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One of the most challenging aspects of storytelling at National Geographic is intraduc-
Ing our readers to people and cultures they've never seen oefore, Its a beautiful part of
our 130-year history but also an ethical minefield: What's our responsibility In telling the
stories of thase wha, at least outwardly, seem so different from us? Hew do we ciover cul-
tures sensitively, without “excticlzing” or roma nticizing what's natural for them?

This month's cover story, on grave
threats to the indigenous people
who live in the Brazilian and Pery-
vian Amazen, brings this subject
nto high reliel. Our photographer,
Charlie Hamilton James, spent a
month with indigenous groups such
a8 the Awi and Guajajara people;
overall, he has spent a year and g
half in the Amazon, We talkad about
the challenges and responsibilities
of taking photos in this selting.

Goldberg: Some of the peoples yau
took pictures of in the Brazilian and
Peruvian Amazon have little contact
outside of their own communities.
How do you approach people in sit-
uations like this?
Hanilton James: You can go inwith two
mind-gets: You can go in to show how
different people are, or you can Eointo
show how similar we all are, If you B
i to show hew different we ara, what
you tend to show is exaggerated bits
of the culture, and you can see that in
the imagery—Ir exoticizes people, it
g ] rornanticizes them. My Interest is in
b i - photographing some fellow human
i - T N S _‘.ﬁ e = beings, and I'm really interested in
e rapher Chardie Hamdtan James [s 4 Mat vral Geogranhic Sodety fellrs,  hoow simillar we all are, I just want to
show people living as people live, in

the most honest way [ can.
‘IF YOU STRIP AWAY YOUR |
PRECONCEPTIONS, IT'S A FAR Do you think you can capture the
=T ORE HONEST WAY OF truth m:m*- happening in these
CONVEYING WHAT PEOFLE ARE REROIE Nrne? You sidn's grov

up among them. And not to put
too fine a point on it, but you're &
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six-foot-four white guy, and these
are smaller people living in the for-
est. It's pretty hard for you to fade
into the woodwork, as it were.
That's trus, but actually, if you
enough time, you do fade into the
woodwork. At the same time, you're
also geting to know people, You can't
communicate with language, but
what's really weird is we can laugh
about the same things, even if we
can’t talk,

So you feel like you're trying to be
around people and just capture
their humanity, the same way you
would people in Maw York?
Absolutely. The ather day | was pho-
tographing cowboys branding cows,
and I approached that situation In no
different way than I approach tribal
peaple in the Amazon. To me it's
exactly the same. | haven't come with
any preconceptions, and I think that's
helped me. We've gone for hundreds
of years into these remaote places, and
we've confinmed and reconfirmed thesa
ideas of what these people should be.
And most of them are wrong. If you
SIrip away your preconceptions, and
just go and hang out with the people
and take pictures, I think it's a far more
honest way of conveying what people
are actually like.

One of the plctures I really liked
Bhows the villagers with their turtles
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{pages 44-45), bathing tham In
the river, and | thought that was
the most charming photograph. |
can't speak for the turthes, as | hear
some of them become dinner—but
the people are laughing and obvi-
ously enjoying themselves. Thay let
you into that scene.

There was no barrier at all, That was
i couple of days in: everyone was juse
relaned with me, we're all having fun,
80 I'm just wandering around in my
underpants in the river, taking these
pictures. Theyre all langhing at me. It
wes the most photogenic and beautiful
experlence I've ever had, One of the
reasons I like it is becanse everyone's
laughing, Newadeays, we tend to show
the miserable side of indigenous life
in the Amazon: The trees are being cut
down, everything's bad, and we show
these people with sad faces. The warld
is threatening—but they still have fun,
and I was really keen to show that,

Wa try to make sure we're telling
stories that are relevant and urgent.
Thia feels like one of those stories.
Isalated people living in the Amazon
are being threatened by a number of
serions issues, It's & very important
story because it's happening more and
more, and the number of isolated peo-
ple and tribes is shrinking, What do

youdo? How do you mitigate a disaster |

untolding? Everyone's doing the best
they can, including us covering ir.
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