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Danziger’s photograph of Rakia and her daughter, Nafissa, taken in Niger. The two live in a small
straw hut from where Rakia earns a meagre living as a prostitute.

Ayaz, a 10-year-old Indian boy is his family’s sole breadwinner. His father succumbed to Aids last
year and both his mother and younger brother have been infected with the virus.

Abbas labours in a gold mine in Niger; the 15-year-old works 13 hours a day, seven days a week,
363 days a year. He has never been to school and cannot read or write.

Visionsof livinghell

Nick Danziger,
award-winning
photo-journalist.
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WORLD VISION

A photo-journalist who
has chronicled the

misery and fortitude of
some of the world’s
poorest and most

marginalised people
says that in dire

situations like this it is
neither useful nor

desirable to be objective
Story by AMITHA AMRANAND

T
here are very few anonymous faces
in Nick Danziger’s portfolio. Photos
of Caucasians, Asians, Africans; of
sweat-shop workers, child miners,

prostitutes and Aids patients. Forty images
in all, glimpses into the lives of 100-odd people
from the eight poorest countries in the world.
They were taken over a 10-week period last
year, but Danziger remembers the names of
all his subjects as if they were his own relatives
or the most intimate of friends.

In an effort to publicise how much remains
to be done to combat poverty and inequalities
that deny millions of people their basic human
rights, World Vision,the international Christian
relief agency, commissioned Danziger, a free-
lance photo-journalist, to travel through Arme-
nia, Bolivia, Cambodia, Honduras, India, Niger,
Uganda and Zambia and chronicle what he
saw there. Forty of these photos were
subsequently put on display at ‘‘Eight’’, an
exhibitionthattouredSingapore,PhnomPenh,
New Delhi and Bangkok (at the Foreign
Correspondents Club of Thailand on March
21).

These are not hurried snapshots of the
face of poverty but carefully composed images
that speak volumes about complex situations.
With his sharp eye for detail, Danziger has
managed to provide a greater understanding
of the issues than any statistics ever could.

Indeed, before plunging into the dizzying
numbers perhaps it is more productive to
start small, to tackle a single story first in
order to grasp the extent of the problems
which millions of people have to cope with
on a daily basis.

Danziger firmly believes that one person
can make a difference. And many of the
individuals he met on his travels proved that
statement to be true.

Take Ayaz, for instance, a 10-year-old boy
from India featured in one of Danziger’s
photos. His father had died of Aids shortly
before, leaving Ayaz the sole breadwinner for
his mother, six-year-old brother and two-
year-old sister. His mother and brother have
both tested positive for HIV. Ayaz does a
10-hour shift, sorting second-hand clothes
at a business run by his uncle, for which he
earns 10 rupees — a little over eight baht —
a day. At the time the photograph was taken
his mother was out searching for work so
that the boy could go back to school.

Ayaz is one of many children in Danziger’s
portfolio who have had to drop out of school
in order to support their families. Many of
their parents have died of Aids. Other images
are of youngsters, denied an education because
of their physical handicaps, who have ended
up in menial, dead-end jobs.

Thephotosalsobringtolightotherinjustices
in the education systems of the countries he
visited: A classroom packed with over 100
students supervised by a single teacher; three
children crammed into a desk intended for
one, itssurfacedevoid ofevenasingletextbook,
pencil or sheet of paper. True, many of these
countries offer free primary education, but
girls still aren’t receiving the same opportun-
ities as boys. ‘‘What kind of education are
these kids getting?’’ is what some of these
images seem to ask.

In 2000, at the UN Millennium Summit,
Millennium Development Goals were agreed
upon by world leaders, who set 2015 as the
deadline for achieving them. These MDGs
are: To eradicate extreme poverty and hunger;
achieveuniversalprimaryeducation;promote
gender equality and empower women; reduce
child mortality; improve maternal health; com-
bat HIV/Aids, malaria and other diseases;
ensure environmental sustainability; and de-
velop a global partnership for development.

Already active in combating poverty, hunger
and injustice in nearly a hundred nations,

World Vision decided that something more
needed to be done to boost awareness of
MDGs and that 2015 deadline; hence the
project for which Danziger was commissioned.

The ‘‘Eight’’ exhibits illuminate the fact
that gender discrimination, sub-standard
education and inadequate health care are
some of the main causes of child mortality
and poor maternal health. The devastating
effects of HIV/Aids was something Danziger
also encountered frequently on his travels:
Forced to sell their bodies to survive, many
women risk contracting diseases from clients
who often refuse to wear condoms.

The stories of sex workers captured by his
camera are also stories of mothers and their
children. In one, taken in Niger, a young
woman carriesher sickly-looking,three-year-
old daughter in her arms. Rakia is only 20 and
has been a prostitute since childhood. The
expression on her face is ambiguous. Initially,
one might think she is smiling, but after reading
about her situation one has to doubt that
conclusion. After a client made her pregnant,
Rakia was chased out of the house by her
relatives. She settled in another town, but
with no one to babysit she has to keep her
daughter, Nafissa, constantly by her side —
even while she is servicing customers.

Danziger is quick to point out that the
World Vision project was not a solo effort
and that it took much longer to complete
than the actual time he spent on the road.

‘‘It wasn’t just one person. I’m the
photographer, but ... a lot of other people
were involved. I was out travelling around
those countries for 10 weeks, but there were
several weeks of research work beforehand.
And then afterwards there’s the whole editing
process, selecting pictures, getting all the
people’s stories into shape to use them as
captions for the images.’’

Everyone who appears in the photos gave
their informed consent, he says. Before
snapping a shot he would explain to the
potential subjects what he wanted to docu-
ment and how the images would be used.
But it wasn’t always easy to explain what he
was up to. He recalls once spending a whole
two days trying to persuade a group of sex
workers to let him photograph them.

‘‘There are people who don’t want it. There
are people who say ‘yes’ but then find that
I’m too much of a presence. There are people
who regret not taking part because their friends
have taken part ... Do they understand the
full extent of what I’m doing to begin with?
It’s all a grey area because I obviously try to
explain what I’m doing and often that takes
a long, long time.’’

Danziger was born in London in 1958.
While he was growing up, his family moved

around Europe a great deal. In addition to
living in the UK, he also spent time in
Switzerland and Monaco. He says the multi-
tude of languages spoken in Switzerland, along
with the diversity of cultures within that tiny
state piqued his curiosity about people from
different parts of the world. Another inspiration
was the adventures of Tin Tin, the Belgian
cartoon character.

When he was 13 Danziger left home to
embark on his first solo journey. He had no
ticket or passport and very little money. Given
his ‘‘privileged’’ background, he says it was a
real eye-opener to travel on a shoestring and
not to be able to afford to stay in hotels. As he
continued his wanderings around Europe he
ended up sleeping rough on the streets. And
when his parents stopped his allowance, the
young adventurer earned some cash doing
sketches of tourists. He says he managed to
evade immigration officials and sneak across
borders by pretending to be a member of
whatever family was ahead of him in the
queue.

In 1982, he received a Winston Churchill
Memorial Fellowship which enabled him to
follow the ancient Silk Road trade route from
Turkey to China. Disguised as a Muslim
villager, he walked and hitchhiked through
Turkey and Iran. He spent two months in
Afghanistan with guerilla rebels and became
the first foreigner to cross from Pakistan into
the closed western province of China since
the 1949 revolution. From the journal he kept

during that 18-month journey, came his first
book, Danziger’s Travels: Beyond the Forbidden
Frontiers. He later penned another account
of his adventures entitled Danziger’s
Adventures: From Miami to Kabul.

In 1994, to better understand his roots,
Danziger decided to explore poverty-stricken
parts of the UK. So, for a whole year, he lived
among the homeless and the unemployed in
economically depressed areas in England,
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. The
photographs and stories of the people he
met during that period were eventually
published as Danziger’s Britain: A Journey to
the Edge.

Judging from what he’s written about his
travels, it is evident that Danziger sometimes
has no choice but to break a few laws and put
himself in potentially life-threatening
situations in order to capture the truth about
the living conditions of the underprivileged.

‘‘Sometimes I have to do what I have to do
to find out what I have to know. So it’s done
with, I believe, serious intent not to break the
law, but serious intent in terms of if they
won’t give me visa, then I have no choice.’’

One particularly poignant image in ‘‘Eight’’
was taken in a gold mine in Nigeria. It shows
Abbas, a 15-year-old who works 13 hours a
day, seven days a week, 363 days a year mining
ore without benefit of proper lighting, ropes
or any other safety measures. The picture
was taken several metres down the mine
shaft and Abbas, flashlight strapped to his

head, is looking directly into the camera.
‘‘How can you not go down the mines?,’’

Danziger asks, ‘‘the people I visited didn’t
have that choice.’’

Danziger doesn’t only photograph the
underprivileged,however.Hehasalsocaptured
images of powerful figures such as Tony Blair,
former US presidential candidate John Kerry
and members of the British elite. So what was
it like working with people at such diametrically
opposite ends of the social ladder?

‘‘One huge dividing factor is choice,’’ he
says. ‘‘Most of the people I work with — the
marginalised — they don’t have choices ...
and, in a sense, I think they have a much
greater degree of pride and dignity. When
you have choices, I think it’s amazing how
people change. Privilege allows you, as it were,
to create all sorts of barriers and security and
safety mechanisms that other people simply
just don’t have.’’

Danziger says he only takes black-and-
white photos because he wants to concentrate
on the way people live; he feels that colour
gets in the way of the people in the pictures.
He hardly ever uses a flash because he likes
to take photos in as discreet a manner as
possible. The only way he knows how to work,
he explains, is to live and spend time with
people he is going to document. It’s difficult
not to be a jarring presence; that takes a long
time to achieve, he continues. In order to
fade into the background he tries to make
people feel so much at their ease that they
will stop paying attention to him.

But being the proverbial fly on the wall
doesn’t mean that Danziger avoids getting
involved with the lives of individuals he’s
met, photographed and, sometimes, shared
a room with. ‘‘Many people who’ve been part
of my stories have become my closest friends.
So there’s a blurring of the line between work
and life, really, because life and work, in our
case, is completely intermixed. I think it’s
difficult because you live with your images in
a certain sense. They’re all like my little babies.
The people that I work with, they’re all parts
of me.’’

He’s also developed a complicated relation-
ship with the people he’s worked with and
the countries that they live in.

‘‘There are countries that I do kind of have
a love-hate relationship with because I love
the people I’m with, but I hate the cultural or
political or gender context that I’m working
within. So sometimes it’s very difficult to go
to a place where you can have such extremes
of opinions.’’

Danziger has been present at many difficult
moments in people’s lives — moments that
force him to choose between being a pho-
tographer and a mere observer. ‘‘It’s difficult
to photograph people in a dignified manner
when they’re dying [for instance].’’

But no matter how destitute the subject or
abject the situation, as a photo-journalist
Danziger regards it as his duty to get the story
out. While many of the exhibits at ‘‘Eight’’
could be taken, at face value, as well-composed
portraits, Danziger’s work is not about seeing
the ‘‘beauty’’ in human suffering; rather, it is
seeing the survivor in individuals who have
to live in undignified and unjust circumstances.

‘‘The type of journalism that I do is not
objective. I’m not interested in being objective
... I’m there to try and give them a voice. I
think if [a picture] is out of focus or poorly
framed that people aren’t going to bother
listening to [the subjects’] stories. So it’s im-
portant to me that I do the best I can. I trained
as a painter. To me, [a photo] is a canvas and
I’m trying to produce on that canvas a painting
— something that speaks to me or to someone
else. I want people to understand what I’m
trying to say and what [the people in the
pictures] are trying to say.’’


