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Abstract

This study had two key aims: to understand the how the mediation of
multiculturalism in Manila marginalised the city’s Indian and Korean diasporas and,
more importantly, to “interrupt” (Pinchevsky, 2005) this problematic mediation by
exploring whether and how a collaborative photography exhibition project might
create a space that fosters the voices of these migrants. To address these two
concerns, I did life story interviews of seventeen Indian and fifteen Korean diasporas
from Manila, six focus group discussions with local Filipinos from Manila, an
impressionistic analysis of contemporary Philippine mainstream media, and
participant observation of Shutter Stories, which was a collaborative exhibition
project that I worked on together with Manila’s Indians and Koreans and with two
photography scholars from one of Manila’s top universities. By weaving together
these rich and diverse data sets, this study provides a nuanced counterpoint to extant
works that focus on understanding multiculturalism in the cities of the developed
world. In particular, it reveals that although Manila’s Indians and Koreans tend to be
economically superior to the city’s local Filipinos, they are nevertheless
symbolically marginalised. This is most evident in the problematic mediation of
multiculturalism in Manila, the dynamics of which are characterised by what I call
the cycle of strangeness and estrangement. Together with this, one other key
contribution of this study is that it maps out the complexities of how a collaborative
photography exhibition project might create a space for marginalised voices that can
challenge dominant social discourses, such as the mediation of multiculturalism in
Manila. As regards the photographic mediation of voice, this study underscores the
importance of considering both how the various properties of the photograph are
activated in the context of production and of consumption, as well as how the
various practices of photography might be harnessed in a way that balances the call
for both ethics (that is, the desire for marginalised to have a voice) and aesthetics
(that is, the desire to ensure that the voices of the marginalised will be engaging
enough to be heard). And as regards the social mediation of voice, this study reveals
that the already difficult task of helping marginalised groups, such as migrant
cultural minorities, to articulate stories that are in line with their personal life
projects is made complicated by the need to also think about the much more difficult

task of helping establish a society that is willing to foster such voices.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

“Being put in question by the Other is thus both dis-location and dislocation: the
renouncing of any foundation and the interruption of every preestablished
procedure or norm.”

-Amit Pinchevski, By Way of Interruption

During the course of this research, I was able to listen to many stories that
told of the disturbing experiences of Manila’s! Indian and Korean diasporas. I would
say that the most harrowing was the story of Jaswinder, a forty year old Punjabi
Indian woman with an occupation common to many of the city’s Punjabi Indians:
doing micro-lending or five-six.2 Her tale revealed how her work entailed going into
some of the city’s most depressed slum areas whilst carrying a lot of cash and
bringing some bulky home appliances, such as electric fans, microwave ovens, and
even karaoke machines. Because Jaswinder could only navigate the narrow streets
of these places by riding on a small motorcycle that her husband drove or by
walking on foot, she (and sometimes her husband as well) was often tempting prey
for the city’s many petty thieves. And one time, this almost led to her death. She

recounted,

I was doing my rounds in this squatters’ area. I was walking from house to house,
collecting [money] from my customers. All of a sudden, two men accosted me. I
didn’t know it then, but apparently, they had been waiting on me for weeks already.

I For this study, I take Manila to mean the sixteen cities (that is, Manila proper, Caloocan,
Las Pifias, Makati, Malabon, Mandaluyong, Marikina, Muntinlupa, Navotas, Pasay, Pasig,
Parafiaque, Quezon City, San Juan, Taguig, and Valenzuela) and the lone municipality (that
is, Pateros) that comprise the National Capital Region (NCR) of the Philippines. This is a
region that encompasses a considerably larger area than the original capital city established
by the Spanish (that is, Manila proper).

2 The Punjabis comprise one of the two major groups of Indians in the Philippines. The
other is the Sindhis (Miralao 2007a). In terms of relationships with the majority of local
residents, it is the Punjabis who are more visible to local Filipinos, as most of them are
involved in micro-lending to poor Filipinos who cannot get loans from banks. This lending
scheme is called five-six because of the twenty percent interest that they ask of their clients
(one is lent five but is asked for six). In terms of institutional ties meanwhile, the Sindhis,
who are mostly businesspeople, are significantly more networked with the locals. In fact,
they completely dominate the Filipino Indian Chamber of Commerce (FICC), which is the
most high profile Filipino Indian organisation in the country (Salazar, 2008).
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To Jaswinder’s horror, one of these men brought out a knife and held it perilously

close to her throat. She recalled,

I felt like a chicken about to be slaughtered! So I screamed and screamed and
screamed. In hindsight, I think they were amateurs, because they got flustered by all
my screaming. I remember that the one holding the knife was already shaking out of
tension. And he was telling me, “Shut up! Shut up!” But I went on
screaming...Unfortunately for me...those jeepney? drivers who were my customers
weren’t there at that time. I feel they would’ve helped me. There was this one
woman though who was a former customer. She could see me. But imagine this!
She stood up [from her laundry stool], turned her back on me, and then continued to
do her laundry. And no one else who was there helped me. I actually thought to
myself, “This is it. I'm going to die now.”

Luckily for Jaswinder, the inexperience of the two petty thieves got the better of
them. Perhaps they thought that Jaswinder’s screaming would eventually attract
people, so they ran away. Jaswinder sustained no physical injury more serious than a
bleeding gash on her right hand, but the event did leave her with a lasting
psychological scar. As she put it, “I don’t think anyone can forget something like
that. But I go on with what I do, since it’s the only job I know...I just pray that kind
of thing never happens to me again.”

There was also the equally harrowing story of Ji Hun, a twenty year old
Korean man who was a fourth year university undergraduate student. Ji Hun alleged
that some local policemen were involved in drumming up cases against Koreans like
him, in a bid to extort money from them. During our conversation, he brought up
this topic by asking, “Would you believe me if I told you that I’ve been to prison?”
This took me aback, as I knew him to be a diligent student and a popular youth
leader. He did not seem to be capable of doing something that would land him in
jail. Because I expressed my disbelief in this claim, Ji Hun began narrating how
some local policemen had once thrown him into prison. Whilst this was only for one

night, this was still time inside the Philippine prison system, which is infamous for

its sordid conditions (Esplanada, 2011; USDOS, 2012). According to Ji Hun,

It started with me driving home. I was just driving within my lane along Ortigas
Avenue when all of a sudden, this motorcycle crashes into the rear of my car, on the
driver’s side. I'm guessing [the motorcycle driver] was over-speeding. That’s why

3 The jeepney is one of the key modes of public transport in the Philippines. Its name is a
combination of jeep and jitney, owing to the fact that it is a jeep converted into a jitney bus
(MWD).
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he hit me. My car just got minor scratches and the [motorcycle driver] didn’t really
get injured. So it was really nothing. But I called on the police, just for insurance
purposes you know. The next thing I know, they’ve let the [other] guy go. And they
were arresting me for this very minor accident! I was asking them very kindly,
“What’s going on? Why are you arresting me?” But they weren’t really listening.

Ji Hun then recounted how the police officers impounded his car and brought him to

the local police station. Once he was under detention, the officers began making

hints about what they wanted from him.

They were saying that they didn’t really want to push through with their
charges...They didn’t really say it directly, but they were hinting that all it’d take
was PHP 10,000.00 (GBP 155.00) and then they’d release me. It was like a hostage
situation, but it was the police taking me hostage...I know these things happen in the
Philippines, but I never thought it’d ever happen to me!

Ji Hun said that, naturally, his parents were terrified to hear about what had
happened to him. So his father immediately went to the police station and handed
the police officers the money they asked for. Ji Hun ended his story with a resentful
comment, saying, “And that was that. Those idiots are still probably victimising
other foreigners today.”

Unfortunately, most of Manila’s local Filipinos have not heard about the
problems faced by Jaswinder and Ji Hun or all the other problems faced by the city’s
many Indian and Korean residents. In this work, I argue that one of the key reasons
for this situation is that the Philippines’ Manila-centric mainstream media have
rarely allowed the city’s diasporas an appearance. As I discuss in detail later on in
this dissertation (see Chapter 5), I was only able to come across a handful of news
reports on the Manila’s Indians and Koreans for the entire twenty-one months of my
fieldwork. I also observed that during that period, there was only one self-ascribing
Indian and only four self-ascribing Koreans who had managed to penetrate the
country’s entertainment media. This is in spite of the fact that the Philippine capital,
a mega-city of 12 million, is home to the majority of the country’s 115,400 Koreans

and 67,000 Indians. Even if both these diasporic groups only comprise 1.5 per cent
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of the city’s population, their numbers and, more crucially, their visibility have been
continually increasing (Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2009; Salazar, 2008).4

Concerned with the Philippine mainstream media’s marginalisation of
Manila’s Indians and Koreans, I had two aims for this dissertation. One was that
through the specific case of Manila, I sought to better understand the broader issue
of whether and how mainstream media representations of diasporas are intertwined
with the discourses about multiculturalism in cities of the developing world. My
second and more important aim was to contribute, albeit modestly, to countering the
Philippine mainstream media’s symbolic marginalisation of Manila’s Indians and

Koreans. I discuss each of these aims below.

1.1 The research aims

One of the two central concerns I had in this study was to generate insights
about the mediation of multiculturalism in developing world cities through the
particular prism of Manila. I thought that this offered the possibility of expanding
the present discussions about media representations of diasporas. Most of the
existing studies on this subject have been situated in cities within countries such as
Australia (for example, Ang et al, 2008; Richards, 2007), France (for example,
Deltombe, 2005; Hamilton, 1997), and the United Kingdom (for example, Georgiou,
2009; Parekh, 2000). As a consequence, these studies deal exclusively with the kinds
of multicultural discourses present in the context of the developed world.

One characteristic that makes Manila an important prism for rethinking the
mediation of multiculturalism is that like many other cities in the developing world,
the economic relationship between its locals and its diasporas is in stark contrast
from what can be found in the global cities of the developed world. As an
International Labour Office (ILO) document notes, migrants in the developed world
tend to be economically inferior to the locals. A majority of them are labourers

“motivated [to go abroad]...because of the lack of opportunities for full employment

* Salazar says that of the total number of Indians in the Philippines, around 47,000
reside in Manila. However, these numbers are not necessarily accurate, as some
Indians are illegal migrants and therefore not registered in the government census. If those
who are unregistered are included, their total population nationwide might actually swell to
between 50,000 to 100,000 and their population in Manila might subsequently be much
larger as well (Salazar, 2008). Meanwhile, there appears to be no available data on the exact
number of Koreans in Manila.
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and decent work in many developing countries” (ILO, 2007: 2-3). In contrast, most
of the migrants who have settled in Manila tend to be economically superior to the
locals. During the city’s colonial past, it was the seat of power for the Philippines’
Spanish and American masters, as well as an important trading centre for many
European and Chinese merchants (Connaughton et al, 1995; Irving, 2010; Wilson,
2004). In the city’s postcolonial present, it attracts Indian entrepreneurs (Lorenzana,
2013; Salazar, 2008; Thapan, 2002), as well as Korean businesspeople and students
(Miralao, 2007). Unlike their counterparts in the developed world then, the
diasporas in Manila often do not experience economic marginalisation (cf. Lentin
and Titley, 2011; Roberts and Mahtani, 2010).

Another crucial characteristic that makes Manila an interesting counterpoint
to the global cities of the developed world is that it has no overt institutional policies
about multiculturalism. As the cultural studies scholar Ien Ang points out, a
significant number of influential governments in the developed world—such as
Canada, Australia, the United States of America, and the United Kingdom—have
had at least forty years of experience in dealing with debates about policies aimed at
“address[ing] real or potential ethnic tension and racial conflict” (Ang, 2005: 34).
Ang further says that by the turn of the twenty-first century, “it had become
commonplace for Western liberal democracies to describe themselves as
multicultural societies, even though only a few had embraced official policies of
multiculturalism” (ibid.). In Manila, most of the local Filipinos still subscribe to the
myth that their city (and even the rest of the country) is culturally homogenous
(Teodoro in PNS, 2010). Despite the capital’s long history of being a migrant hub,
most of its locals continue to be reluctant to confront the reality of the city’s cultural
diversity (Ang-See, 1992; Irving, 2010). In this regard, the diasporas in Manila
diverge once again from their counterparts in the developed world, as they are not
really confronted with sustained public discussions about multiculturalism that,
whether intentionally or otherwise, problematise the presence of transnational
migrants like them (cf. Ang, 2005; Benhabib, 2002; Phillips, 2008).

These distinct social dynamics of multiculturalism in Manila have allowed
me to question a key assumption shared by much of the research on media
representations of the diasporas in developed world cities (cf. Georgiou 2006;
Husband, 1994; Silverstone and Georgiou, 2005). I am referring to the idea that the

diasporas often experience both symbolic and material marginalisation. Since this is
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not necessarily the case in Manila, I have been able to explore how the media
represent diasporic groups who might be symbolically inferior, but economically
superior. I have also been able to identify the kinds of social discourses that help
shape such a representation. I discuss my findings on these two things in Chapter 5.
My second more crucial aim in this dissertation was to contribute, however
modestly, to countering the Philippine mainstream media’s symbolic marginalisation
of Manila’s Indians and Koreans. In my view, the experiences of mediated
invisibility, segregation, and exclusion (Georgiou, 1994) that this marginalisation
brought about had to be urgently addressed, since its consequences went beyond
issues of representation. It also had far-reaching material consequences, especially
as it could lead to the oppression of these migrant cultural minorities (Husband,
1994). As Silverstone and Georgiou argue, at stake in such a denial of multiple and

multiply-inflected cultural voices in the media is

the continuing capacity of the nation to insist on its cultural specificity, with
possibly significant consequences for its inhabitants’ participation in, and
identification with, national community. At stake too [is] the capacity of minority
groups to form their own transnational or global media cultures, which, for better or
worse, could offer frameworks for participation and agency no longer grounded in
singular residence and no longer oriented exclusively to the project of national or
singular citizenship. (Silverstone and Georgiou, 2005: 438)

The persistence of such a marginalisation is untenable for a city like Manila,
a place that is becoming increasingly enmeshed in a globalised world. In the same
way that it is home to a growing contingent of Indian, Korean, and various other
diasporas (Miralao and Makil, 2007), it is also the capital of a country that has
approximately 9.5 million out of its 92 million people residing in 128 different
countries around the world (Commission of Filipinos Overseas, 2010). Manila
clearly has a stake in helping to build a world that would be less hostile and more
hospitable to transnational migrants.

In light of the above, I sought to “interrupt” (Pinchevski, 2005) the
Philippine mainstream media’s problematic representation of the Indian and Korean
diasporas. I attempted to open up a space from which members of these
communities could tell their own stories about their lives in the city. Together with
five Indian and four Korean participants (whose names I list in Chapter 4 and whose

works I present in Chapter 6), two photography scholars from one of the top
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universities in the Philippines (whom I will refer to using the pseudonyms Terri and
Ricky), and an Indian and a Korean community organisation in Manila (Khalsa
Diwan Manila and the United Korean Community Association in the Philippines), I
co-organised Shutter Stories: A Photography Exhibition on the Life of Indians and
Koreans in Manila (which I will refer to throughout the rest of this dissertation as
Shutter Stories). This collaborative photography exhibition project began with
photography seminars for its diasporic participants, which were held on 23, 24, and
31 July 2011 at Ateneo de Manila University. It concluded with a public exhibition
of the photo stories of these diasporic participants, which was held from 22 to 28
August 2011 at the SM North EDSA Mall in Manila, The Philippines. Subsequently,
the works were uploaded to a dedicated online website, which went live from
December 2012 to March 20135

I was aware that I could have explored many other media that could serve as
a platform for Manila’s Indians and Koreans. For instance, previous studies have
used video, drawing, writing, and the performative arts to create spaces for those
whom the mainstream media have symbolically marginalised (see the
comprehensive review of Ramella and Olmos, 2005). Similarly, I had the
opportunity to talk to David Kay of People’s Voice Media. His organisation
advocates the use of the convergent and social media in enabling those in the social

margins to speak about their lives (personal conversation with David Kay, 08

November 2010; see also http://peoplesvoicemedia.co.uk/). However, I chose
photography for three reasons.

First, I wanted to explore the opportunity that it opened up for cross-cultural
dialogue. Here I am referring to the photograph’s ability to tell stories primarily
through visual language and only secondarily, if at all, through verbal language,
such as accompanying textual captions (Messaris, 1997; Scott, 1999). I wanted to
see whether and how the use of the visual might facilitate the storytelling of

Manila’s Indians and Koreans, especially since they were not necessarily proficient

5 Here I would like to note two things. One is that I chose SM North EDSA as the venue for
the public exhibition because during the time of my fieldwork, it was Manila’s largest mall
and was also one of the city’s largest transportation hubs. As such, it offered the possibility
that the exhibition could be seen by a diverse cross-section of Manila’s local Filipinos.
Second is that I have deliberately not included the name of the website for Shutter Stories in
this dissertation. This is because the participants’ names are on the site itself and, for various
reasons, they were unanimous in requesting that I do not reveal their actual identities in any
of my scholarly works.
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in Tagalog and/or English, the preferred languages of Manila’s local Filipinos.
Another reason that I chose photography was that for many people in media-
saturated societies, the practice of taking photographs has become a ubiquitous part
of everyday life. Partly because of the advent of mobile photography (for example,
Scifo, 2005; Van House et al., 2005; Villi, 2007) as well as of photo-sharing and
social networking sites (for example, Burgess, 2006; McKay, 2010; Van Djick,
2011), it has become commonplace for ordinary people to take photographs and put
them up for public display. As many residents of Manila, including the Indians and
Koreans, already shared in this practice, I thought that being invited to participate in
a photography project would not be too daunting for many of them. Finally, I chose
photography because I wanted to harness the ease with which photographs could be
produced, reproduced and disseminated. Compared to video, which has been the
(audio)visual medium of choice for many collaborative research projects with
cultural minorities in general (for example, the works associated with the media
anthropology tradition, such as that of Ginsburg, 2002 and Turner, 2002) and with
migrant minorities in particular (for example, de Block, 2010; de Block and
Buckingham, 2007), photographs can be produced and reproduced with cheaper
equipment and with less technical training. This was an important consideration for
me as a researcher, as I had limited funding for this research. Together with this,
photographs, whether analogue or digital, tend to be more easily transportable than
video (Ginsburg, 2010; Pink, 2007) and, as such, also tend to more quickly spread
across the various domains of society (Zelizer, 2006). But of course, all these three
initial suppositions I had about the medium were quite rudimentary. So in my
research, I sought to go beyond these and to build a more nuanced understanding of
the impact of photography on the way the Indians and Koreans in Manila talked

about their diasporic lives. I address this concern in Chapters 2 and 7.

1.2 The research questions

Throughout this research, my abiding concern was the lack of both societal
and scholarly attention to the issue of multiculturalism in the cities of the developing
world in general, as well as to the social issues faced by Manila’s Indians and
Koreans in particular. The main aim of this study was not only to understand the

relationship between how Manila’s Indians and Koreans were represented by the
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Manila-centric Philippine mainstream media and how these diasporic groups were
talked about by Manila’s local Filipinos. I also wanted to explore how a
collaborative photography exhibition project might interrupt the prevalent discourse
of multiculturalism in Manila. Specifically, I wanted to map out how this project
could contribute to creating a space wherein the diasporas in Manila could share
their own stories about their migrant lives.

The main research question of this study was: How might a collaborative
photography exhibition project mediate the voices of the Indian and Korean
diasporas in Manila? I also asked the following subsidiary research questions: (a)
How are the voices of the project participants mediated by the characteristics of
photography and the practices that surround the production of a collaborative
photography exhibition project? and (b) How are the voices of the project
participants mediated by their experiences of diasporic life as individuals, as part of
a cultural group, and as part of a multicultural society?

To answer these questions, I examined the photo stories produced by the
Indian and Korean participants of Shutter Stories—all of which I present in Chapter
6—in relation to a wide range of empirical data. For this analysis, I primarily drew
from interviews I carried out with seventeen Indians and fifteen Koreans from
Manila and participant observation field notes from the collaborative photography
exhibition project. I also secondarily drew from six focus group discussions with
local Filipinos and on an impressionistic analysis of contemporary Philippine
mainstream media. I say more about the research techniques I used in Chapter 4.

Equally importantly, I examined the Shutter Stories photo stories in relation
to two key concepts. As a way of understanding the anatomy of storytelling, I relied
on the notion of voice posited by Nick Couldry (Couldry, 2010). And as a way of
understanding how such stories are shaped by the participants’ particular life
contexts, I used the notion of mediation originally posited by Roger Silverstone and
subsequently developed by other scholars (Silverstone, 1999; 2005; 2007, as well as
Couldry, 2008; Couldry, 2012; Livingstone, 2009; Madianou, 2005; Ong, 2012;
Thumim, 2012). I discuss these central concepts of voice and mediation in the next

section.
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1.3 The key concepts

1.3.1 Voice

As 1 mentioned above, I anchored my understanding of storytelling in the
concept of voice. To define voice, I turned to Nick Couldry’s important book, Why
Voice Matters. In this work, he is primarily concerned with the ascent of
neoliberalism in Western society in general and the United Kingdom in particular.
Couldry argues that this political and social order continuously insists on the market
worldview, which casts people as nothing but agents of profit-making. This state of
affairs denies people the ability to tell stories—both of themselves and of the world in
which they live—that are different from the neoliberal narrative. In so doing, it
denies them the chance to imagine a post-neoliberal way of doing politics. It is in
light of this that Couldry insists on the importance of having a sound understanding
of voice. He aims to unpack not only the dynamics of how voice is articulated, but
also the dynamics of how voice might be fostered. Couldry’s hope is that this
endeavour contributes to interrupting the ascent of the neoliberal narrative, as well
as to opening up spaces for alternative narratives about how society might be
ordered (Couldry, 2010). Throughout this dissertation, I draw from this distinction
that Couldry makes between the articulation of voice and the fostering of voice in
order to understand the mediation of diasporic voices in Manila.

During the course of my research, I only tangentially addressed the rise of
neoliberalism in the Philippines. However, I found a significant parallel between
what Couldry described as the ascent of neoliberalism in the West (Couldry, 2010)
and the rise of postcolonial nationalism in the Philippines (cf. Gonzaga, 1999). In
the same way that the Western brand of neoliberalism stifles the possibility of
narratives regarding a post-neoliberal society, Philippine postcolonial nationalism’s
insistence on cultural homogeneity also tends to prevent the emergence of narratives
about a multicultural Manila. This is something I elaborate on in Chapter 5. For
now, what I would like to say is that this parallel between neoliberalism in the West
and postcolonial nationalism in the Philippines led me to be concerned with two
aspects of voice similar to those with which Couldry was concerned: the dynamics
of how diasporic voices in Manila were articulated and the dynamics of how these
diverse cultural voices might be fostered (cf. Couldry, 2010). At the same time, I

also attempted to further Couldry’s distinction of the two aspects of voice by
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exploring how these play out in relation to the issue of multiculturalism and in the
context of a city in the developing world.

Based on a diverse range of philosophical traditions, including the Anglo-
American (for example, Alisdair Macintyre and Charles Taylor), the continental (for
example, Paul Ricoeur) and the post-structuralist (for example, Judith Butler and
Adriana Cavarero), Couldry asserts that the first of two key definitions of voice is as
a process. By this he refers to “the human capacity to give an account of themselves
and of their place in the world” (Couldry, 2010: 10). According to him, this is a
fundamental aspect of human life.

Voice as a process can be linked to Walter Fisher’s claim that people are
homo narrans (a storytelling species) who seek to understand their lives through
narratives. For Fisher, it is this capacity for narrative that helps people attain a
degree of control over their lives (Fisher, 1987). First, this capacity contributes to
people’s ability to make sense of their circumstances. A fascinating example of this
is Daniel Miller‘s anthropological work about people living in one North London
street. In this study, he demonstrates how each of these Londoners has constructed a
particular story of the world, which manifests itself in the way that they engage with
the material objects in their households. Miller further argues that it is these stories
that “form the basis on which people judge the world and themselves” (Miller, 2008:
296) and that “gives them their confidence to legitimate, condemn, and
appraise” (ibid.). Second, people’s capacity for narratives is also important in
allowing them to influence others. As Derek Layder explains, this ability is crucial in
enabling people to derive their social needs from others. He says that people
“require some means of ‘producing’ or creating...[other people’s] love, care,
acceptance” (Layder, 2004: 14). Because of the centrality of voice in how people
order their lives, Couldry points out that any attempt to deny people’s voices is a
political act (Couldry, 2010). Taking away voice means taking away people’s ability
to feel that they “have some input into directing the flow of events rather than being
passively ‘carried along’ by them” (Layder, 2004: 15). As a consequence, it also
means taking away the possibility that they can “step into the future with more
confidence about what it is [they] want to achieve and how [they are] going to make
it come about” (ibid.)

Together with Couldry’s definition of voice as the capacity to tell stories

(Couldry, 2010), it is also important to think of the argument that voice can be
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expressed by eloquent silences, which are stories in themselves. The works of
several feminist scholars are relevant to this claim. There is, for one, Robin Clair
and her work, Organising Silences. One of the most important assertions in this
book is that silence can also speak. Of course, this is not to deny the possibility that
this condition might be characteristic of oppression. She does acknowledge that
silence is a powerful tool that dominant groups in society employ to marginalise
their perceived others.® But at the same time, Clair also underscores how silence
holds the possibility of social resistance, even defiance (Clair, 1998). Silence can be
a tactical strategy (cf. Glen, 2004: xi). A case in point is this account of Chilean

women successfully harnessing the power of silence:

In 1989, at the time of the plebiscite, there was a demonstration by 2000 women in
Santiago. The women walked in silence along the main avenues of the centre of
Santiago, carrying cardboard cut-outs of disappeared people, each one with a name.
No words were spoken, only the image was seen...Women had transcended the
private level to be an integral part of the naming and expressing of the present, and
of a dynamic impetus for the future. (Boyle, 1993: 153-154)

Couldry himself further nuances his definition of voice by saying that it is
not just about speaking, but is also about being heard (Couldry, 2010). Once again,
the works of feminist scholars are instructive here. This is because some of them,
such as Caroline Knowles, say that, at the very least, academic projects on voice
should entail making the theorisations and experiences of the unheard a central
research concern (Knowles, 2010).7 Beyond this, however, they say as well that

voice can only be truly transformative if it can go beyond scholarly initiatives.

6 In conditions of oppression, silence is usually thought to be the property of the oppressed.
To complicate this view, it is instructive to note John Keane’s argument that there are
instances of oppression when silence is the property of the dominant group. There are, for
example, the manufactured public silences that are collusively enacted by state and market
actors when their so-called large-scale exercises of power go awry (Keane, 2012).

7 Inevitably, this raises the difficult question of whether we scholars can actually help give
voice to those who are not able to speak. As Spivak’s often-repeated question goes, “Can
the subaltern speak?” (Spivak, 1988a). After all, we who claim to speak for them are
necessarily embedded and positioned, and therefore select and present the stories of the
unheard in the modes that we find most suitable for us (Devault, 1990). I do agree that we
can never really escape our particular standpoints and that we will inevitably bring this with
us when we engage with those who are in the social margins. I disagree, however, that this
must be a cause for pessimism, since we can have recourse to reflexivity in research.
Perhaps, there is just the need for us to continually foreground that we are not revealing
truths, but constructing representational strategies that are aimed towards particular political
ends (for example, Gottfried, 1996; Knowles, 2000).
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Rakow and Wackwitz put it bluntly, saying, “Surely we have not solved the problem
of domination and oppression by finding places in our books and journals for voices
outside the academy” (Rakow and Wackwitz, 2004: 95). They insist that those who
are in the margins can only be said to have found their voice if their narratives
influence people’s practices, both at the level of the personal and at the level of the
public. This is emphasised by feminist political projects of bringing to public light
the life stories of those who are previously unheard, in order to push for social
change (for example, Boyle, 1993; Gatua, 2007; Hinton, 2013).

But how can we ensure that voice as a process is fostered? For this, Couldry
posits the second order definition of voice, which is that of a value. This notion of
voice is about “the act of valuing, and choosing to value, those frameworks for
organising human life and resources that themselves value voice (as a process)...
[and] discriminating against frameworks of social, economic and political
organisation that deny or undermine voice” (Couldry, 2010: 10-11). This is why in
Why Voice Matters, Couldry evaluates whether the prevalent political, economic,
and symbolic frameworks in the West foster or stifle the emergence of stories that go
beyond the neoliberal narrative (ibid.). In examining voice in the context of
multicultural societies meanwhile, one needs to assess if the existing social
arrangements in these places allow the voices (as a process) of members of diverse
cultural groups to flourish and, at the same time, if these social arrangements reject
practices that silence members of particular cultural groups (cf. Phillips, 2008).

In this research, my specific interest was in seeing the ways that the media—
especially the Philippine mainstream media vis-a-vis the alternative media space I
wanted to initiate via the Shutter Stories project—might value diverse cultural
voices. Echoing Tanja Dreher, I wanted to examine “the conventions, institutions
and privileges which shape who and what can be heard in the media” (Dreher, 2009:
445). One work that was particularly relevant to this task is Roger Silverstone’s
Media and Morality. In this book, he posits a particular standard that one can use in
assessing how the media either foster or hinder diverse cultural voices. Here I am
referring to the notion of the mediapolis, a term which Silverstone draws from the
works of Hannah Arendt (Silverstone, 2007). On the one hand, Silverstone
understands the mediapolis as an empirical reality. For him, it pertains to an already
existing mediated global public space of appearance where “contemporary political

life increasingly finds its place, both at the national and global levels” (Silverstone
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in Dayan, 2007: 114). But more important for the discussion at hand is that, on the
other hand, Silverstone also thinks of the mediapolis as an ideal. For him, this space
should be characterised by communication that is multiple and multiply-inflected, as
well as by its openness to the diverse images and narratives that represent those
whom we think of as our others (Silverstone in Dayan, 2007: 114-115). His hope is
for this space not to be hostile but instead hospitable—and infinitely so—to the
appearance of cultural others (Silverstone, 2007). It can be said then that the more
that the media come close to the ideal of the mediapolis, then the more that these
value voice (as a process).

Whilst acknowledging the originality and boldness of Silverstone’s
argument, Couldry says that Silverstone’s ideal of the mediapolis tends to be
“impossibly demanding” (Couldry, 2012: 195), primarily because of its
deontological or universalist inflection. He points out that Silverstone’s notion of
hospitality is based “on the normal time limits to strangers’ stay within the home and
on the usual territorial limits around the home, from where strangers are normally
absent” (ibid.). But hospitality for those who appear in the media requires so much
more of us, as it asks us to understand the media as “‘our home’, whoever ‘we’ are,
and that our media home must be continually open” (ibid.). In light of this, Couldry
says that, perhaps, the media might be assessed better if our terms of judgement
were less deontological (and universalist) and more ethical (and situated). He
therefore posits a neo-Aristotelian approach, which he describes as “guided by the
eminently practical insight that right behaviour cannot be identified in advance,
abstracted from the often competing requirements of specific contexts” (Couldry,
2012: 189). In relation to this, it can be said that an understanding of how the media
might or might not value voice (as a process) depends on the circumstances present
in a particular case. And indeed, empirical studies bear out the diverse
considerations that are at play when one looks at the possibility of culturally diverse
voices in relation to mainstream media on the one hand (for example, Ang et al
2008; Parekh, 2000) and in relation to alternative media for cultural minorities on
the other hand (for example, Ginsburg, 2002; Turner, 2002; Wilson and Stewart,
2008). In each of these cases, Couldry suggests that we ask, “What are the virtues or
stable dispositions likely to contribute to us conducting the practice of media well?
—well, that is, by reference to the wider aim of contributing to a flourishing human

life together” (Couldry, 2012: 190).
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1.3.2 Mediation

As I have said earlier, this research also necessitated an understanding of
how voices are shaped by people’s engagement with the social contexts in which
they are embedded. As Stephen Coleman says, voice is not something that resides
merely within a person, separate from his or her external world (Coleman, 2013). He
argues instead that voice is something that has a social life, in that it “always entails
a compromise between the individual interests, values, self-perception and intended
self-projection of speakers and the rhythms, norms, taboos and contingent
expectations of the cultures in which they speak™ (ibid.: 11). In other words, a proper
appreciation of voice also needed a proper appreciation of the process of mediation.

Unfortunately, mediation has been made to refer to different things across
various scholarly disciplines and, as such, can be potentially confusing. Couldry
deals with this issue by mapping out the key debates about what mediation— which
in his more recent works he refers to as mediatisation —might mean (Couldry, 2008;
2012). At the same time, mediation has also been made to refer to different things
within the field of media, communications, and cultural studies itself. Nancy
Thumim sheds light on four distinct but overlapping approaches through her useful
heuristic categorisation of these notions of mediation (Thumim, 2012: 51-55). For
the purposes of this dissertation though, I took a view of mediation that was rooted
in Silverstone’s original articulation of the concept. I drew particularly on his
definition of mediation as the process in which meanings are circulated in society
and, as a consequence, are constantly transformed (Silverstone, 1999; 2005;2007;
but see also Couldry, 2008; 2012; Livingstone, 2009; Madianou, 2005; Ong, 2012;
Thumim, 2012). Silverstone says that in order to understand this process, we have
to, first and foremost, “enquire into the instability and flux of meanings and into
their transformations, [and] also into the politics of their fixing” (Silverstone, 1999:
16).

Couldry, however, argues that a key weakness in Silverstone’s approach is
that it insists on remaining abstract, with Silverstone refusing to further systematise
his own account of the mediation process (Couldry, 2012). To address this valid
concern, this dissertation also drew from Nancy Thumim’s recent book on
mediation. One the one hand, the focus of Thumim’s work is different from that of
this dissertation, as it examines formal institutional spaces (namely the BBC and the

Museum of London) and not alternative media spaces (like the Shutter Stories
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project that I initiated). But on the other hand, her work is relevant to this
dissertation, as it attempts to conceptualise mediation in relation to “ordinary
people”, which is a term that refers to those who are not part of the institutional
media but who nevertheless produce media content. This is very close to what I was
doing in this work, which was on the mediation of the voices of the Indians and
Koreans in Manila, who are themselves “ordinary people”.

Thumim posits that an inclusive view of mediation needs consider its three
key dimensions. One is institutional mediation, which pertains to “the production
contexts of the media industries...[but also] individual persons directly working on
producing self-representations with/by members of the public, with those many
others in the institutions and related bodies, such as funders and partner
organisations” (Thumim, 2012: 58). There is also cultural mediation, which is about
“what the audience/participants bring to the production of self-representation in
terms of abilities, expectations, understandings—what is brought to the mediation
process from the participants who are outside the institution” (ibid.: 59). Finally,
there is textual mediation, which is an analysis of the properties of the medium
involved but, crucially, understood “in relation to the context in which they are
produced” (ibid.: 60). Taken together, Thumim contends that all these dimensions
allow us to stress “both the multiple factors that shape meaning, and the open-ended
nature of meaning making” (ibid.: 57). Anchored on this premise, my discussion in
Chapter 7 examines how the voices of the Indian and Korean participants of the
Shutter Stories project were mediated both textually (that is, in relation to the
properties of photography) and institutionally (that is, in relation to the practices
surrounding photography), whilst my discussion in chapter 8 examines how these
same voices were mediated culturally (that is, in relation to the social experience of

being a diaspora in Manila).

1.4 The chapters

In Chapter 2, I begin developing the theoretical framework of this study, which
is grounded in Couldry’s notion of voice (Couldry, 2012), as well as in Silverstone’s
general articulation (Silverstone, 1999; 2005; 2007) and Thumim’s concrete
conceptualisation (Thumim, 2012) of mediation. For this first half of the framework,

I provide a conceptual exploration of how diasporic voices might be mediated by
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photography. I consider the properties of the photograph as a medium. Using the
works of photography scholars from cultural studies, sociology, and anthropology, I
establish that the defining characteristic of the medium is that it is simultaneously
denotative and connotative, as evidenced in its all-at-once indexical, iconic, and
symbolic relation with reality. Together with this, I also consider photography as a
practice, especially in the context of interventionist research. I argue that its
distinctive feature is how its two most important moments—the selection and the
representation of the photographic subject—both lie at the intersection of how
ordinary people do photography in the everyday (that is, popular photography) and
how researchers engage with photography in social research (that is, legitimated
photography).

In Chapter 3, I move on to develop the second half of the theoretical
framework of this study. I give a conceptual account of how diasporic voices might
be mediated by the diasporic social experience. Weaving together works on the
politics of multiculturalism, the philosophy of the social sciences, and media and
cultural minorities, I posit that such an experience consists of three levels. These are
the levels of the self, where voice is mediated by people’s personal experiences of
being in a multicultural society; of the cultural group, where voice is mediated by
the concern for cultural group voice; and of the multicultural society, where voice is
mediated by a multicultural society’s willingness to engage with cultural minority
voices.

In Chapter 4, I elaborate on my methodology for this research. For the first
part of this chapter, I establish and justify my use of participatory action research as
my general methodological approach, as well as of the collaborative photography
exhibition project as my specific interventionist strategy. In the second part of this
chapter, I talk about my use of life story interviews, focus group discussions, and
impressionistic media analysis in order to understand the social context wherein I
sought to intervene via the Shutter Stories project. 1 also discuss my use of
participant observation as a way of looking into the nuances of the transformations
that the Shutter Stories project brought about amongst Manila’s local Filipinos.

In Chapter 5, I start to present the data I gathered during the course of my
fieldwork. Drawing on life story interviews with Manila’s Indians and Koreans,
focus group discussions with Manila’s local Filipinos, as well as an impressionistic

analysis of the Manila-centric Philippine mainstream media, I describe how the
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mediation of multiculturalism plays out in the context of Manila. I show how this
instance of mediation is entangled with the broader discourses of the Philippine
postcolonial nationalist project (Gonzaga, 2009). For one, I highlight how local
Filipinos’ preoccupation with establishing a unifying cultural identity tends to make
them elide the issue of their own internal cultural diversity, as well as of the social
issues raised by the increasingly significant diasporic population of the city. I also
underscore how the local discourse of cultural homogeneity results in the continued
reluctance of local Filipinos to publicly discuss the persistence of their unspoken
skin-tone based racial hierarchy not only of themselves, but also of their cultural
others.

In Chapter 6, I share the photo stories of the five Indian and four Korean
participants of the Shutter Stories project. Here, I attempt, in an admittedly limited
way, to recreate the appearance of these works during the public exhibition in
Manila and on the dedicated website. My hope is that this somehow allows the
photo stories of the participants to speak for themselves, before I move on to speak
about these works. Through this, I try to mitigate the power asymmetries that arise
from the way in which my scholarly voice, no matter how grounded it might be,
dominates this dissertation. I open this chapter by showing the textual caption that
accompanied the entire exhibition. Then throughout the rest of the chapter, I present
each of the photo stories of the Indian and Korean participants, as well as their
accompanying captions, in the sequence in which they were presented in both the
photography slideshow (for the public exhibition) and online (for the dedicated
website).

In Chapter 7, I discuss how the voices of the five Indian and four Korean
participants of the Shutter Stories project were photographically mediated. For the
first half of this chapter, I reveal the relationship between the properties of the
photographic medium and Couldry’s notion of voice as a process (Couldry, 2010).
Here I examine how the participants dealt with the indexical, the iconic, and the
symbolic modes of the photograph during the crafting of their photo stories (Scott,
1999). I draw links between this and the two key aspects of the materiality of voice:
the social resources involved in producing people’s voices and the particular form
that their voices actually take (Couldry, 2010). Together with this, I also look into
the conditions that shaped how Manila’s local Filipinos interpreted the various

photographic modes of the participants’ photo stories (Zelizer, 2006). On the basis
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of this, I assess whether their voices were recognised, that is, whether they were
listened to and were registered as important (Couldry, 2010). In the second half of
this chapter, I explore the relationship between the practices surrounding
photography in interventionist research and Couldry’s notion of voice as a value
(ibid.). I look at both the process of subject selection and subject representation (cf.
Pink, 2007) and attempt to characterise the kind of negotiations that took place
between the photographic practices drawn on by the participants and the
photographic practices espoused by the photography scholars and myself (cf.
Bourdieu 2003 [1990]; Thumim, 2009).

In Chapter 8, I turn my attention to how the voices of the five Indian and four
Korean participants of the Shutter Stories project were socially mediated. I show
that at each level of the diasporic experience —the self, the cultural group, and the
multicultural society —different forces were at work in shaping the photo stories of
the Indian participants, on the one hand, and the Korean participants, on the other
hand. At the level of the self, I talk about how the photo stories demonstrated the
participants’ ability to be reflexive, as they expressed their personal agency in
dealing with the circumstances in which they were embedded (Archer, 2000; 2007,
Layder, 2004). I highlight how Couldry’s notion of voice as a process played out in
the crafting of the participants’ stories (Couldry, 2010). At the level of the cultural
group, I explore how the participants’ works reflected the ways that they negotiated
the boundaries of their cultural groups: mostly reinforcing but at times challenging
them (Barth, 1976; Bauman 2001; Baumann, 1997). I show how, on the one hand,
the crafting of a unified cultural group voice might be linked to Couldry’s notion of
voice as a process and how, on the other hand, the dissensions that undergird this
seemingly unified voice might be linked to Couldry’s notion of voice as a value
(Couldry, 2010). Finally, at the level of the multicultural society, I delve into how
the participants’ works were mediated by how open and willing Manila’s wider
society was in engaging in a dialogue regarding the multicultural character of their
city (Benhabib, 2002; Phillips, 2008; Said, 1994; Silverstone, 2007). I then draw the
connections between this kind of mediation and Couldry’s notion of voice as a value
(Couldry, 2010).

In Chapter 9, I conclude this dissertation. I summarise the key empirical
findings of this study and discuss their contribution to a better understanding of

multiculturalism and of participatory action research. On the basis of these findings,
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I aim to help in mapping out the possibilities and problems that accompany an
interventionist project that seeks to foster diasporic voices, such as Shutter Stories. 1
also contribute to identifying possible future endeavours that might make Manila’s
present-day local Filipinos come to terms (once again) with the longstanding
multicultural character of what has been called “the world’s first global city” (Irving,

2010: 19).
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Chapter 2
Theorising the Mediation of Voice Part 1: Voice and
Photography

“The naive observer sees that in the photographic universe, one is faced with both
black-and-white and coloured states of things. But are there any such black-and-
white and coloured states of things in the world out there? As soon as naive
observers ask this question, they are embarking on the very philosophy of
photography that they were trying to avoid.”

-Viléem Flusser, Towards a Philosophy of Photography

In the next two chapters, I build on the previous chapter’s discussion on
voice (developed by Couldry, 2010) and mediation (developed by Silverstone, 1999;
2005; 2007, as well as by Couldry, 2008; 2012; Livingstone, 2009; Madianou, 2005;
Ong, 2012; Thumim, 2012) to establish the theoretical framework of this study. My
central thesis will be that understanding how diasporic voices are mediated in a
collaborative photography exhibition project necessitates an examination of the two
distinct but intertwined aspects of this process. First, it is important to look into the
mediation of voice via the photographic medium, with its distinct properties and
practices (cf. Thumim, 2012 and her notions of textual and institutional mediation).
And second, it is also important to look into the mediation of voice via the various
levels of the diasporic social experience: the self, the cultural group, and the
multicultural society (cf. Thumim, 2012 and her notion of cultural mediation). By
unpacking these photographic and social aspects of the mediation process, I hope to
provide a nuanced consideration of the possibilities and pitfalls that might be
encountered by interventionist endeavours such as this study.

Through this study’s framework, I seek to move beyond the two polarities
that characterise much of the scholarship on the mediation of voice. I hope to avoid
the overly optimistic view of some interventionist researchers about the capacity of
participatory visual research to empower people’s voices (cf. the critique set out by
Buckingham, 2009), whilst also avoiding the overly pessimistic view of some post-
structuralist researchers about the limited capacity of people to have a voice that is
truly their own (cf. the critique set out by Parekh, 2004). As I will subsequently
discuss in this chapter, the framework I am proposing counterbalances the optimism
of action researchers through its emphasis on how media platforms can be both

enabling and disabling of voice. At the same time, this framework also counteracts
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the pessimism of post-structuralists through its emphasis on how a person’s agency
is central to the ways in which the social experience of being a migrant mediates
voice. In these two ways, I aim to establish a more complex understanding of the
ways in which both voice as a process and as a value (Couldry, 2010) might be
mediated.

My discussion below focuses on fleshing out how the photographic medium
matters in the mediation of diasporic voices. First, I look into the properties of the
photograph as a text. I argue that what makes the mediation of the photographic text
unique is how it is influenced by the tension between the medium’s simultaneously
denotative and connotative nature (Scott, 1999; Zelizer, 2006). Second, I look into
photography as a practice, especially within the context of interventionist research. I
argue that the key characteristic that defines how this kind of photographic practice
mediates voice is that it lies at the intersection of photography in everyday life (for
example, Harrison, 2002) and photography in social research (for example, Chaplin,

1994).

2.1 Voice and the properties of the photograph

Central to understanding an interventionist media research project is a
consideration of the media platform being harnessed. The media are immensely
plural and have equally plural characteristics (Silverstone, 2007). As a consequence,
all of these different media mediate differently. They might be visual and evoke the
senses or written and evoke contextual information (Pink, 2006); intimate and tend
towards dialogue or public and tend towards dissemination (Peters, 1999); self-
reflective and emphasise individuality or social and emphasise collectivity (Van
Dijck, 2004). In this section, I provide a careful consideration of the unique
properties of the photographic medium and their impact on the mediation of voice as
a process, which is the capacity of people to speak about themselves and their place
in the world (Couldry, 2010).

My main argument here is that one distinct trait of photographic mediation is
its paradoxical way of representing reality. Barbie Zelizer articulates this point very
clearly, saying that photographs possess the unparalleled ability to be simultaneously
denotative and connotative. Since photographic images record so much visual detail,

they have the capacity to make us think that they are depicting the world as it really
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is. They are, in this sense, denotative. At the same time, images also tend to resist
linguistic codification, at least when they are considered apart from any
accompanying written captions or oral narratives. Because of this, they also allow
themselves to be interpreted in diverse ways that correspond to particular symbolic
frames that dominate the different domains of society (for instance, the realm of
journalism, advertising, and art). They are, in this sense, connotative (Zelizer, 2006).
So in mediating voice, photographs can emphasise the realism of the details of a
person’s narrative (that is, the who, what, where, when, and how of a story) as much
as they can emphasise the discursiveness of these stories (that is, the why of a story).

Zelizer further argues that the simultaneously denotative and connotative
quality of photographs has important implications for the social circulation of such
an easily transportable medium. On the one hand, the realism often associated with
the denotative property of photographs means that they have a referential force that
they bring with them across different social settings. But on the other hand, the
discursiveness inherent in the connotative property of photographs means that they
have the capacity to orient people towards interpretations that suit specific social
settings. In other words, the credibility of photographs can remain constant, even if
their meanings can be contextually contingent (ibid.).® This means that the meanings
embedded in photographs might be perceived as realistic, even if possible
interpretations about these meanings might vary along with the kind of spaces in
which the photographs appear. This dynamic significantly determines the
possibilities and limitations of the photograph as a platform for voice.

To arrive at a more detailed understanding of how the above dynamic plays
out, I turn to Clive Scott and his essay on what he calls the life of photographs,

which is based on C.S. Peirce’s classic semiological modes of the index, the icon,

8 Van Dijck, however, notes the changes to the credibility of photos in an age of digital
photography. She says that although the penchant for photographic manipulation has long
existed, “what is new in digital photography is the increased number of possibilities for
reviewing and retouching one’s own pictures, first on a small camera screen and later on the
screen of a computer” (Van Dijck, 2008: 66). This is why she asks, “[D]oes this increased
flexibility cause the processes of photographic imaging and mental (or cognitive) editing to
become further entwined in the construction of identity?...[D]oes image doctoring become
an integral element of autobiographical remembering?” (ibid.)
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and the symbol.? In this work, Scott makes two key suppositions that run parallel to
but also extend Zelizer’s arguments above. First, he claims that photographs are
primordially denotative, with the indexical as their most basic relationship with the
reality that they are thought to represent. Second though, he also claims that as these
images age, their connotative quality becomes more and more pronounced, as they
move towards the iconic and, later on, to the symbolic. As a consequence of this
shift from a more concrete to a more abstract mode of representation, they become
increasingly entangled with the ideological (Scott, 1999). I elaborate on these points
below, highlighting the ways in which the different modes of photographs diverge

and converge and, in turn, impact the mediation of voice.

2.1.1 Indexicality and personal memories

Scott argues that, first and foremost, the photographic medium is indexical. A
photograph is inextricably linked to its material referents via physical causality or
connection. Peel away the photographic codes and conventions laid over a
photographic image and one finds that at the most basic, it is comprised of traces of
light patterns and their reflections off subjects. By its very nature, a photograph is
never completely itself. It instead constantly hearkens to a something else from the
past, from that particular instance in which it was originally taken (Scott, 1999).

This ability to freeze and to make present a specific moment from the past is
what allows a photograph to serve as a powerful relic that “take[s] us back to the
scene of memory in ways that are not permitted by other modes of
textuality” (Hughes and Noble, 2003: 5). For many scholars, it is this idea of a
photograph as an aide-mémoire that defines the indexical mode of the medium (for
example, Hughes and Noble, 2003; Messaris, 1997; Keenan, 1998). Take for
instance the latter half of Roland Barthes’ work, Camera Lucida. In this deeply
personal meditation on photography, he shares his personal search for that one
image that can best return to him the essence of his mother, whose loss he mourns
very deeply. After much rummaging, he settles on what he calls the Winter Garden

Photograph. Barthes does not show this to his readers, because he believes this to be

9 Chandler defines these as follows: (1) the index as “a mode in which the signifier is not
arbitrary but directly connected to the signified,” (2) the icon as “a mode in which the
signifier is perceived as resembling or imitating the signified,” and (3) the symbol as “mode
in which the signifier does not resemble the signified but which is fundamentally arbitrary or
purely conventional” (Chandler, 2007: 36-37).
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a futile exercise. For him, others could never share in the unique way in which the
photograph’s denotative properties have affected him. Nevertheless, Barthes
provides an account of what he sees, so as to hint at the kind of evocation it triggers.
He then marvels at how these photographic referents bring forth his mother’s
kindness in such an essential manner that the image is able to bring his mother back
to him (Barthes, 1981).

What is interesting in Barthes’ account of the Winter Garden Photograph is
that it both proves and disproves the idea of the photograph as an aide-mémoire. For
him, the said image, as in the case of all other images, is only able to evoke
memories if its provenance is known to the viewer. Otherwise, it becomes a counter-
memory, obscuring rather than revealing the past. Barthes explains that when the
origins of photographs are unknown, they become images that people can view but
cannot decipher. They become, in some ways, violent, “not because [they show]
violent things, but because on each occasion [they fill] the sight by force, and
because in [these], nothing can be refused or transformed” (Barthes, 1981: 91).
Unfortunately, this situation tends to be the norm, as the original contexts of and
meanings associated with photographs become forgotten over time. Susan Sontag’s
seminal book, On Photography, echoes this argument. She says that it is difficult to
fully comprehend photographs because they tend to conceal more than reveal. As
instances that are captured and often torn away from their temporal and spatial
embeddedness, they present a superficial version of reality that leaves to the viewers
the daunting task of deducing what really happened. As a consequence, these images
fail as memory devices, with their denotative elements unable to summon the
complex meanings associated with the original sensory experience depicted within
their frames (Sontag, 2002 [1977]).

It appears that the indexicality of photographs means that they can be an
aide-mémoire as much as they can be a counter-memory; photographs can both
reinforce and recreate, assure and trouble, as well as evoke and interfere with our
memories (cf. Sturken, 1997; Wells, 2004; Zelizer, 1998). It can be therefore said
that they are never really able to evoke personal memories in a straightforward
manner. As Hughes and Noble put it, photographs, “like the memories they stand in
for, are never pure or unmediated” (Hughes and Noble, 2003: 5). They are instead
“artifactual constructions, hence sites of contestation and dispute” (ibid.). This is an

argument that comes up again and again in the well established literature that



-26 -

explores how the past can be recorded and reworked by family albums in general
(for example, Hirsch, 1997; Holland and Spence, 1991; Rose, 2010) and, crucial to
this study, by migrant family albums in particular (for example, Campt, 2012;
Holland, 2004; Hoobler and Hoobler, 1997).

This complex tension between photographic remembering and forgetting can
impinge on the mediation of diasporic voices. One work that has thoughtfully
explored this tension is Giorgia Alu’s piece on the works of two female Italian
authors, Anna Maria Riccardi and Elena Gianini Belotti. In this study, Alu focuses
on how these authors seek to use photographs—both from family and public
archives—as an aide-mémoire in narrating their family migration histories.!® She
argues that the way in which these authors weave together photographs and words in
their accounts reveal both the possibilities and limitations of photographic
storytelling. On the one hand, Riccardi and Belotti’s practice validates the
testimonial character of photographs. It shows how images can concretise and
authenticate words, both of which cement the irrefutability of the account being
offered. On the other hand, the author’s practice shows how photographs, especially
those that come from a different place and a different time, can lose their meaning
and intentionality. And in these instances, it is words that reconstitute the relevant

context that makes the images intelligible. As Alu puts it,

the relationship between words and photograph, therefore, should be understood as
a compromise where weaknesses—and strengths —are reciprocally compensated. It
is according to this perspective of a mutual exchange of authenticity and meaning
that...the interaction between photograph and text in these books should be
understood. (Alu, 2010: 101)

In Chapter 7, I say more about the impact of the indexicality of photographs
on the Shutter Stories project. 1 reveal that the Indian and Korean project
participants talked exclusively about how they found the photographic capacity for
remembering to be both the medium’s strength and weakness. I also reveal that, in

contrast, many of the local Filipinos who saw the Shutter Stories photo stories talked

10 According to Alu, it is significant that most of the authors who write about the migration
history of their families are women. This reveals how it is the woman—both in the past and
at present—who has continually played “the role of keeper of family and community
relations, as well as holder and vehicle of the family’s memories. She bears witness to
stories that have been fragmented, interrupted and even silenced by separation” (Alu, 2010:
100).
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primarily about how the photographic capacity for forgetting tended to overwhelm
its capacity for remembering, making the stories about the lives of Manila’s

diasporas “so near yet so far”.

Figure 2.1 A photograph from Riccardi’s ‘Cronache dalla collina.’

2.1.2 Iconicity and collective memories

The discussion above articulates how the indexicality of photographs means
that they are visual records with an enduring connection to their material referents.
However, it also begins to hint at how these images are at the same time visual
depictions than can elicit diverse interpretations. This clearly parallels Scott’s
assertion that even if photographs are primordially indexical, they are also mere

likenesses of the realities they portray and are consequently iconic. Scott explains,

(1) The photograph has a large dose of the iconic from the outset; (2) all
photographs, individually...move from the indexical to the iconic, without,
however, sacrificing their indexicality; (3) photography as history, that is, the corpus
of all photographs ever taken, follows an itinerary from the indexical to the iconic,
without, again, jettisoning indexicality. (Scott, 1999: 32)

This begs the question, however, of why photographs tend to travel the route from

the indexical to the iconic. As I have suggested in the previous section, the answer to



-28 -

this is that these images usually undergo a process of disembedding. This could be
spatial, as happens when they get physically transported from one location to
another while their referents get left behind. But this could also be temporal, as
happens when they slowly but inexorably become historical artefacts whose
referents get increasingly distant through the passage of time (ibid.).

Once the contextual linkages of photographs are loosened, they become open
to interpretations that are less locally generated and that are more generally
understood. The emphasis moves away from the historically specific realm of the
index towards the historically schematic realm of the icon. Hariman and Lucaites
describe how this works through the specific example of the so-called Accidental
Napalm photograph from the Vietnam War (see Figure 2.2).!! Very few people will
now remember the details of this image, such as the name of the girl, the name of
the South Vietnamese Village, the exact and circumstances of the event. However,
many will know what the image stands for: the horrific pain suffered by those
innocent Vietnamese civilians caught within the theatre of an American-instigated
war (Hariman and Lucaites, 2003). Other such images that are generally thought to
have acquired an iconic status include, for example, Steve McCurry’s photograph of
a young Afghan girl that appeared on the front cover of 7ime Magazine (circa 1985),
Lyle Owerko’s photograph of the World Trade Center up in flames during the 9/11
attacks (circa 2001), and Jeff Widener’s photograph of a Chinese protester standing
up to oncoming tanks at Tienanmen Square (circa 1989) (see http://www.wired.com/

rawfile/2012/01/famous-photogs-pose-with-their-most-iconic-images/?pid=1609).

I Hariman and Lucaites recount that the photograph “was taken by photographer Nick Ut
on June 8, 1972, released after an editorial debate about whether to print a photo involving
nudity, and published all over the world the next day. It then appeared in Newsweek
(‘Pacification’s Deadly Price,” 1972) and Life (‘Beat of Life,” 1972) and subsequently
received the Pulitzer Prize” (Hariman and Lucaites, 2003: 39).


http://www.wired.com/rawfile/2012/01/famous-photogs-pose-with-their-most-iconic-images/?pid=1609
http://www.wired.com/rawfile/2012/01/famous-photogs-pose-with-their-most-iconic-images/?pid=1609
http://www.wired.com/rawfile/2012/01/famous-photogs-pose-with-their-most-iconic-images/?pid=1609
http://www.wired.com/rawfile/2012/01/famous-photogs-pose-with-their-most-iconic-images/?pid=1609
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Figure 2.2 The ‘Accidental Napalm’ photograph.

What becomes apparent with all of the photographs mentioned above is that
the most salient feature of the iconic mode is its capacity to cast photographs as
visual representations that can stand in for complex realities. However, it must be
emphasised that the shift of photographs from the indexical to iconic does not at all
undermine the inherent materiality of these images (Scott, 1999). If anything, it is
this materiality that enables them to be powerful icons. Or to put it in reverse, their
representative value is intimately linked to their credibility as indices. This is why
recent technological developments in photographic editing affect not only the status
of the photograph as an index, but also as an icon. The public’s increasing awareness
of computer-manipulated images (for example, airbrushed models on magazine
covers) and of the deliberate blurring of staged and authentic events (for example,
political photo-opportunities) has cast some doubt on the truth-value of photographs
(Messaris, 1997). But more than this, it has also blunted their iconic force. For
indeed, how can they be representative of reality if they are not even based on it?
That said, the capacity of photographs for truth-telling and representation are
nowhere near dissipating. Although some might argue that icons no longer possess
their previously near-automatic persuasive force, they are yet to be treated by the
public as texts akin to paintings or drawings. On the contrary, our present society
still relies heavily on them for remembering the past (Hariman and Lucaites, 2003;
Messaris, 1997; Zelizer, 1998). This leads me to the next key point.

The iconicity of photographs reveals that the relationship between images
and memory actually has two layers. Not only are these photographs central to the

work of recalling and reconstructing personal memories, they are also significant to
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the process of establishing and contesting collective memories. For this, Zelizer’s
work, Remembering to Forget, is a key touchstone. Here, she underscores three key

features of collective visual remembering:

(a) Images, particularly photographs, do not make obvious how they construct what
we see and remember. Often, they arbitrarily connect with the object or event being
remembered;

(b) The images of collective memories are also both...”conventionalised, because
the image has to be made meaningful to the entire group; simplified, because in
order to be generally meaningful and capable of transmission, the complexity of the
image must be reduced as far as possible”; and

(c) Collectively held images are schematic, lacking the detail of personal memory’s
images...[and thus] act as signposts, directing people who remember to preferred
meanings by the fastest route. (Zelizer, 1998: 6-7)

Taken together, all these features indicate how iconic photographs can be powerful,

in that they are able to encapsulate the memories of a certain group. They also reveal

how iconic photographs are extremely filtered and abstracted representations of

these memories. The consequence of this, Sontag notes, is that such images tend to

present a motivated view of the collective experience it is representing. They

become, in a word, political (Sontag, 2002 [1997]). In a similar vein, John Berger

says that each photograph is but a particular someone’s choice of a sight selected

from an infinite possibility of other sights. It privileges a particular someone’s ways

of seeing over that of other people (Berger, 2008 [1972]).

In light of the above, I argue that the iconicity of photographs presents the

possibility for diasporic voices to speak not just about an individual migrant’s

experience, but also about the migrant experience in general. Nevertheless, the

iconicity of photographs also raises the problem that they might be seen as one-

sided, as they necessarily simplify the complexity of migrant experiences.!2 There is,

for instance, Dorothea Lange’s iconic photograph, which is often referred to as the

Migrant Mother (see Figure 2.3). Whilst it is an image of a migrant rather an image

by a migrant, it is nevertheless indicative of how photographs might mediate the

stories of the diaspora.

12 In the next chapter, I further elaborate on the social politics involved in this idea of one
migrant narrative standing for all migrant narratives via the concept of cultural group voice.
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Linda Gordon explains that the Migrant Mother photograph is of Florence
Thompson and her children. It comes from a series of photographs that Lange
produced in the 1930s for the Farm Security Administration (FSA), which at the
time was seen as a left-leaning office within the Department of Agriculture of the
American Government. According to Gordon, this photography project was part of
an effort to “examine systematically the social and economic relations of American
agricultural labour” (Gordon, 2006: 698). In an interesting turn, this series was not
released in its entirety to the public. The photos were instead released individually,
without captions. It was through this process that the Migrant Mother immediately
shifted from an index to an icon. As Lucaites and Hariman contend, the public did
not really see the image as a personal account of Thompson’s difficulties as a
migrant farmer as much as they understood it to embody “the tension between
individual worth and collective identity at a moment of severe economic
crisis” (Lucaites and Hariman, 2001). Here we can see how powerful voice can be

when mediated photographically.

Figure 2.3 Dorothea Lange’s ‘Migrant Mother’.

However, some commentators negatively assess Lange’s photograph of the
Migrant Mother, saying that it reveals her all-too-feminine approach to photographic

storytelling. Gordon summarises some of these gendered critiques, which argue that
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the strong emotional content of her work [is] instinctive, in a way said to be
characteristic of female sensibility. A “natural” feminine intuitiveness underlay her
photography in these accounts. “Dorothea Lange lived instinctively...photographed
spontaneously...” At other times she is described as a piece of white photosensitive
paper or “like an unexposed film,” onto which light and shadow marked
impressions. Her photographs consist disproportionately of portraits, a form often
described as particularly feminine, consistent with the observation that women are
uniquely interested in personality and private emotions. Her colleague Edwin
Rosskam called her “a kind of a saint.” The critic George Elliott expressed the
common imagining of female artists as passively receptive: “For an artist like
Dorothea Lange the making of a great, perfect, anonymous image is a trick of grace,
about which she can do little beyond making herself available for that gift of
grace.”(Gordon, 2006: 702)

The existence of such comments raise the possibility that the original intent behind
iconic migrant photographs notwithstanding, they might be critiqued for being
representative of nothing but the photographer’s own representation of the diasporic
experience.

I return to the notion of photographs as iconic in Chapter 7, when I elaborate
on the contrasting ways in which the people involved in the Shutter Stories project
approached the issue about the roster of the Indian and Korean participants being
more demographically homogenous than was originally intended. I also discuss the
manner in which the photography scholars, Terri and Ricky, and I attempted to
resolve this issue, as well as the eventual consequences of the move the three of us

agreed to take.

2.1.3 Symbolism and conceptual meanings

As I have previously mentioned, once the emphasis of photographs shift
from the indexical mode to the iconic mode, they could very easily move towards
the symbolic mode as well. This is because both the iconic and the symbolic stem
from the connotative quality of photographs. But they do have a significant

difference. Scott argues that

where the icon constitutes a relationship of resemblance, between sign and object,
signifier and signified, the symbol institutes one of translation...The symbolic code
is the code of language, and the more the visual becomes involved in the language
system, the more it will be carried over into the symbolic, the more deeply it will be
carried into the semantic (not “What is it?” but “What does it mean?”), and towards
the abstract. (Scott, 1999: 40)

As such, the symbolic mode is still about photographs as visual representations, but

the representation tends to be of the conceptual rather than the historical.
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Paul Messaris argues that it is in the symbolic mode wherein photographs
come closest to written language. For him, this mode underscores how images also
possess their own kind of syntax, in the form of photographic conventions. This
includes visual communication codes such as camera angles, colours, lighting,
staging, and other such techniques. However, Messaris also says that photographic
expression tends to be more syntactically indeterminate than linguistic expression.
Between images and words, it is images that are more imprecise in articulating
propositions, such as analogies, contrasts, or causal claims. So whilst they can
privilege certain interpretations, they cannot pin these down with any finality,
compared with words (Messaris, 1997).13

Barthes also makes a similar, if rather differently articulated, claim. Talking
about the nature of photographs, he posits two of its characteristics that are in binary
opposition to one another. On the one hand, he talks about the studium, which he
defines as the set of shared cultural resources drawn on by photographers (or what
Barthes calls the Operator) in the process of photographic creation. Through this,
photographers are able to call the attention of the viewers (or what Barthes calls the
Spectator), as well as offering them a framework for making sense of the visual
codes embedded within the frame. On the other hand, Barthes posits the notion of
the punctum, which pertains to the unpredictable detail in photographs that holds the
attention of the viewers in a way that no other element in the photograph can.
Barthes colourfully describes the punctum as that which flies through the air like an
arrow and pierces the viewers. Crucially, he says that this is something that the
photographers cannot really predetermine. Like Messaris then, Barthes argues that
even if photographs can be framed by their photographers, these images persist in

being polysemic texts (Barthes, 1981).

13 Although this might be construed as a weakness, Messaris argues that this is in some ways
an advantage of photographs. This implicitness makes the readers work harder in
determining the photographs’ messages. Messaris argues that this becomes an advantage if
we hold to be true the claim that, all things being equal, people are predisposed to believe an
argument that they took time to reflect on. The implicitness of photographs also means that
the claims these have become subject to less scrutiny because these claims are not
immediately apparent. As an example of this, Messaris points to cigarette ads. He says that
whilst these ads are legally prohibited from using verbal language to argue for the health
benefits of their products, they still get away with making such arguments because they do it
visually, juxtaposing images of cigarettes with images of outdoor activities (Messaris,
1997).
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It is important to note that despite the possibility that photographs might
allow for an infinite amount of interpretations, they are usually read in a limited
number of ways. Photographs are usually not interpreted in isolation. As Gillian
Rose contends, they are generally interpreted intertextually, that is, in relation to the
other images that circulate within a society. As such, they end up being viewed from
within the discursive formations that predominate the said society (Rose, 2007).
Susan Sontag’s comparison of the photographs from the Vietnam War and the
Korean War illustrates this argument well. She notes that photographs from the
Vietnam War horrified some Americans because they both culled from and
contributed to an established discourse that defined it “as a savage colonialist
war” (Sontag, 2002 [1977]: 13-14). Meanwhile, she argues that the photographs
from the Korean War did not have the same political effect because the war itself
was embedded in a discourse that portrayed it as a “just struggle of the Free World
against the Soviet Union and China” (ibid.: 14).

Related to this is the previously discussed argument by Zelizer that
photographs also tend to activate interpretations that are privileged by the social
domain wherein they are displayed. Because of this, she says that the
transportability of photographs can sometimes be tricky. This is especially the case
when the domain wherein these images are produced operate under discursive
formations that are completely antithetical to the domain in which they are
consumed. To drive home this point, she asks several provocative questions that
underscore this tension between the domains of photographic production and

consumption:

What does it mean when photographs of a 12-year-old Palestinian boy killed in the
crossfire between Israeli forces and Palestinian militias adorn mosques? What does
it mean when photographs of Abu Ghraib end up in a New York City art gallery, or
people leaping to their deaths on September 11, 2001, comprise the raw material of
a Chicago art installation that mimics the fall years later? What does it mean when
an image of Nazi concentration camp survivors becomes the subject of an
advertisement for the Church of Scientology? What does it mean when snap-shots
of Bosnian atrocities turn up as evidence in a war crimes tribunal about atrocities
committed in other distant lands? What does it do to the public sphere when the
same image is used to launch public debate and sell matchbox covers? (Zelizer,
2006: 16-17)

In sum, it can be said that in mediating voices, the symbolic mode of

photographs allows their producers to attach conceptual meanings to their visual
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narratives. But then again, this mode also raises the possibility that those consuming
the photographs might interpret visual narratives in ways that are less aligned with
the producer’s original intent and more in line with the dominant discourses of a
particular society or a particular social domain. The same thing can of course be said
about the photo stories that migrants might make.

As a case in point, I refer to Deirdre McKay’s ethnographic account of
Filipino labour migrants in Hong Kong and the photographs that they send to their
relatives back home. In this work, McKay talks specifically about Jose, a labour
migrant who attempts to construct an upwardly mobile version of himself through
the display of objects that connote success, especially in the framework of the
economically underdeveloped Ifugao ethnic society from which he comes. These
objects include clothes and bags with designer brands, as well as background
settings that mark out Hong Kong as a first world city. At the same time, McKay
observes that Jose keeps to himself his photographs that betray his actual plight as a
labour migrant, which is primarily characterised by hard work and relatively low
pay. These unsent photographs includes, for example, a snapshot that shows him
wearing what he refers to as the lowly uniform of a household help, which is the
primary occupation of Filipino labour migrants in Hong Kong (see Figure 2.4)

(McKay, 2008).

Figure 2.4 A photo mailed home (L) and a photo kept (R).
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By managing the photographs of himself that his relatives back home
consume, Jose is able to conjure an image of his desired future self in the present.

McKay explains that

As an Ifugao man, from an ethnic group often associated with poverty and
backwardness, Jose’s self-presentation is intended to convey messages about both
his cosmopolitanism and his personal economic potency. His staging and selection
of this photograph reveal an attempt to act on his subjectivity by portraying himself
as solid, secure, and worthy—a person who can offer assistance, guidance, and
material help to others. In other words, he has had himself photographed as a big
person. (ibid.: 388)

But at the same time, Jose’s photographs also produce an unintended interpretation
that brings him an anxiety peculiar to him and to other migrants who practice this
kind of image-management. According to McKay, Jose’s photographs reinforce the
discourse about migration that predominates the Filipino masa (lower class), his
Ifugao relatives included. Specifically, they have “inspired a kind of faith in
migration as a ‘remedy’ to local struggles for livelihood and development” (ibid.:
390). As a consequence of this, the photographs have also prompted Jose’s relatives
to place him on a pedestal, as he becomes construed as a benefactor whom his
extended kin could approach and ask for gifts, loans, or business investments.
Whilst this is an image of himself that is of Jose’s own conjuring, it does present
him a significant burden as well. The pressure to fulfil his self-constructed idealised
image pushes him to work harder and harder and to delay his homecoming more and
more. As such, Jose’s photographs become a ghost of the future that haunts his

present. As McKay notes,

The longer he remains in Hong Kong, the more this subjective experience of
imposture may be intensified. This is because photographs are material and
“consumed,” meaning Jose must continually send new and better portraits home to
maintain his social position. (ibid.)

The example of Jose’s photographs illustrates that just like the images in the
indexical mode and the iconic mode, images in the symbolic mode also have a
double-edged way of mediating migrant voices. In the same way that photographs as
an index can evoke but also interfere with personal memories and that photographs
as an icon can encapsulate but also filter collective memories, photographs as a

symbol can propose but cannot impose conceptual meanings. In Chapter 7, I talk
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about how the tension between photographic intent and interpretation played out in
the Shutter Stories project. I share the ways in which the meanings that the Korean
and Indian participants and the local Filipino viewers attached to the photo stories
converged as well as diverged. In the next section however, I first reflect on

photography in relation to the practices that surround it.

2.2 Voice and the practices of photography

I begin this section by returning to David Buckingham’s argument that a
critical appraisal of participatory visual research should not just consider the
affordances that come with the choice of a medium (that is, the properties of a
medium). Such an appraisal should also consider the dominant ways in which a
medium is deployed in particular social contexts (that is, the practices attached to a
medium). This is because the precise way in which the properties of a medium are
activated is heavily circumscribed by the practices attached to the said medium. As
Buckingham contends, different participatory research projects create equally
different positions “from which it is possible for participants to speak, to perform or
to represent themselves” (Buckingham, 2009: 648) and that these positions “are a
function of the wider social contexts in which research is conducted, distributed and
used” (ibid.).

It is in line with the above that my focus now temporarily shifts from
thinking about the photograph as a medium with a unique set of properties to
thinking about photography as an activity embedded in social practice, particularly
in the context of interventionist research. For this, I use Pierre Bourdieu’s essay on
The Social Definition of Photography as a springboard from which to build my own
approach. Bourdieu argues in this work that photography is a cultural form that finds
itself somewhere in the middle of what he calls the hierarchy of cultural legitimacy,
which is his attempt to map out the gradations in which various cultural forms are
subject to the contradictory forces of popularity and legitimation (see Figure 2.5).
Bourdieu says that photography is not completely like clothes, decoration, and
cookery, all of which fall squarely into the sphere of the arbitrary, where people feel
that they “have the right to remain pure consumers and judge freely” (Bourdieu,
2003 [1990]: 95). He also says though that photography is not completely like

music, painting, and theatre, all of which fall squarely into the sphere of legitimacy,
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where people “feel measured according to objective norms, and [are] forced to adopt
a dedicated, ceremonial, and ritualised attitude” (ibid.). Bourdieu instead argues that
similar to cinema and jazz, photography lies in the in-between sphere of the
legitimisable. At the same time that some people approach the medium as a popular
cultural form that is subject to the tastes of people as users/consumers, some others
approach it as an institutionalised cultural form that is passed on as a specialised and
consecrated body of knowledge (ibid.).

Parallel to Bourdieu’s approach above, I contend that photography in
interventionist research also lies at the intersection of popularity and legitimation.
But here I am not referring to this kind of photography’s cultural legitimacy, but to
its mediational quality. This is because it is entangled in the equally productive and
problematic tension that arises from the desire of interventionist projects to
empower ordinary people to speak and the need for interventionist projects to allow
researchers to exercise their power in creating spaces for such speech (cf. Thumim,
2009). On the one hand, a central feature of interventionist research is that it often
aims to involve those so-called ordinary people whose voices are often unheard by
society, as in the case of the diasporic cultural minorities that this thesis is concerned
with. Consequently, the way that this research engages with photography tends to be
informed by how these ordinary people practice photography in the everyday (cf.
Harrison, 2002). On the other hand, another central feature of interventionist
research is that it is an institutional endeavour organised primarily by researchers.
As such, the way that this research engages with photography tends to be framed by
how these researchers deploy photography in relation to social research (cf. Chaplin,

1994).
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Figure 2.5 Bourdieu’s hierarchy of cultural legitimacy.

In order to explore how the above-mentioned tension might mediate
diasporic voices, I look at the two key moments in the practice of creating
photographs for interventionist research: the selection and the representation of the
photographic subject (cf. Pink, 2007). Through this, I hope to indicate the ways that
this kind of photography might embody and betray voice as a value, which Couldry
defines as the act of choosing to foster material resources and symbolic discourses

that themselves, in turn, foster voice as a process (Couldry, 2010).

2.2.1 On the selection of the photographic subject

Barbara Harrison says that theoretically, ordinary people are free to choose
whatever photographic subjects they desire. Unlike professional photographers, they
are not limited by institutional prescriptions about photographic practice.
Nevertheless, Harrison says that ordinary people still end up having a surprisingly
strong degree of regularity in the way they select their photographs and that, in fact,
they tend to draw from a common range of subjects (Harrison, 2002). As many other
researchers observe, these photographs primarily revolve around two things: the
special people in their lives (especially their family and their other loved ones) and
the special events in their lives (especially their tours, holidays and leisure trips) (for

example, Bourdieu, 2003 [1990]; Holland, 2004; Slater, 1995).
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Bourdieu suggests that the regularity that characterises the ways in which
ordinary people select their photographic subjects is due to how “[ordinary
photographic practice] is always aimed at the fulfilment of social and socially
defined functions” (Bourdieu, 2003 [1990]: 38). He identifies this function as the
maintenance of existing social relations. For Bourdieu, this is first and foremost

about the reinforcement of class habitus, which he defines as that

experience (in its most usual sense) which immediately reveals a hope or ambition
as reasonable or unreasonable, a particular commodity as accessible or inaccessible,
a particular action as suitable or unsuitable...[and, as a consequence, represents] the
externalisation of interiority and the internalisation of exteriority. (ibid.: 5)

His contention then is comprised of two parts. One is that the selection of
photographic subjects is a concrete example of how ordinary people have come to
accept predominant social class arrangements. Second is that this selection is also a
concrete example of how ordinary people enact the social class arrangements that
they have come to accept.

Whilst I agree with Bourdieu’s analysis, I found his emphasis on social class
too limiting for the study at hand. Beyond this focus, I also wanted to explore how
other social forces could shape personal photography. For this, I turned to Patricia
Holland’s essay on popular and personal photography. She argues in this work that
the regularity in how ordinary people select their subjects reinforces many other
entrenched social arrangements. For instance, she raises the issue of women’s
oppression by talking about how ordinary people’s preoccupation with taking
photographs of a family’s happy moments can sometimes contribute to the glossing
over of the various kinds of abuse that some women might suffer at home. She also
raises the issue of racism by revealing how ordinary people’s preoccupation with
taking tourist photographs is in some ways rooted in the colonialist interest in the
exotic. Finally, she raises the issue of consumerism, saying that ordinary people’s
preoccupation with personal subjects tends to play into the depoliticising nature of
today’s media (Holland, 2004). I would hasten to add though that the way in which
ordinary people select their subjects can also reinforce the more benign
manifestations of existing social arrangements. For instance, these can help create
and sustain positive interpersonal and community relationships (for example, Van

House et al, 2004 and their work on the social uses of personal photography in
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contemporary Western society), as well as contribute to the practice of cultural
group values (for example, Pinney, 1997 and his work on the photographic practices
in India).

That said, the selection of photographic subjects in interventionist research is
complicated by how it is also rooted in photographic practice in social research.
Interventionist researchers often attempt to delineate the kinds of photographic
subjects that their project participants can feature in their stories. This is a necessary
component of doing research for at least two reasons. First, interventionist
researchers need to ensure that the participants’ photographs are able to contribute to
answering the research questions that their projects have set out to address (cf.
Grady, 2004). As such, the selection of the photographic subjects tends to conform
to the particular methodological standards to which the researchers subscribe.
Second, interventionist researchers also need to ensure that the participants’
photographs are able to contribute to the social change agenda with which their
projects seek to engage (cf. Becker, 2004). Consequently, the selection of
photographic subjects should align with the ideological framework that informs the
work of the researchers.

This does not mean, however, that interventionist researchers do not question
the inevitable power inequalities that arise from the way that they conduct research.
If anything, many are uneasy about how this condition takes away from their desire
to truly collaborate with their participants. As Marcus Banks shows, some
researchers are averse to unilaterally setting the boundaries to the kinds of
photographic subjects that their participants can feature in their stories. These
researchers instead favour setting boundaries through a process of negotiation with
their participants. The results can be very diverse. Some researchers end up closely
coordinating with their participants through every step of the selection process.
Some others end up stepping back and allowing the participants to take control of
the process (Banks, 2007). Despite this corrective mechanism though, Rich and
Chalfen argue that nothing can take away the reality that photographs in
interventionist research are always produced in an “experimental context,” which is
the term they use to refer to the spaces set-up by researchers (Rich and Chalfen in
Ramella and Olmos, 2005). I would argue though that, at the very least, this
mechanism provides a way to mitigate the power inequalities that arise from such

endeavours (cf. Chaplin, 1994).
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All of the above comments indicate that, one the one hand, the often
unrecognised limits that result from the social function of photography in the
everyday predispose migrants to tell photographic stories that feature the special
people and the special occasions in their lives. These limits also predispose them to
tell stories that reinforce a wide array of existing social arrangements, both benign
or otherwise. On the other hand, there are also explicit boundaries that researchers
set in relation to photography in social research. These direct the migrants’
photographic stories, so that these stories conform to the disciplinary standards of
researchers and to the ideological frames of their interventionist projects. As such, it
can be said that the moment of photographic subject selection mediates diasporic
voices in a twofold manner, with “the intentions and objectives of researchers and
[the diasporic] informants combin[ing] in their negotiations in order to determine the
content of the photographs” (Pink, 2007: 76). Depending on the outcome of this
process, this moment can mean that the voices of the researchers are able to serve as
a narrative framework from wherein migrants can either productively tell their
photographic stories or, conversely, as a narrative imposition that can stifle the kinds
of stories that diasporas would like to tell. In Chapter 7, I discuss how this issue
played out during the seminars leading to the Shutter Stories exhibition. I focus
especially on the ways in which the boundaries that the photography scholars, Ricky
and Terri, and I had set created both possibilities and limitations to the photo stories

that the Indian and Korean project participants could work on.

2.2.2 On the representation of the photographic subject

The other key moment in the practice of creating photographs for
interventionist research is when the participants represent their photographic
subjects. This pertains to that phase in which they deploy particular visual codes and
conventions in the process of photographically depicting their subjects. Drawing on
the work of Jean Burgess, I argue that there are two intertwined ways in which
photography in the everyday influences how ordinary people represent their
photographic subjects. First, there is their increasing use of “the production logics of

299

the ‘creative industries’” (Burgess, 2006: 204). For most ordinary people, this
manifests itself in their attempts to take photographs that apply those visual codes
that are current in the creative industries, with, of course, different degrees of

success, depending on their skills. They might, for instance, appropriate popular
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photographic genre codes (for example, advertising photography and fashion
photography), as well as reference particular popular culture trends (for example, the
celebritisation of their self-representations and the use of iconic images as
photographic pegs). For the self-fashioned avant-garde among the ordinary people
however, this production logic manifests itself in a rather ironic manner. This is
because it is often the case that these avant-garde ordinary people attempt to create
photographic cultures that challenge the consumerism of the mainstream, but then
end up reinforcing this same consumerist spirit. As an example of this, Burgess talks
about the “lomography” movement of the 1990s, whose members used the defects
of cheap plastic Russian cameras (for example, the Lomo, where the movement gets
its name from) in order to develop their own photographic aesthetics. She says that
despite this movement’s anti-establishment ethos, it has nevertheless “built a
business out of the movement, offering participation in a community of lomography
enthusiasts, with cameras and merchandise for sale” (ibid.: 205).

Together with the above-mentioned production logics, the set of local
photographic conventions to which ordinary people subscribe can also influence
how they represent their photographic subjects (Banks, 2007; Pink, 2007). For the
most part, these conventions are rooted in the particular cultural cosmologies of the
societies to which they belong. One interesting study that explores this is Laurel
Kendal’s work on the rules that governed the photographic representations of
Korean wedding hall events in the 1980s. According to her, the Koreans of that time
implemented the following process with almost complete faithfulness:

First the bride and groom would be posed on the steps of the dais with the master of
ceremonies a step or two above them (masters were assumed to be busy people,
sometimes presiding over several weddings in an afternoon, and the primary
sequencing of this shot accommodated their busy schedules). Then the couple would
be posed alone, then posed surrounded by members of both families, then posed
surrounded by both sets of friends. The camera rig would be rolled away and the
bride and groom hustled off to dressing rooms to change their clothing. (Kendall,
2006:5)

Kendall says that this template became so popular in Korea that almost all ordinary
people who were interested in photography could replicate it. Crucially, she
contends that the reason for its widespread adoption was that it affirmed the Korean
imaginary that coincided with the country’s modernisation during the late 20th

century. As she explains,



-44 -

The posing of photographs was enacted as part of the performance of a Korean new-
style wedding and the ritual space was, in part, constructed as a photographic studio.
As durable artefacts, these photographs documented that a wedding had been
enacted with appropriate ceremony and social support, the photographs becoming
an extension through time of the social witnessing that is a critical element of the
new-style wedding. To this point, I have argued that the power of Korean wedding
hall portraiture in the 1970s and 1980s was, precisely, in the mechanical
reproduction of standard genres, fixed poses, and recognisable settings. (ibid.: 14)

Kendall concludes by saying that because of the continual shifts in the Korean
imaginary, Korean wedding hall photographs are becoming increasingly elaborate,
with more and more poses being incorporated into the practice (ibid.).

Meanwhile, the magnitude of how photography in social research might
impact on the moment of representation depends on the visual data that researchers
need for their work. Some researchers minimise their intervention because part of
their research agenda is to observe the participants’ existing representational
practices. This is the case in the collaborative photography exhibition project that
Sharples et al did with 180 children from five European countries (Sharples et al,
2003). According to Banks, the researchers did not interfere with how their
participants took photographs because they “set out to explore not so much what
children ‘see’ as how children understand photography in the first place” (Banks,
2007: 5). Some other researchers aim to provide a template for how their
participants should take photographs, so that it provides visual support for their
work. However, this can often prove problematic, as the participants might insist on
their own practices of representation. An example of this is Joseph Pinney’s
experience of working with participants from a local Indian community. Pinney
shares that he intended for the participants to take photographs in a specific manner:
“candid, revealing, expressive of the people [Pinney] was living among” (Pinney,
1997: 8). However, the participants refused, saying that they had their own way of
taking photographs. According to Pinney, this involved taking photographs that were
“full-length and symmetrical” and that featured subjects with “passive,
expressionless faces and body poses,” which for him “extinguish[ed] precisely that
quality [he] wished to capture on film” (ibid: 9). Finally, some researchers might
also influence their participants’ representational practices less in terms of style and
more in terms of skill. As Banks notes, this is the case when the participants do not
possess the necessary skills to participate in a particular photography project. He

says that researchers attempt to intervene in these instances because the participants
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might sometimes need practice, or even training, so that they do not end up
“concentrating far more on ‘getting it right’ technically than on the image(s) they are
seeking to create” (Banks, 2007: 82).

In the moment of subject representation then, two things impact on the ways
that migrants choose to represent their photographic subjects. First are the two
intertwined sets of representational practices from photography in the everyday: the
representational practices associated with industrialised cultural production and the
local photographic conventions of particular societies. Second are the attempts of
researchers to intervene with their representational styles and skills. If these two
mediating forces synergise—that is, when researchers are able to harness the
everyday life practices of diasporas properly —then an interventionist project can be
a space for the emergence of the diasporas’ vernacular creativity. This is a concept
which Burgess defines as the “productive articulation of consumer practices and
knowledges...with older popular traditions and communicative practices” (Burgess,
2006: 212). If, on the other hand, the control that the researchers exert on how
migrants represent their photographic subjects is not compatible with the goals of
the research, then they run the risk of “closing off perfectly relevant areas of inquiry,
as well as fail[ing] to build the good will that collaborative ventures depend
upon” (Banks, 2007: 82). They also run the risk of supplanting the participants’
voices with their own voices, which of course takes away from an interventionist
project’s ability to contribute to voice as a value. I discuss in Chapter 7 how the
Shutter Stories project both succeeded and failed in fostering the vernacular
creativity of its Indian and Korean participants. I show that whilst the negotiations
that happened about the practice of photography during the project helped the
participants’ photo stories become ready for public viewing, it also undermined their

confidence in using photography as a platform for their diasporic voices.

2.3 Conclusion

In this chapter, I began to articulate the theoretical framework for this study
by exploring how migrant voices might be mediated by photography. In order to do
this, I discussed photography from two different perspectives. First, I considered the
photograph as a medium. I established that its defining characteristic is that it is

simultaneously denotative and connotative, as evidenced in its all-at-once indexical,
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iconic, and symbolic relation with reality (Scott, 1999; Zelizer, 2006). I then
unpacked how this impinges on voice as a process (Couldry, 2010). Specifically, I
revealed that on the one hand, photographs can contribute to the creation of
powerful narratives because of how they can activate personal memories (as in the
case of photographs in the indexical mode), collective memories (as in the case of
photographs in the iconic mode), and even conceptual meanings (as in the case of
photographs in the symbolic mode). But on the other hand, photographs can also
complicate the process of storytelling because of how they only evoke memories
and meanings and do not fix them with finality. Because of this, migrants’ stories are
inevitably exposed to the risk of being interpreted not only in ways that are different
from their original intent, but also in ways that might actually be contrary to these
intentions.

Second, I considered photography as a practice, especially in the context of
interventionist research. I argued that its distinctive feature is how the key moments
of photographic selection and representation both lie at the intersection of how
ordinary people do photography in the everyday (that is, popular photography) and
how researchers engage with photography in social research (that is, legitimised
photography) (cf. Bourdieu, 2003 [1990]; Thumim, 2009). I also sought to explain
how these moments relate to voice as a process (Couldry, 2010). I indicated that if
these two sets of practices are synergised, then the differences in terms of
photographic selection and representation can become productive. This usually
translates to researchers being able to provide a structured space from wherein
migrants are able to tell the stories they want to tell. I also pointed out that
researchers need to match, one, the kind and the degree of control that they exert on
the photographic practices of their participants to, two, the goals of the research. For
researchers who seek to open up spaces from which their participants can tell their
stories, putting excessive control on the participants’ photographic content and/or
style might mean coming up with a space that does not support the participants’
voices as much as it stifles them.

I return to the key arguments of this chapter twice in this dissertation. In
Chapter 4, I talk about how these ideas about the properties and practices of
photography became key considerations in the way I implemented the two key parts
of the collaborative research project at hand: the photography seminars and the

photography exhibition. In Chapter 7, I re-appraise the points raised here in relation
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to the empirical data I gathered during the course of the Shutter Stories project.
There remains, however, a need to further develop our understanding of
interventionist media research projects. In the next chapter then, I complete the
theoretical framework for this study by delving into the possibilities and the pitfalls

that are inherent in the social mediation of voice.
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Chapter 3
Theorising the Mediation of Voice Part 2: Voice and the
Social Experience of the Diaspora

"In other words, when the distance between speaker and listener is great, the
audience bears the interpretive burden. Those who have ears to hear, let them
hear!”

-John Durham Peters

I have already said earlier that the theoretical framework for this study
should allow for a comprehensive consideration of how a collaborative photography
exhibition project, such as Shutter Stories, might mediate diasporic voices.
Specifically, it should provide an account of how such an interventionist endeavour
might facilitate both voice as a process (that is, the capacity of people to talk about
themselves and of their place in the world) and as a value (that is, the act of
choosing to foster material resources and symbolic discourses that themselves, in
turn, foster voice as a process) (Couldry, 2010). In the previous chapter, I began
establishing this framework by talking about the mediation of voice in relation to
photography. I considered how diasporic voices might be mediated by the properties
of photography (cf. Thumim, 2012 and her notion of textual mediation), as well as
by the practices surrounding photography in interventionist research (cf. Thumin,
2012 and her notion of institutional mediation). In this chapter, I complete this
study’s theoretical framework by considering how voice might be mediated by the
social experience of the diaspora (cf, Thumim, 2012 and her notion of cultural
mediation). I present a conceptual account of how diasporic voices in the media
might be enabled and disabled by particular social forces.

The ensuing discussion draws on key works from the field of media and
migration studies and also from the field of contemporary social theory. Based on
the insights from these works, I submit that voice is mediated by the three
intertwined levels that constitute the social experience of the diaspora: the self, the
cultural group, and the multicultural society. Together with this, I also identify the
tensions that are most important to each of these levels. For voice at the level of the
self, the tension is that between the agency that migrants possess and the
circumstances wherein they are embedded (Layder, 2004). For voice at the level of

the cultural group, the tension is that between the desire of migrants to gain freedom
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from the constraints brought about by the norms of their community and the need of
migrants to feel the security of belonging to their community (Bauman, 2001). And
finally for voice at the level of the multicultural society, the tension is that between
the promise of diverse cultural voices harmonising into a counterpoint and the risk

of these voices descending into dissonance (Said, 1994).

3.1 Voice at the level of the self

At the level of the self, what comes into play is what Couldry refers to as the
first register of voice: that of a process (Couldry, 2010). In this instance, voice is
mediated via the personal experiences that people have of the society in which they
live. It is because of this that I posit that the key problematic for this level is the
tension between what Layder labels as agency and circumstance (Layder, 2004). On
the one hand, people are said to possess agency because their voices are imbued
with their personal motivations, feelings, and interpretations of their lives and of the
world in which they live. But on the other hand, they are also said to limited by their
circumstances because their voices are reflective of larger historical and social
contexts (Maynes et al, 2004). Avery Gordon observes that many sociological
accounts tend to lean towards either one of these positions. In some instances, these
accounts posit people as superhuman agents (Gordon, 1997). A case in point is
Anthony Giddens’ concept that a person’s speech is constitutive of his or her
“revisable narrative” that in turn, informs the “reflexive project” of fashioning his or
her personal identity (Giddens, 1991: 258). Gordon also says that at other times,
these accounts posit people as victims of social structure (Gordon, 1997). Take for
example Nakagawa’s claim that a person never really owns his or her speech, as this
is but “an ensemble of voices and discourses that resonate within” (Nakagawa,
1997: 461).

Couldry’s conception of voice goes beyond this dichotomy between the
victim approach and the superhuman approach (Couldry, 2010). It acknowledges
that voice is a product of both agency and circumstance. In relation to agency, he
says that “the act of voice involves taking responsibility for the stories one tells, just
as our actions more generally...‘disclose’ us ‘as subjects’” (ibid.: 8). And in relation
to circumstance, he says that “voice depends on many prior conditions, above all the

shared resources of material life, and the specifically social resources (including but
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not limited to language) that enable and sustain practices of narrative” (ibid.:7). A
similar stance is taken by some contemporary works on the politics of
multiculturalism. Anne Phillips, for instance, raises the crucial distinction between
coercion, which assumes cultural determination, and choice, which assumes cultural
influence. For her, the human condition is not really characterised by the former as
much as it is by the latter. Whilst we cannot deny social pressures on humans, we
also cannot assume that these translate to social dictates (Phillips, 2008). Indeed,
people who draw their narrative resources from the same culture do not necessarily
end up telling the same stories about themselves and their place in the world. Seyla
Benhabib provides an excellent metaphor to explain this. She says that in the same
manner that people who work within the constraints of a particular language are still
able to construct an infinite number of well-formed sentences, members of a cultural
group have diverse ways of drawing from their group’s shared resources for
understanding the world (Benhabib, 2004).

To explain why it is that people from the same cultural group can construct
varied narrative trajectories, Couldry points to the notion of how humans are
embedded in material realities. He says, “voice is the process of articulating the
world from a distinctive embodied position...[this] does not involve a claim to a
unique interiority, but only a claim that the way we are each exposed to the world is
unique” (Couldry, 2010: 8). The sociologist Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot’s study on
African American life stories concretises this idea. It presents an account of Charles
Ogletree and David Wilkins, two African American men who found themselves
occupying the same social-structural position and who still ended up narrating their
lives in a significantly different manner. It then emphasises how this divergence can
be attributed to the unique way that they each experienced the world as a
consequence of their equally unique embodiment in it (Lawrence-Lightfoot in
Maynes et al, 2004). From all of these arguments, it is clear that whilst people
cannot escape the processes of socialisation and acculturation that being part of a
cultural group entails, they can nevertheless claim to have a voice that is truly their
own.

The sociologist Margaret Archer claims, however, that it is not enough to
acknowledge that both agency and circumstance matter. She argues that we must
also be able to explain how these two forces are linked to one another. To account

for this, Archer proposes the notion of reflexivity (Archer, 2000; 2007). According
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to her, “The subjective powers of reflexivity mediate the role that objective
structural or cultural powers play in influencing social action and are thus
indispensable to explaining social outcomes” (Archer, 2007: 5). Archer contends
that in order to understand how this concept might matter in terms of voice, we must
assess people’s stories about themselves and their place in the world in relation to
three key themes. First, we must ask about what she calls “the reflexive adoption of
projects” (ibid.: 6). This means understanding what life projects people have, how
they have come to value them, and how they plan to realise them. Second, we must
ask about “the reflexive mediation of structural and cultural properties” (ibid.: 10).
This involves looking into the social and cultural conditions that circumscribe
people’s life projects and, equally important, the manner in which people reflect and
act on these. Lastly, we must ask about “reflexivity and the endorsement of different
courses of actions” (ibid.: 15). This necessitates examining the reasons for the
diverse actions in which people can engage, even when confronted with similar
circumstances.

This idea of human reflexivity is actually akin to how other scholars
conceptualise how agency and circumstance are linked to each other. Layder’s
notion of an emergent self-narrative is defined as “the actual unfolding storyline of
the self (or psychobiography) as it emerges from a person’s lived
experience” (Layder, 2004: 128-129). There is also Maynes et al’s notion of
personal narratives within a historical context, which they understand to be the
intersection between “the narrative sequence for which [a person’s] life course itself
provides the plot lines and the temporal frame” (Maynes et al, 2004: 43) and “the
individual’s place in collective events and historical time” (ibid.). Finally, there is
Andrew Sayer’s notion of human autonomy and heteronomy, which is about how
people have “self-command and [a] capacity for agency” but only “within the
context of relationships and responsibilities that afford [them] some respect” (Sayer,
2011: 128). Of course, these approaches each provide a different inflection to how
agency and circumstance are linked. Nevertheless, they clearly share in the
endeavour of unpacking what scholars mean when they say that social forces “work
through” subjective experiences (cf. Archer, 2000).

Crucially for this dissertation, reflexivity is also central to the way diasporic
groups use the media as a space for voice. Like any other media content, the media

texts that migrants create are embedded in a set of public discourses about the
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society in which they find themselves (Madianou, 2005). But at the same time, these
migrants filter the public discourses of their society through their own subjective
experiences (Ignacio, 2005). The cultural theorist Ien Ang characterises such works
as autobiographical. She says that these are better understood not as self-writing but
self-reading, not as a presentation of their authentic selves but as a representation of
their reflective/reflexive positioning, and not as enacted for private purposes but for
public purposes (Ang, 2001). Take, for example, my work on the online cultural
identity performances of young Filipino professionals in Singapore. This study
shows how these professionals’ constructions of their Filipino identity are heavily
influenced by the dominant discourses about the Philippines, the material realities of
Singapore, and the affordances of the blog as a medium. Still, these professionals are
able to assert their agency by shifting between performing patriotic pride and
cosmopolitanism in relation to the particular kinds of discrimination that they
encounter in their everyday lives in Singapore (Cabafies, 2010). These findings
resonate with de Block and Buckingham’s study on the media production of migrant
children in Europe. They note that the social, political, and economic forces, as well
as media resources, all frame and influence the participants’ understanding of their
experiences. At the same time, the youth “[appropriate] the media that [surround]
them, in order to find a place among their peers, to explore their own tensions and
dilemmas, to understand seemingly arbitrary events that affect their family lives and
to express their own positive take on the world” (de Block and Buckingham, 2007:
198). I add to these findings of these two works in Chapter 8. Here I point out that
although many of Manila’s Indians and Koreans have diasporic experiences that are
similar to the members of their particular cultural groups, the Indian and Korean
participants of Shutter Stories still came up with divergent ways of talking about

their migrant life in Manila.

3.2 Voice at the level of the cultural group

At the level of the cultural group, both the registers of voice that Couldry
identifies are highlighted (Couldry, 2010). On the one hand, voice manifests itself at
this level as the collective voice of people within a cultural group. This
manifestation can be related to the first register of voice—that is, as a process—

because it pertains to the capacity of a cultural group to speak about itself and its
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place in the world. On the other hand, voice also manifests itself at this level as the
individual voices of people within a cultural group. This manifestation can be
related to the second register of voice—that is, as a value—because it refers to the
capacity of a cultural group to allow or deny its members their own ways of
speaking about themselves and their place in the world. In summary, cultural group
voice represents both the singular voice of the collective group and the plural voices
of the individual people within the group. Because of this, I argue that the key
problematic of cultural group voice is one between what the sociologist Zygmunt
Bauman refers to as the tension between the security of a community and the
freedom of a person (Bauman, 2001).

In Bauman’s work, he talks about how, in contemporary times, the
experience of security is often linked to the experience of belonging to a community.
He traces the roots of this assumption to modern society’s nostalgia for and
valorisation of community life. 4 He says that for most of the people who live in a
world of fragmentation and anomie, the concept of a community conjures thoughts

of:

a “warm” place, a cosy and comfortable place...[where] there are no dangers
looming in dark corners...[where] we all understand each other well...[where] we are
never strangers to each other...[where] we can count on each other’s good will...Our
duty, purely and simply, is to help each other, and so our right, purely and simply, is
to expect that the help we need will be forthcoming...[Community] evokes
everything we miss and what we lack to be secure, confident and trusting. (Bauman,
2001: 2-3)

This manner of valuing community is strikingly similar to the supposition
that cultural minorities are able to speak with greater security, confidence, and power
when they speak as one and express their cultural group voice (for example,
Campbell and Keane, 1997; De Villar, 1998). Doing this involves what the
postcolonial scholar Gayatri Spivak calls strategic essentialism (Spivak, 1988b).

This means having to construct a bounded group identity that eventually becomes

14 Bauman defines the notion of an ideal community via the attributes that Robert Redfield
identifies in his book, The Little Community (Bauman, 2001; Redfield, 1971). These
attributes include the community’s distinctiveness (“it is apparent ‘where the community
begins and where it ends’”’), smallness (“so small as to be all within view of its members”),
and self-sufficiency (“so that...it ‘provides for all or more of the activities and needs of the
people in it. The little community is a cradle-to-the-grave arrangement’”’) (Bauman, 2001:
12).
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the basis from which cultural minorities are able to collectively speak against the
cultural hegemony of the dominant groups within their particular societies.
Certainly, there is great value to aspiring towards a cultural group voice. For one,
attempts to build a consensus towards a singular voice can contribute much to
strengthening in-group solidarity (Husband, 1994). In turn, this in-group solidarity
can help in establishing a unified front when pursuing social change (Boyle, 1993).
But then again, there is one crucial consequence in choosing to speak as part
of a collective. Bauman says that any endeavour that is done within the confines of a
community pays a specific price. This he identifies as freedom, which he equates
with “‘autonomy’, [the] ‘right to self-assertion’, [and the] ‘right to be

yourself’” (Bauman, 2001: 4). Bauman puts it this way:

Do you want security? Give up your freedom, or at least a good chunk of it. Do you
want confidence? Do not trust anybody outside your community. Do you want
mutual understanding? Don’t speak to foreigners nor use foreign languages. Do you
want this cosy home feeling? Fix alarms on your door and TV cameras on your
drive. Do you want safety? Do not let the strangers in and yourself abstain from
acting strangely and acting odd thoughts. Do you want warmth? Do not come near
the window, and never open one. (ibid.)

Whilst this reality is evidently problematic, it is also unfortunately inevitable. As the
political scholar Bhikhu Parekh explains, every cultural group has a mechanism for
regulating its members. It does so by “approv[ing] or disapprov[ing] certain forms
of behaviour and ways of life, prescrib[ing] norms governing human relations and
activities, and enforc[ing] these by means of rewards and punishment” (Parekh,
2004: 156). If a cultural group does not do these things, then it will not be able to
define its boundaries.

Since this is the case, relying on cultural group voice to express defiance
always runs the risk of reifying that voice and making it definitive. This happens
when the singularity of the collective voice is perceived to be threatened by the
dissent of individual voices. In these instances, nonconformist voices are stifled.
And as a consequence, the people behind these voices experience double
marginalisation. This is why Phillips underscores the importance of remembering
that although the voices of cultural groups should be fostered, individual voices
should be fostered just as much (Phillips, 2008). Here, it must be said that the

tendency for suppressing internal plurality is not something exclusive to diasporic
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groups (for example, Jacobsen and Raj, 2008; Mendoza, 2002; Renard et al, 2007).
Other community formations are prone to this as well. For instance, one of the
prominent issues in feminist literature is how the diversity of women in the world is
at times sacrificed discursively in the efforts to rally them all towards social
solidarity (Lugones and Spellman, 1983). And in postcolonial studies, there is an
ongoing concern for those instances when the search for that one true voice to
represent colonised populations overwrites the complex differences of the people
involved (Griffiths, 1994).

Bauman’s assessment of the tension between freedom and security is worth
quoting at length here, as it is a forceful reminder of how we cannot wish away this

indissoluble conundrum.:

security without freedom equals slavery (and in addition, without an injection of
freedom, proves to be in the end a highly insecure kind of security); while freedom
without security equals being abandoned and lost (and in the end, without the
injection of security, proves to be a highly unfree kind of freedom). This
circumstance gives philosophers a headache with no known cure. It also makes
living together conflict-ridden, as security sacrificed in the name of freedom tends to
be other people’s security; and freedom sacrificed in the name of security tends to be
other people’s freedom. (Bauman, 2001: 20)

That said, members of cultural groups do constantly try to balance these two
tendencies. This process is captured very well by the anthropologist Fredrik Barth.
In his seminal work, Ethnic Groups and Boundaries, he argues that members of
cultural groups are constantly engaged in negotiating and renegotiating the
boundaries of their culture. Central to this is his supposition that cultural groups are
not complete wholes.!5> They are instead always in process (Barth, 1969). Another
anthropologist, Gerd Baumann, further elaborates on how members of cultural
groups draw and redraw their cultural group boundaries. He says that, at times, these
people act on the basis of a dominant discourse, which reinforces the existing
boundaries of their group because it “views ‘culture’ as the reified possession of
‘ethnic’ groups or ‘communities’” (Baumann, 1997: 209). At other times, they act on

the basis of a demotic discourse, which challenges the existing boundaries of their

15 Phillips presents a thorough critique of what she labels as the billiard ball conception of
culture. This pertains to the static view of culture that she claims is held by most political
theorists (Phillips, 2008).
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group because it “questions and dissolves [the] equation between ‘culture’, ethnos,
and ‘community’” (ibid.).

For a significant number of diasporic groups, media discourses and practices
become crucial sites of boundary-making and -breaking. This is made evident by
empirical studies that look into the lives of diasporic audiences. For instance, Mirca
Madianou’s ethnography of Turkish-speaking Greeks highlights how the news
media can influence whether migrant groups use reifying descriptions (that is,
dominant discourses) or oppositional re-descriptions (that is, demotic discourses) of
their cultural identity. She observes that the participants’ tendencies towards cultural
identity essentialism are heightened when mainstream Greek society marginalises
them through ethnically discriminating news stories and newsroom practices.
However, they become more open to cultural identity contestations when conversing
about the news with their fellow Turkish-speaking Greeks (Madianou, 2005). In a
parallel manner, Marie Gillespie’s work with Punjabi teenagers in Southall, London
shows how viewing and talking about the entertainment media can reveal the
tensions brought about by the plurality within cultural groups. She describes how the
participants’ talk about Western soaps, such as Neighbours, becomes an opportunity
to highlight how gossip is one way for the Indian community elders to police the
maintenance of their cultural traditions—especially those that are social and
religious—as well as to redraw their collective identity in relation to their others.
Meanwhile, the images and sounds of US-based transnational corporate advertising
tend to be a vehicle for the young Indians to aspire towards cultural change.
Although they usually feel more socially constrained than their “white”
counterparts, these advertisements allow them to "define an ideal arena, an
imaginative space, within which the construction of new identities becomes possible
as a real project" (Gillespie, 1995: 206).

A similar process of boundary-making and -breaking can be seen in how
migrant cultural minorities produce what Myria Georgiou refers to as diasporic
media. She points out that the diasporic media that tend to survive in the long run
are all characterised by flexibility. They need to be able to adjust to the interests of
the specific cultural group to which they cater. This entails being sensitive to the
ongoing shifts in how the members of that group define their cultural identity
(Georgiou, 2002). For example, there is the increasing trend among London’s

diasporic community newspapers to go bilingual. Apparently, this is a consequence
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of the increasingly bilingual character of their diasporic readership. Georgiou gives
the concrete example of the London-based Greek Cypriot paper Parikiaki where “in
the Greek pages...news from Cyprus and from the local community that primarily
interest the migrant generation is presented. In the English pages, news and opinions
that reflect the interests and the opinions of the younger generations
dominate” (ibid.: 21). Kira Kosnick’s study of the Turkish minority media in Berlin
mirrors this same process of cultural boundary negotiations. Her ethnographic
accounts of the everyday life of the media workers in Radio Multi Kulti and Offener
Kanal Berlin (OKB) bring to light how various voices with contesting ideas about
what it means to be a Turk in Berlin each try to shape the media output of these two
institutions. More interestingly however, her stories also reveal how within these
media outfits, the voices of certain people within the Turkish community tend to
dominate and, at times, silence those of others. This is why she asks questions about
who is speaking for whom, what their agenda is, which audiences they are
addressing, and which hegemonic discourses they are articulating and reinforcing
(Kosnick, 2007).

Part of my discussion in Chapter 8 connects with the insights above. This is
especially the case when I talk about how the Indian and Korean participants of
Shutter Stories enacted this same dynamics of drawing and redrawing their cultural
identity boundaries through their photo stories. The key manifestation of their desire
to uphold the boundaries of their cultural identities was their overt intention of
projecting a primarily positive image of their particular cultural groups via their
photo stories. Meanwhile, their desire to challenges these boundaries was more
subtle and restrained, coming out only during our more private conversations about

their lives and about the photo stories they were creating.

3.3 Voice at the level of the multicultural society

At the level of the multicultural society, it is Couldry’s second register of
voice—voice as a value—that comes to the fore (Couldry, 2010). In this instance,
voice is mediated by a multicultural society’s willingness to foster and listen to the
voices of its cultural minorities. In line with this, I posit that the key problematic that
arises here is the tension between the possibility of cultural majority and minority

voices harmonising into a counterpoint and the danger of these same voices
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descending into dissonance. This is something that I take from the cultural studies
scholar Edward Said (Said, 1994).

Said first elaborates on the contrapuntal his work in his work, Culture and
Imperialism. He explains that this concept refers to a mode of reading texts that
evokes the idea of a musical counterpoint, which is a compositional technique
wherein melodic lines that possess some degree of individuality or independence are
played in such a way that they become harmonious. This is because a contrapuntal
reading does not merely listen to the dominant voices in the text. It also makes an
effort to “draw out, extend, give emphasis and voice to what is silent or marginally
present or ideologically represented” (ibid.: p.66). Extending Said’s argument, I
propose that the contrapuntal can also present a way in which people read the
narratives that circulate within multicultural societies. This entails going beyond
listening solely to the voices of those who are culturally dominant in order to hear
the voices of those who are culturally marginalised.

Cultural minority voices tend to speak in ways that might be different from
cultural majority voices. As a consequence, these two different sets of voices tend to
contest one another. But as the metaphor above suggests, this cacophony of voices
can nevertheless be made to play out in harmony. The concrete manifestation of this
contrapuntal harmony is dialogue. Phillips describes this as a process wherein
“people from different cultural backgrounds explain to one another why they favour
particular laws or practices, and develop the skills of negotiation and compromise
that enable them to live together” (Phillips, 2008: 180). The possibility of this is
premised on two important principles.

Nancy Fraser labels the first principle of dialogue as the objective condition
of participatory parity. For her, this means that those who participate in dialogue
must all be given an equal opportunity to be recognised and, I add, to speak. Fraser
explains that in order to ensure that this condition is met, none of the people who are
engaged in a dialogue should be immediately disqualified because their voices are
not worth hearing. She says that the said condition also means making sure that the
distribution of material resources to these people fosters their “independence and
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‘voice’” (Fraser, 2003: 36). The rationale for this first principle of dialogue is
something that Bauman forcefully elucidates. He says, “the variety of findings

[present in a dialogue] increases the chance that fewer of the many human
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possibilities will be overlooked and remain untried. Each finding may benefit all
explorers, which ever road they have themselves taken” (Bauman, 2001: 136).

Meanwhile, Fraser calls the second principle of dialogue the intersubjective
condition of participatory parity. She contends that the voices of different cultural
groups are, in the end, not equal. And in order to evaluate their competing cultural
claims, they need to be measured against a certain standard.!® For her, this means
examining whether or not “institutional patterns of cultural value express equal
respect for all participants and ensure equal opportunity for achieving social
parity” (Fraser, 2003: 36). Fraser says that this is important, especially since there
are some people who, after being afforded the chance to participate in a dialogue,
express narratives that deny other people their own chance to participate in a
dialogue; given a chance to speak, certain quarters, ironically, speak about how
others do not deserve equal recognition. As examples, Fraser points to how some
people in Africa speak of the importance of the tradition of female genital mutilation
and how certain Orthodox Jews call for the necessity of sex segregation in education
institutions. She says that both these claims are unacceptable because whilst these
African and Orthodox Jewish groups attempt to establish their own voice about
particular cultural matters, they also negate the ability of women to speak on these
issues (ibid.).

Despite the possibilities opened up by dialogue, Phillips warns that recent
policies trying to promote multicultural politics in the developed world have instead
undermined the very basis for dialogue (Phillips, 2008). For instance, the attempts of
the Australian, Canadian, and British governments to acknowledge the cultural
diversity of their populations have produced policies that portray cultural groups as
“the inherent proprietors of ‘culture’ and that ‘cultures’ are fixed and static
realities” (Ang, 2005: 35). Phillips says that these moves inadvertently emphasise
cultural boundaries, and “encourage us to view peoples and cultures as more
systematically different than they are” (Phillips, 2008: 25). But we need not be

stuck in this quagmire. The internal plurality of cultural groups that I mentioned in

16 According to Sayer, such a claim towards a universal standard is something of which
social scientists should not be afraid. For him, there is such a thing as human nature, which
people share with one another. Sayer posits certain universals that allow people to
understand what it means to be human and, I add, what it feels like to be those other people
who are involved in the dialogue. It is this that allows us to ethically evaluate—both within
ourselves and with the others with whom we are in dialogue—whether a particular
perspective of humanity is acceptable or not (Sayer, 2011).
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the previous section can be a way to address the doubts about the possibility of
contrapuntal voices in a multicultural society. Benhabib says that the cracks in the
seemingly static boundaries of cultural groups allow people who are culturally
diverse to find some common ground, at least as regards certain issues. Conversely,
these same cracks also indicate that people who come from the same cultural group
might actually have differing principles, at least in relation to some concerns. As
Benhabib puts it, “there are those...who inhabit other cultures and worlds, but
whose evaluations we find plausible and comprehensible, and still others whose
ways of life as well as systems of belief will be abhorrent to us” (Benhabib, 2002:
41-42). According to her, this is what enables what she calls a complex cultural
dialogue, which she defines as “the interpenetration of traditions and discourses and
[the] disclos[ure] [of] the interdependence of images the self and the other” (ibid.:
41). The hope is that the kind of familiarity with cultural others that people gain
from dialogue will allow them to be less shaped by their own cultures, be more
critically self-reflexive, and be more open to considering the views of those who
belong to other cultures (cf. Parekh, 2004).

There is another threat to dialogue, however. It is that in the context of
today’s mediated society, exchanges among members of different cultural groups do
not necessarily lead to smooth and pleasant relationships. Sometimes they create
very uncomfortable dissonances among the various groups involved, at least for the
short-term. According to Charles Husband, this is only a momentary setback. He
even believes that this momentary dissonance is important, as it is precisely what
creates the opportunity for people to shake themselves out of their reluctance to
encounter voices from other cultures. As this is the case, he says that people must be
compelled to hear and to listen to one another. Otherwise, the presence of plural
voices will be left substantially meaningless. In other words, the right to speak
should always be coupled with the right to be understood (Husband, 2000). For
Husband, this means instituting media policies geared towards “rejecting and
condemning egocentric and ethnocentric routines of engaging with the
communicative acts of others” (Husband, 1996: 139). This is, of course, easier said
than done. As John Durham Peters argues, those who speak, especially via the
media, do not really have a way of knowing how their words might be received.

Using Jesus Christ’s parable of the sower as a metaphor for mediated
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communication,!” he points out that “the diverse audience members, like the
varieties of soils, who hear the parable...are left to make of it what they
will” (Peters, 1999: 51). He further adds, “though much is sown, little is
caught” (ibid.: 52). This is not to say that people should no longer attempt to express
their voices via the media. Peters says that we should not really be talking just to
those people with whom we want to talk. For him, it is more equitable to just speak
out and let the receivers decide whether they are predisposed to listen to us or not.
As the opening quotation in this chapter says, “Those who have ears to hear, let
them hear!”

As 1 have mentioned earlier in this discussion, Silverstone is very much
concerned about the possibility of a mediapolis that contributes to multicultural
dialogue (Silverstone, 2007). But he is well aware that people do not automatically
tune in to the voices of their cultural others. This is why in the same way that Said
proposes a contrapuntal mode of reading texts, Silverstone also proposes a
contrapuntal mode of viewing the media (Said, 1994; Silverstone, 2007). This means
being sensitive to the ways that the diaspora appear and disappear in the screens of
the world. And in order for people to learn this, he argues for media literacy. One,
educational institutions must hone the capacity of audiences “to make effective and
authoritative choices when confronted with the welter of information and narrative
at [their] disposal and when confronted with the glossing simplicities of media
representation” (Silverstone, 2007:184). This will hone their capacity for evaluating
and deliberating on the voices that they encounter in the media that will, in turn,
increase their ability to work together for social change (cf. Kellner, 2000). Second,
audiences need to learn how to confront “the conditions of production [of media
texts] and more importantly...the world they bring to [their] front
doors” (Silverstone, 2007: 185). This means having to understand how cultural
minorities are not only marginalised through media representations, but through

political economic constraints on the media as well (cf. Husband, 1996).

17 Peters describes the parable of the sower this way: “Jesus is represented in all three
synoptic Gospels (Matthew 13, Mark 4, Luke 8) as delivering the parable of the sower by
the seashore to a vast and mixed audience. A sower, he says, goes forth to sow, broadcasting
seed everywhere, so that it lands on all kinds of ground. Most of the seeds never bear fruit.
Some sprout quickly...only to be scorched by the sun or overcome by weeds. Others sprout
but get eaten by birds or trampled by travellers. Only a rare few land on receptive soil, take
root, and bring forth abundantly, variously yielding a hundredfold, sixtyfold, or
thirtyfold” (Peters, 1999: 51).
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In Chapter 8, I bring to bear the insights above in order to show the ways in
which the Shutter Stories project both succeeded and failed in contributing to a more
robust multicultural dialogue in Manila. Specifically, I talk about the stark difference
between my experience of conversing with some of the local Filipinos who viewed
the Shutter Stories exhibition and of my experience of trying to get Manila’s

mainstream media to cover the said exhibition.

3.4 Conclusion

The discussion above completes my discussion of the theoretical framework
for this study, as it indicates the ways in which the social experience of diaspora
might mediate voice, both as a process and as a value (Couldry, 2010). I attempted
to show the possible ways that diasporic voices might be mediated at the level of the
self, at the level of the cultural group, and the level of the multicultural society. I
also identified the register/s of voice that was/were most present at each of these
levels. I also characterised the central problematic of each of these levels, as well as
indicated the possible ways of dealing with these.

I suggested that at the level of the self, diasporic voice is mediated by
people’s experiences of being in a multicultural society and that, as such, its main
issue is the tension between agency and circumstance (cf. Layder, 2004). I said as
well that important to understanding this tension is the concept of reflexivity
(Archer, 2000; 2007). Secondly, I suggested that at the level of the cultural group,
diasporic voice is mediated by the concern for cultural group voice and its attendant
issue of the tension between security and freedom (cf. Bauman, 2001). In order to
unpack this, I turned to the concept of the negotiation of cultural group boundaries
(Barth, 1976; Baumann, 1997). Finally, I suggested that at the level of the
multicultural society, diasporic voice is mediated by a multicultural society’s
willingness to engage with cultural minority voices and that, because of this, its
central issue is that concerning counterpoint and dissonance (Said, 1994). To make
sense of this, I drew from the notion of multicultural dialogue (Phillips, 2008) and
on the idea of the mediapolis (Silverstone, 2007).

I build on the key insights of this chapter throughout the rest of this
dissertation. In Chapter 5, I establish the background for the diasporic social

experience of the Indians and Koreans in Manila. I pay particular attention to how
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the mediation of multiculturalism plays out in the context of this city and how this
mediation impinges on the quality of the everyday lives of its Indian and Korean
communities. In Chapter 8, I draw links between this current chapter’s theoretical
insights about how voice might be mediated by the social experience of the diaspora
and my empirical findings about how the photo stories in the Shutter Stories project
were in many ways shaped by the divergent relations that Manila’s Indians and
Koreans have with the city’s local Filipinos. But before I delve into any discussion
of the empirical data I have gathered, I first need, in the next chapter, to recount the

methodological approach I took in this study.



-64 -

Chapter 4
The Collaborative Photography Exhibition Project as
Participatory Action Research

“For apart from inquiry, apart from the praxis, individuals cannot be truly human.
Knowledge emerges only through invention and re-invention, through the restless,
impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry human beings pursue in the world, with the
world, and with each other.”

— Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed

I have already established the theoretical framework for this study in the two
preceding chapters; I considered how the diasporic voices in a collaborative
photography exhibition project might be mediated by, one, the photographic medium
(see Chapter 2) and, two, the social experience of the diaspora (see Chapter 3). In
this chapter, I reflect on how I attempted to explore this mediation process via the
preparation and implementation phases of the Shutter Stories project. As I said in
Chapter 1, this was the project I organised together with two renowned photography
scholars in the Philippines (Terri and Ricky) and the five Indians and four Koreans
whose photographic works were featured in the exhibition (for their names, see
Tables 4.5.1 and 4.5.2), as well as with the support of two diasporic community
organisations (namely Khalsa Diwan Inc., Manila and the United Korean
Community Association in the Philippines) and one academic institution (namely
the Konrad Adenauer Asian Center for Journalism at the Ateneo de Manila
University). Whilst the photography exhibition itself was on public display from 22
to 28 August 2011 at The Block, SM North EDSA Mall in Manila, Philippines and
then subsequently uploaded in a dedicated online website from October 2011 to
March 2012, the entire project spanned twenty-one months, stretching from July
2010 to March 2012.

I begin the discussion below with a brief conceptual overview of
participatory action research via the collaborative photography exhibition project.
Drawing on key literature about this methodological approach, I highlight its crucial
characteristics and define its value for the study at hand. I then provide an account of
my engagement with the said approach. I talk about how I crafted and re-crafted the
various research techniques I used during the different phases of the fieldwork. This

covers the three research tools I used during the preparation phase of the fieldwork,
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which were the life story interviews with seventeen Indians and fifteen Koreans
from Manila, the focus group discussions with six sets of local Filipinos from
different socio-economic classes, and the impressionistic analysis of contemporary
Philippine mainstream media. It also covers the main research tool I used during the
implementation phase of the research. This was the participant observation of the
photography seminars for the five Indian and four Korean participants of Shutter
Stories, as well as of the subsequent photography exhibition that featured the works

of these nine participants.

4.1 Defining participatory action research via the
collaborative photography exhibition project

It was primarily developing-world scholars from the 1970s and the 1980s
who pioneered participatory action research as a methodological approach. These
included, among others, Paulo Freire and Orlando Fals-Borda who were doing work
in Brazil, Marja-Liisa Swantz in Tanzania, and Rajesh Tandon in India. Concerned
with the complex social issues of their particular milieus, these scholars sought to
engage in studies that contributed not only to scholarly inquiry, but also to social
praxis (see Fals-Borda, 1981; Freire, 1972; Tandon, 1988; Swantz in Hall, 2005).
Concretely, they wanted to acquire “serious and reliable knowledge upon which to
construct power, or countervailing power, for the poor, oppressed and exploited
groups and social classes—the grassroots—and for their authentic organisations and
movements” (Fals-Borda, 1991: 7). They set out to do projects that embodied two
key things. One was a commitment to a collaborative relationship between
researchers and participants (hence the label “participatory”). The other was an
interventionist intent that sought to address the perceived problems in particular
social arrangements (hence the label “action”) (Kindon et al, 2007). As the works of
different scholars suggest (for example, Green et al, 2003; Somekh, 2006;
Wadsworth, 1998), it is still these collaborative and interventionist characteristics of
participatory action research that continue to be the distinguishing hallmarks that tie
together the increasingly diverse projects that are implemented under its rubric.
These include projects on social auditing, natural resource management, clinical

practice evaluation, higher education reform, organisational development, theatre
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performance, and, of course, photographic production (for example, the collections
of Day et al, 2002; Kindon et al, 2007; Reason and Bradbury, 2001).

The value of the collaborative nature of participatory action research lies in
how it embodies the ideal of empowerment. This can most clearly be seen in how
this methodological approach reconceptualises the relationship between researchers
and participants. It breaks away from more traditional approaches to research that
cast researchers as a subject doing the study and participants as an object being
studied, positing instead that researchers are also co-participants and participants are
also co-researchers. An important implication of this reconceptualisation is its
assumption that the contributions of the participants in a research project are just as
valuable as those of the researchers. The hope is that this contributes to redressing
the power asymmetry that so often characterises the relationship between these two
parties and, as a consequence, fosters an equality of esteem between them (Somekh,
2006). Moreover, this reconceptualisation opens up the possibility for participants to
become more active in shaping the direction of a research project. Aside from taking
on the traditional role of being interviewees, these participants can also co-plan, co-
implement, and co-critique research projects (cf. Hart, 1992; Pratt, 2006; Pretty et al,
1995). In other words, these participants find themselves in a space that encourages
them to engage in various kinds of creative work that hone their different skills.
According to David Gauntlett, this condition helps in building resilience in people
and, in so doing, contributes to ensuring that they are able to “face future challenges
with confidence and originality” (Gauntlett, 2011: 245).

Meanwhile, the value of the interventionist nature of participatory action
research stems from how it embodies the ideal of transformation. This is made
evident in how this kind of research rethinks the relationship between scholars and
society. Owing to the critical orientation of its pioneers,!® participatory action
research simultaneously challenges the still-dominant positivist view that
researchers are to assume a neutral stance, as well as an observer role. The said

methodological approach instead asks researchers not only to provide a critique of

18 Kindon et al note that whilst the Marxist roots of participatory action research are often
emphasised, its feminist roots are sometimes left unacknowledged. They take pains to point
out how much feminism has contributed to the “aware[ness] of gendered divisions among
participants, but also of the potentially gendering effects of poorly conceived [participatory
action research practice]” (Kindon et al, 2006: 11-12). They also point out that “a feminist
appreciation of social inequality as well as the masculinist nature of ‘research as usual’
speaks directly to the need for collaborative, participatory research” (ibid.: 12).
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society, but also to contribute to addressing the problems that they perceive in it. As
Bridget Somekh claims, participatory action research “starts from a vision of social
transformation and aspirations for social justice for all” (Somekh, 2006: 7), asking
of those who engage with it to “aim to act morally and promote social justice
through research that is politically informed and personally engaged” (ibid.).
According to the joint authors Gibson-Graham, such research entails exploring
possibilities for establishing social arrangements that are other than those that are
oppressive in their dominance. Their own work, for instance, involves engaging in
concrete projects that seek to re-think how society understands the so-called
“economy” in order to challenge the dominance of capitalism (Gibson-Graham,
2006). They say that the value of doing works like this does not necessarily lie in
how these might succeed, although it would of course be ideal for them to do so.
Instead, they say that the worth of these works lies in how these continually push us
to think and act beyond the status quo (ibid.).

It is in light of the above that I decided to use participatory action research as
the methodological approach for this study. As I have said in Chapter 1, my central
concern in this work is about how the symbolic marginalisation of Indians and
Koreans in the Philippine mainstream media takes away from these diasporic groups
their capacity for voice and, as a consequence, their capacity for changing the
society to which they belong. I therefore thought that the collaborative nature of
participatory action research was appropriate to a study that sought to open up a
space from which the Indians and Koreans in Manila might be able to tell their own
stories about their diasporic lives. I also thought that the interventionist nature of the
research was appropriate to a study that aimed to explore how the narratives of
diasporas might be used to make the local Filipinos in Manila confront the
complexities of their multicultural society.

Related to this, I decided to engage with participatory action research via the
collaborative photography exhibition project because of the possibilities it offered
for both empowerment and transformation. Before I elaborate on this, it must be said
that I have yet to find literature about attempts at participatory action research that
use the exact form as the approach I took. There are, however, works that provide a
general discussion about the role of the visual in participatory action research (for
example, Banks, 2001; da Silva and Pink, 2004; Mitchell, 2011; Pink, 2006). More

importantly, there are also works that document approaches to participatory action
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research that have elements resembling the work I did. This includes participatory
photography, which entails handing over the camera to the participants as a way for
researchers to gain insights into these participants’ lived experiences (for example,
Krieg and Roberts, 2007; Gonzales, 2003; Lykes, 1997; Singhal et al, 2007; Wang,
1999). There is also applied visual anthropology, which aims to use photographs as a
way of making ethnographic data more immersive for the intended audience (for
example, Collier, 1967; Lovejoy and Steele, 2007; Pink, 2006).

Some of the above-mentioned literature underscore the unique ability of the
photographic medium to allow participants to advocate their own perspectives of
reality. Sarah Pink explains that a photograph is exceptionally well suited to
expressing such perspectives because of its fundamental subjectivity. This is because
the image that appears within its photographic frame does not only represent reality.
It also reveals “the thoughts, feelings, preferences, and ideologies of the
photographer” (in da Silva and Pink, 2004: 158). This is echoed in the reflections of
Lana Roberts, a participatory action research participant, who shares her belief that
photography allows marginalised people like her to “reveal how [their world] is
oftentimes much more different than those who are looking in imagine it to be” (in
Krieg and Roberts, 2007: 155) and, crucially, to “prove and express [this]
themselves rather than have someone else speak for them” (ibid.). As Singhal et al
further contend, the process of constructing these photographs also “becomes a
participatory site for wider storytelling, community discussion, and action” (Singhal
et al, 2007: 217).

Much of this literature also points to the capacity of the photographic
medium to make the narratives shared by the participants more accessible and
interesting to a wider range of audiences. Here, I once again turn to Pink, who says
that one of the advantages of using the visual in participatory action research is that
it facilitates “transcultural communication”, by which she means the sharing of
experiences amongst two different groups of people (Pink, 2006). Similarly, Tracey
Lovejoy and Nelle Steele underscore the power of visuals in both capturing the
attention of its audiences and immersing them in the stories that are being presented
(Lovejoy and Steele, 2007). At the same time, these scholars also warn about the
double-edged nature of images. Pink says that whilst these images can allow
audiences to “feel other people’s feelings and sense their sensory

experiences” (Pink, 2006: 88), they also often run the risk of making them
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experience “what we think are their experiences in terms of our own cultural and
individual biographic knowledge” (ibid.). As such, she suggests that texts be used to
culturally contextualise the images that are being presented to audiences. Paralleling
this, Lovejoy and Steel observe that when images are not provided with an
accompanying text, there is often a greater risk for audiences to “make
interpretations that [are] not in line with the ethnographic data...collected” (Lovejoy
and Steele, 2007: 304). Because of this, they advice for images to be made to work
with texts.

Before I conclude this section, it is crucial to note that I made the decision to
use participatory action research knowing that the power relations created by an
attempt at collaboration and the outcomes that arise from an attempt at intervention
often tend to be complicated and, at times, even messy (Kesby et al, 2006; Somekh,
2006). I hope to have shown my awareness of this reality in Chapters 2 and 3, where
I discussed the theoretical framework of this study. And I hope to do the same in
Chapters 7 and 8, where 1 will discuss the empirical data I gathered. At the same
time, it is also important for me to say that I persisted with participatory action
research because of my strong commitment to building knowledge—whether by
success or failure—about how to address the increasingly untenable status quo of
Manila’s diasporas being symbolically marginalised in Philippine mainstream media
and, in the process, open up the possibility for a future Manila that is truly
cosmopolitan. I wanted, in other words, to do my own share in what Noam
Chomsky describes as the difficult task of engaging works that embody our groping
towards “true humanly, valuable concepts” (Chomsky in Chomsky and Foucault,

2006 [1971]: 55).

4.2 Engaging with participatory action research via the
collaborative photography exhibition project

In this second section of the chapter, I discuss the process I went through in
doing the fieldwork for this study (see Table 4.1). I start with the preparation phase
for this research, which took place from July 2010 to June 2011. I talk about how I
set out to understand the lived experience of multiculturalism in Manila primarily by
conducting life story interviews with the city’s Indian and Korean diasporas, but also

by having focus group discussions with the city’s local Filipinos and doing an



-70 -

impressionistic analysis of the Philippines’ Manila-centric mainstream media. Then,
I move on to the implementation phase, which took place from June 2011 to March
2012. I narrate my exploration into how a collaborative photography exhibition
might mediate diasporic voices by doing a participant observation of both the

production and the consumption of Shutter Stories.

Table 4.1 The two key phases of the fieldwork.

Fieldwork Primary Secondary Research Focus
Phase and Dates | Research Tool | Research Tool(s)

PHASE 1: -60 to 90 minute
Preparing for the focus group

S 60 to 90 minute . . characterising
Exhibition . discussions . . 2
life story multiculturalism in
July 2010 to June interviews -impressionistic Manila
2011 media analysis
PHASE. % understanding the
Implementing the . . .
o long-term mediation of diasporic
Exhibition - . . .
participant none voices from the point of
observation production and from the

June 2011 to

March 2012 point of consumption

4.2.1 Phase 1: Preparing for the exhibition

4.2.1.1 Life story interviews

During the first phase of the fieldwork, my primary intent was both to
understand the diasporic life experiences of Manila’s Indians and Koreans and to
explore how the texture of these experiences have been influenced by the Manila-
centric Philippine mainstream media. I sought to probe the city’s diasporic groups
about the following key themes: their performances of and talk about Filipino-ness,
as well as about Indian-ness or Korean-ness; their relationships with the locals, as
well as with the other diasporic groups in the city; and their media consumption

patterns and media talk, especially in relation to multiculturalism. For this task, I
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chose to use the life story interview, a research tool geared towards identifying the
significant everyday life experiences that participants choose to remember and to
share (Atkinson, 1998).

Through the data that the life story interviews generated, I pieced together
the complex ways in which the participants thought about their lives, as well as the
ways in which their lives were embedded in wider social, cultural, and historical
movements (ESDS, 2011; Maynes et al, 2008). These tasks were relevant to the
study because people’s issues about cultural identities and multicultural relations are
said to be best understood in the context of the complex social dynamics of
everyday life (for example, Edensor, 2002; Georgiou, 2007; Madianou, 2005).
Moreover, the interweaving of the so-called real world and of the so-called mediated
world is also said to be best examined at the level of the everyday, where people’s
common sense—or, in clearer terms, their sense of the common—is most clearly

revealed (Silverstone, 2007).

4.2.1.1.1 The process of recruiting participants

In recruiting participants for the life story interviews, I attempted to balance
two specific sampling principles. On the one hand, I aimed for maximum variation
in terms of their age, migrant generation, gender, and socio-economic class. Apart
from this, I also aimed to get a balanced number of the two most dominant Indian
linguistic groups in the city, the Sindhis and the Punjabis, since the existing
literature suggests that ethnicity is a crucial dividing line amongst Manila’s Indian
community at large (see Chapter 5, where I discuss this situation in greater detail).
This qualitative approach meant of course that the set of participants I aimed to
recruit far from mirrored the actual demographic statistics of the Indian and Korean
communities in Manila. But then again, I did not really aim for this. Instead, I
wanted to harness the key strengths of including a diverse group of people; at the
same time that this sampling technique is able to highlight the unique experiences of
each participant, it is also able to reveal significant shared patterns that cut across
their individual cases (List, 2004; Patton, 2002).

I also filtered the participants through several case selection criteria. This

included the following parameters:
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(a) The participants should self-ascribe as Indian or Korean. This ensured
that as long as they acknowledged their Indian-ness or Korean-ness, those
who had mixed parentage could still be included in the study. Conversely,
this also meant that those with Indian and Korean parentage who ascribed

non-Indian or non-Korean cultural identities to themselves were excluded.

(b) The participants should be open to meeting and working together with
members of other cultural groups in Manila. This allowed me to pre-select
participants whom I could eventually ask to join the collaborative

photography exhibition project component of this study.

(c) The participants should be at least eighteen years old at the time of the
interview. This enabled me to assume that the participants could
responsibly decide whether or not to join the collaborative photography

exhibition project component of this study.

By getting in touch only with those Indians and Koreans who possessed
characteristics that were most relevant to this study, I was able to shorten the search
process (cf. Oliver, 2006).

To help me in my search for participants, I asked for the assistance of several
key informants in gaining access to Manila’s Indian and Korean communities. One
was Karan'?, a longtime Punjabi friend of mine who helped me get in touch with
potential participants from both Manila’s Punjabi Indian community and Sindhi
Indian community. There were also three Korean university students, Hyung, Lee,
and Linda, who introduced me to potential participants amongst their fellow Manila-
based Korean students. Finally, there was Mena, a fellow academic who connected
me with her network of Manila-based Korean professionals.

Whilst all of the above-mentioned key informants helped me extensively in

the process of searching for participants, I still ended up having markedly different

19 The names of all the Indian and Korean key informants and participants in this study have
been changed in order to keep their identities anonymous. The sole exception to this is
Samir Gogna (also known as Sam YG and Shivaker), whom I had to name by virtue of the
fact that he was the only Indian celebrity to have made an impact in the Philippine
mainstream media (at least at the time of this writing). I had asked his permission about this
and he graciously agreed.
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experiences of trying to recruit Indian participants on the one hand and Korean
participants on the other hand. With the Indians, I found that the help of a single
community insider was enough to significantly facilitate my search for participants.
Karan’s act of connecting me with his contacts was enough to initiate a process
wherein one contact introduced to me to another contact, who introduced me to
another contact, and so on. Crucially, these participants had no trouble in
introducing me to other potential participants who fit the criteria I specified (for
example, a Punjabi female student in her 20s or a Sindhi businessman in his 50s).
With the Koreans however, I found that my initial contacts, who were all university
students, could only connect me with Koreans who more or less belonged to the
same cohort. The same was true with my subsequent participants in their late 20s,
who were introduced to me by a Korean of a similar age, and my lone participant in
his 60s, who was introduced to me by a Filipina businesswoman of a similar age.
Because of these circumstances, I failed to ensure the age diversity of the Korean
participants.

In the end, the uneven experiences I had in the recruitment process for the
life story interviews meant that although the case selection criteria was fully
implemented, the principle of maximum diversity was not. This left me with uneven
sets of participants: a group of seventeen Indians who closely resembled the ideal
sample I had in mind and, in contrast, a group of fifteen Koreans who were
dominated by young university students (see Tables 4.2.1 and 4.2.2). This situation
certainly posed some problems in data analysis, as I could not probe the views of the
older Koreans with nuance. Interestingly however, this problematic situation had
some value as well, as it foreshadowed the very different social dynamics of the
Indian and Korean communities in Manila. Here I am referring to permeability of
the rigid ethnic distinctions among the Indians (cf. Lorenzana, 2013; Salazar, 2008)
and the significant social barriers raised by age divisions among Koreans (cf.
Ferrante, 2008; Jouhki and Paaso, 2011; Kim and Ryu, 2005; Sohn, 2009). As I

discuss in Chapter 8, this insight turned out to be a crucial finding in this study.
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Table 4.2.1 Life story interview: Indian participants.

Name | Sex |Age| Civil Ethnic Occupation Migration
Status | Affiliation History
Amisha | F | 21 single Other freelance‘ makeup 2nd.
artist generation
university 7nd
Sukhprit | F | 19 single Punjabi undergraduate .
generation
student
Shilpa F | 26 | married Other writer It .
generation
Jaswinder| F [ 40 | married | Punjabi money lender 3rd .
generation
university ond
Roshni F |20 single Sindhi undergraduate .
generation
student
Samitra | F | 51 | separated Other antique dealer Ist .
generation
. . .y 2nd
Ravinder | M | 26 single Punjabi college student .
generation
Hardeep | M | 33 | married | Punjabi money lender Ist .
generation
Charnjit | F | 27 | married | Punjabi money lender It .
generation
Rakesh | M | 53 | separated | Sindhi businessman st
generation
. . .y . 2nd
Kuldip [ M | 26 single Punjabi jobseeker .
generation
Satwant | M | 35 | married | Punjabi money lender Ist .
generation
Anil M | 23 single Sindhi advertising account 2nd.
manager generation
. . o university 2nd
Preity Fo2 single Sindhi postgraduate student | generation
Samir M | 29 single Other media celebrity 2nd.
generation
. . o . 2nd
Amir M | 25 single Sindhi businessman .
generation
Preet M | 22 single Punjabi advertising strategic 2nd.
planner generation




Table 4.2.2 Life story interview: Korean participants.
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Name Sex [ Age | Civil Occupation Migration
Status History
Jessica F 22 | single university undergraduate Ist generation
student
Ti Hun M 20 | sinele university undergraduate 2nd
£ student generation
. university undergraduate 2nd
KC K 22 | single student generation
Su Yeon F 26 | single university undergraduate Ist generation
student
Sang Jum M 21 single university undergraduate Ist generation
& & student =
Eun Ji 29 | single university lecturer Ist generation
Sara 30 |engaged volunteer worker Ist generation
Min Sik M 20 | single university undergraduate Ist generation
student
James M 62 | married businessman Ist generation
Daphne F 33 | married businesswoman 2nd .
generation
Sonya F 22 | single university undergraduate Ist generation
y £ student =
Carl M 42 | single businessman Ist generation
. . university undergraduate .
Sang Mi F 24 | single student Ist generation
. . university undergraduate .
Hae Jin M 24 | single Ist generation
student
. university undergraduate .
Matt M 23 | single Ist generation
student

4.2.1.1.2 The structure of the life story interviews

The structure of the life story interview guide that I prepared (see Appendix
A) was loosely guided by the principles put forth by James Spradley in his work,
The Ethnographic Interview. Specifically, the guide eschewed having a rigid
sequence that was preoccupied with following a particular series of questions.
Instead, it had a semi-fluid flow that was more concerned about striking a balance

between what Spradley posits as the two distinct but complementary processes that
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are the central elements of such a research tool: eliciting information and developing
rapport. In practice, this meant that the interviews I conducted freely vacillated
between conversations that revolved around the interview’s central concerns and
digressions that enhanced the openness between the participants and myself as the
interviewer. Aside from this, the interview guide was comprised of many questions
that were phrased according to Spradley’s notion of a descriptive question, the
defining characteristic of which is its ability to encourage participants to speak at
great length and detail by having them talk about concrete scenarios. The particular
scenarios that I raised were based on the key themes that I was attempting to look
into (Spradley, 1979).

In the initial versions of the life story interview guide, the central themes that
I probed drew heavily on the data from recent works about media and the diasporic
minorities (for example, Georgiou, 2006; Gillespie, 1995; Madianou, 2005) and
from recent studies on the lives of the Indian and Korean diaspora elsewhere in the
world (for example, Brown, 2006; Laux and Thieme, 2006). Specifically, I asked the
participants to share detailed accounts about the key points that constituted the
trajectory of their diasporic lives. These included the migration stories of their
predecessors, their present experiences in the city, and their future plans for
themselves and, if applicable, for their children. I used these to gain a contextualised
understanding of their responses to the subsequent questions that probed their
discourses and practices about their cultural identities, the cultural others that they
encountered in the city, and the media with which they engaged.

The latter interviews I conducted still focused on the participants’ diasporic
trajectories, discourses, and practices. In line with the qualitative nature of the
research tool however, I refined some of my specific questions in order to focus
more on the thematic patterns that were not necessarily discussed in previous
literature, but were clearly emerging from my earlier interviews (K. C. Ho, personal
conversation, 8 June 2007). Examples of these were the centrality of romantic
relationships in the cultural identities of young Indians in Manila, the significantly
different degrees of discrimination encountered by the Sindhi and the Punjabi
Indians, the heavily classed identity of Koreans in the city, and the antagonism
between Korean-born and Philippine-born Koreans, all of which I elaborate on in
Chapters 5,7 and 8. I also took the opportunity of asking more information-oriented

questions from those participants whom I thought had the knowledge and/or
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experience that qualified them to be key informants about certain understudied
aspects of Indian and Korean life in Manila (cf. Rieger, 2007). For instance, I asked
off-script questions about the life of a Philippine celebrity from Samir Gogna (aka
Sam YG), an Indian participant who was a radio disk jockey (DJ) and television
host. I also asked about the intricacies of the use of honorifics in the Korean
language to a Eun Ji, a Korean participant who was a university lecturer on Korean

culture.

4.2.1.2 Focus group discussions

Whilst conducting the life story interviews with Manila’s Indians and
Koreans, I increasingly noticed that there were significant differences in the way that
these two diasporic groups experienced discrimination. As I reveal in Chapter 5, it
seemed that the city’s local Filipinos were more overtly discriminatory towards the
Indians and were less so towards the Koreans. Unfortunately, there appears to be no
existing empirical study that provides a comparative perspective on how these locals
perceive the diaspora in their midst. I even consulted two leading scholars in the
Philippine academia: the cultural studies critic Roland Tolentino (personal
conversation, 27 January 2011) and the anthropologist Fernando Zialcita (personal
conversation, 28 January 2011). Both of them confirmed this void in the literature.
All of these made me realise that I was about to embark on Shutter Stories without
having the adequate resources to understand the exhibition’s target audience, who
are a key component in planning such a photography exhibition (Krieg and Roberts,
2007).

Confronted by my lack of understanding of how Manila’s local Filipinos
thought about the city’s Indians and Koreans and, equally important, how the media
figured in this situation, it became imperative for me to talk to these locals. I wanted
to listen to how they would talk about the city’s diasporic groups and how they
would draw from the media in the process of doing so. I also wanted to observe how
they would discuss the rarely talked about, if at all, issue of multiculturalism
amongst their fellow locals. To address both these goals, I used the focus group
discussion as my research tool. I wanted to harness this tool’s capacity for
generating data not only about a particular group’s shared social knowledge (via the
talk of the participants), but also about how this said knowledge is discursively

constructed (via the interaction of the participants) (Green and Brown, 2005).
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4.2.1.2.1 The process of recruiting participants

For the focus group discussions, I selected the local Filipino participants on
the basis of their social class. I wanted to gather participants whom I could put
together in groups that would each represent one of the three key socio-economic
classifications in the Philippines: the upper-class, the middle-class and the lower-
class. To define each of these classifications, I relied on the work of Jonathan Ong
(Ong, 2011), who provides a comprehensive conceptualisation of these by drawing
from Bourdieu’s theoretical understanding of class as a combination of various
forms of capital that can be converted from one form to another (1985), as well as
from the more concrete definitions of class posited by previous academic
scholarship (for example, Pinches, 1999), market research reports (for example,
Mercado, 2006), and government surveys (for example, Oblea, 2006) about the
Philippines (see Table 4.3).

This purposive sampling technique was driven by my intent to explore
whether and how social class might matter in the issue of Manila’s multiculturalism.
As many Philippine Studies scholars argue (for example, Pinches, 1999; Tadiar,
2004; Tolentino, 2011), this concept should be central in any serious social analysis
of the country. They contend that Philippine society has been characterised by
continually widening income disparities amongst its people that, in turn, has led to
the increasing reinforcement of their longstanding divisions along social class lines
(Usui and Mendoza, 2012). In relation to this, I wanted to assess two competing
possibilities about the impact of social class on multiculturalism in order to see
which of these applied better to the Philippine context. On the one hand, there is the
argument that social class can overcome culture. The exemplar of this is Jeremy
Seabrook, who says that social class affinity can, to some degree, trump cultural
group affinity. He claims that the shared outlook between people who come from the
same social class but from different cultural groups can sometimes serve as a
stronger bond than the shared outlook between people who come from the same
cultural group but from different social classes (Seabrook, 1996). On the other hand,
there is the contention that culture can overcome social class. The exemplars of this
are the recent works in migration studies that underscore how the ascent of
neoliberalism has undermined the viability of multicultural societies around the
world, most especially in the West (for example, Goldberg, 2009; Lentin and Titley,
2011; Roberts and Mahtani, 2010). These studies point to how the discourse of
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migrants as economic competitors can cut across social class lines and unite a

country’s so-called locals against its so-called others.

Table 4.3 Socio-economic classifications in the Philippines.

Socio- Definition
economic
classification

upper-class |- from previous academic scholarship:

“...the landed elite class (Aguilar 1998) who distance themselves in
geographic and cultural terms from the poor who seek patronage
(Kerkvliet 1990) and the middle-class that challenges their
dominance (Pinches 1999)”

- from the industry:

“...a monthly income of PHP 50,001.00 pesos (or GBP 715.00) and
above, an undergraduate degree from an ‘exclusive’ university,
white-collar occupations as high-earning and ‘high-skilled’ business
executive or professional, and a house located in an ‘exclusive

subdivision / expensive neighbourhood enclave’ (McCann Erickson
2009)”

middle-class [-from previous academic scholarship:

“...asserts discourses of resourcefulness and hard work in contesting
the value of the ‘spoiled’ and privileged upper-class”; “in a
precarious position (Parrefias 2001; Pingol 2001) because middle-
class-ness could be easily ‘lost’ as a result of external calamities
(for example, financial crises, natural disaster) or family tragedies
(for example, death of breadwinner, family illness) in the absence

of social safety nets and welfare state provisions”
-from the industry:

“...monthly income range of PHP 15,001.00 to 50,000.00 (GBP
214.00 to 714.00), college-level education from state colleges (with
or without a diploma), occupations in ‘skilled’ and ‘technical’ jobs
(including nurse, call centre agent, overseas worker, small-scale
businessman), and houses in ‘permanent or semi-permanent
conditions in mixed neighbourhoods’ (McCann Erickson 2009)”




-80 -

Socio- Definition
economic
classification

lower-class [-from previous academic scholarship:

“...subject to studies of ‘coping mechanisms’ in light of poverty or
disaster (Bankoff 2003; Hollnsteiner 1973; Jocano 1975) and
creative uses of ‘idioms of persuasion, reluctance, and pity’ to draw
recognition from the elite (Cannell 1999; also Kerkvliet 1990)”

-from the industry and the government:

“...monthly household income levels of below PHP 15,000.00
(GBP 213.00), high school or elementary education, occupations as
‘unskilled’ labour workers (including plumber, vendor, janitor,
maid), and live in semi-permanent and temporary homes, usually in
slum or ‘squatters’ communities (McCann Erickson 2009)

“...not all lower-class individuals are officially considered ‘poor’.
Government statistics mark the poverty line at daily subsistence of
below PHP 42.00 (GBP. 060). Applying this convention, 33 percent
of the entire population is recorded to live below poverty line
(NSCB 2006), though total ‘lower-class individuals’ represent
almost twice this number: around 64 percent of the population
(AGB Nielsen 2006)”

All in all, I was able to set up six groups that each had five to seven
participants from the same socio-economic classification. Two of these groups were
from the upper-class, two from the middle-class, and two from the lower-class (see
Table 4.4). Beyond ensuring that the groups had participants from the same social
class, I also sought to I put together participants who already had a significant
degree of familiarity with one another. Because multiculturalism is a subject that
local Filipinos usually have difficulty confronting in public settings (cf. Ang-See,
1992), I wanted to make the atmosphere in the focus group discussions as relaxed
and as natural as possible. It was towards this end that I employed the peer group
principle, which suggests that the selection of participants should closely mirror
“natural clusterings of people” (Green and Brown, 2005: 66). In order to set up these
groups, | identified key informants who helped me invite people who were already
their longtime friends (as in the case of the mothers and the dentists), work
colleagues (as in the case of the promotional merchandisers and the accounting

department staff) , or classmates (as in the case of the former Out of School Youths
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or OSYs and the university students). For the most part, the key informants also

became part of the focus groups. The only exceptions were the university dean who

helped me set up the focus group for the former OSYs and the assistant manager

who assisted me in putting together the focus group with the promotional

merchandisers, since these two were not part of the natural groups they had

identified.

Table 4.4 Focus group discussion: Local Filipino participants.

Focus group
description

Socio-
economic

classification

Number of
participants

Sex

Age
range

Focus group
discussion
venue

former Out of
School Youths
(OSYs)
attending an
intensive
Philippine
Education
Placement Test
(PEP Test)
preparatory
course at a local
public
university

lower-class

3 males
2 females

15to 18

classroom at
a local public
university

contractual
promotional
merchandisers
working for one
of the country’s
leading

telecommunicat
ions companies

lower-class

3 males
4 females

21 to 33

fast food
restaurant

staff of the

accounting
department in a
small garments

enterprise

middle-class

4 males
2 females

34 to 60

office
meeting
room

dentists who
were previously
university
classmates

middle-class

2 males
3 females

35to 37

fast food
restaurant
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Focus group Socio- Number of Sex Age | Focus group
description economic | participants range discussion
classification venue
university upper-class 7 4 males | 19to 20 | classroom at
students at a 3 females a local
leading local private
private university
university
a group of upper-class 6 6 females | 49 to 51 private
mothers who residence of
were previously one of the
elementary and mothers
high school
classmates

4.2.1.2.2 The structure of the focus group discussions

Two traits of the focus group discussion guide that I prepared (see Appendix
B) were similar to that of the life story interview guide: its semi-fluid structure and
its emphasis on descriptive questions. Through these traits, I once again aimed to
strike a balance between eliciting information from and developing rapport with the
participants (cf. Spradley, 1979). Beyond these however, another key trait of the
focus group discussion guide was its funnel approach to eliciting responses from the
participants. Each section of the discussion began with general questions that were
addressed to all the participants. This was meant to establish the inclusive character
of the discussions. Subsequently, each of the sections would then progress towards
more specific questions that were directed at particular participants. This was to
enable me to follow up on the key themes that were emerging in the course of the
discussions (Keyton, 2005).

Based on the ethnographic approach to understanding media audiences (for
example, Alasuutari, 1999; Gillespie, 2005; Livingstone, 1998; Williams, 1961), the
questions I crafted for the focus group discussion guide sought to understand the
local Filipino participants in the context of their everyday lives. This was why I
devoted the first section of the focus group discussion sessions to establishing both
the personal histories and the present everyday routines of these participants. Whilst
doing this, I paid special attention to their talk about the kind of media with which
they engaged in their everyday lives, as well as the kind of consumption practices

that surrounded these daily engagements. In the second section of the said sessions, I



-83 -

probed the participants’ relationships with Manila’s diasporic groups. Here I asked
questions that allowed me to compare the participants’ knowledge of and actual
experiences with these diasporic groups vis-a-vis the participants’ opinions and
feelings about the same groups. I also asked questions that allowed me to draw links
between the participants’ talk about Manila’s diasporic groups and the participants’
media engagement and media consumption practices. All these questions allowed
me to generate two important sets of data. First, I was able to identify the hierarchy
of races to which the participants seemed to implicitly subscribe and, as I would
later on realise, to which the literature on the formation of the Filipino identity point
towards (for example, Aguilar, 1999; Aguilar, 2005; Gaborro, 2008; Rafael, 2000;
Rondilla and Spickard, 2007; Simbulan, 2005; Tiongson, 1984). Second, I was able
to map out the ways in which the participants drew from the media as “resources for
thought, judgment and action, both personal and political” (Silverstone, 2007:5),

most especially as regards Manila’s diasporic groups.

4.2.1.3 A short note on the impressionistic analysis of media texts

As the discussion above has shown, I took an ethnographic approach in
seeking to understand whether and how the media mattered in the Indian and Korean
participants’ experience of diasporic life in Manila, as well as in the local Filipino
participants’ discourses and practices pertaining to the diasporic groups in Manila.
My concern then was more about listening to what the two sets of participants had to
say about the media and less about providing my own analysis of these (cf.
Gillespie, 2005). Because of this, I did not engage in any systematic and sustained
study of the way in which Manila’s Indians and Koreans appeared (or, for the most
part, did not appear) in the Philippine mainstream media. Nevertheless, I
familiarised myself with the relevant media material because this allowed me to
initiate a discussion about these texts during the interviews and the focus group
discussions in order to elicit responses from the participants. This also allowed me to
engage both the interview and focus group participants in those instances when they
talked about the said texts during our conversations.

Throughout the duration of the preparation phase of this project, I was on the
lookout for television, radio, print, and online news texts that featured Manila’s
Indians and Koreans. I also took the cue from both the interview and focus group

participants by seeking out other such news texts that they happened to mention in
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the course of our discussions. As I had expected, however, these materials turned out
to be very few and far between. They were nevertheless valuable in affirming how
the city’s diasporic groups almost never appeared in the Philippine news media. If
these migrants did make appearance, these tended to be in the most marginal of
ways. This is something I discuss further in the next chapter.

Together with the above, I also immersed myself in the entertainment media
texts that featured Philippine show business’ sole Indian celebrity, namely Sam YG,
and four most popular Korean celebrities, namely Ryan Bang, Grace Lee, Sam Oh,
and Sandara Park. In the case of Sam YG, I watched five episodes of the television
noontime variety show Eat Bulaga (where he was a recurrent guest) and listened to
four editions of the primetime FM radio programme Boys Night Out (where he was
one of the three DJs). For the Korean celebrities, I watched five episodes each of at
least one of the television programmes in which they appeared: Showtime for Ryan
Bang (where he was one of the celebrity judges), The Sweet Life for Grace Lee
(where she was one of the main hosts), True Confections for Sam Oh (where she
was one of the main hosts), and Star Circle Quest for Sandara (where she was one of
the contestants). Additionally, I listened to four editions of the morning FM radio
programme Good Times with Mo, Mojo and Grace (where Grace Lee was one of the
three DJs) and watched the movie Can This Be Love (where Sandara Park was one
of the lead stars). Aside from all of these, I also watched the entire airing of the
television programme Pinoy Big Brother Teen Edition 2010 because of how it
featured Korean contestants, amongst other foreign nationals and Filipinos with
mixed descent, and how it glaringly shunned Indian contestants. I listened as well to
the songs of local comedians who poked fun at the Indians in the Philippines. Taken
together, all these were crucial in allowing me to identify patterns in the way
Manila’s Indians and Koreans were represented in the local entertainment scene. I
then attempted to compare and contrast my insights with what the interview
participants were saying about their experiences about diasporic life in the city and
with what the focus group participants were saying about the diasporic groups in the

city. This is something that I discuss further as well in the succeeding chapter.

4.2.2 Phase 2: Implementing the exhibition
My central concern in the second phase of the fieldwork was to map out the

possibilities and pitfalls of engaging in a collaborative photography exhibition such
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as Shutter Stories. I sought to directly address the central research questions of this
study from both the standpoints of production and consumption. In order to do this, I
turned to participant observation, a research tool that allowed me to be
simultaneously engaged and distanced from the Shutter Stories project. This enabled
me to take the position of a “participant as observer” (Hammersley and Atkinson
1983: 93). On the one hand, I was a participant and an insider because of my role as
project organiser, which required of me to work closely with the participants
throughout both the photography seminars and the photography exhibition. But on
the other hand, I was also an observer and an outsider because of my role as a
researcher, which required of me to take a step back and examine the process that
the participants and I were undergoing.

Being an insider-outsider allowed me to gain a sense of understanding about
how the Indian and Korean photography exhibition participants found the project
enabling and disabling of their individual voices (cf. Mac an Ghaill, 1996). I was
also able to generate “thick descriptions” about our shared experiences of the being
involved in the project (cf. Geertz, 1983). In line with the considerations outlined in
the theoretical framework of this study, which I established in Chapters 2 and 3, I
observed how photographic properties and practices on the one hand and the various
levels of the diasporic social experience came into play in the way that the
participants crafted their photographs. For the former, I took note of how the
participants approached the camera as a technology, engaged with photography as a
discipline, and related with the photography scholars in their designation as seminar
facilitators and with myself in my capacity as organiser and researcher. This is
something I focus on in Chapter 7. For the latter, I paid attention to how the
participants’ personal histories, their relations with the people in their particular
diasporic groups, and their relations with the local Filipinos figured in the
photographs that they took. This is something I elaborate on in Chapter 8.

My status as an insider-outsider also enabled to assess how local Filipinos
engaged with the exhibition. I gathered feedback from the people who took time to
view the Shutter Stories exhibition, whether they did so at The Block, SM North
EDSA in Manila or via the dedicated website. For the photography exhibition at The
Block, what I did was to take down notes of the varied reactions that I witnessed
both as the exhibition organiser during the opening night and as a guide for the

viewing public during the rest of the exhibition days. I also initiated informal
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conversations with my colleagues, students, and friends who saw the exhibition. In
the case of the photography exhibition dedicated website, I took down notes of the
shares and comments that the exhibition link garnered after I posted it on Facebook.
I also did the same for the conversations I had with my connections in the Philippine
news media about whether and how they might feature the website in their
respective platforms. All of these inform my analyses of the empirical data in

Chapters 7 and 8.

4.2.2.1 The Process of Recruiting Participants

As I was hoping to maintain the degree of participant diversity that I had
established during the life story interviews, my original plan involved getting at least
ten Indian and ten Korean interviewees to also take on the role of participants for
both the photography seminars and the photography exhibition. To prepare for this, I
concluded all the life story interviews with a brief introduction of the Shutter Stories
project, as well as a request for the participants to consider joining this endeavour. I
followed this up by getting in touch with all the interviewees sometime in June
2011, a month before the photography seminars were due to begin. For this, I once
again requested for the help my key informants Karan, Hyung, Lee, Linda, and
Mena in scheduling a second face-to-face meeting with these interviewees, wherein
I was hoping to once again invite them to join the project. In total, I was able to have
a second meeting with twenty four out of the thirty interviewees I sought to meet,
with the remaining six saying that they had other commitments that prevented them
to meeting with me again.20 Of the twenty three with whom I was able to talk, only
fifteen showed keen interest in the project.

With the hope of trying to raise this number to the minimum twenty that I
had set, I reiterated my invitation by sending a formal letter to all the interviewees
via email. In this letter, I emphasised the potential benefits of the project for them. In
particular, I highlighted how the renowned Konrad Adenauer Asian Center for
Journalism at the Ateneo de Manila University (ACFJ) would award them
certificates for joining the photography seminars, how their works would be featured
in a public exhibition that will have an opening night wherein they could invite their

own special guests for some cocktails, and how their works might possibly be

20 T no longer invited Samir (aka Sam YG) and Eun Ji, as I later on decided to classify them
as expert interviewees.
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covered by the Philippine news media. By the middle of July 2011, which was a
week before the photography seminars were scheduled, I managed to get
confirmation emails from the same interviewees who showed interest during the
second set of meetings. Unfortunately, the rest either sent their regrets or no longer
replied.

A few days before the first seminar though, four of the fifteen potential
project participants sent me emails or text messages saying that, due to unforeseen
circumstances, they had to back out. And whilst all the eleven other potential
participants attended the first photography seminar, only nine of them managed to
stay on until the very end of the project. These were the five Indians and the four
Koreans whose works were eventually featured in Shutter Stories (see Tables 4.5.1
and 4.5.2).

Interestingly, the nine participants who saw the project through shared a
number of strikingly similar characteristics. They were all in their late teens to their
early twenties, all unmarried, all students or graduates from top universities in the
Phil