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excited for the opportunity to learn about Liberian identity through photogra
phy and make sense (Geurts, 2002; Pink, 2011) of the cultural narratives they 
would share (Fisher, 1989; Ravitch, 2014; Warnick, 1987). 

While it is common practice in many nations around the world for people 
to communicate about their culture, identity, and/or tribal group through 
the use of stories, photographs have also been used. On the continent of 
Africa (and its 54 countries) Western books, papers, and journals have used 
photographic images to stereotype and misrepresent a continent of people 
and their diversity of cultures (Gullestad, 2007; Scruggs, 2010; Thompson, 
2012). Many of these images exposed issues of poverty and cultural differ
ences to the world (Lutz & Collins, 1993), which were previously unseen by 
outsiders. However, these photographs and images, left to the interpretations 
of others, have had unintentional negative implications, consequences, and 
interpretations (Boone, 2005; Levitt, 2005). These negative influences and 
cultural oppression (Byrd & Rothberg, 2011; Dolo, 2008) have stifled any 
indigenous meanings in the photographs and images. 

As with Boen's earlier story, these images when produced by local people 
can offer an emic (or insider's) (Pike, 1967) perspective that is foundational 

to who the people are, what they believe, and how they live. 
In recent years, however, there has been a groundswell of participatory 

studies used to reclaim what Geertz (1983) referred to as local knowledge and 
the shared meanings associated with this knowledge (Tait, 2019). Research
ers now aim to learn from local communities about their culture and identity, 
and try to give some agency to the people in how they are represented. This 
interest in pmiicipatory research methods, and the nanatives they draw out, 
has given rise to more inclusive research studies. 

Using an ethnographic lens, this chapter builds on the literature by reveal

ing how a tean1, comprised of 11 Liberian men and women, used Sight Be
yond My Sight (SBMS), a pmiicipatory photography research method, to re
claim and explain their cultural nanatives by sharing important photographs 
about who they are, how they live, and what they believe. 

LIBERIA AND ITS CULTURE 

Understanding the historical context of Liberia is vital to understanding 
the importance of(!) why many Liberians have remained mute about their 
cultural narratives, and (2) what their voices reveal about the significance of 
their culture. American theologian Robeti E. Webber (2008) asks the cen
tral question, "Who gets to narrate the world?" While Webber's question is 
filtered through a Christian lens, it is vitally important to this chapter when 
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considering the foundation of this study in Liberia. Liberia is a West African 
country of nearly five million people (Central Intelligence Agency [CIA], 

2019). It is slightly larger than the state of Telll1essee. 
Founded in 1847 by former and freed African American slaves being repa

triated from America, some of Liberia's first settlers landed on the shores in 
1821 . The descendants of this settler population became known as Americo
Liberians. The America-Liberians established a socially elite class and a po
litically powerful one-pmiy government system, the True Whig Party (TWP). 
The TWP ruled and controlled indigenous ethnic groups by an oligarchy for 
over 130 years, thus setting up what many Liberian scholars (Clegg, 2004; 
Dolo, 2008; Durm, 200 I; Guannu, 1982) suggest is and has been an identity 
crisis in Liberia. Levitt (2005) argues the crisis was already present, and the 
infusion of African Americans only exacerbated the conflicts. Nevertheless, 
many Liberians now believe the following: (I) they are powerless because 
of a lack of education, (2) they are economically destitute, earning about one 
dollar a day; and, (3) they are being dismissed as culturally insignificant be
cause of their ethnic or religious traditions, which are deemed inappropriate 
by mainstream society. These perspectives give rise for many Liberians to 
argue that they are subaltern. 

Delll1is and Delll1is (2008) add there are a myriad of issues that contribute 
to this crisis, but two underlying factors are: (I) the settlement of African 
American slaves in Liberia during the nineteenth century, and (2) the frac
tured government structures that oppressed ethnic Liberians and stifled many 
of their narratives. Dennis and Delll1is illustrate the historical context of this 
oppressive structure observing: 

The Free Negroes and freed slaves who went there thought they were free. 
Instead as America-Liberians, they remained captive to the effect(s) of slavery 
and racism. In their longing for success and status, they "rose" by exploiting the 
natives and justifying it on the basis of cultural inferiority. In an all-black nation, 
culture superseded race. (p. 3) 

The cultural narrative informed African Americans that they were subservi
ent to whites in America. During the mid- l 800s and 1900s, Liberians had out
siders come into their communities, photograph them, and represent their cul
ture and their bodies with an outsider's definition and perspective. Most ofthe 
time, the indigenous community did not have a say as to whether they would 
visually represent their culture and their bodies. Fetter (2008), looking through 

a postcolonial lens in Africa, likens the difficulties reconstructing populations' 
histories ( and their nanatives) without the local communities' involvement, 
"like reconstructing political history from the memoirs of a dishonest politi

cian: you can't believe it all, but you ignore it at your peril" (p. 87). Equally, 






















