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12. Photography and Therapy

Children’s lives – in their own images :

ALEX FATTAL, a Lewis Hine Documentary Fellow and presently Documentary Researcher
for the Children’s Rights Centre, reflects on his experience in a participatory
documentary survey of children’s rights.

I’ve worked with children and photography in various parts of the world, including every
province in South Africa, and I’m still waiting to find the child who does not like
photography. There is something about photography, both the product and the process
that children enjoy. Yes, children hate some photographs, but they seem to enjoy looking
at them and letting their anger bubble and diffuse.

Giving children the opportunity to create images uses the fascination and love of
photography in a way that offers a wide range of opportunities – so far largely
unexplored – for psychosocial support. This article is a reflection on my recent
experience in the participatory documentary survey of children’s rights, Children’s Visions
and Voices: Rights and Realities in South Africa, with a view towards suggesting further
possibilities for the uses of photography in providing psychosocial support.

Teaching photography can be reduced to the basics of light, frame, and subject but the
more children learn about the camera and the photographic process, the more
involvement they will feel with the images they make and the deeper their sense of
accomplishment will be. The technical side, in particular, both chemical and digital,
teaches useful skills while revealing a process previously shrouded in the omnipresent
‘magic’ of the modern world. Both the skills and the knowledge leave the participant with
an enhanced sense of self. What greater feeling of empowerment than seeing that you
took part in freezing time and re-creating reality? These feelings of confidence and
competence are reinforced by positive feedback to their photos by the project staff,
their family, and friends and (the ultimate validation) by complete strangers at an
exhibition.

Participants gain an enhanced sense of self not only through the creative process but also
by starring in their own story. To the common question, ‘Can I take a picture of myself?’
I respond, ‘Of course, you can still “take” the picture even if you are in it; just decide,
where, when and with what you want your picture taken.’ It is both natural and healthy
that children should want to star in their own lives. Appearing in photos offers the

We were passing the
road and another man
called us. The man
said, ‘If I give you a
place to sleep, will you
give me what I want.’
She said ‘yes’. Then
we got in the car, she
went in front. Then
they had sex. Then
she said, ‘before you
take my child you have
to pay first, then he
paid her. She left the
car and stood by a
tree. Palesa, 11 years
old

This is one of the
workers there at
Albert Park, he works
at the telephone. The
bad thing I hate about
Albert Park is people
like to bully small
children, they just hit
people when they feel
like it, they come and
slap you for nothing,
some people fight, and
some people kill in the
night. Children are not
allowed to walk in the
park in the night
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participants an even greater sense of importance in the project that can then be
transferred into their lives.

For children who have experienced, and continue to be haunted by, traumatic events such
as the loss of a parent or sexual abuse, the empowerment value can be used to cope with
the trauma. Participatory photography projects can vary widely; it’s not just a matter of
‘giving cameras to kids’, as it is often reduced to in common parlance. While the
methodology of teaching photography to children is a common thread, it can be woven in
many different ways depending on the project’s design and implementation.

A project intended to provide psychosocial support should be jointly designed with
counsellors and/or mental health workers, in order to take account of how best to use
photography as a tool for working towards catharsis. This depends on the child’s
developmental stage, the kind of trauma they have experienced, and how the child has
internalised the trauma. Plans have been put in place for dealing with a range of emotional
contingencies. Imagery can be vivid and strike deep emotional and psychological chords
that resonate in the subconscious. It is, therefore, imperative to work compassionately
and with properly trained counsellors or mental health workers.

I worked with one child who had experienced
repeated sexual abuse, starting at the age of
five – often with the active and art therapy. I
have used themes such as past, present, and
future to orient the openended assignment of
photographing ‘my life,’ urging participants to
think about what they want to take a picture of
and how they want to take it. How do you
photograph feelings? Starting with relatively
inert examples such as, feeling cold: you could
take a photo of somebody acting like they are
shivering, somebody curled under many layers of
blankets, or a poster that has snow on it. Then
you could work towards probably more relevant
examples, such as sadness and loneliness.

Most children take the assignment seriously and
the results are meaningful images, which the
child is often keen to describe in an oral or
written narrative or to complement with drawings. Combining these in a product that the
child can keep, or even better build on, is a great way of physically consolidating the
emotional gains made during the project. One such example is an album that the child can
turn to for support when she or he feels like it, but the material can also be woven into
other larger mementos, such as memory boxes.

While the potential rewards for participants in participatory photography projects are
high, there are also heavy burdens on the facilitating organisation. Participatory
photography projects are resource intensive, not only in the costly prerequisites of
cameras, film, developing and so forth, but also in terms of the time and attention of
NGO staff who are generally overloaded to begin with. Too often, photography projects
are thrown in with already established programme work or campaigns and not adequately
thought out. It is critical to realise that participatory photography work is a programme
in itself. When I was asked to teach photography to children in a two-hour workshop,
predictably the results did not come close to realising either the rich potential of the
children or the high expectations of the sponsoring organisation.

Often, the impetus for NGOs to initiate media projects is ‘awareness raising’ or ‘advocacy’

park in the night
because people are
very dangerous in the
park. They might kill
you and your parents
won’t know what
happened to you …One
day the boys started
to bully [my brother
Salumu]. They bullied
him and hit him, and
gave him sores all over
his hands and his
arms, his legs, every
part of his body was
seriously injured. I
don’t know what they
hit him for. Gerard, 11

“Sometimes, just
telling a story without
pictures you don’t
really seem to get the
picture of what
someone is talking
about. It’s easier
talking with the
pictures; it just feels
easier.”



– goals independent of the psychosocial welfare of the participants. The desire to share
very personal photographs and information with the greater public necessitates a
detailed ethical approach to the project. This raises many questions, such as:

How to handle informed consent?

What safeguards must be put in place to address privacy concerns?
How will children and their caregivers be brought into the editorial process so that
their participation behind the viewfinder will not be improperly manipulated?
Under what conditions will the work be reproduced?
What commitments do the NGO involved make, both to redressing violations of the
children’s rights and to empowering the participants?
If there is a financial benefit, how will the children share in it?
How to carry out the project in a way that will not unduly raise expectations?
How to pre-empt jealousies or rivalries that might emerge from the selection of
participants? • What will the participants be left with?
If the participants want to continue with photography, will there be an outlet to
pursue that interest?

Only once all the ethical questions have been considered can the NGO involved begin to
think about their communication goals.

Some decisions that we at the Children’s Rights Centre took regarding these issues
were:

All participants, children and caregivers, would be given pseudonyms
Specific indicators of place would be given fictional names, only the Province would
be correctly identified.
In particularly sensitive situations (an HIV+ child, a child who has been sexually
abused, a mother trying to avoid HIV transmission to her newborn, children who
have worked in commercial sex work) the children would not be identifiable in any
photograph.
We would carry out the project in close partnership with local NGOs or CBOs that
would then play a role in monitoring the situation of the participants, which we
would support, to redress the violation of their rights.
The local organisation would help with language support, to ensure the consent was
informed by the reality of the project, with particular emphasis put on the highly
public nature of the project and the related possible risks.

Within the informed consent it was made very clear that the work could be widely
reproduced, that the Children’s Rights Centre and the Lewis Hine Documentary
Initiative (my fellowship programme) would be ceded the rights to reproduce the
work in a way that safeguarded the privacy and dignity of the participants.
The participants were given an opportunity to screen all of the photographs and
either accept or reject them for public display.
The participants’ details would only be made available to the media professionals if
they agreed to this option within the informed consent and if the support
organisation would monitor the interaction.



This is our school. As you can
see there is diversity. There are
refugees, Indian, Zulu students.
In this school all the teachers
and the principal are Indian. We
have a problem with the Zulu
students because they are
fighting us. They beat us, but
when we come together as
refugees we hit them back and
after that we leave because we
don’t want problems. Salumu, 14

I want to attend school.
Sometimes in the morning when
I see other children my age
going to school I just wish I
could be like them. Pule, 9

In particularly traumatic situations, the project was carried out with trained
mental health professionals who have had an ongoing relationship with the
participants.
Participants were given copies of all the photographs they took and in some cases
that material was woven into a photo album.
Photos made of groups of children in which informed consent was not obtained,
even in public spheres, would only be printed if they passed the common sense
litmus tests, such as the hypothetical, ‘If I was that child’s caregiver would I have
any possible objections to this image?’

At times, the ethics of protecting the best interests of children can come into conflict
with the ethics of documentary/ journalistic communication. While the proper precautions
can obviate infringing the privacy of the participants, the issue of protecting young
viewers from potentially upsetting material can be a bit more complicated. Given that the
material is created by young people, it can be assumed that it will be experienced by
young people, and the presentation must be made accordingly.

One such situation arose during the course of
Visions & Voices: Rights & Realities. To protect
younger audiences from a graphic and potentially
traumatic text we amended the text, in
consultation with a nationally recognised expert.
Was this demeaning the courage of the
participant and her resolve to let others know
her story and to tell children in a similar
situation that they were not alone? We decided
to refer to the support organisation and the
child, showing them a mock-up of the abridged
version we proposed. Both the support
organisation and the participant understood the
reason for the changes and consented to the new
version, agreeing that the changes were in
children’s best interests and did not devalue the
story or courage of the participant. Satisfied
that we had balanced the precarious scales of

the best

interests of the child (both participant and
viewer) we had to think if our amendments

(which in the end were minimal) could be considered inaccurate reporting. While
hardliners might insist that it was, we felt that, given the consensus around the change
and our ethical perspective that is clearly set out on the ‘About the Project’ panel, a
minor change would be totally acceptable.

I invite you to view Children’s Visions & Voices: Rights and Realities in South Africa, not
as an example of best practice, but as a point of departure for contemplating the
dynamic future of participatory photography projects. It can be viewed at the Durban
Art Gallery until July 25, 2004 and can be viewed on the web at:
www.childrensrightscentre.co.za/visions&voices/rights&realities.html
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