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In this age of the image, ravaged by a global pandemic, when time and space
seem to meld into a muddle and screens displace the world at large, one may
ask, “How can we heal from this?” How do we emerge not only from the suffering inflicted by a virulent virus but also from the deep fractures surrounding
issues of race and class? How do we confront the traumas that have so troubled
our spirits and our minds?
One way may be to reconceive what we think of as image and consciously
begin to resist and reinvent the kinds of distorting imagery that serve to define
our society and our sense of self. Perhaps we have had enough of images that
limit and stereotype us, marginalizing the human and the humane while emphasizing the spectacular, the consumable, and the horrific. Might one, in an
alternative practice, favor the spirit over the simulation, peace over conflict,
and the other over the obsession with self?
For a photographer, it may be that the relationships manifested among
people during the making (not taking) of a photograph need to be included
in the discussion of its importance. Rather than being used to represent and
frequently obscure the visceral and the experiential, perhaps the photograph
can be re-thought as their artifact with different goals in mind. As the critic
John Berger put it, “The task of an alternative photography is to incorporate
photography into social and political memory, instead of using it as a substitute
which encourages the atrophy of any such memory. . . . For the photographer
this means thinking of her or himself not so much as a reporter to the rest of the
world but, rather, as a recorder for those involved in the events photographed.
The distinction is crucial.”1
Perhaps what is essential is the ability of the photograph to link people
together, to connect the present to a lived past while also asking viewers to
imagine potential futures. It is not the arresting of time here that is key but
its expansiveness, the photograph serving as a portal to temporal and spatial
worlds not our own. As much as is possible, the images of these worlds then
need to be contextualized so as to be understood on different terms, circumventing the prevailing filter of a viewer’s preconceptions.
It is this approach that Josué Rivas has embraced. He believes that the
salutary impact of making photographs collaboratively, with respect for the
dignity of both the image-maker and those depicted, may reach seven generations into the future. The ritual, as he sees it, is one of sharing rather than taking.
“It is not just what kind of images or who we put inside the images,” he told
Daniela López Amézquita in a recent interview in Fotodemic. “It’s like having a
moment to share and to collaborate. The people in the image have the power,
not me. I know how to use these things [photography equipment] and we share
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a space, but they control their image, they control the whole process, and they
impart their opinion in this process,” retaining what he refers to as “sovereignty
over their image.”2
As an indigenous person, Josué considers himself to have multiple layers
of identity, burdened by traumas that he inherited from his ancestors. For him,
the essence of his work is directed toward the intertwined healing of himself
and of others, with the goal of achieving a more holistic and unified society.
In pursuit of these aims, he has taken to modifying the ways in which photographic imagery is usually made.
Sometimes results can be remarkable and achieved relatively quickly.
As he told Amézquita, “How many people look at themselves deeply? How
many times do you look at yourself with the intention of really knowing who
you are? Hardly ever. It’s very important that people can have this control over
their image. For example, I used to work with a homeless person. I made him
a photograph and then I showed a print to him. He looked at himself and said,
‘I don’t want to be this person; I want to be another person.’ Since that day
he has rehabilitated, found a job, and bought a house. That matters because
sometimes we need to remember who we are.”3
Rivas’s work at Standing Rock, where people massed out of concern over
the building of the Dakota Access Pipeline, reflects these principles. He says
that he was summoned by his “spiritual uncle,” who had asked him to come and
document what was going on. Unlike those who came representing major news
outlets, Josué saw the indigenous peoples there as engaging in ceremonies or
rituals and offered his help, coming “humbly and with something to share.”4 He
feels that others, with different aims in mind, caused conflicts.
Recently, Josué created an Instagram feed to share TikToks made by
indigenous people. He wants to help erase demeaning stereotypes that populate mass media and to be a catalyst for the articulation of more authentic
identities. Part of this effort, he explains, is so that his son will not to have to
deal with the racism that his father endured.
How then does all this work? As they collaborated on his photographic
portrait, Josué asked his subject, a self-described “Indigenous Futurist,” “At
this time of social distancing, how do you build solidarity with other indigenous
peoples?” The man’s answer is featured next to his image, becoming part of the
portrait, “My response is to illuminate portals that connect our culture keepers
to continued prosperity, and to create work that pushes for reciprocity in our
relationship with the world through each other. Right now, the trajectory of a
post-human world is accelerating, and we need to pump the brakes.”5
Here the image becomes an artifact of a collaboration as well as a portal,
with a generous gesture to the future.
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