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Alex: We've heard Paul and people talk about how the army Bxperience
was really a radical one. In terms of, making psople move toward the
right ar to the left. Did it have that effect on you?

fAlphers: Yeah, ! think it definitely did. I can®t think of any kind
of particular sort of lines, or anything, but it kind of, the
xperience the army made you have kind of understand about apartheid.
Eeing in university, from the other side, then three months in the
army. 5o, I mean, they wera looking for me for years and years. When
1 was overseas. 1| mean 1 evaded. When I came back 1 had keep moving
around, changing my adress, things like that. But eventually I got
discharged. They got fed up. Well, we were from a bad battalion, you
see, we never got properly %rnlmed and they just didn’t want to deal
with it anymore. It was an experiment. It did really work.

AN =S vou started having these ideas about possible documentary
projects, when you were working on the Natal Witness? Did you get a
chance to do any of vour own work at that point?

Alphers: Well, ysah, I mean, full-time work on a paper is not a whole
Iot of time. Fut, I was obvicocusly more interested in the socially
COMSol ous wark and then ... I was trying to put things together,
but act didn®t get anywhere--too much work. I was unable for
y ErE ] i besn ten yearﬂ until 1978...And then I got ofter
a job or the just a photographer there. This
Was QL.tU & u'rking on a good paper....it shut
down Lz i & sort of a liberal establishment. i
clon®t 3 mear., as far as liberal papers, you know, it was &
really radlc 1 paper as far as radical could be in a published paper.

Alew It sounds 1ilk
to begin to do the

yvour Carnegie project was a real chance for you
cumentary that yvou hadn™t really done.

= I have been doing little bits and pieces
have besn dolng lity covers for Years. But that is partly
that were probably the first pictures, documentary pictures that :
covers-——were covers of Reality. And the way I got into that was that
Helen®s mother who was the editor. And she said, do wus a picture, 2
COve The= that I do then, because, I mean, its a obviously
p-tl1+u_—_\.1 " with those kind of pictures. But ! mean, ve
01 when I went to Lesotho, 1 wanted to do :omrfh.ﬁj o
labor pool. And I alse found it never kind of goi
= of all the other work 1 was doing at the time.
fow days off, and went to take pictures and 1 goat
t way. Jbut I could of. I mean, those, the

e are really unfinished. There is so much

ing to get the framework for putting the migrant

nd of framework so you can see what is happening.

, i I felt like I didn’t know enough. You take the
ich when put together tell a story. But I didn’t
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I mean, by the time got through those, I had to leave. | actualily
wanted to spend a year in Lesotho findishing it off, just finishing it
n¥f$, because the political situation had changed in the four years
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that I was there. And it was very difficult for later on because they
had the lLesotho liberation army operating on the one side, and the
Folire Mobile units on the other. and we got a lot of flaclk from

- of town to take pictures they coul o

them. . 1§ you tried to slip
come and take you away.

Alex: See that is something that we have talked with a lot of the
other photographers abput is the ides, something we don’t really have
to deal with, is the kind of fear associated to doing this kinmd of

wor k.

Alphers? ‘wakh ngcaz:_ my personal experience with documsentary
photoagraphy, that is a major part the whole process. Because

t pne eye Over your BhQU1df£;}

there's somebody, vou always Mave

alew: Looking for who?

Alphers: Well, that depends where you ars. But documentary
bhe, nobo in Southern Mfrica is really in tavor
i 7. in Lesotho, they don’t
and they don want
for obvious reasons——the
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15 very difficult. i
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Al phersl I don"t know i+ there is any direction. My personal view 2
that there are actually very few, relatively few, with respect to the
size of the problem and the are to cover, There are relatively +ew
sople trving to do documentary photography.  And 1 think there 1=

1

wdful, bece most photegraphers are much more
nmercially oriented. They are sither in the press and that bresds =
certain kind of photography. I mean that is sort of hit and run tyos




thing and the big picture. Which is very misleading in a way. I
mean, the story doesn’t really come out from that sort of, from press
photeography. I mean you get the dramatic things.

But, I mean, none of them strive at that Lind of thing that Omar does
and Afripix and a few others. 1 mean, its not, a movement really, 0r £
1ot of people working, of courss there is Goldblatt. And Streun
Robertson now and again. I think, most photographers are concarned
with, what they are there to do is make a living. #And doing those
kind of social documentary stuff isn“t a way to make a living. !
mean, partly there is nowhere to publish vour pictures. I mean you
dorn™t really get paid to work for those kinds of pictures. You are
not really paid to publish them.

The kind of photecgraphy thats been done by them, 1 have, I
personal ly am torn between doing good photographs and getting the
right content. 1 think a lot af pictures are taken with =a political
conscience sort of read into it by its photographer. You know, I
mean, 1711 take a picture, i probably & bad picture, but it s
important because of the content. it doesn®t necessarily convey that
message because it is a bad et Ures I+ yvou know what I am getting
at. BiE Lol e hiinke kst problem with the kind of photegraphy
that is geoing on here. On ather hand, just being a photographer
and just trying to do. bhetter and better pictures, you know,
tryving to get the print : riaght and that kind of thing, that 1s
a whole other direction, that obviously, it is more important to do
the documentary work,

yiad
i 2

aley I started to ask you, [ would get the feeling that you might
feel sort of guilty if wvou put your energy into making beautiful
arints of landscapes etoc, 16 that something that you would feel that

you feel that, you ma Mat direction bult there is toc
much going on?
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Alphers: Y ; I think, going back to what I was trving
to say, I think, good pictures will convey a message much more
pffectively. Which is why I think that good nictures of things that
are going on, because I think really, 1 mean that good pictures...

‘e, quite, ¥

Margaret: You mean good pictures means control of the medium so that
yvou can produce cl tail

8l phers: Yeah, right, however you are using 1it, but 1 mean, you know,
technically good and compositionally good it it is a powerful picture.
Ancd the content is important. I think it is much more effective. I
think that is what documentary photography should be, rather than just
kesping up with anyt g that that happens. and hoping that will maks
the message Comne acr . BEecause, I mean, from a lot ot photography
that I have seen, th ictures are printed because of the content. Ir
ather ways, I mean, message is heing muddled, either pictures tent
to be so bad vou can’t see a thing in 1+ or ite badly compossd and it
iz irritating to look at and that kind of thing.
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Alex: There is something that goes on for photographers in the
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states, that may or may not be what you are concerned with., .which 1s
just issue of privacy of your subjects. In octherwords, you are going
out to do the work on this ot yvours in berms
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Alex: So, your pictures really are for people in South African?

Alphers: Oh yves, very much so. Egérected towards change, towards the

people here, because it sort of, 1 mean there are a few diftferent

| . worlds here...and vou have kind of show the one lot to the other. |

Qﬁwﬂ@“ think the Overseas thing is sort of Recessary, but dn pgractical
‘ X (BN i purposes, those picfureg can malke people here sea what is going on in
\ngﬂj tront of their noses. S0 they see, because they have heen broughtrup |

,.G:Q? not to see it and that is a very valuable lesson.. How effective it

v igs, I don’t know. I think it has a slow accumlative effect, these

Lctures. And then, when something really good comes out, somgthing

important, it has more effect because of what has gone before. ;

1ca 3 ilt one of the things that
apher, feeling guilty about your position ir
something that enters into it at all.

As a white South A
ates you as a photo
this society, or is that

Alphers: vyea, some time ago, I kind of got through that.

1 that we would both really struggle with,
iven our position there. How is th

I was a student, one of the
trip and the big thing was to ¢
her than being part of the system
le2ave rather than stav. I mean we triec
didn’t want to live out of this part of

‘ve changed. I doa*t think I>m sort o+
about the things here. I am neot

=, a8 born here and my parents wer
ng of being an alien. They are are quit
thye also belong here as much 2 gveryho
A1 3 it was gquite important thing bai
o do t!'hqd. I mean, for myself, I haven™t, I
from that. And 1 don’t feel that sort of, I

am doing things here because I fesl ] belong

in the sense that I was before, vou know,
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dmlng anything enormous
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But I think a lot of people do feel quilty, the white guilt thing.
think living in a place like Lesctho for four yaars did a lot fo kind
of, I don™t know, change my attitude to a more kind of normal FESnOnss
to thi : =t F having come put of a priviledge class. From

Q! that 1 am from, and then going to the

ch was guite a unsettling experience. It kind of turned
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