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Abstract:

In an increasingly globalized and interconnected world, Canadian identity and the role of
Canada in international development efforts are constantly scrutinized. Alongside this
massive new wave of globalization and excessive transnational communication
technologies, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are now major players in
providing development aid and also in perpetuating discourses via digital visual
representation. Deconstructing visual representations of the Self and Other in the online
media of Canadian based and internationally based NGOs, this thesis is grounded in
postdevelopment and postcolonial theories. Visual culture and emerging digital
technologies are crucial to identity construction, and NGOs, increasingly relying on web
material for fundraising, are a major purveyor of representations of those in the
developing world.

Evaluating image use by Canadian based and internationally based NGOs, this thesis
unites theoretical concepts of visual representation with concrete photographic depictions
and structured content analysis to investigate multiple and changing development
discourses. Considerable literature has focused on the notion of the Self and Other
dichotomy especially as it relates to international relations and are explored within the
text. Positioned in an era of polycentric global governance, NGOs are professionalized
groups whose power is often obscured by charitable discourses. Despite the
humanitarian and altruistic aims of the NGOs selected for the study, data demonstrates
the implications of their image use for development discourse and practices.
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Introduction:

Changing technologies and evolving digital advancements means that while the
character of visual culture is changing, the impact of visual images as signifiers of greater
social issues is only strengthened in current debates in international development.
“Visual culture is concerned with the visual events in which information, meaning, or
pleasure is sought by the consumer in an interface with visual technology” (Mirzeoff,
2002, pg. 3). Like texts and oral testimonies, visual images are an important form of
social and historical evidence, but can create some awkward problems in that social
scientists do not always interpret or read the visual cues properly, meaning that criticism
of visual evidence remains undeveloped (Burke, 2001, pg. 14 — 15). An old adage,
“seeing is believing” underscores the importance of critically evaluating taking for
granted images that are presented as truth claims. Massive advancements in digital
reproduction means that “the proliferation of visuality has made film and television
entertainment the United States’ second largest export after aerospace...visual culture is a
tactic with which to study the genealogy, definition and function of postmodern everyday
life from the point of view of the consumer, rather than the producer” (Mirzeoff, 2002,
pg. 3). Photographic images “...have the ability to capture a viewer’s attention and to
evoke more emotional responses than verbal communication. Images that appear in the
media may influence public opinion and guide national policy” (Fahmey, 2003, pg. 9).
Not only read as historical evidence, but also as historical pieces in themselves,
photographs are valuable in that they can provide evidence of material culture while also
projecting the idea that portraits are accurate representations of reality (Burke, 2001, pg.

24 —25). Image use in fundraising campaigns by various non-governmental



organizations (NGOs) shape not only our understanding of the organization’s themselves,
but are also used to support the discursive messages of Canadian development policies
and representations of diverse identities. Holding the power to depict subjects however
they chose, NGO web material allows them to control audience perceptions, and visual
culture studies are interested more in the consumers of culture, rather than just the
producers. “The most political decision you make is where you direct people’s eyes. In
other words, what you show people day in and day out is political” (Wenders, 1997, pg.
52), so considerations of photographic representation are treated as political exercises.
Canadian based NGOs working transnationally to improve living conditions for those
living in extreme poverty compete in an increasingly crowded fundraising marketplace
and are now employing more digital technologies to expand outreach efforts to attract
more donors. Through social networking and official web pages, NGOs are able to
instantly connect with a wider population and interact with donors in online fora,
allowing for production of various images and multimedia. Studying these photographs,
we can assess the ways that the Self and Other are represented by NGOs to better
understand development discourses and the media that support official text and language.
Historically,
“The images associated with [development], and the practices it entails, vary from
one extreme to other depending on whether we adopt the viewpoint of the ‘developer’
— committed to bringing about the happiness he wishes for others — or the viewpoint
of the ‘developed’ — who is forced to modify his social relations and his relationship

to nature in order to enter the promised new world.” (Rist, 2008, pg. 2)



Challenging traditional development projects and the discourse that supports them, this
thesis is interested in the intersection of power and representation and its implications for
Canadian identity. Importantly, visual culture studies emphasize investigating the
consumer of images as crucial for providing context in understanding the representation
of the subject. Canadian citizens are actively engaged with different charitable
organizations, and in 2010, 23.4 percent of all tax filers claimed charitable donations,
accounting for just over 5.7 million people (Canadian Donations, 2011). According to
the 2010 Canadian Internet use survey, 80 percent of all Canadians aged 16 years and
older were active users of the Internet for personal use. Another study from CRTC
acknowledges over 9 million subscribers to cable or satellite television (CRTC, 2006).
With active connection to television and internet, combined with engaged donations
made to charitable organizations, Canadian citizens do not experience NGO websites as
the only source of information on the developing world, but are instead contextualized
amid documentary news footage, online social networking, and connections to different
community organizations.

Citing President Truman’s January 20, 1949 inaugural address and the following
“Truman doctrine” that “initiated a new era in the understanding and management of
world affairs...concerning the less economically accomplished countries of the world”
(1995, pg. 3), Arturo Escobar explains the invention of a “development discourse” and
the invention of the “Third World”, “underdevelopment” and continued construction of a
marginalized Other by the West (1995, pg. 3-20). Concerned with “development as a
regime of representation” (1995, pg. 6), Escobar claims that economic international

development is a failing project invented within the space of modernity so as to affirm



and support transnational interventions (1995, pg. 9). Edward Said suggests that "the
general liberal consensus that 'true' knowledge is fundamentally non-political . . .
obscures the highly if obscurely political circumstances obtaining when knowledge is
produced" (1978, pg. 10).

This is also true of knowledge in international relations studies. Said argues that
"Orientalism can be discussed and analyzed as the corporate institution for dealing with
the Orient.... in short, Orientalism as a Western style for dominating, restructuring and
having authority over the Orient" (1978, pg. 3). Like Said’s Orientalist discourses,
“development or developmentalism has functioned as a mechanism for the production
and management of the Third World in the post-war period” (Williams, 1998, par. 9).
Amid shifting focuses of aid relief, discourses to support interventions that reaffirm the
superiority of the West have permeated the landscape of international relations for
decades. The post-war Marshall Plan and Bretton Woods Institutions can be considered a
first stage in development regimes and help to frame a timeline in shifting international
priorities. Transitioning from an economically driven mandate of the Marshall Plan to
massive industrialization of the 1960s, poverty reduction programs of the 1970s, the lost-
decade of the 1980s, a governance focus of the 1990s, and finally to “glamour aid” filled
with moral campaigners of the 2000s, development discourse has transitioned in its focus,
but not in its pervasiveness (Moyo, 2009, pg. 3-48).

Development discourse is not about the variety of topics or shifting priorities, but
is ultimately concerned with defining the recipients of aid and maintaining the power of
representation; “Development discourse has created an extremely efficient apparatus for

producing knowledge about, and the exercise of power over, the Third World...this



discourse results in concrete patterns of thinking and acting through which the Third
World is produced” (Escobar, 1995, pg. 9,11). Traditional theories of development can
be categorized under a diffusionist paradigm that is divided into three main branches:
comparative analyses of patterns of development (spatial differentiation); the single
region stage models (some of which embrace spatial integration); and the system - of
regions diffusion models (spatial diffusion) (Browett, 1980, pg. 60). “Proponents of
theories within all three branches believe that they adopt a non-ideological approach to
development and so are able to provide objective and value-free scientific analyses”
(Browett, 1980, pg. 60), serving to construct the discursive function of each branch as
apolitical and more scientific and rational, rather than embedded in power relations.
Shifting terminology used by different development practitioners creates the illusion that
programming is becoming more progressive and successful, when in actuality discourse
remains intact to allow for power to remain unchanged.

As an ideology, interventions to end global poverty have created a development
discourse so powerful it can be compared to religion. Claiming that “Development is an
element in the religion of modernity” (pg. 21), Gilbert Rist (2008) explains the
pervasiveness and stubbornness of its practitioners; “Just as Christians know all about the
numerous crimes committed in the name of their faith, yet continue to uphold it, so do the
‘development’ experts increasingly recognize the mistakes without questioning their
reasoning for soldiering on” (2008, pg. 23). Coinciding with state led interventions and
the formation of transnational governance bodies to oversee official development efforts,
NGOs emerged in the immediate post-war period to help increase assistance to regions

torn by war. NGOs, positioned as civil society actors, work outside the official doctrines
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of the state, yet have orientations and objectives similar to state discourses. Aiming to
promote global democracy, effective aid relief, and acting as an intermediary between
grassroots movements, various development actors, state governments, and international
bodies, NGOs are often used “to ‘democratize’ development practices by better
facilitating grassroots participation” (Murdock, 2003, pg. 507). NGO efforts are often
depoliticized, despite that the overall objectives and orientations support wider
development discourses. In aiming to economically and socially develop the Global
South in the same way that states have, NGOs are less criticized for their political
engagements and seen as neutral, charitable bodies. World Vision, Save the Children,
Care, Oxfam, and Plan were all created internationally during the war and post-war
period and quickly set up satellite organizations in Canada. Canadian experiences in
development programming is similar to many Western nations in that early responses
emerged in the post-war period alongside the invention of major international bodies, but
have adapted to create more long term development strategies forming a complex web of
transnational activity. Like many other regions where digital technologies have
transformed international relations, Canadian citizens remain actively engaged in
missions around the world.

Following the post-war period and Canada’s successful military campaign as
liberators for many European nations, the role of Canada as an international peacekeeper
was solidified by numerous international memberships and leadership ventures. Massive
immigration to Canada from European nations torn by war following the war meant that
the doctrine of multiculturalism was born not in the Trudeau era entirely, but was a result

of ‘nationalities’ groups formed in Canada immediately following the war (Kristmanson,
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2003, pg. xv). Massive immigration and with connections with relatives abroad, new
Canadians developed a greater internationalism and domestic policies reflected a push
towards more transnational intervention. Coupled with domestic social advancements
and widespread immigration along with innovative leadership and technological
developments, Canadian citizens became leaders of industrialized development.
Europe’s devastation after the war weakened their role in international economic realms,
and Canada’s strategic location beside the United States made them a major source for
development funding. Marshall Plan operations and the post-war re-building of Europe,
accompanied by the creation of the League of Nations, United Nations, and Bretton
Woods Institutions meant a new transnational politics for Canadian governments.
“The cold war and decolonization in Asia framed Canada’s decision in 1950 to
offer capital and technical assistance through the Colombo Plan for Co-operative
Economic Development in South and Southeast Asia. Since then, Canada has
distributed over $50 billion in official development assistance to countries in
Africa, Asia, the Caribbean, and Latin America.” (Morrison, 1998, pg. 1)
Under the leadership of Lester B. Pearson, Canada became a pioneer of peacekeeping
missions and the role of Canada as a positive global leader became solidified
internationally as Canadians helped create concepts such as the UN Security Council and
helped author the UN Declaration for Human Rights. In many cases, leaders of Canadian
governments are responsible for authoring global discourses on international relations
and shaping early transnational development interests. The Canadian International
Development Agency was established in 1968 by an order in council to administer the

bulk of Canada's Official Development Assistance (ODA) program and to better assist
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people living in poverty (www.acdi-cida.gc.ca). Prior to an official ODA administration
like CIDA, Canadian assistance took the form of contributions to the United Nations and
its agencies until in 1959, the Department of Trade and Commerce set up an Economic
and Technical Assistance Bureau that began to look after the growing needs of
developing countries (www.acdi-cida.gc.ca). In 1960, the Bureau's functions were
transferred to the Department of External Affairs, now the Department of Foreign Affairs
and International Trade, which managed ODA funds until 1968 when CIDA was created.
Generally, it is recognized that the Pearson years were the best for Canadian aid policy:
“The halcyon days for Canadian aid were the 1960s, when Lester B. Pearson
helped stake out an international leadership role for Canada. Pearson himself
headed the 1969 UN expert commission which established the widely accepted
target for donor countries of 0.7% of Gross National Income (GNI) for overseas
development assistance (ODA).” (Brown and Jackson, 2010, pg. 2)
Funding for ODA is channeled through CIDA to various sources, with NGOs gaining
much of their funding from CIDA grants and redistributions. However, “Canadian NGOs
have seen the most dramatic losses from a share of $281.78 million in 1991 to just $13.5
million in 2003” (Agg, 2006, pg. 17). Canadian ODA on the whole has been on the
decline for many years, with 1975-76 being Canada’s greatest year in terms of ODA/GNI
ratio, reaching 0.53 % (0.55% for 1975 calendar year) (Morrison, 1998, pg. xv) with
2005 levels marked at only 0.34% (OECD, 2006). Critics of the Canadian role in
international development have often claimed that Canada’s position as an international
peacekeeper and leader of global humanitarian interventions has weakened in the last few

decades (Potter, 2002; Brown, 2008; Brown and Jackson, 2010). With less financial
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commitments to ODA, NGOs are often forced to take on the extra burden of
programming overseas and face a heightened need for fundraising. A myriad of political
and social changes has meant that Canadians do not commit as much of their GDP
percentages to ODA. While critics cite a lack of political will as a major reason for the
cutbacks to ODA, the official government reasoning states that major drops in funding in
the mid 1990s to 2000s was caused by “additional demands on aid resources, including
for emergency humanitarian relief, post-conflict reconstruction, and security-related
objectives, [which] put further pressure on budgets for long-term development and
poverty reduction programs” (Paul and Pistor, 2009, pg. 2).

Emerging studies on globalization speculate that with new interconnections
facilitated by information communication technologies, operations of global governance
are less situated at the state level. With easier access to information and mechanisms of
power stretching across financial, economic, political, communicative, and national
boundaries, a system of polycentric global governance means that many operatives hold
power. With power being partially dispersed away from the state, NGOs in particular
now take on more responsibilities that previously were held in the domain of the local
governments. Following IMF loan conditionalities that limited state spending in the
social sector, transnational development NGOs increasingly took on social service and
human welfare responsibilities. NGOs during the period of structural adjustment became
more professionalized, and became,

“Concerned especially about the effects of adjustment policies on the poor. Some

of the largest NGOs began to spend aid money on advocacy initiatives, aiming to

influence the development and aid policies of official donors, and on trying to
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give a greater voice and greater power to poor people to influence policies, and

the structures and institutions affecting them.” (Riddell, 2007, pg. 37)

Over the last two decades, cutbacks in ODA and reductions in state level interventions
has meant an increase in the number of NGOs working in various capacities and on a
variety of issues in poor countries and a rapid expansion in the scale of their activities,
which is unmatched in the monitoring of NGO missions (Riddell, 2007, pg. 404).
Despite what can widely be considered a failed project (statistics on extreme poverty
globally and failed Millennium Development Goal indicators can prove this claim),
development still remains a continued focus for international institutions.

With modern day technologies, easy access to images from around the globe, and
multiple non-governmental bodies easily available, it is difficult for people of the so-
called “Generation Y to consider a time when virtual realities did not dominate the
social landscape. While intriguing for political scientists, the new world epoch where
states are less powerful than corporations or other bodies, people born into massive
digital transition are normalized to believing in a limited state role. Rather than mimic
the social activism and idealism of their 1960s era parents, new generations are
characterized by their resourcefulness in accessing information, leading to their more
pragmatic worldview (Neuborne, 1999, cover story). Amid uprisings advocating for the
99% and occupying Wall Street, other members of Generation Y are complicit in social
networking sites that violate personal privacy and acknowledge multinational
corporations as the most powerful institutions in the world.

“Bombarded by ad messages since birth...marketing experts say they form a less

homogeneous market than their parents did. One factor is the fracturing of media,
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with network TV having given way to a spectrum of cable channels and magazine
goliaths...most important, though, is the rise of the Internet. It is the Gen Y
medium of choice, just as network TV was for boomers. 'Television drives
homogeneity,' says Mary Slayton, global director for consumer insights for Nike.
'"The Internet drives diversity.' (Neuborne, 1999, cover story)
Now highly professionalized groups, NGOs are using the Internet to court potential
donors and tend to follow a very corporatized model in web design. Answering calls for
proactive disclosure and mimicking the corporate web material of major companies and
governments, the web pages for NGOs contain: links to mission statements and
organizational core values, contact information, biographies on the CEOs and board of
directors, videos and photographs depicting their work, annual reports outlining financial
data, and areas where online donations can be made instantly. Additionally, NGO web
sites tend to use language of inclusion, speaking: “about us”, “where we work”, and “our
mission”. Language of inclusion on NGO websites mirrors that of official Canadian
discourses of Canadian identity and state discourse that promote Canada as a society
promoting multicultural values and welcoming everyone to citizenship. Adopted in 1971
as Canada's first official policy of Multiculturalism within a Bilingual Framework, the
stated purpose of the policy was to “encourage members of all ethnic groups in Canada to
maintain and share their language and cultural heritage with other Canadians” (Esses and
Gardner, 1996, pg. 147). Promoting integration rather than assimilation (Dewing, 2009,
pg. 3), the multicultural discourse constructs Canadian identity as diverse and accepting

of many different ethnicities and cultures. In understanding representations of the Self
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and Other, Canada’s multicultural discourse challenges traditional understandings of the
Other and will be contextualized in the findings of this research.

Working within a constructivist epistemological framework that argues humans
generate knowledge and meaning from an interaction between their life experiences and
their previous ideas, the research is centered on investigating the Canadian development
industry with a focus specifically on the NGOs. Images can “...shape our interpretation
of the world by creating shared perceptions, affecting and conditioning real-life
understanding” (Fahmy, 2003, pg. 3). In an increasingly interconnected and web savvy
world, the emergence of internet based advertising, NGO fundraising, and constant
information exchange means that images are transmitted and shared across wider
platforms than ever before with their impact becoming even more pervasive. The

research objective is to better understand the discursive visual representation of “the

Other” in the online media used by Canadian based NGOs, limiting the project to

photographic evidence. The primary research question shaping this explanatory
investigation is: “How do constructed representations of the Other in the online media of
Canadian based NGOs support discursive practices operating within the development
industry?” My thesis intends to study the use of images by Canadian Based NGO’s on
their official web pages only to understand the social construction of Otherness as it
relates to Canadian development discourse. Selecting 10 images from each organization,
a total sample size of 100 images is evenly comprised of 50 from internationally based
NGOs and 50 images from Canadian based NGOs. As my subsequent literature review
will demonstrate, a wide variety of sources have investigated photographic elements used

by international institutions, but few studies have specifically focused on Canadian
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NGOs, nor on a comparison between nationally based organizations and the wider web of
international NGOs. In a business whose donations are driven to a large extent by
socially constructed perceptions of the Other, there is a practical aspect to the research as
NGOs in Canada could use the research to better assess their marketing strategies in light
of an ever-changing population. My research studies Canadian NGO construction of the

Other and questions whether Canadian visual representations are distinct compared to

wider international organizations. Fitting more broadly into a postdevelopment and
postcolonial theoretical framework, the research project is unique in that it uses a content

analysis of visual representations to negotiate the relationship between pictorial digital

depictions and the broader discourse in the development NGO sector in Canada.

Since the thesis combines elements of discourse analysis, literature review, and
content analysis, the chapters are divided to address the many aims of the research
project. The chapters are divided into the sections that outline their main task, with
continuity achieved throughout the thesis by constantly reframing back to the major
research tenets focused around the construction of the Self and Other in an effort to
construct a narrative about Canadian based NGOs and their use of visual representations.

Chapter one explores a constructivist epistemological framework to evaluate the
conceptual challenges of identity construction, particularly as it relates to representations
of the Self and Other. Continually questioning objectivity and the power relations behind
knowledge production, constructivist epistemology is explained and applied to the major
theorists cited to review the multidisciplinary nature of the Self and Other. An initial
review explains how sociologists, psychoanalysts, and feminists have adapted the notion

of Self and Other as pivotal concepts for explaining the construction of identities.
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Included in this section of the chapter is also an exploration of the construction of
identities in new digital mediums, highlighting claims that we are all cyborgs (Haraway,
1990), that we need to develop a computerized gaze (Mirzeoff, 2002), that we help to
construct imagined communities online (Appadurai, 1996), and that our experience
online allows us to experiment with diverse identities (Bell, 2001)., Visual
representations of the Other are explained by briefly exploring photographic discourse
and outlining the ways that images are treated as hegemonic apparatuses in that they
subvert our consciousness, but are not often analyzed with the same critical eye as written
text. A special consideration is made to understand the concept of the gaze and how it
relates to understandings of the mediated Self and constructed Other as well as to new
virtual variations of a digital gaze. Briefly, NGO’s social construction and representation
of the Other is considered.

The second chapter evaluates the discursive tensions in development work and
explores postdevelopment and postcolonial theory, outlining the major tenets of each
framework and examining the downfalls and criticisms launched against both
approaches. Notably, the research attempts to focus on postdevelopment and
postcolonial theory’s efforts at understanding power and discourse and on their
understanding of identity construction and representation. A consideration of colonial
histories is invoked briefly to better contextualize the current discourses and an effort to
incorporate various postcolonial subaltern voices (Said, 1978; Spivak, 1993; Fanon,
1963; Bhabha, 1987; and Nandy, 1997) is made to give credence to the critical
perspective. Major development discourses are examining by looking at modernization

theory and its backlash as well as the ways that development theorists and practitioners
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use discourse to create solvable problems and prioritize scientific disciplines in
programming and research.

The third chapter of the thesis investigates the pornography of poverty to assess
the perpetuation of images that evoke the same cues as sexual pornography. Concepts
such as: “compassion fatigue” (Moeller, 1999), “starving naked babies” (Manzo, 2006),
“delicious horrors” (Rozario, 2003), and the continued visual depiction of victimization
of women and children (Mohanty, 1997; Manzo, 2006, 2008; O’Dell, 2008; Lamers,
2005) are investigated and applied to NGO iconography. By exploring massive
campaigns and the lasting desensitization, the literature suggests that the pornography of
poverty will forever characterize NGO image production. Mechanisms for over-
sensationalizing humanitarian crises are explored to also reveal the juxtaposition of
pornographic cues amid needy children.

A fourth chapter considers the internet and identities as well as current challenges
for NGOs as, changing aid media and new media are researched to explain the ways that
backlash to traditional negative images combined with newer technologies and changing
demographics influence NGO advertising. Increased disclosure requests mean that
NGOs now use modern media and social networking to engage differently with potential
donors than in previous generations. Additionally, commentary on celebrity star power
and famous interventions speaks to the current NGO trend of using images of celebrities
and advocates to promote specific causes and make organizational efforts more
marketable. The theme of digital media and transitioning propaganda neatly concludes

commentary on changing aid media and alterations to NGOs. Briefly, the thesis explores
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a few selected case studies from the United States and the United Kingdom to highlight
the body of literature on NGO representations in print media

The fifth chapter works to deconstruct the Other by problematizing constructions
of power and outlines approaches for analysis. By explaining the methodological
approach the chapter highlights again the main research objectives and problems and
attempts to explore a method for approaching the questions. Additionally, following the
brief introduction, sections outlining the process for selecting NGOs for investigation,
selecting of the images, collecting the data, and coding the data are included so that
future studies on digital sites of representation can be conducted. Since I created a
method for applying random sampling procedures to complicated web sites and was very
explicit in outlining the categories for analysis, the methodological chapter is crucial so
as to explain how the findings can relate to the literature review and theoretical
understandings.

In a sixth chapter, I analyze the research findings by explaining the results of the
data, first beginning by reviewing the images selected from internationally based NGOs.
In short summaries, I outline the results for each organization. A seventh chapter follows
the same process by exploring Canadian based NGOs separately and focuses on how
their aggregated data compares with internationally based NGOs with similar mandates
and mission statements. By first exploring each NGO separately, the data is first
analyzed to describe the images of each organization to see the ways that representations
of the Self and Other are constructed and reflective of official organizational discourses.
Project aims and official mission statement and visions of organizations seem to dictate

pictorial representations and are explored in the first section of the findings chapter.
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An eighth, ninth and tenth chapter scrutinize the content of selected photos to
outline the description of the subject, an analysis of the subject, and the description of the
context to assess the ways that Canadian based NGOs and internationally based NGOs
treat representations of the Self and Other. By isolating variables such as representations
of the fundraiser and the aid recipient, research assesses the ways that images reflect
organizational discourses, and support broader development discourses.

Chapter One: Conceptual Challenges of Identity

Constructivist epistemology attests that all meaning, understanding, and ways of
knowing are premised on our own experiences in the world and it is that through our own
learning and construction that we create reality. Arguing against total objectivity,
constructivists see the knower as the source from which all understanding is built, rather
than seeing the world solely in the realm of the material (Perkins, 1999; Tynjild, 1999;
Kanselaar, 2002; Schulte, 1996). For my project, many themes are explained and can be
interpreted through a constructivist epistemological framework. While the thesis
discusses many diverse notions ranging from image production, NGO policies,
representation, power, and discourse, ultimately, the work embodies a broad investigation
into social identities especially in regards to the mediated Self and constructed Other.
Constructivists challenge absolute definitions of Self and see the understanding of Self as
built on an act of creation. The notion that even self-identity is reliant on a something
that it is not, is explained by the creation of an Other. We create the Other in order to
acquire a better understanding of the Self. Many different theories across diverse
disciplines have challenged the source of our sense of identity, with constructivists

attesting that our sense of Self is not inevitable, but instead is crafted.
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The notion of the Self and Other often referred to in critical investigations in
international relations comes from a variety of disciplines in the understanding of
constructed identities and can be aptly applied to visual representations, especially in my
transnational investigation. Whether cited by psychologists, sociologists, political
scientists, feminists, or other fields of research, the notion of the Self and Other is a
useful and often used concept for understanding our constructed identities. Dating back
to the days of Simone De Beavoir’s second sex, feminists have long argued that the
disciplined binaries used to define maleness and femaleness lead to essentialist thinking
and a normalization of constructed identities. Called the process of negative
differentiation, sexual and racial identities rely on an understanding that:

“whiteness needs blackness to constitute itself as whiteness; that masculinity

needs femininity or feminized masculinity to constitute its masculinity in agreed

upon modes; that civility and bourgeois respectability need the stereotypical
unruly ‘Others’ to define the nonexistent codes of what constitutes ‘acceptable’

behavior” (Rogoff, 2002, pg. 32).

Like the colonizer and colonized, the Orient and the Occident, the developed and the
underdeveloped, definitions of Self and Other are mutually constitutive and hybridities
mean that people cannot always be neatly categorized.

Consciousness and awareness of the Other is crucial for a more thorough and
engaged understanding of the Self. The experience of knowing that the Other can also
view the Self is what transitions the existence of the Self as subject to the Self as object.
Interestingly then, the representation of the Other in online NGO imagery is particularly

unique in that the subjects of the pictures (the depicted Other) have no ability to gain
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subject status since they are unable to look back at the audience Self. Photographs create
a one-way viewing spectrum. Audiences to the photographs recognize their status as
Self-as subject and the Other-as object is inevitable.

The research objective is to better understand the discursive visual representation
of the Other in the online media used by Canadian based NGOs. The primary research
question that shaped this explanatory investigation was: “How do constructed
representations of the Other in the online media of Canadian based NGOs support
discursive practices operating within the development industry?” It is important to clarify
that images in themselves are not discourse, as discourse refers to language. Victor
Burgin (1982) comments that the prevalence and availability of photographs and
photographers (compared to say paintings and painters) means that audiences view
photographs “as a free and familiar coinage of meaning, largely unremarked and
untheorized by those amongst which it circulates” which is similar to the attributes of
spoken language, often taken for granted (pg. 143). Burgin (1982) does not conflate
photographic images with language (which could further assume that pictures are
themselves a discourse), but suggests that the natural language (spoken and written) and
visual language (photographic and semiotic) are similar, even though there is no
signifying system or technical apparatus for interpreting visual language as there is in
textual words (pg. 143). Studies in visual culture teach us that images are always
contextualized and produce separate meanings. More precisely, “The visual, in our view,
never comes ‘pure’, it is always ‘contaminated’ by the work of our other senses (hearing,
touch, smell), touched by other texts and discourses, and imbricated in a whole series of

apparatuses” (Shohat and Stam, 2002, pg. 55). My project does not argue that images are
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discourse, but rather suggests that the social cues produced from the visual representation
embodied in NGO online photographs supports a larger discursive framework. Often,
images are ignored or not analyzed because they are so pervasive, which can be
especially true in online scenarios where text, images, links, and videos compete to
capture our attention. Visual images such as advertisements, television, movies, and
photographs are read informally and we tend not to analyze them since images do not
come in the language of analysis, written word or text (Silverman and Rader, 2006, pg.
360). Inreading visual images, we need to start analyzing the ways that values and
assumptions are transmitted quietly and often subconsciously through images, and also be
aware that the viewer always participates in the construction and significance of the
image (Silverman and Rader, 2006, pg. 360). So-called
“photographic discourse, like all discourses, engages discourses beyond itself’;
the ‘photographic text’, like any other, is the site of a complex ‘intertextuality’, an
overlapping series of previous texts ‘taken for granted’ at a particular cultural or
historical conjuncture.” (Burgin, 1982, pg. 144).
If we acknowledge that photographs are part of an intertextual experience with
development discourse, the analysis of NGO images can help inform understandings of
ourselves in relation to development paradigms both domestically and abroad.
Photographs, especially those used on NGO websites, can be understood and
evaluated as a way of analyzing the representation of the Other, as well as deconstructing
the picture to determine aspects of our own identity. The Internet and the websites
contained within it, as a medium, is an especially interesting loci for investigations about

representations of Self and Other, because virtual realities allow for diverse and multiple
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identities. Digital images and their presentation on an online media is an interesting area
for investigation, especially if we consider that,

“the way images are presented might have a critical impact not only on the

audience’s attitude, but also on the degree of empathy, since the emotional values

contained in the image influence how strongly the reader is touched by the
suffering of the depicted parties.” (Dobernig, Lobinger & Wetzstein, 2010, pg.

91)

The photographs used on NGO websites can help to tell us about the broader society’s
understanding of the development industry and about the consciousness of each Canadian
citizen as to their position in the “global village”. When considering online photographic
representations, it is important to understand the multiple actors involved in not only
producing the images, but also in receiving and viewing the photos. With the Internet, a
worldwide audience is created to the NGO images, such that determining the Self and
Other as neatly separate categories becomes challenging. Like the postcolonial thinkers
who establish the colonizer and colonized as mutually constitutive, visual representations
of the Other are also contextualized and understood in relation to the Self.

Knowing that the viewer must be central to the analysis of the photographs, the
gaze concept, often cited by feminists is important to establish as a key theoretical tenet.
Explaining the gaze as a field of vision that is “an apparatus of investigation, verification,
surveillance, and cognition, which has served to sustain the traditions of Western post
Enlightenment scientificity and early modern technologies,” Irit Rogoff explains how a
specific way of looking that is sanctioned and legitimated by scientific imperatives leads

to a legitimation of state and academic discourses (Rogoff, 2002, pg. 31). Put more
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simply, Rogoff suggests that the academic gaze forces researchers to view images in a
way that is supported by the larger discourse, which also serves to perpetuate and further
empower the institutions that produce the images. Psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan (2002)
pioneered the use of the concept of the gaze especially in arguing that desire serves to
discipline the subject. Having enormous impact in visual culture studies. Lacan explains
how our experience in the gaze, determines our identity; Lacan says “in the scopic field,
the gaze is outside, I am looked at, that is to say, [ am a picture” (2002, pg. 126). Later
elaborating on how the subject being looked at is a picture, he explains:
“What determines me, at the most profound level, in the visible, is the gaze that is
outside. It is through the gaze that I enter light and it is from the gaze that I
receive its effects. Hence it comes about that the gaze is the instrument through
which light is embodied and through which in a fragmented form I am
photographed” (Lacan, 2002, pg. 127).
If we see the gaze as having the same effect as being photographed, the parallels of
identity formation and image reproduction are easily made. Like Sartre who established
the changing subject/object definition when one becomes conscious of being looked at,
Lacan’s gaze explains, “The effects of the gaze can be felt in the sensation of being
looked at, that can also be a sexual or gender surveillance, or a racialized distinction”
(Mirzeoff, 2002, pg. 112). In what Lancan refers to as the “locus of mediation”, the
intersection between the subject and the gaze causes a “fracture, a bi-partition, a splitting
of the being” (Mirzeoff, 2002, pg. 112). W.E.B. Dubois explains having a gift of a:
“Second sight in this American world — a world which yields him no true self-

consciousness but lets him see himself through the revelation of the Other
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world...this double consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s Self
through the eyes of another” (2002, pg. 125).
Similarly, psychoanalyst Frantz Fanon comments on his own double consciousness, and
speaks about how he was able to internalize the Other’s gaze and how it becomes part of
his own Self identity. Fanon (1963) explains how this internalization is so prevalent, it
operates as a discourse that the double consciousness is unnoticed, “the black man...does
not know at what moment his inferiority comes into being through the Other” (pg. 110).
In seeing the Self through the eyes of the Other, a disconnection is formed between the
actual lived body and the psychological Self. Echoing Dubois, Fanon explains (1963),
“Consciousness of the body is solely a negating activity. It is third-person
consciousness... It does not impose itself on me; it is rather, a definitive
structuring of the Self and of the world — definitive because it creates a dialectic
between my body and the world” (pg. 111).
Fanon’s articulation of the double consciousness and the gaze accurately explains how
subjects of the gaze mediate objectivity and subjectivity in the formation of identity.
When considering the gaze as it relates to photography, consciousness of the audience
could perhaps alter the understanding of the gaze, if we are to presume that the
experience of the being looked at is only manifested if the viewer is present. Sartre,
referring to the gaze as “the look™, argues that consciousness transcends materiality.
“Sartre’s theory of the look is different, then, in that it claims that I can
experience the subjectivity of Others directly — by becoming an object for the

Others — and that I perceive my being-as object (and the Other’s being as subject)
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by means of the look...the look need not require the real presence of the Other’s

consciousness.” (Detmer, 2008, pg. 95)

As a medium, the photograph can be interpreted as a same way as a door in Sartre’s
explanation of external objects which can be interpreted in:

“that behind the door a spectacle is ‘to be seen,” a conversation as ‘to be heard.’

The door, the keyhole are at once both instruments and obstacles; they are

presented as ‘to be handled with care;’ the keyhole is given as ‘to be looked

through close by and a little to one side.’” (Sartre, 1956, pg. 347-48)

With modernity and the ‘virtual gaze’, elements from previous generations can be
reconsidered and compared to online images. Foucault’s (1979) explanation of the
panopticon as a “seeing machine, a sort of dark room into which individuals spied; has
become a transparent building in which the exercise of power may be supervised by
society as a whole” (pg. 205) can be compared to any web pages on the Internet, with
every linked-in individual granted access to the control tower to discipline the web.
Similar to the ways that “feminist theorists have invoked the ‘panoptic’ implant as a
model for the ever present ‘male gaze’” (Friedberg, 2002, pg. 398), the invasive virtual
gaze contains the same disciplining qualities.

By looking at the Internet as an emerging medium for constructing new identities,
my project questions the creation of online personas and the power of representation
granted through access to online resources. New digital identities mean that we now
need to learn to see the world in the way that a computer would envision and categorize
reality. “Following Donna Haraway’s famous assertion that we are all now cyborgs, we

need to know how the computer sees, to learn how to recognize its gaze and then to
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imitate it” (Mirzoeff, 2002, p.11). Building on Benedict Anderson’s imagined
communities, Arjun Appadurai (1996) explains how new media form a complex interplay
of imagined worlds where
“The image, the imagined, the imaginary — these are all terms that direct us to
something crucial and new in global cultural practices: the imagination as a social
practice. No longer mere fantasy, no longer simple escape, no longer elite
pastime, and no longer mere contemplation, the imagination has become an
organized field of social practices, a form of work, and a form of negotiation
between sites of agency (individuals) and globally defined fields of possibility.”
(pg- 31)
Appadurai explains how identities created in the modern epoch are shaped and influenced
by 5 dimensions termed: ethnoscapes, mediascapes, technoscapes, financescapes and
ideoscapes, which overlap as culture forms to create translocalities, Fourth Worlds,
virtual neighbourhoods, and imagined worlds (1996, pg. 46, 178-200). Modern
technologies have created new spaces for imagination and arenas for people to
experiment with multiple identities. As a discursive concept, many people are not even
conscious of their presence in virtual realities, nor of the way this engagement impacts
their ability to see the world; “The younger generation takes the digital gaze for granted...
The Power Puff Girls are pixilated panopticism, in which the body is a vehicle for visual
surveillance unhindered by a self or an identity” (Mirzoeff, 2002, p.11). Commenting on
the emergence of diverse identities in virtual communities, David Bell (2001) explains,
“Reflexivity allows us to think about who we are and who we want to be — and the

Internet is the ideal site to ‘play’ with our identities” (pg. 97). While some authors like
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Bell and Appadurai see the enormous potential for multiple identities via new
technologies, some authors echo Marxists concepts of alienation to argue that: “the
deployment of high-efficiency, high profit technologies is in conflict with an integrated
sense of human identity” (Ewen, 1988, pg. 188). Concepts of virtual realities and
multiple identities in online communities work within constructivist criticisms against
absolute realities and allow for reflexivity in understanding.

Throughout this project, online presentation of images by NGOs is questioned
from a constructivist epistemological frame and photographs are analyzed based on
constructivist understanding of visual communication. Considered as a sensual theory of
visual communication, constructivism considers “discrete elements within a scene [that]
are combined and understood by the brain through a series of laws of grouping: the law
of similarity, the law of proximity, the law of continuation, and the law of common fate”
(Lester, 2000, p. 43). By analyzing the photographs online to understand the
manufactured realities that they present, my work continues to adhere to constructivist
principles. When in visual communication it is considered sensual, “constructivism
emphasizes the viewer’s eye movements in an active state of perception”, but as a
perceptual theory, constructivism investigates the meaning behind images and
representations (Lester, 2000, pg. 47-48). Opting mainly to interpret constructivism’s
perceptual theory within visual communications, my investigation into image use on
NGO web sites maintains consistent epistemological grounding while still incorporating
postdevelopment and postcolonial theories.

Chapter Two: Discursive Tensions in Development
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Postdevelopment theory is a critical reaction to the failings of development
projects with theorists claiming that development as a discursive concept is obsolete or
bankrupt and that development practices have done more harm than good (Matthews,
2004, pg. 373). Many critical economists, social scientists and political analysts are
disillusioned with and critical of development theory and practice, but “what
distinguishes the post-development perspective from other critical perspectives is that
post-development theory pronounces the demise of development and urges for
'alternatives to development rather than alternative development” (Matthews, 2004, pg.
373). Critical of the lasting unequal power relationships, postcolonial theory is interested
in empowering subaltern voices and challenging the construction of unequal global
relationships. Postcolonial thinking argues against singular definitions of power as solely
dominating, but also acknowledges the productive quality of power. Postcolonial theory
addresses not only the chronological period of time occurring after the formal colonial
era, but also acknowledge coloniality. Santiago Castro-Gomez e