have been raised as such. It is not about 
homosexuality or transvestitisms, but rather about a gender that does 
not have exclusively feminine or masculine characteristics (Schmidt 
2001). Kihara uses her body to challenge the colonial stereotypes that 
portray Polynesian women in sensual and sexual poses, exposing their 
bodies as objects of desire and exoticism likely to be observed and 
studied. This is not about dressing as a woman or a man, but rather 
about finding similarities between the two and showing them as 
complex and multiple beings, different from Western classifications and 
categorizations, whereby sexual identities outside of European 
orthodox parameters were discarded. 

 

Such classifications, as Simmel (1986) affirms, help to label both the 
Other and ourselves as certain social types, and such arrangements are 
precisely those that contribute to stereotyping and imagery that do 
not fully correspond to who we are or will probably ever be. Kihara 
does not question her own identity; she merely shows it as it is and 
displays her own sexuality as a true and everyday fact in Samoan 
society. Her photographic work reveals the simplistic nature of the 
binary classification on which the world is based and how this social 
need to categorize leaves out that, which threatens us and our 
established structures and codes. 
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Discussion 
 

I conclude with some notes, through which I show that throughout the 
history of photographic portraits, there is a break in the perception of 
concepts such as hierarchy, gender, exoticism, and domination. The 
representation of the Other in contemporary artistic photography is a 
constant re-evaluation of paradigms and stereotypes in which there is 
room for plurality, multiplicity, and hybridity as features inherent to the 
identities of contemporary subjects. The contemporary artworks 
referred to in this paper show that there is currently a constant re-
assessment of the image of the stranger. 

 

A comparison between colonial and contemporary photography was 
necessary to confront the symbolic construction on which the images 
are based. The interactions between fiction and reality, subjectivity and 
objectivity, are part of both documentary photography and artistic 
photography, the latter being a type of work that can prepare the 
image openly and unquestioningly; the scenes, clothes, poses, and 
types of actions recorded reveal not only a visual construction, but 
also a conceptual one in which pre-established concepts help to 
complete the image’s meaning. 

 

Paradigms and stereotypes inevitably influence the perception of the 
Other and are always established by the social group in which we 
participate (see Simmel 1986). There is no “pure” view of the stranger. 
It is always filtered through existing social and political structures. 
Simmel identifies two genera about the stranger that define on the one 
hand that which is maintained by external borders, determining non-
belonging to a certain group, and on the other hand that which is 
achieved by internal boundaries, associated with exclusion within a 
particular group (see Penchaszadeh 2012). 

 

These contemporary artists stand at the threshold between the two 
types of identity/difference, acting as hybrid subjects located on the 
boundaries between social groups in a constant performance of 
repositioning in relation to the pigeonholing, classification, and 
cataloguing they were identified with in early photographic portraits 
depicting the Other since colonial times. In contemporary artistic 
photography, the Other assumes the role of the stranger refuting the 
issues and conditions that led to their present situation: a 
contemporary stranger who is aware of the hierarchies, differences, 
and ambivalences their presence exerts, standing on both sides of the 
boundary. The Other appropriates the assigned visual stereotypes and 
transgresses them, blurring boundaries and presenting themselves 



Photographic Representation of the Other   96 
 
 

Altérités, vol. 9, no 1, 2016 : 83-98. 

without the external classifications as a sum of characters—past and 
present. 

 

The Other is assumed to be an individual who lives inside and outside 
boundaries, attempting to overstep the limits and categorizations 
imposed to them, such as those in the nineteenth century albums. The 
Other blurs their own classifications to assert themselves as a plural 
subject. The fact that societies consist of strangers who are 
simultaneously inside and outside forms the basis of a very important 
sociological phenomenon: there is always a relationship between a 
society and the individuals within it, whether declared or unstated 
(Simmel 1986). 

 

The ways of thinking and frameworks of action that legitimize 
differences among societies and individuals still exist (Restrepo and 
Rojas 2010). However, plurality, multiplicity, and hybridization are now 
inherent to the identity of the contemporary subject: a “stranger” who 
resists social categorization and continually struggles against pre-
defined structures and categorizations (Beck 1995), a “stranger” who 
insists on blurring the externally assigned stigmas and stereotypes, and 
on relativizing notions of interior and exterior boundaries that have 
always characterized them. 
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