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Sofía Natalia González Ayala
Can the Ethnographic Gaze Look at Itself and thus Become Anti-racist?

The ethnographic gaze observes itself
I – a mestiza or white-mestiza ethnographer and anthropologist – intend to reverse 
the ethnographic gaze to explore its anti-racist possibilities.1 The ethnographic gaze 
is, according to the call this article responds to, the «the structural distance in the 
study of others through observation, collection, and interpretation», and museums 
have become, among other things, «sites for cultivating the ethnographic gaze.2» That 
distance, in time and space, is also present in the dictionary definition: to gaze is «to 
look at something or someone for a long time, especially in surprise or admiration».3 
Ethnography, intrinsically linked to anthropology, uses observation as a key form of 
authority. 4 The ethnographer-anthropologist is a trained onlooker, capable of visual 
analysis, a participant-observer that ties observation and interpretation. That I have 
used this kind of – ethnographic – gaze might appear as taken for granted because 
I have made undergraduate and postgraduate studies in anthropology and I have 
been hired as anthropologist by different institutions, including museums, many 
times producing images. Also, that the ethnographic gaze has been instrumental in 
the creation of an idea of Afro-descendent people as the ‹other› that anthropologists 
and ethnographers study, observe and interpret. But the ‹other› may be the anthro-
pologist, and the anthropologist can look at herself.

Afro-Colombian anthropologist Rudy Amanda Hurtado has denounced a struc-
tural form of racism in operation in Colombian anthropology, whose canon has 
rendered invisible the work of Afro-descendant anthropologists, such as Rogerio 
Velásquez and Aquiles Escalante.5 This, she argues, is due to a colonial-imperial 
logic that has allowed the discipline, dominated by white and mestizo people, to also 
dominate the field of representation of otherness. Indeed, anthropologists worked 
hand in hand with Indigenous and Black communities in Colombia’s enactment of its 
constitution in 1991, which established it as a multiethnic and multicultural nation 
that grant specific territorial and cultural rights, such as the Consejos Comunitarios 
de Comunidades Negras (Communal Councils of Black Communities). Today, official 
institutions acknowledge – and limit – the existence of four categories or labels that 
Afro-descendent people may subscribe to, for example in the census: the racial 
category ‹Black›, inherited from the colonial period; the more recent term ‹Afro-
Colombian› that vindicates a genealogical link with enslaved Africans; ‹Raizal›, an 
ethnic category that refers to the original peoples of the islands of San Andrés, Prov-
idencia, Santa Catalina in the Caribbean Sea, and their diaspora; and ‹Palenquero›, 
also an ethnic category and refers to the people and language of San Basilio de 
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Palenque, a Maroon enclave founded by Africans during the colonial period, near 
Cartagena, Bolívar, in the Caribbean region.6 They represent at least 9.34 % of the 
total national population.7

This positive recognition of otherness contrasts with Colombia’s signature of 
the Durban Declaration of 2001, that acknowledged its participation in and profits 
from the transatlantic slave trade. This also meant the country committed to carry 
out historical reparations to compensate for ongoing consequences of this criminal 
enterprise. In 2007, the term ‹Afro-reparations› began to circulate to refer to actions 
that face the need to redress both recent violence and that which has persisted since 
colonial times.8 Reports presented by the National Center for Historical Memory, 
created by the Law 1448 on Victims and Land Restitution in 2011, and the one pro-
duced by the Truth Commission, created after the peace agreement with the FARC-EP 
in 2016, reiterated that for Afro-descendant communities and Indigenous peoples, 
the armed conflict had consequences exacerbated by historical racism. 

In what follows, I intend to reduce the distance between observer and observed 
that the ethnographic gaze creates. I place them close to each other inspired by Tina 
Campt’s definition of adjacency as «the reparative work of transforming proximity 
into accountability; the labor of positioning oneself in relation to another in ways 
that revalue and redress complex histories of dispossession.9» I explore the anti-
racist possibilities that ethnography, anthropology and museums offer as means and 
sites to observe reflexively, and account for who, what and how we do and do not 
see when organizing an exhibition or creating an archive. To visualize how Afro-
descendent and mestizo people have differentially been granted and dispossessed 
of image, exhibition and archive production. I do this by looking at pictures I have 
taken and kept in my ethnographic archive, that make evident forms of authority 
that images and collections of images convey, and thus reveal paths for anti-racist 
intervention and transformation. 

The uncomfortable camera
In 2008, a few years after finishing my undergraduate studies, I got hired to do 
visual documentation for the curatorial project Ancestros vivos (Living ancestors), 
at the National Museum of Colombia.10 I started to attend the ‹permanent seminar›, 
and joined other mestizo or white-mestizo anthropologists and museum staff, and 
Afro-descendent people of different professions and ethnicities, who gathered at the 
Museum since 2006 to discuss «alternatives to give visibility to Afro-Colombians and 
their contributions to nation-building».11 During this seminar, attendees deliberated 
about the contents and appearance of what later became the exhibition Velorios 
y Santos Vivos: Comunidades Negras, Afrocolombianas, Raizales y Palenqueras (Wakes 
and Living Saints: Black, Afro-Colombian, Raizal, and Palenquero Communities).12 
It opened in 2008 at the Museum, and was mainly funded by the Ministry of Cul-
ture, then led for the first time by an Afro-Colombian, Paula Marcela Moreno. The 
exhibition’s highlights were seven mourning and patron saint altars intended to 
represent places visited during fieldwork trips. These places have historically con-
centrated Afro-descendent presence: northern and coastal Cauca, Chocó, Tumaco, 
San Basilio de Palenque, Palenque de San José de Uré and San Andrés, Providencia, 
and Santa Catalina islands. This demographic prominence – both imagined and 
real – expresses Colombia’s forms of structural racism that place Afro-Colombian and 
Indigenous people in a ‹racialized geography›, the ideology that omits, for example, 
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Black populations’ presence in Bogotá that dates back to the colonial era.13 It is based 
in the erroneous notion that, by ‹nature›, the darker your skin color is, the more 
suitable you are to the warm, lowlands, and occupations associated with physical 
labor, and the lighter it is, the more adept you are at intellectual pursuits, and suited 
to the cold, highlands of the Andean mountains, thus the label «Andean-centrism».14

But during the fieldwork trips I joined, I was determined to document the proj-
ect’s behind-the-scenes aspects, which made my gaze uncomfortable, out of place. 
More than wakes and altar-making – the project’s focus point – I wanted to show 
what kinds of relationships and every-day actions made the project possible: meet-
ings, conversations, explanations, disagreements, misunderstandings and transla-
tions. Thus, I also did fieldwork at the Museum’s offices, in Bogotá, at 2600 meters 
of altitude. The previous screenshot (fig. 1), shows a picture I took of one permanent 
seminar and some of its most stable participants: Afro-Caucana teacher Carmen 
Paz, Palenquero historian Luis Gerardo Martínez, Afro-Chocoana teacher Leocadia 
Mosquera, and mestiza or white-mestiza Museum curator Cristina Lleras.15

In the catalogue, this picture helped defend Velorios from criticisms that regarded 
it as – only or mainly – an anthropological and museum project, not led by Afro-
descendents. Today, I see it testifies the temporality and singularity of Afro-Colom-
bian presence at the Museum’s curatorial meetings, and their lack of permanent 
control over their representation in collections, exhibitions and staff.16 

Authority and authorship
The authority of the ethnographic gaze is present in the words, names, captions and 
titles that accompany images – the ‹number of narratives› that images can seed.17 
In Velorios, the texts linked with images posed limits for the control and ownership 
over visual archives. At the beginning of 2008, I joined Luis Gerardo Martínez to 
do fieldwork in his hometown, San Basilio de Palenque. During that trip, I took the 
picture shown in the exhibition’s catalogue cover (fig. 2).18 It portrays a simulated 
altar we asked teacher and spiritual authority Moraima Simarra to build, as a demon-
stration of what a real mourning altar would look like. 

Moraima’s name is acknowledged as an altar-maker and an «architect»,19 but 
image reproduction and distribution rights do not belong to her, as an artist’s 
work would if photographed and included in an exhibition catalogue. I figure as 

1  The permanent seminar, screenshot from the Velorios’ exhibition catalogue, 2008. Photo and screen-
shot by the author
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photographer, but hold only moral rights over pictures, as the contracts I signed to 
work for the Museum stated. The «Black, Afro-Colombian, Raizal and Palenquero 
communities» that figure as the exhibition’s subtitle make them its subject, and the 
National Museum of Colombia, as the exhibition and catalogue’s ‹author›.20 These 
names continued to circulate similarly in the catalogue and then in Velorios’ travelling 
version, composed of banners with pictures of other simulated altars which can be 
usually accessed at the Museum’s website.21 But the altars are authorless,  and neither 
they nor the images that portrayed them – during fieldwork or the exhibition – entered 
the Museum’s collections. Instead, Velorios, its travelling version, and its catalogue, 
became a vehicle that helped legitimize the multiple designation of «Black, Afro-
Colombian, Raizal, and Palenquero Communities». 

2  Moraima Simarra’s simulation of a mourning altar, portrayed in Velorios exhibition catalogue cover, 
2008, San Basilio de Palenque. Photo and screenshot by the author



87

The image as mirror and memory
During that trip to Palenque, I took the following photo of my colleague Luis Gerardo 
with his aunties María and Celina, outside their home. For the local professional 
practice of anthropology in Colombia, such a photograph, with the anthropologist 
out of frame, implicit, is identified as ‹ethnographic› or ‹anthropological›. But it was 
Luis Gerardo who asked me to take that picture (fig. 3), as a means to keep a memory 
of his beloved aunties. 

That image and its file name make part of the archive that survives Velorios’ 
exhibition. In 2020, I turned my gaze back to examine a digital collection stored 
and catalogued on DVDs, held in two identical folders at the National Museum and 
the National University, and in two hard disk drives. These DVDs contain hundreds 
of hours and gigabytes of audio and video recordings and photographs that doc-
ument the events before, during, and after the exhibition. They also reveal a gaze 
obsessed with documenting, creating an archive, a collection. I designed a project 
and got funding from the Ministry of Science to reactivate the Velorios’ archive, 
and contacted some of the permanent seminar participants, to watch with me 
a selection I made of the photographs and videos stored in the archive, and discuss 
their content, while recording the exchange in a way that revealed the process. 
I proposed turning the visual-note-taking camera into a tool that horizontalizes the 
relationship between observers and observed people. A camera that gazes at both, 

3  (From left to right) María Padilla, Luis Gerardo Martínez and Celina Padilla, 2008, San Basilio de 
Palenque, Velorios’ archive. Photo by the author
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revealing the device that makes the recording and the conversation possible, and 
thus a site for intervention visible. 

In the previous image (fig. 4), I used the computer camera as a device that showed 
Luis Gerardo and I watching Celina’s interview. I confessed to Luis Gerardo how 
confused I had felt during that conversation. He explained to me that Celina com-
bined Spanish and Palenquero – I am not fluent in that language – while talking 
about her relationship with the dead. He remembered that she sang mourning songs 
while chatting with him. I like to imagine the following image (fig. 5) as if Celina 
watched and recorded Luis Gerardo and I chatting about her chanting.

The archive testifies the racist Andean-centrism that keeps it stored in Bogotá – 
even if, as part of the research protocol, copies of the recordings and pictures taken 
in each place visited during fieldwork were returned to local organizations, in DVD 
copies which are almost obsolete nowadays. The Museum and the University lack 
appropriate means to store and provide access to digital audiovisual material, and 
it is not considered a kind of material to be accessed in the Museum’s collections. 
Furthermore, the distribution, reproduction and manipulation rights are ambiguous, 
as legislation has transformed over time, and consent forms were not the sine qua 
non requirement they are today. These institutions would need to work together 
with community representatives and organizations to invest the time, people, and 
money required to define what is desirable and appropriate to do with the archive 
that survives Velorios’ exhibition. 

During the encounters I organized for the archive’s reactivation, an old moti-
vation for participants to engage in Velorios project re-emerged, that Afro-descen-
dant, Black, Raizal, and Palenquero younger generations are disinterested about 
and unfamiliar with traditional knowledge (a memory of which remains in the 
digital archive). Also, the rooted mistrust about how anthropologists appropriate 
and misinterpret what research participants share with them. In fact, one of the 

4  Screenshot of video interview with Luis Gerardo Martínez, 2020, Bogotá, recorded by the author with 
a digital camera

5  Screenshot of video interview with Luis Gerardo Martínez, 2020, Bogotá, recorded by the author with 
desktop computer
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participants in this later project demanded that I did not use anything she said in 
our conversations after I sent to her the transcript for review. I reacted with angry 
frustration: I should stay quiet and still with regards to the archive, as it did not be-
long to me but to Afro-descendent communities. Initially, guilt and fear guided my 
realization that anything I did with it could reinforce and reproduce the structures 
that link white and white-mestizo ethnographic authority to observing the ‹other› 
and dominate the field of the representation of ‹otherness›. Later on, I also realized 
that the fact that I own and use a camera, get paid to spend time directing my gaze 
to look at and select pictures and video recordings, pay attention, make interviews 
and notes, write and talk in public about them, should not mean to create distance, 
but perhaps something else. 

A creative, adjacent, and uncomfortable ethnographic gaze
Reni Eddo-Lodge states: «if you’re committed to anti-racism, you’re in it for the long 
haul. It will be difficult. Getting to the end point will require you to be uncomfort-
able.22» She inspired me to think about ways to grasp the discomfort intrinsic to 
the acknowledgment of racism, turn it around, and do something with it, against 
racism. Campt, in turn, observes the way Black artists invite us, their audience and 
her readers, to look at their images – made of and by them. In doing so, she invites 
us to look at and question how and what we see, perhaps in a similar way that tran-
script review did for me. To make the ethnographic gaze accountable, embrace the 
uncomfortable feeling this may produce, and make it into an ally in anti-racism. An 
ethnography and an ethnographic gaze willing to learn from the «affective labor of 
adjacency», by letting themselves be seen. A Black gaze calls for responsibility that 
«repurposes vulnerability and makes it (re)generative.23» 

To place the ethnographic gaze in such a place of vulnerability seems just neces-
sary if you observe the vulnerable place that Velorios project’s participants project 

revealing the device that makes the recording and the conversation possible, and 
thus a site for intervention visible. 
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allowed their bodies, rituals and actions to be seen, photographed, exhibited, and 
published. In a position that is uncomfortable because of what it is able to reveal 
about itself – that is, its particular ways of enacting and reproducing racism –, in-
stead of one that is authoritative because of the ‹truth› it defends being able to see 
and state about ‹others›. There I find an anti-racist potential in the observational 
quality of ethnography, the ethnographic gaze, and anthropology: reversing a gaze 
that looks at the ‹other› as inevitably linked to specific places, colors or professions; 
towards the individuals and institutions that keep the archives that contain their 
own memory and that of communities; showing how forms of recognition such as 
‹participation› limit the right to control archives and reinvigorate memory. To turn 
the ethnographic gaze into adjacent means to keep a respectful and ethical distance, 
but just enough to allow the «affective labor» of letting yourself get touched by what 
is in the image, let it look at you.
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