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MIGRANT PORTRAITURE AND LIFE IMAGING IN FAZAL

SHEIKHOS PHOODOCUMENTARIES

BIRGIT MERSMANN

This article eplores the ple of mi-
grant photo prtraiture for life
imaging by poviding a close ead-
ing of two phototnoks by contem-
porary photographer Fazal Sheikh B
A Sense of Common d&ind (y962)
and The Victor \eeps. Afghanistan
(y600). Visuastorytelling is a coe
feature of this saial and humanitar-
ian photographerOs sk, through
which two main questions & ad-
dressel: how are real-life migra-
tion experiences as swival stories
and personal biographies inscréal
in the portraits of refugees and mi-
grants? Which formét)s of prtraits
are chosen, and which practices
portrayal are emplged for the pur-
pose of deumenting migrant lives?
Basel onJean-Luc NancyOsrrait
theory and Giorgio AgamtenOs no-
tion of Obar lifeQ theauthor intro-
duces a pocess-analytical categgr
of the Omigrantéfugee portraitO
in order to grasp the comple (de-

Cet article explore le r™le dugatrait pho-
tographique de migrants dans la construc-
tion dOuneaprZsentation visuelle de leur
vie, en se livrant ~ une leture en piofon-
deur de deux ouvrages photographiques
du photographe contemgrain Fazal
Sheikh: DA Sense of Common d@&ind
(y60@) etThe Victor Veps. Afghanistan
(y600). La narration visuelle est au ciur
de liuvr e saiale et humanitaie de ce
photographe qui pose deux questions
principales: Comment lesxpZriences vZ-
cues de migration eéssenties comme des
histoires de suvie et les biographies gr-
sonnelles sont-elles inscrites dans lexrp
traits de rZfugiZs et de migrants ? Quelles
formes de prtraits sont choisies et
quelles pratiques deeprZsentation sont
employZes pur documenter la vie des mi-
grants ? SOappuyant sur la ¢hié du por-
trait de Jean-Luc Nancy et la notion de
Giorgio Agamten de Ovie mise " rd,|0au-
teur prZsente une catZgorie deqedZs
analytiques du prtrait de communautZs
de migrants et de rZfugiZs destinZs x-e
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)figuration processes conrated pliquer les pocessus compies de Z-)fi-
with the saciopolitical issues of hu- guration asseiZs au questions de dZplace-
man displacement. In SheikhOs long- ment de mpulations. E traers son long
term portrayal of migrant/refugee travail de reprZsentation de communautZs
communities and his concept oéfa- de migrants et de rZfugiZs, et son concept
tional portraiture, sherecognizes an de portraiture relationnelle Sheikh rxsle
effective dacumentay photo prac- une pratique de photographie @omen-
tice for de-othering andlemi- taire visant ~ dZ-autZriser et dZmier le
grantizing the portrait of the mi- portrait du migrant en tant que eprZsen-
grant as a stereotypical representa- tation stZrbtypZe de "l'aute”.

tion of the ®ther®

he visualization of human migration is conéed to dacu-

mentaly photography and photojournalism in particular

ways. Morements of gople from one place to anotherer
quire what could e termed a trawelling camera, able to track the
widely branching netvork of human migratoy routes, nales, and
abodes. In the contemprary world of global migration (Mavoudi &
Nagel Upy+; Papastergiadis tippp), the condition ofditang photog-
raphy for production of visibility in migration has keen reinforced.
Temporally and gegraphically extensive trawels to sites all ger the
world hawe become an essential prequisite for daumenting the
global dimensions of human migration and displacement via photog-
raphy. In the context of contemprary photography of migration, its
power to this end is attesté to by long-term photo deumentation
projects committal to a form and ethos of visual aumentation that
has keen descriled as slov photojournalism? Characteristic of this
approach ae longer poduction times and long-form narraties of
in-depth stowytelling.” This work methad privileges the ceation of
published output in forms such as the photaok as an alternatie,
globalization-critical, andeflective Osla-down mediumO of journal-
istic photography

The connetions among human migration, commitment to long-term
travel, and slev photojournalism ae exemplified well by Sebasti<o
SalgadepJim Goldlerg, and Fazal Sheikh, who iestel lengthy phas-
es of intense doumentation in the poduction of their photolmoks.

VNIV RTINSy |SSUE 13-2, 2022 & 48



To realize his global-scale photo giect OMigrations. Humanity in
Transition® Salgado tra¥led to Up countries, conducting photog-
raphy over a span of six gars. The arrangement of his material
over such an g&tended time and such vast gegraphical distances
was facilitated by infrastructural and other supgrt from his avn
press agencythe Paris-basi Amazonas ImagesThe concete re-
sults of his long-term photo doumentation poject on global migra-
tions were presentel in the form of two phototooks, Migrations: Hu-
manity in Transition(Uppp) andrhe Childen: Refuges and Migrants
(Uppu). Jim Goldirg, in turn, sgnt four years in work that led him
to nearly Up countries, fim Russia and the Middle East tosian
and African countries, to photdocument the stories ofefugees and
immigrants who had arried in Europe. This long-term poject was
chronicled in a compendium of four photolmoks under the titleOpen
Se (Upp0). Finallyphotographer Fazal Sheikh has tedled widely,
to very different regions of the vorld, among them corlict zones, to
work with people living in displacel and marginalizd communities.
His engagement in photo mjects in Africa, Afghanistan, India, and
Israel/Palestine is characteriddy longer-term commitment to each
particular place and/or communityThe photolmok plays a central
role in his work: it serves as a m@ium for visual narration as ell
as a means of global communication and orientation for audiences.
In his view, this form represents Othedst ssible the most com-
plicated, the most accessibléhe most engaging way of arking be-
cause it desnOt havthe limitations of something like anxéibition.
An exhibition has a estricted number of viewers. Boks ae much
longer lasting. And for mepersonally books ae a means of gw-
ing. One informs the netO @td. in Jokey (ippd, Oy). His valorization
of the photolmok medium is expressel in the fact that, since gaining
international acclaim, Sheikh haseated his ovn photobook series,
the International-Human-Rights Series (IHRSh keeping with the
characteristics ascrig to slov journalism (Le Masurier Upyu, yud),
he values accuragyuality, and eportage of contat; seeks out un-
told, visually und@umentel human stories; elies on the pwer of
the narrative (of slow storytelling); encourages co-pduction, ezen
with the people photographd; and vievs the audiencgtoo, as col-
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laborators. In addition to diting his own photobooks, he sitions

his photadocumentaly work in the exhibition field. By crossing the

border between photojournalism and documentay) photo art, he

reinvents the practice of photo dumentation in the era of global
media while creating gene-migrating images.

A closer lmk at the almve-mentional photadocumentaries eveals
that the photo prtrait represents a central geertherin, stongly
couplaed with the photolook format. Since prtraits hawe always
been the facus of attention in humanistic and humanitarian photog-
raphy, it may be unsurprising that thg are prevalent in daccumen-
tary images dealing with human migration.Wwio major functions and
meanings of the prtrait appear intetwoven in the photolwok in con-
structive application: y) prtrayal of human individuals4lso in rela-
tion to their groups and communities) and theimgpsonal lives; and ()
portrayal of human, soial, cultural, plitical, and eonomic life con-
ditions in a particular placetime, and situation.

Considering loth perspectives, this article gplores the ole of mi-
grant photo mrtraiture for life imaging by taking SheikhOs photo-
books as its central material. Visual stytelling is a coe featue of
this sccial and humanitarian photographerOsnk, through which
two main questions candaddessel: how are real-life migration e-
periences as swival stories and prsonal biographies inscréal in
the portraits of refugees and migrants? Which formaf)s of portraits
are chosen, and which practices obgrayal are emplged for the
purpose of deumenting migrant lives? Befoe delving into the de-
tailed analysis of SheikhOs photosk, substantie image-theretical
considerations of the notion and meaning of migranbypraiture are
required.

1. HE OTHER PORTRAITOFIGURATION IN MIGRANT
PORTRAITURE

Q\vec le portrait © avec ces fasons, ces manier es, ces Zclipses
et ces ruines B se jout le sort de la figur e en gZnZral: de la
reprZsentation, de la fic tion, donc de la pr Zsence et de la v ZritZ;
du visage, de la pr Zsence et de I@bsence. De |@utre, de sa
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proximitZ, de sa dis tance. Dans le por trait se retrace, se retire,
se rejoue, tres sensiblement sous nos y eux la possibilitZ pour
nous d®tre prZsentsO (Nancy 2014, 12).

This characterization of the @rtrait, offered by image philosopher
Jean-Luc Nancyfeatutes seeral aspcts that apgar highly relevant
for approaching migrant prtraiture as a pwer of figuration. Two
semantic senses etymologically inscethin Oprtrait(ure)O play a
pivotal role in the photalocumentay depiction of migrants and
refugees. Thg seem to ke in partial contradiction with each other
although they are intrinsically conneted in forming a kind of pair-
ing: drawing forth and withdrawing. The wrd OprtraitO is linguis-
tically derived from the Latin word protractiq a nominalizel form of
the verb portrahee, which means @agging ou© It efers to etract-
ing the essenceor a characteristic element, and making it a salient
visible featue. The ©therO meaning of theqptrait is derived from
the Italianritratto, a concept that entexd general use in Renaissance
times for technical reference to a prtrait/image This came fom the
verb ritrarre, which signifies OtoepresentO/Oto depictO but also Oto
withdrawO and OtetractO Poceeding from this s&€ond etymologi-
cal meaning of the prtrait (ritratto), Nancy has built a completeqp-
trait theory of what he defines as Othe othasitraitO@wutre portrait,

in his seminal vork of the same title (UpyU). He ¢ases on the with-
drawal inheent to the portrait as a form of visualization. Acording-

ly, he defines the otherqrtrait as a prtrait of OlQaurretirZ, |Qautr
en tant quOautrdu meme 6u du propre, ou du soi) considZrZ dans
en retrait B une etraite, un recul, wire une disparationO (iipyu, )i

Portraits of fight and migration mealiate the two complementay
meanings of the prtrait in their own distinctive ways. Thg venture
into the field of possibility of Obing presentO andding represente,
of rendering visible the lies of migrants, efugees, and displack
persons, who a& withdrawn from visibility as OthersO Portraits of
migration and efugesism ae depictions of transitoriness and fugac-
ity, of the withdrawal fom life, of the absence of a dignifiehuman
life. They are representations of what Giorgio §amkben in his ook
Homo Saceyd606, +¥if.) has defind as the ObarlifeO On one side



their imagely is on retreat, as thg display defiguration as a visual
consegjuence of the disintegration and degradation of lifa this re-
gard, they are ©ther portraitsO in the sense of Nancyliso ritratto.
On the other side of thisdherO withdrawing prtrait, they are re-
vealing and potruding portraits in that they draw absence into pas-
ence in seath of potentialities and malalities of figuration and ep-
resentation.

Art historian and image philosopher GottfrdeBoehm has calld at-
tention to the fact that early definitions emphasidehe importance
of portraiture as a pocess of figuration elying on depiction capa-
bilities, before the portrait gained form and qualification as an im-
age gene of individuumbound human likeness (y66u, Gfl). This
process-orientd appioach to prtraiture as an ability to (e)present
informs the following efforts to identify the strategies and concepts
of migrant portraiture emplged by Sheikh for capturing the mang
and transitoly life experiences and memories oefugees and mi-
grants. These ar tools for de-othering and demigrantizing thegp-
trait of the migrant as a stesotypical representation of the otherxe
pelled from states, cast out of s@eties, and often also stripgal of hu-
man rights.

For purposes of analysis, the catego©migrant prtraitureO is ar-
ticulated as a common denominator of vmeanings: it efers to
the photographic jprtrait image of migrants, encompassing that of
refugees, «iles, and displaa persons! and to the prtrait of migra-
tion as a depiction of the swetal phenomenon of human displace-
ment. The latter facetwen allovs for an understanding of migrant
portraiture as migratoy portraiture. Through this double cdifica-
tion, it becomes pssible to interlace theapresentation of grsons
(from individuals to goups) with portrayals of their living condi-
tionsNhere, the migrant or efuges condition in sgcific (geo)politi-
cal, seial, and cultural cicumstances of contengpary history. Fur-
thermore, in the notion of portraiture, the representational strate-
gies ofdepictioand descripticare joined in a unique way This mesh-
ing creates a fruitful enty point for analyzing phot@ocumentagy
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portraitures as spcific media and saial configurations of migration
(hi)stories.

2. SOMEBODY TO HOLD ON TO. RELATIONAL PORTRAITURE IN
SHEIKHOS PHDOBOOK A SENSE OF @MMON GROUND

places in the world (Feldman Upyu; Nail Gpyu; Moslund et

al. pyu) is the car subjet of SheikhOs phadocumentay
portraits. Thus far he has publishé five photolooks on the topic of
displacement, efugeeism, and migratior: A Sense of Common
Ground (y66g), offering a @rtrait of camps for African efugees in
Kenya, nzania, and MalawiThe Victor Vi#eps(y680), a prtrait of
Afghan men, vomen, and childen who for two decades had &en
living in refugee villages in northern Pakistan on account of the wars
in Afghanistan; A Camel for the Solflippy), a prtrait of Somali
refugee women in northeastern Knya;Ramadan Mon (lippy), a one-
person mrtrait of Somali efugee Sgnab Azir Wardeere, who was
under threat of eiction from an asylum-sekersO cerdrin the
Netherlands; andPortraits(Upyy), in effet a meta-photobok on the
motivic figure and saio-cultural configuration of the prtrait, com-
posal from portraits featuled in the other four photoboks.

T he contemprary (post-)migrant condition of living in many

In his marked photographic inteest in the prtrayal of displace
people, Sheikh has &en driven by his avn biography A second-
generation immigrant to the Unitd States, he wasdwn in yogu as
the child of a kenyan man and American aman in Nev York City,
where he gew to adulthood. His familyOs migrant path cae tracel
back to Pakistan: his grandfather wasoim in (historical) north-
ern India kefore moving with his family in ydyl to Kenya, at that
time a British colony In Nairobi, the grandfather bcame a vealthy
landowner and businessman. This family histprof migration is
an important anchor mint for understanding SheikhOs photograph-
ic work, particularly The Victor \geps which, in portraying Afghan
exiles in northern Pakistan, was motivatiby the seach for his fam-
ily roots in Muslim culture and saiety. Having sgnt considerable
time in Nairobi and keing fluent in Swahili, Sheikh candconsideed



a migrant ketween US and Knyan saiety, between Western and
African cultures. Echoing sentiments of manygple with a bicultur-
al backgound, he once confesdéo feeling like a forigner in Africa
on account of leing perceived as an AmericanJokey Uppd, y+). In-
deed, his portraits express his longing for assimilation with thego-
ple he photographs, todalignal with them. Sheikh is in constant
seach of the OtherO for finding and defining his self, not in terms
of identity but in how he is related to the world. For this eason, his
portraits of displace people amount to self-dialoguegrtraits. The
fact that he legan with self-rtraits in his early photographywhen
he was studying photography and art histpat Princeton Uniersi-
ty, and maved on to Ognture out into communitiesQlokey ippd, y+)
to capture portraits of the other in extreme living conditions affirms
this inner portrait connection between introspection and outiospec-
tion.

A Sense of Commondsind(yd62) was SheikhOs first phatok pub-
lication. In yddil he hadden awaded a Fulbright scholarship to pho-
tograph among the Swahili-gmking communities on the &yan
coast. Upn his arrival in Naitobi, he was confonted with the influx
of half a million refugees feeing various war zones in Sudan,
Ethiopia, and Somalia. With the assistance of the Uditdations
High Commissioner for Refugess UNHCR), Sheikh obtairteautho-
rization to photograph within the efugee communities. He traeiled
between camps in K€nya, Malawi, and @nzania for thee years, but
the decisive visit would be his first trip to the Sudanesesfugee camp
in Lokichoggiq on KenyaOs northestern order with Sudan, in June
y60ou: it determind his metha of working and hawv he would por-
tray the refugeesO situation in the camjn the introduction to A
Sense of Commondsind he reports on how his fellow photojour-
nalists worked to catch the stoy quickly and keep to the parts of the
camps indicatd by the UNHCR public officersSheikh ecognizel
the act of photographing as not a quick snapshot but a long-term
process of familiarization, of deeloping mutual inteest, trust, and a
sense of knwing. First of all, it required permission fom the people,
their consensus and collapation. Only under sacial-relations condi-
tions of mutual ageement and actie participation could the photog-
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rapher reach his goal: Otcelalignel with the peopled in the prtraits
(qtd. in Joley Gppd, y=+) in a kind of familiabmd.

The photolmok A Sense of Commondeindis divided into five chap-
ters, each of which ceers a particular efugee situation in Kenya.
The first one shavs portraits from the Sudanese transit camp in Lo-
kichoggio and the mag permanent efugee settlement in lekuma;
the second is delicated to the Ethiopian camp in \&lda; the thid is
devoted to Somali efugees living in camps near Dadaab and Marafa;
the fourth addesses ctumstances at the Mozambican camps in
Malawi; and the fifth considers Rwandan camps iafizania. The in-
troduction to each chapter mvides concise gt detailel backgound
information on the particular wlitical, ethnic, and/or eligious con-
flicts that cause the refugees to leae their home countries, among
them the civil wars in Sudan and Mozambigutee tribal family wars

in Ethiopia, and the Rwandan genme Comparable to a journalis-
tic report, the introductory portion of each chapter mvides, in addi-
tion, concete statistics elated to the numter of refugees and a map
clarifying the refugeesOautes and camp loations. This form of pe-
sentation makes clear that the uniquegraits captueed in the vari-
ous places hawnot kecome generalizéinto a @omposite characterO
and theeby helps the eader to emain orientel. They are clearly lo-
cated, politically situated, and tetually framed.

The image alignment, page lauyt, and chapter-leel organization
follow a similar pattern acoss all five sets of efugee (hi)stories. Se-
quences of singledouble or triple portrait images filling entire pages
of the book; series of nine photographs on one page; and frambo-
tographs set against a white backgrnd ae interrupted by foldout
folio spreads. In triptych format, these bring out the vastness, infini-
tude, and deadliness of spaceBliit in panoramic photographs of al-
most desertd landscaps, of burial gounds, or of large grups of
refugees. Thanks to this image arrangemenrraits of individuals,
when unfoldel to wideyangle imagesgbome sitioned in the larg-
er envionment of the efugee camp community and the agm, end-
less space of nater



A group portrait of about two hundred unaccompanié minors’ (Fig.
y), captued in the Lokichoggio camp shortly é&fore the childen
were to continue their migration southwat to the next camp is
highly illustrative of this oen emledding.

This presents a losely gatheed group of Sudanese child soldiers
turned refugees in the o@n bush land of the desert. Thgesemble a
group posing for a schol photograph. By the formal adoption of this
portrait type, a saial bond and communitarian sense@establishd
among the figues of the minors in this large and anonymousoevd.
Only one oy stands out in font of the rest, individualizing the &-
perience of the mass. His gestlihe pesents his ty airplane to the
cameraNcould b read as anxpression of escap or the lack of it.

Besides prtrait images, the photobok contains grsonal testimoni-
alsNnamely handwritten letters in whichefugees offer accounts of
their situation. The first lettey printed in the seeond chapter (puo),
was formulatel by elders of the Boranagople who had fed the
civil war in Ethiopia. It descriles the rsecution of the Borana triles
by the ruling Transitional Gawernment of Ethiopia and also ongo-
ing tribal clashes in theefugee camps in Knya that had esulted in
the disapgarance and killing of Boranaefugees. The final vords of
the letter ae an apal for international assistance: the eldersd
for help, to protect them and allev them to return to their homes in
Ethiopia. In the seond letter (p uuf.), a goup of Somali elders living
at the camp in Liloi protest against the dgsion to close the camp
and transfer them to tw other camps, further north, which daction
for them signified Othe way of deaf®. Thesegrsonal testimonial ac-
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counts, juxtapsed with a photo portrait of their authors, illustrate
that the refugeesO lies ae not safe een in the camps; thg are ex-
posel to persecution, violence sexual abuseand killing. In doing so
they articulate the pwer of SheikhOs (photo-)clementay method
of appmaching and living with the ople especially the communi-
ties of elders, for diectly witnessing their life stories and giving vi-
sual and written form to these @rsonal testimonials in his series of
photographs.

With his refugee portraits taken on site while living in the camps,
Sheikh attempts to evise the steeotypical mass meia representa-
tion of African refugees. In his viev, Othe lies of those pople ae
more comple than the way that the have been representel. Being
an African or refugee is only one facet of who theare as human b-
ings. | would like to balance out the guation, to boaden and chal-
lenge our peconceptions as structed by the maliaOdtd. in Light
upyb, 0).

What portrayal strategies des this photographer apply to lmaden
the representational scop of the photo deumentation of efugees?
The overarching objective behind the visualization could & char-
acterisel as a prtrayal practice of deefugization, a concept | in-
troduce as one complementato demigrantization (RSmhild Upyu;
Yildiz & Hill ipy). In SheikhOspiraits, the refugees ae not reduced
to their status and ole as efugees. The are not presentel as anony-
mous human figues but individually identifiel by nameé and by the
camps whee they live. Their agency is ackneledged also in that
they are represente not as displace persons, victims of their past
and present life cicumstances, but aseorienting individuals who
Ohae grown with their circumstance§) caring out Owho thg are
now, for better or worse Not only for worseD @td. in Joley (ippd,
yd). AlImost without fail, Sheikh captas the efugees in OgtteringO
circumstances: in moments of friendship and/& as the are atout
to be repatriated, or in recovery. An example is shan in Figure 0,
which includes Athok Duom, ecovering from malaria. The figues
are seldom single out (or zoomed in upon) with the effect of declar-
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ing them victims or heoes; thg are shavn in togetherness, mani-
festing human bnds.

The choice of doubletriple, and gioup portrait as the pedominant
formats for portraying refugees emphasizes the element ofcsal hu-
manity that Sheikh values highlyBy using a simple Polaid camera
that produces loth a positive and a negatig, Sheikh embraces a sio
production process. His efugee portraits can ke descriled as formal
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but not formalized portraits. They are characterizd by a simple di-
rect, and lespectful rendering of the grsong) keing recorded. One
facet of the espectfulness is gpressel in the middle distance that
the photographer takesafhd retains) ketween his standpint and the
position of the photographd subjest(s). He is clearing the stage for
the subjets to present themseles to the camera while he withdraws
to a position of receiving, letting the pictues come to him. IiA Sense
of Common Grund one finds no close-ups and no aftémages that
put expressie faces on displayUsually the subjets ae represent-
ed as two-third or full-body figures, with space arund them indicat-
ing the envionment. Thee is not a single bust-like @rtrait in these
series. That wuld signal closeness aneduction. His subjets ae
shown instead in their full corpreal presenceand, most imprtant-
ly, they are positioned in a way that highlights their physical loation
and personal podily) integrity. They are comfortable and stable on
wooden chairs or embankments, standing solidly in agp, andNin
a motif that permeates the photaikNshown in front of trees or
even sitting in them @s in the case of the picter of Agai Miriam
Aden, an unaccompanieminor in the Kakuma camp). Spatial situat-
ing, bodily grounding, and symblic rooting can ke identified as ma-
jor strategic featues in SheikhnO®prait repertoire. The combination
of uprootedness, fugitivity and transitoriness of theafugee condi-
tion is counteracted by stabilizing placements. Heme encounter e-
rooting and lepositioning.

The mythological upootedness of the baobabee, which appears in
many of the photographs as a baclaymd figure or a trunk to lean
on, bkecomes symblic of the mavzement and tension étween deraci-
nation and the n&v, firm root-taking. One might, as Edudo Cadava
has argué in his article on SheikhOwgraits (Upyy, yif.), under-
stand the ecurring motif of the tree in A Sense of Common@&ind
as a tee of life, a branching-out figue of family genealogies, inheri-
tances, and legacies. Thegitioning and erooting of many refugee
figures in the lines and netarks of tree trunks can e interpreted as
an act of inscribing them in lines of ancestrand family history, in
parallel with the eproductive life cycle of natue.



Another salient motif tied in with the familial bonds is visible in the
close lodily contact that many efugees in the images maintain. In a
literal sensethese prtraits are touching images, @senting in nu-
merous ways and configurations the touch of hands inegy reach-
ing gestues of kelonging and togetherness, trust, comfort, andpr
tection. Hands might le place&l on the chest as self-touching, self-
holding, and self-potection; they might rest on shoulders or heads;
they may equally supprt heads or hold other hands, those ofviad
ones; or thg might hold objects @ticks, tgys, etc.) orimages, whether
holy images or prtraits of family memlers who ae deceasd or oth-
erwise keyond the reach of those hands. The photographs with the
touch of hands each out to epresent the intimate scial relations
and family bonds upheld in the efugee communities. @ken togeth-
er, they express the attempt to hold on to physical, gal, and emo-
tional life but also articulate efforts Oto cgrand hand wer, to hand
down, like a kind of legacy or inheritancea fragment of the pastO
(Cadava upyy, y).

In some rtraits, the touching hands>gress the difficulty and bur-
den inwlved in Oholding o@ For xample in the portrait of Nya-
pa Deng and her daughter in Lokichoggithe male hand upn the
bare head of the child has the @ight of a buden. It is ambiguous in
that its gestue is piotective yet at the same time violent alsavith a
firm grip on the head as if pulling it awayThis impression is inten-
sified by the phot®s congsition. The male figue is cut off by the
frameNonly this hand and a slight contour line of the manCsly
remain. The seering of family bonds and the violence of separation
causel by flight and migration ae hauntingly captued in this dou-
ble/triple portrait. A similar compsition, again with the copped-out
and faceless figwr of the fathey is found in the mrtrait of Hadija
(Fig. Q).

SheikhOs detaileaption informs the viever that this eight-year-old
girl, Hadija, remainel silent ever since she was separatérom her
mother while crossing the lorder from Somalia to Knya. Hee, the
fatherOs hand spks of tender bnding and stong protection as the
man reaches out fom behind his daughter to est it on her shoul-
der, to hold ©n to) her The pressie face of Hadija forms a stark
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contrast to the childOs muteness. It is the stillness of photography
that enables the muteness to aak vividly. The torder at the top of
the image cuts diectly through the mouth line of the father figus,
underscoring the eliance on lodily gestures® communication.cA
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cording to Cadava, this touchinggrtrait of Hadija reflects haw, in
the words of Judith Butlerthe precariousness of life canébgrasyed:
OOne wuld nexd to hear the face as it saks in something other
than language to knw the precariousness of life that is at stake (E).
We would hawe to interrogate the emergence and vanishing of the
human at the limits of what ve can knav, what we can hearwhat
we can se, what we can seng@ (Butler gtd. in Cadava uipyy, @).

3. COLLABORATIVE PHOTOGRAPHY AND THE CONSTRUCTION
OF THE COMMUNAL PORTRAIT: SHEIKHOSHE VICTOR WEEPS

semi-autobiographicaldok, for it couples the seah for his

wn migrant family history, particularly that of his grandfa-
ther, with family stories of Afghan efugess in northern Pakistan.
Here, the photographerOssonal inteest in family life stories le-
comes gident as the main motivation for his phottocumentay sto-
rytelling. Personal encounters with theefugees for an &change of
individual accounts demasate the leginning of the photo-prtray-
ing procedure, with Sheikh first asking Othe merats of the commu-
nity for their willingness to collatrate in the d@umentationO (Light
Upyp, U). He commerdethus on his way of verking: Oln my ecent
work among the Afghan villages oféle, the elderOs aggment to
work with me, to provide insight, as vell as potection, has leen cru-
cialO (ibid.). With this collaiyative community appoach as a gien,
O[t]he act of photographingdzomes an eent in the village We con-
struct the image togethemany of the gople hae never been pho-
tographel before, and the Polavid provides a wint of reference for
discussions that folle in which the residents of the community of-
fer their opinions on hav the documentation may unfoldO (Light
apyp, 0).
In the testimonials and @dence povided, the da@umentation in
the photolook is rich and quite varid. It operates on the basis
of close inteweaving ketween photography and tet. Afghan chil-
drenOs drawings se¥ as a peface opening the photolook. They are
followed by panoramic photographs of ruinecityscags from the

Seikh()s photiocumentay The Victor Vepscan ke viewed as
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Afghan capital, Kbul, captued a month prior to the &libanOs cap-
ture of the city Turning the pages that display these images of the
ravages of warone finds them juxtapsed with Afghan poems com-
menting on the deastation, on the loss of faith and lifeAfter this
unflinching portrayal of the reasons forleeing Afghanistan, theg is
a personal account by author-photographer Sheikh. Under the title
OThe Land of Afghait®he &ports on his maing encounter with se-
nior memkers of the Muslim community in the efugee village of
Bizen Khel. This tet preludes a sguence of prtraits of male elders,
most of whom had ben Mujahidesn fighters. The set of qrtraits
constitutes the first part of the photatok. They are accompanie by
personal biographical accounts and a letteoffin the elderly gople
in the images but also bygems and petic comments. The lettebe-
tween two of the photo prtraits, was written by former elders and
commanders of the gra District, in AfghanistanOs Logard®ince.
In it, they descrite their decision for the tribe knovn as Ahmel Zai
to migrate to Pakistan in conspience of the Saet-Afghan war and
there sek international supjprt to enable a eturn to their home vil-
lages. The seond part of the photobok follows the same image-and-
text composition. Delicated to portraits of elderly women and chil-
dren, it holds a miror to the saial hierarchies and gender divisions
in Muslim communities. Whegas the biographical grtraits earlier
in the book highlight the historical had facts of the Afghan war and
the seizue of power by the Taliban through the lens of family his-
tory, the seond part explores personal war memories and futerfo-
cusel imagination thiough @ream storie© Finallythe third part of
the book follows the route of the Afghan efugee exodus in reverse
thereby emphasising @rsonal and communal stgtelling of remi-
gration and eturn. It shavs portraits of people living along the mi-
gration passagediween the tribal regions of northvestern Pakistan
and the Afghan capital. In the manner of an insert fraptRis setion
sets forth prtraits by Jalalabad-badestudio photographer Ridzwan-
ul Hag (se= Fig. 0), thezby forming toth a hybrid and a contrast é&-
tween SheikhOs\m photo portraits and those by the Afghanqrtrait
photographer
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Facel with the ruling Taliban regimeds mrhibition of figurative im-
ages, the studio photographer had déed to offer his portraits to
Fazal Sheikh. In congeence the studio rtraits become traelling
photographs themsebs, migrating to the pages of the photobk for
a place of efuge medium of protection, and souce of emembrance

The larger mrtrait of Afghan exiles living in northern Pakistan is
constructal by a comple sequence and interlational layering of
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different material forms and m#ia genes of rtraiture, among
them SheikhOsam portrait photographs of men, wmen, and chil-
dren in the community; prtrait photographs of deeasd relatives
that community memlers biought to him to be photographd;

found-footage studio prtraits; and autobiographical t@ual por-

traits of both the author-photographer and theefugees prtrayed.

Ol was waving together something much mecomplicatel, not just
because of the found pictugs, or the testimonials, but alscebause
of my own relationship to the plac® &plained Sheikh td. in Jotey

Uppd, Uy) in describing hisoptrayal strategy With this statement he
stresses theale of the photolwok as 6emi-overlaid or fully overlaid)

auto-daumentar to connect his own life story of returning to the
land of his foefathers with the life stories of Afghanafugees in Pak-
istan.

The portraits of the communityOs male elders assentel in the first
part of the photolmok are very resgectful, even though most of them
use close-up images. The elderg ahavn in their traditional cloth-
ing as Afghan gople and partly also as Mujahid®, with a turban,
an Afghan pakol, or a Peshawari topi on the head, and a lorgt.
The focus of these photographs is on the head and faagearing
out of complete darkness in an almost magical lightfing of stong
contrasts, ke it in profile, three-quarters, or fontal portrait format.
The smtlight of the camera is diected at the furrowed faces of the
elders markd by their life experiences as fighters, victims of war
and refugees, as fathers and community leaders. Usualhe gaze of
the person prtrayed is directed away from meeting with the cam-
era (Fig. u). It is withdrawn fom the viewer, in being directed dowvn-
ward/sidevays or keing hidden by closé or half-lidded eyes or by
hands held in font of the face in a rather ptective gestue.

When the gaze is orientktoward the viewver head-on, theg is no
suggestion of diect eye contact and prsonal addess. Instead, the
viewer reads eclusiveness, intospection, and @en emptiness due to
the shadaving and blurring of fccus at the ges. Often, the font-on
views are present@ from slightly below. This perspective conweys a
sense of distance despite the&teeme closeness to thegpson. Most,
though not all, of the rtrait images ae accompanié by a piee of
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text, such as an autobiographical account, @em, or a pose state-
ment by an Afghan pet or historian identified by the image sub-
ject as an @pression of his viev on life and the curent situation
of Afghan people This text is directly connected with the image in
the layout, tooNthey are on the same sgad of pages. This paral-
lel textywith-image arrangement emphasizes that therjpait images
can te fully comprehende only in light of the subjetOs autobio-
graphical account or choserxeerpt. Rohullah, for gample §éhown
in Fig. @), tells theeader abut the death of his cousin Qari Monir in
yooy.
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In his personal stoy, he gives an account of he his cousin, together
with other elders and mullahs, disappared in the desert, having &en
taken thee by communist toops, with a shephaet later finding the
bodies of the yi missing leaders, Qari Monir among them. yhad
been burial alive. He cites this incident as what convindehim that
the communists Osve willing to kill us all, not just those who vere
fighters [E] so we decided to leawe the village and take our families
to the safety of PakistanO (Monir gtd. in Sheikh Y386, 2Y).

In some cases, the photographionrait is presentel as a standalone
image filling one side of the tw-page laput while the other page
is left blank, without any tectual comment. This comgpsition gives
voice to silenceto a personOs spchlessness in the face of the dra-
matic, trauma-poducing events of war flight, and &ile. Muteness



is made visibleHere, storytelling, basel on personal encountersds
tween the photographer and the photograptiealso allovs for voic-
ing personal histories and biographies of suffering that canna b
readily deluced from single photo-prtrait images aloneln the case
of the womanOs image in Figur, one might not een be able to
state with certainty that this photograph of thegrson identified as
Rohgul qualifies as aqgrtrait photograph, since the facehe marker
of a personQs identity as an individual, is hiddeshind the lattical
screen of the buga.

The objets shavn that surround the representea figureNthe crutch
and the otated shee lying on the goundNcan te taken as signs for
imagining what might hae hapgned to Rohgul, as eferring to a
handicaped person who nearly lost her life; gt the classical pr-
trait of an individuum, her characterstatus, and xpression, is with-
drawn in this photograph. This is s&sse by the closé gestue of
the woman, gathering up the bua draping in font of her body
(while, in so doing, sheaveals parts of her fet and legs). Fem her
first-person account, @ learn that she had éen married to a po-
lice officer and enjged a gaod life in Afghanistan until, in y668, her
husband was shot on his way home by one of the Mujal@defac-
tions. Her neighlburhood became the font line between warring
Mujahideen forces, and the fighting left her gungest son, Fawad,
dead and Rohgul herself seriouslyownded. Although dcactors at the
hospital advisd her to hae her leg amputate, she efusel and ulti-
mately managd to keep it. In the end, sheléd to southern Pakistan
to live with her cousin. The final passage of heefgonal accounte
presses her hopof returning to the land of her birth Owhen the go
ernment giwes its people jobs rather than KlashnikarsO (Roghul gtd.
in Sheikh yd66, yuap). Only when the photo andttare read in com-
bination, when the visual depiction and xéual description ae con-
sideted jointly to bring visual and oral stoytelling together does the
image of Rohgul turn into an individual(iz#) portrait of the person
as well as a ersonal(iz€l) bio-image of Afghan war histor. The text-
image appoach to life d@umentation is a clearly defiree methal
in SheikhOs photographicork. Olt semel to me almost impssible
to sever one flom the otherNand wholly inappopriateO he statéin
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conwersation with Liz Joby, continuing: Ol came toelieve that the
photographs did somethingary well, but working with the issues |
was engage with, | found it important to flesh out what the pho-
tographs didnOt darhey were not getting to the depths of what |
needed, so | usd the peopleds aicesO (iippd, Uy).

Precisely for wicing their life stories, the Afghan efugees pho-
tographeal by Sheikh often bought their owvn portrait photographs
into the conwersations, among them snapshots of deadhtives or
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portraits of hewic fighters who had ken killed in the war These
personal photo prtraits are includel in the photolook as visual tes-
timonials of war victims. Thg are displayed in particular presenta-
tion modes, one of which is hands holding out the photograph to
show it to the camera. The gesteris demonstratie, perhaps partly
reproachful, but at the same time Wing, caring, and potective. It al-
so points to photographs as images thateahandel over and colle-
tively shaed. On a moe general lgel, it is evidence of photography
as a made of transmission.
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The touching hand hex connets the lives of the suviving refugees

with the lost lives of their deeasd family memkers, most of them
sons and hothers killed in Mujahideen fighting but some of them
uninvolved children. If this body part is shavn as an ogn palm flom

which one can ead the familyOs war histpas in Fig. ), it trans-
forms into apars-po-totoportrait of the person pesenting it.

Another form of memorial prtrait demonstration is visible in pe-
senting the photograph on the gund. The stony and dr subsoil
forms a stark contrast to thegstrait photo.



In the case of Adul Malik (Fig. 8), the pagr print of the photograph-
ic portrait is anchoed to the nakel earth with stones to pevent it
from flying off. If considerd in conjunction with the photographs
of burial grounds intersgrsed with the victim portraits, this and the
other images of lost prsons set against the earth cae linterpret-
ed as death prtraits, recalling the presence of the @rson in absence
Through his pictues of the photographic grtrait, Sheikh is able to
inscribe biographies of suffering and heic martyrdom directly in
his visual stoytelling.

In this context, it is important to note that the rtrait never exists in
isolation in SheikhOsawk. In no case is it a single imag&mkedded
in a series, it forms numeus relationships with other prtraits. In
the interrelational bnds thus construct®, even nonyprtraits (such
as landscag and graesite photographs) candxeinterpreted as jor-
trait pictures. Neither is the prtrait-basel interconnectedness limit-
ed to the confines of the photatiok as a narratie unit of stoytelling.
Sheikh often ciculates and ecirculates his prtraits from one photo
project to the next. The migration of the gople portrayed is reflect-
ed in the migration of prtrait images thoughout hisiuvr e

Furthermoe, the life cycle of portraiture is expresse in SheikhOs
repeat visiting and e-photographing of pople Aiming for long-
term life documentation, he wante to find out what kecame of the
refugees he had photograplte Accordingly, in A Camel for the Sgn
portraits from the earlier vork A Sense of Commondgindwere re-
publishel in a nev arrangement: with a slightly diffeent narrative
order, new portraits of the people portrayed were presente along-
side the old. Particularly with the mostecent gioup of portrait re-
visits, Sheikh was able to demonstrateviadbabies and childen had
grown into adolescents inefugee camps, spnding most of their pe-
cious lifetime thee. The portrayals did not always determine ho
the newer portraits were cast; sometimes, in theverse of this, the
course of life was deisive for the life imaging in the jprtraits. This
is illustrated well in SheikhOs photobk Ramadan Maon, in which
the light-and-shadw play in the portrait images of Somaliefuges
Se/nab Azir Wardeere is an illuminatiwe reflection of the phases of
the moon as a natural cgle of life Finally, the mose recent photo-
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book Portraitscan ke seen as a metaygrtrait, in that it was compilel
from portraits originating in all of his various photolfook) projects.
Far fom being an image-rich efugee-themel coffee table ok, it
contains the entiety of the textual information necessay for reading
the images in accatance with their original publication conte, but
within a new entity. By assembling and congnéng individual por-
trait images into a ne order, it establishes cohesion and together-
ness in its cgling and ecycling. As Cadava (ipyy, yy) ha®ipted
out, the togetherness thus eated Ohez means othernessNit is what
moves the image away ém itself, what pevents it from existing ©n
its ownO what enses it will be transformel and alteed in relation
to the other prtraitO In the end, this togetherness of comgileor-
traits constitutes global humanitarian gotraiture of displaced, ex-
pelled, and e&cluded people aound the world.

4. PHOTODOCUMENTARIES AS REFIGURATION ZONES: THE
DEREFUGIATION OF REFUGEE ®RTRAITURE

and «iles follows a saiopolitical agenda of humanitarian pho-

tojournalism and photdocumentarism. Within this frameork,
it ventures into iss | ues of humanifyhumanness, and human rights.
The life condition of displacement in turbulent times of migration
casts into elief the fundamental question of the right to levand
what it means to ke human. The efugee, deprived of civil and civic
rights, excluded from any form of mlitical participation, introduces,
accoding to Hannah Aendt, a beakdavn in our contemporary un-
derstanding of human rights. In herdiok The Origins of dtalitarian-
ism, she connets the deline of the nation-state with the end of the
rights of man. Binding human rights to citizen rights, she argues that
Othe paradoinvolved in the loss of human rights is that such loss
coincides with the instant when agrson kecomes a humanding in
generalNwithout a pofession, without an opinion, without a el
by which to identify and sgcifyO the self (youd, i6+)oRr todayOs
perspective of transnationalization, it candstatel that O[t]he crisis
within human rights arises fom the fact that, with the apparance of
the refugee, the presumably sa@d and inalienable rights of man ar

I n the photoloks discusse alove, the life imaging of efugees



shown to be entirely alienableto lack any potection or reality at the
very moment in which they can no longer le underst@d as rights
belonging to citizens of a state®r to memters of a particular plitical

communityOCadava, Upyy, 6). In all-eehumanness, the OtealifeO
of the refugee, the loss of human rights takekeghly form.

The Sheikh photdocumentaries consided here captue this bae-
ness of life while caefully documenting the particular causes, ef-
fects, and larger congpiences of mass migration anckfugesism
in clearly definel locations and tightly confind communities. The
portray displacel, dispssess#g, marginalise, silencel, and victim-
ized people whg devoiced and without a facelack means of self-
articulation and self-epresentation. Portraitug is emplyed as a
methad, imaging gene, and visualization strategy toander the face-
less sen, to gi\e the silencd a wice with which to tell their stories,
to allow the effacel to reface The photolmok lends itself to this. It
sewes as an apt naium for the process of prtraiture in that it pro-
vides ample pssibilities for narration and stoptelling via both im-
age sguencing and photo-tet links. It permits both creating per-
sonal accounts of individuals and generatingi microyhistories of
refugee communities, such as that of the Afghawike community in
Northern Pakistan inThe Victor \eeps

The portrait image as a figuration of the particular plays a vitable
in the photolooks analyzd here for counteracting the unigrsalizing
and anonymizing effet of refugee representation. It entails particu-
larization of the prtrayal of human displacement on thewel of the
photolook narrative, as well as of the rtrait of human teings on
the level of the individual imageThe portrait as an image of the par-
ticular turns anonymous efugee figures into individualizel subjests
and persons. SheikhOentrayal strategy is intendd to transcend the
refugee status and ole image of the photograpliesubject and dive
into the compleity of this individualOs @rsonal life stoy. The recon-
struction of thepersonas achieved through intense congrsation and
co-creative collaloration with the refugees, without neglet for their
sacial envionment. As SheikhOs photoonk involving the Afghan
refugee village in northern Pakistan attestsyen portrait photogra-
phy can kecome a communaheent of life-recording. First-gerson ac-
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counts and douments seleted by the subjets themseles; the nam-
ing, localizing, and situating of eachgvson photographé via the
image caption; and the participatgmpractice of autobiographical de-
scriptions of prtraits support this personalizing subjet-centred ap-
proach. Only in the format of the photaliok as th a malium of
visual stowtelling and an achive for dacumentation can the com-
plexity of personalizel lives ke unfoldal. In the words of Sheikh, it
is Othe individual and his testimony that alls us to access bader
themesNthough the spcific to gain ently to the universal. [E] | try
to encourage the ma#ium to pierce the alienation in aeturn to the
basics of humanity@tg. in Light Gpyp, G).

In SheikhOs photographie practice of efuges portraiture operates
on the basis of elational portraiture, as define by photography the-
orist Daniel Palmer in his studyhotography and Collatation(lipy~,
ypo ff.). With this practice photography is emplged as a commu-
nication instrument and a stal means of establishing ess-cultur-
al encounters and inter@rsonal, among them interycommunijtye-
lations, theeby emmpwering the subjets to participate in the pho-
tographic act and co-@ate the final esult. It is the meiumOs @
tential for collatorative knonvledge-generation that affats a qualita-
tive shift from mee contact zones of photo eation to refiguration
zones of photographic dmmentation. In SheikhOs phdmumen-
tary work, the traditional Oinformal contractdiween the photogra-
pher and the photograph#O that tends Qtards the pesentation of
an objectified ©therOO (Palmer Upy-+, ypogsace by a Givil con-
tractO of photography characterizeby reciprocal human encoun-
ters and elations. A civil (e)contract(ing) of photographyas ad-
vocatal by Ariella Azoulay (Upp6), enables ameNesen a migrant,
refugee, or stateless grsonNto pursue plitical agency and esis-
tance thiough photography whether by addessing others though
photography or by leing addesse by photographs. A ne citizenry
in migrant and refugee photography if grounded in relational jor-
traiture, can aid in diminishing, if not completely aiding, the oth-
ering of the photographd. After all, it contributes to a construction
of relational variants of the @her portraitO in which the desfugiza-
tion of refugee portraiture becomes graspable and congrensible



FAZAL SHEIKHOS PHTODOCUMENTARIES

For moments of intense human encounters, tralkes, faces, and im-
ages in migration ag put on hold. Though the contractd stillness
of photography the fleetingness of human migrancy is drawn into
the malia presence of sval life imaging.
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NOTES

y.  The technical term Osle photojournalismO was inbduced around
Upyu with reference to long-term assignments of photojournalisses
Padleg, Gpyu).

0.  The main goal is Oto &k further than the immaeliate hard) news. This
makes it neessay to stay longer in a certain a&a, &en though the
worldOs @ss may akeady hae left. As a result, the photographer not
only continues to l2 an obserer but also lecomes a participant in dai-
ly life© (Sikking, tpyp).

)

He establishé it alongside his wifeLZlia Deluiz Velnick, in ydau.

.C\

One special featue of this series, which is fundeby SwitzerlandOs
Volkart Foundation, is that all of the photainks ale made available
free of charge on SheikhOsWsite Se https://www.fazalsheikh.org/
fazal-sheikh/international-human-rights-series.htn{access¢ on 0
Septembr ipyo).

u.  Although from perspectives such as that of human rights lawthere is
a need to distinguish among migrantsgfugees, and displackpersons
(formal definitional issues @ addesseé at http://www.unhcrorg/
news/latest/Upyg/+/uudfpeutg/unhcrawigoint-refuges-migrant-
right.html andhttp://www.unescoorg/new/en/sccialyandyhumanysci-
ences/themes/internationalymigration/glosgatisplacealyperson-dis-
placement), the reality of changing life cicumstances is testament to
widespread fuctuations and transitions étween the definel cate-
gories in real life. The concept of OmigranpptraitureO is intoduced
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FAZAL SHEIKHOS PHTODOCUMENTARIES

here as an opn and colletive frame to include all the various gups
of displacel people who ae in conditions of migranthod. In that
senseit calls into question the division gtween OmigrantO andi®
zenO as @gory Feldman has (lipyu).

@. Alongside photolooks, SheikhOsank on issues of migration has com-
prised a series of photographs of migrantatkers in BrazilOs Grande
Sert«o and one of immigrants aissing the lorder between Mexico and
the United States.

+.  He later reported: @ss smn as we landel on the sandy spit at Loki-
choggiq the journalists fegan working. Their stories had to & com-
piled in hours as thg were leaving in the afternon on the return trip
to Nairobi. As | watchel them work throughout the day| noticed they
were drawn to the aeas that the spkesman had suggestevould pro-
vide the test footaged (Sheikh yo66g, Uf.). Heealled Ofeling a sense
of unease an inability to follow along and take the xgpected pho-
tographs. /A the days passk the preconceptions that had &en foisted
on me in the initial briefing and the shck of the first encounter bgan
to fade awayallowing a broader sense of thesfugees and their situa-
tion to emerge It was at this pint that | began to ask the community
elders and the efugees to collalprate with me in making the imagesO

(qtd. in Joley {ipps, yu).

0. The unaccompanig minors from southern Sudan @re boys between
eight and yo ars old who had een atducted from their homes and
taken to Ethiopia, whee they then were trained to fight in the Su-
danese PepleDs Lieration Army (SPLA against the Islamicagime of
northern Sudan. After the Ethiopian gernment fell, these bys had
to return to Sudan, whex the SPLA was later defeateThen, the fled
across the brder to Kenya on fmt.

0. In some cases, the information in the captions includes the sglith
or holy meanings of the f@anames.
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