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With the click of a button, we can now effectively capture a single moment in static time, to be 
re-lived at a glance. Photographs possess a power and authority that words alone are unable 
to express.  Images make ideas, feelings and experiences continually tangible. The immediacy 
of a photograph grabs viewers, capturing in a solitary instant a complex palette of intellectual, 
emotional, and cultural meanings.  

Viewed uncritically, photographs run the risk of homogenizing and minimizing the scope of an 
issue. Through the presentation of a single reality, photographs can perpetuate a single story -- 
reducing multiple meanings to one glance, one face -- which we find problematic. What might 
seem to be a reality frozen in time is reinterpreted with each viewing.  Because of the potential of 
images to make meaning, photography must be carefully considered and deliberately presented.

How, then, do we tap into the potential of the photograph without falling into its pitfalls?  Each 
of these images speaks to larger anthropological themes and concerns, yet universal conclusions 
should not be extrapolated from them. For this reason we used text to contextualize and add 
specificity to each photograph. We aim for this issue to visually stimulate without sensationalizing 
the experiences of the individuals and ideas depicted. We challenge you to reflect upon the de-
velopment of multiple meanings beyond the flash.

THE EDITORS

Beyond the Flash
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Featured Photographers
Tiffany Cain ‘11
Archaeology, International Relations Minor
Her research interests lie in heritage and conservation ethics, postcolonial archaeology, political memory, and human 
rights. This summer she excavated at Çatalhöyük, Turkey and continued on to a Bing Overseas Seminar in Western 
Australia working under Professors Doug and Rebecca Bird.

Claire Menke ‘10
Anthropology
This summer she trekked to the Tambopata region of the Peruvian Amazon to investigate the impacts of tourist groups 
on mammal and bird behavior at three ecolodges owned by a Peruvian ecotourism company, Rainforest Expeditions. 
The goal of her research is to recommend an optimal tour group size that would minimize animal disturbance while 
maximizing tourist satisfaction and economic sustainability of the ecolodge.

Eva Orbuch ‘11
Urban Studies, Education Minor
In the summer of 2009 she conducted a field research project about microfinance organizations in Peru and Bolivia. She 
was interested in the variety of forms of microfinance organizations, so she interviewed a range of executives, employees, 
and clients, who were primarily small business owners in both urban and rural areas.

Liese Pruitt ‘10
Anthropology, Biology
Her research this summer brought her to Khayelitsha, South Africa where she studied the local politics of knowledge 
surrounding HIV; this research will form the basis of her honors thesis in anthropology.

Griffin Matthew ‘10
American Studies
This summer she traveled to Rwanda to research the effectiveness of health radio in providing information about HIV/
AIDS to people living in rural parts of Africa.
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Michael Silverman ‘13
Civil Engineering
He conducted an independent investigation of sustainable development policies and their effectiveness in Iquitos, Peru. He 
focused primarily on the role that the individual citizen plays in the economic development of their country and how possible 
sustainable development policies might affect them. Additional photography can be seen at michaelsilverman.net/peru.

Natalie Uy ‘12
Biology, Art Studio Minor
She went to Philippines for a family reunion last summer. While we were driving around the city, she took pictures of 
what she felt was the essence of Manila.

Elizabeth Wessells ‘10
Human Biology, Archaeology Minor
Her interests are in postcolonial archaeology, ethics, cultural patrimony, and museum studies. She spent five weeks last 
summer working and excavating at the Neolithic site of Çatalhöyük in south-central Turkey.  The research spans areas 
from lithic assemblages, animal bone waste, and ceramics, to the religious cults and burial practices of the ca 8,000 
to 10,000 year old site.

Tim Wilcox ‘10
Archaeology
His interests are Navajo and Pueblo Archaeology, ceramic and lithic technology, examining pueblo/atabaskan relations 
in the prehistoric and protohistoric.  This past summer he participated in an ethnographic fieldschool, with Dr. Michael 
Wilcox and other Stanford students, where he visited many ancestral and modern pueblos that played important roles 
in Pueblo Revolt of 1680.  He plan to attend Stanford Anthropology Department’s PhD Program this fall.

Lilian Thaoxaochay ‘10
Medical Anthropology, Asian American Studies Minor
She is currently writing a creative honors thesis with CSRE on alternative forms of qualitative analysis in anthropology. 
She was in Laos for two weeks in the summer of 2009 gathering research on the processes of homecoming for Hmong 
Lao and Hmong Americans who had either fled to the United States post-Vietnam or were born in America and were 
now “coming back” for the first time.
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Transitions
In entering and exiting the field 
the anthropologist must negotiate 

and  re-negotiate the sense of self.  
While major shifts at geographic, 
economic, and cultural boundaries 

are evident, the most powerful 
experiences often come in a 

transcient scene or brief moment of 
reflection. These instances vanish 

quickly but remain emblematic 
of our passage.
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Candle 
Khayelitsha, South Africa
Liese Pruitt

One of the culminating experiences of my field-
work on local politics of knowledge around 
HIV in Khayelitsha, South Africa was attending 
a church workshop. It was about HIV aware-
ness and how to support community members 
who are HIV positive. At the end of a mov-
ing service everyone lit a red candle. We were 
then instructed to extinguish the candles with our 
fingers rather than blowing them out. Blowing 
out a candle, the local pastor explained, would 
symbolize the continued spread of the infection. 
Snuffing it with our fingers would symbolize the 
end of this horrific epidemic. In this community 
roughly 40% of the population is HIV positive.
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I’ve heard it said that no matter where you go in the world, you’ll be able to spot the Americans by their shoes.  Well, you 
might not be able to pick out all the Americans, but you could at least find me—everywhere I travel I take these same canvas 
sneakers. I’ve hiked with them in the Rockies, filled them with sand by the Great Barrier Reef, and now coated them with the 
Neolithic dust of Çatalhöyük. I try to pack lightly when I travel, and these shoes are among the essentials that always make 
it into my duffle bag. I find that the less I take with me, the easier it is to soak up a new culture. The area I excavated at 
Çatalhöyük had burned down not long after it was built 8000 years ago, which had turned the white plaster to orange and 
made it extremely brittle. Burnt orange dust that was once the flooring in a Neolithic home now coats my jeans and shoes.

Inexorable dust 
Çatalhöyük, Turkey  
Elizabeth Wessells
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Whirling Dervishes

Çatalhöyük., Turkey
Elizabeth Wessels

Similar to Hindu sadhus and Christian mendicant 
friars, the Turkish Dervishes are an order of Islam 
that espouses poverty and humility. The whirling 
dance they perform is a form of meditation used 
to clear the mind. One evening after excavat-
ing, Çatalhöyük archaeologists and community 
members gathered to witness the performance. 
This display of long-held tradition and belief was 
a cohesive force that created a space reflective 
of our common humanity. We all had differ-
ent backgrounds, American, British, Serbian, and 
Turkish, but during the performance we were all 
just people sharing a single, special experience.
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We always ask what it would be like to walk a mile in another person’s shoes. However, rarely do we pause to think about the 
effects of the boot prints we leave behind. Hundreds of thousands of tourists travel to the Amazon every summer to view ecosystems 
that are not found anywhere else in the world. Each ecosystem is filled with complex interrelationships that must all be protected in 
order to keep the system functioning in the future. When tourists walk along these paths they witness an ecosystem on the brink 
of extinction. The Brazilian government initiated the creation of a new cross-continental road, the Inter-Oceanic Highway, which will 
travel within ten kilometers of the front steps of the Tambopata Research Center, where this photo was taken. The area along 
the Tambopata River has been severely affected by the extension of the developed world’s economic footprint on sensitive areas.  

Botas
Tambopata, Peru

Claire Menke
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Structures
When we create material culture 

from bowls to buildings we 
intentionally shape it for a particular 
and discrete function. What we do 
not pause to consider is that these 
objects in turn shape us. Structures 
mold the people who build them 

while their enduring presence attests 
to their legacies through 

space and time.
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Last Morning on Site
Çatalhöyük., Turkey
Elizabeth Wessells

Digging at Çatalhöyük, there was no television, wireless 
internet, or cell phones. The best entertainment was 
to be found in the company of the other archaeolo-
gists. In the warm afternoons and evenings after the 
day’s excavation, people would gather on the porches, 
drinking tea or watered-down raki, and talk-- ar-
chaeologists are wonderfully full of stories and gossip.  
This lifestyle caused me to reevaluate my own “pro-
gressive” and “technologically advanced” society where 
everyone seems to be preoccupied with technology.  
Returning home, I went through a reverse culture-
shock; everyone I saw was on a cell phone or plugged 
into an iPod. People didn’t look at each other and 
they certainly didn’t talk to each other. The discon-
nectedness of America was in stark contrast to the 
energy-intensive and rough experience of Çatalhöyük. 
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Taos Pueblo, the northernmost of the Eastern Rio Grande Pueblos, is one example of colorful and communal pueblo life.  
Because of its remoteness, Taos was integral in the planning of the Pueblo Revolt of 1680 when  anti-Spanish Pueblo 
leaders sought refuge here.  These turquoise doors  stand in stark contrast to the dark legacy of colonization surrounding them. 

Turquoise Doors
Taos Pueblo, New Mexico
Tim Wilcox
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Sunken Palace 
Istanbul, Turkey
Tiffany Cain

Istanbul’s Byzantine Basilica Cistern, Yerebatan 
Sarayi, teases your senses and creates beauti-
ful allusions in the darkness. Tourists flock from 
all over the world to see this monumental site, 
which rarely disappoints. Archaeologists are tra-
ditionally assumed to produce knowledge, not 
consume it. As a result, we do not like to 
consider ourselves tourists. This site, however, 
muddies the line between tourist and archaeolo-
gist as it lures both sightseer and expert with 
its mystical appeal. Faced with awe-inspiring 
sites, such as this basilica, archaeologists strug-
gle to justify the value of more humble sites. It 
is important to remember that greater magni-
tude does not necessarily confer greater value. 
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Puye
Taos Pueblo, New Mexico
Tim Wilcox
Puye, an ancestral Tewa stronghold, sits atop a mesa that was cut from the skirt of volcanic ash that surrounds 
the Valles Grandes Caldera, as seen in the background. These tufa stone mesas provided protection throughout the 
Rio Grande Pueblos. Bricks could be easily shaped and whole houses were sometimes carved out of the friable 
tufa. This view of the village shows a large plaza surrounded by roomblocks. Even though Puye was abandoned 
by the time the Spanish arrived in Northern New Mexico, it along with other sites -- such as Black Mesa, Old 
Cochiti and Astealakwa -- were reoccupied during times of aggression and Spanish colonization. 
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Eye Spy
Tambopata, Peru
Claire Menke

Clay licks are exposed banks of a river made of 
a special type of clay containing a specific mixture 
of minerals that is appealing to many bird spe-
cies. Birds visit these clay licks but this attraction 
is not fully understood. One theory is that clay 
licks are like human pubs - birds travel from long 
distances for social interaction and the potential to 
find mates outside of their immediate genetic pool.  
Through their binoculars, these tourists witness one 
of the amazing natural phenomena that occur in 
the Amazon ecosystem - the arrival of parrots, 
macaws and parakeets to a clay lick.  If humans 
do not soon take responsibility for their impact 
on the natural environment, spectacular scenes 
such as this may be gone before they can be 
saved. Ecotourism supports conservation, helps 
the surrounding communities develop sustainably, 
and educates tourists and the local community.  
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Livelihoods
Everyday and mundane 

activities are usually those that provide 
fundamental means of subsistence. Often, 
these processes reveal key contestations 
between survival and sustainability. Con-
flicting motivations and competing interests 

inevitably shape quotidian realities.
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Alone in the Andes
Sacred Valley, Peru
Eva Orbuch

As I descended the final slope of my trek over the Andes, I looked up and saw a woman herding a flock of 
sheep down the dirt path. She was dressed in traditional Peruvian clothing, managing her livestock. It felt good to 
see another human face after so many barren miles. But I also wondered if by simply being there I was unnatu-
rally invading her solitude. 
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In Peru, policy makers and citizens consistently encounter barriers to sustainable development. Conversations with 
locals indicated that even though Peruvians have enormous respect for the natural environment, sustainable de-
velopment is not yet a reality. For example, the charcoal this individual is selling in a local market in Iquitos 
was likely harvested from the pristine Peruvian Amazon that surrounds the city for hundreds of miles. While this 
may appear to be shortsighted and unsustainable, it is one of the only vocational options. Consistently high un-
employment in Iquitos and a rapidly expanding population means more and more resources are needed sim-
ply to subsist. Until a truly accessible method of sustainable development exists, we will continue to see in-
dividuals such as this man trade short term gains for their families at the expense of long term sustainability. 

Charcoal Man
Iquitos, Peru 

Michael Silverman
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The Hunt
Martu Country, Australia
Tiffany Cain

From the back of our four-wheel-drive PC, I 
spotted the first camel I had ever seen. He 
was enormous; we had all completely under-
estimated what we were getting into. His hind 
legs, one of which I helped to harvest under 
expert guidance, was as large as I was. Un-
certainty, awe, pride, veneration -- all inad-
equate explanations of the feelings that rushed 
forward on that hot afternoon. For the Martu of 
Australia’s Western Desert, hunting is a revered 
activity. What I had imagined to be a largely 
violent and difficult endeavor became a smooth, 
skilled and beautifully executed hunt character-
ized by the cunning precision of men with years 
of experience. Our hunt provided enough meat 
to feed the community for nearly three days. 
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Wheelbarrowing
Ruhengeri, Rwanda

Griffin Matthew

Driving through miles of unpaved Rwandan hill-country, I encountered a trio of young boys pushing wheelbarrows up 
and down a steep hill. I was confronted with the reality facing small farmers in rural Rwanda. Because these farmers 
have no storage facilities, they have to sell their goods immediately, before they spoil. This prevents them from controlling 
prices, and reinforces the cycle of poverty. Two-thirds of the crops in Rwanda are grown by these small farmers in 
Ruhengeri Rwanda, yet many of their families experience high levels of child malnutrition and low levels of food security.
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Las Artesanas 
Sacred Valley, Peru
Eva Orbuch

Watching and learning about the traditional Peruvian process of making a rug was a privilege. Understanding what the 
earth can provide us and how to use it sustainably to create an item of value is far from most things we have in our 
modern lives. Numerous components go into making the end product of a rug: making the wool, boiling natural plants to 
make brilliant dyes, dying the wool and using a special natural soap to hold the dye, spinning yarn, creating a pattern, 
and finally weaving the rug. It may take a woman a month to weave a rug that a tourist then adamantly bargains for.
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Frank discussion about sustainable development in 
the Peruvian Amazon needs to include the people 
for whom this process is a daily reality. Shortly 
after I took this photograph, the man noticed, 
smiled, and began to hawk his bananas within 
the market square. While this man was simply 
selling bananas, the enthusiasm and energy he 
displayed illustrates human potential and the ever-
present desire for improved quality of life. The fu-
ture of sustainable development is uncertain. What 
is certain is that policy makers must consider 
how to harness local agency more effectively.

Banana Man
Iquitos, Peru

Michael Silverman
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Stakeholders

The challenges of today not only 
have immediate impacts, but also 
far-reaching consequences. In the 

midst of the dialogue between 
long-held principles and 

contemporary innovations it is easy 
to lose sight of what is ultimately 
at stake. At  each intersection our 
actions will define the world our 

descendants inherit.
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For many individuals in urban South Africa poverty and nutrition are consuming daily concerns. South Africa has the great-
est number of HIV positive individuals of any country in the world. Anti-retroviral treatment to prevent HIV from progressing 
to full-blown AIDS is far more effective if an individual has a healthy diet including plenty of fruits and vegetables. While 
this is the ideal, many HIV positive individuals are more concerned about putting food of any kind on the family table. In 
townships where unemployment runs near 50% many individuals, with and without HIV rely on social support from the 
government and church groups to meet their basic needs. Here a local pastor records a pregnant women’s ID number as 
she waits in line at a church run soup kitchen. This kitchen alone feeds 200 people a day and has to turn people away 
when they run out of soup. For many of the individuals who come here this is the only significant food they will eat all day. 

Pregnant Woman
Khayelitsha, 
South Africa
Liese Pruitt
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Mamá en Tránsito 
La Paz, Bolivia

Eva Orbuch

With her baby strapped to her back, 
this woman heads to the market to 
sell the bags of produce she carries. 
A shawl, many layers of skirts and the 
elegant hat resting on top of her head 
complete her ensemble. The crowded 
city buses in La Paz are filled with 
every kind of person imaginable: busi-
ness men in suits, backpacking tourists, 
street beggars, and Bolivian women in 
traditional clothing. In La Paz, a simple 
bus ride embodies the intersection be-
tween industrialization and the mainte-
nance of indigenous Bolivian tradition.
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From a Window
Cyanika, Rwanda
Griffin Matthew

In 2005, 23% of children in Rwanda were severely or moderately underweight. In the hopes of reducing child malnutrition, I 
organized radio broadcasts and educational outreach targeting mothers in rural areas of Rwanda. Young girls gathered outside 
the doors and windows of the small schoolroom where I taught. They never stepped foot inside, content to listen intently from the 
outside. Many of them brought paper so that they could take notes; I hope that they were able to share these lessons with others.
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The Other Side
Manila, Philippines

Natalie Uy

Manila is one of the most densely populated areas in 
the world. The buildings and streets are crammed to-
gether, jostling for their own bit of space on this tiny is-
land. Jeepneys, Manila's iconic buses, trundle along with 
people spilling out. One day when my parents were 
bartering for mangos, this child just shyly peeked around 
the corner -- there was no posing or self-consciousness.
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Meimei is my great aunt’s great granddaughter. We are second cous-
ins separated by a whole world of genealogies and politics. She lives the 
life I might have known had it not been for American Secret Wars and 
guilty political consciences (after the fact), but for two weeks we pre-
tended it didn’t matter and that I wasn’t really just a tourist in her backyard.  
Lizabeth Paravisini-Gebert writes that sometimes “the realities we seek to un-
derstand as scholars are often much larger than the scholarship we pursue, 
and that the understanding we offer is at times just an approximation, theory 
based on various fragments of a changing truth.” I was in Laos for two weeks 
as an American anthropologist trying to decipher the meaning of “homecom-
ing” for Hmong Lao political refugees who had fled to America, but always 
yearned to come back and eventually rebuild their lives in Laos. I had seriously 
thought that I would feel welcomed as an immediate inheritor of this legacy 
and that my father could come home again. What I found was how American 
I was and how American my father had become even as we had dreamed 
of Laos and relished the anticipation of arriving home where we belonged.  
Months after returning from Laos and shedding my funny Green Hmong-Lao accent 
though, this photograph stands as my reminder that there are other legacies and 
other forms of reality that I had not, did not anticipate. All the while I scribbled in 
my notebook in Vientiane, Meimei gazed at me with eyes that had never left Laos.

Baby Daisy Girl. 
Vientiane, Laos

LilianThaoxaochay
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PROBLEMATICS
IS AN EXPERIMENTAL WRITING PROJECT DESIGNED TO 

PROVIDE A FORUM FOR STANFORD UNDERGRADUATES TO 
APPLY, REFLECT UPON, AND DISCUSS 

ANTHROPOLOGICALLY-INFORMED THOUGHT AND RESEARCH.

QUESTIONS?
COMMENTS?

GET INVOLVED!

EMAIL:
problematics.stanford@yahoo.com


