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Alinka Echeverría is on a roll. The young photographer 
(Mexico, D.F., 1981) has won many of the most prestigious 
prizes available to up and coming documentary 
photographers. In 2011, these included the PX3 Prix Pour 
la Photographie - gold medal in Fine Art & Portraiture 
and the Prix HSBC Pour La Photographie, France. Most 
recently, in 2012, she was awarded the International 
Photographer of the Year Prize from the Lucie Foundation, 
the first woman and the youngest photographer by far to 
win the award.
 Her work has featured in-depth documentary 
projects in Cuba on surviving soldiers from the 1959 Cuban 
Revolution, Second Front, and a series, The Road to Tepeyac, 
on pilgrims in Mexico worshiping the Virgin of Guadalupe 
through the devotion of their arduous journeys to Tepeyac 
Hill, and a related project, Milagritos or Small Miracles, 
documenting o!erings by pilgrims in devotion to another 
saint, the Virgin of Juquila, in the State of Oaxaca.
 In 2011, Echeverría took part in the famous Joop 
Swart Masterclass run by the Amsterdam-based World Press 
Photo organisation under the mentorship of Christopher 
Anderson. In the course of this project, she ventured to 
South Sudan to document the birth of the world’s newest 
nation. Born out of a twenty-two year independence 
struggle, the Republic of South Sudan became on 9 January 
2011 the world’s 193rd independent country.

 After an exchange of emails, Bill Kouwenhoven 
caught up with the peripatetic documentary photographer by 
Skype in November.

BILL KOUWENHOVEN: What were your intentions with this 
work?

ALINKA ECHEVERRÍA: My interest was to photograph the 
historic moment of the birth of South Sudan. There was 
a positive attitude and excitement about the upcoming 
Independence Day, but I did not find the euphoria I was 
expecting. 

BK: What do you mean?

AE: There was very evident tension and I immediately felt 
the anger, fragility and open wounds of a recent, long and 
painful war. The story became about a place and people in 
transformation from a rebel movement with a violent past to 
a peaceful, civil society integrating the sixty-nine di!erent 
tribes under an ethos of national identity. The complexity of 
the situation, where fragility and fear combined with sheer 
grit and determination, became the consistent sentiment in 
each of the characters I photographed.

BK: How did you approach the project?

Alinka Echeverría
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AE: I witnessed the homecoming of returnees, as some of the 
four million exiles who had sought asylum in neighbouring 
countries returned to rebuild their communities and 
construct their identity as a unified nation. In contrast to 
these intimate life-changing moments, I photographed the 
parade practices for Independence Day celebrations. The 
spectacle of the military parade and the grandeur of the 
independence ceremony are fundamental in the public 
display of strength and unity of this new nation. The army 
alludes to its origins as a rebel movement, whereas the other 
institutions featured and the civilians involved in the parade 
allude to the reconstruction of a cohesive civil society and 
the creation of government institutions.

BK: According to the BBC, “At least 1.5 million people are 
thought to have lost their lives and more than four million 
were displaced in the ensuing 22 years of guerrilla warfare. 
Large numbers of South Sudanese fled the fighting, either 
to the north or to neighbouring countries, where many 
remain.” The creation of a state requires the establishment of 
the institutions of authority.

AE: Yes. I was particularly interested in the newly formed 
police and prison forces both essential foundational 
institutions of a nation born of struggle and resistance that 
must work towards social cohesion and e!ective peace 

keeping if it is to consolidate its sovereignty. Interestingly, 
these include significant numbers of women, most of whom 
had been combatants in the Sudan People’s Liberation Army 
during the war. I learnt that their resilience and strength 
during the war and their important role in these institutions 
is encouraging respect for them in a culture where women 
are traditionally at the service of men.
 Everyone I photographed was in some way 
involved in or a!ected by the liberation struggle. They ran 
the gamut from the children of refugees born in Uganda 
to Christina Killa, the chief prison o"cer who fought in 
the war for 17 years, leaving the harsh conditions of the 
bush only when she had children. The transition of women 
combatants into positions of authority in the police force 
and prison service marks a turning point in their role in 
Southern Sudanese society.

BK: In this work, you concentrate on the external 
manifestations of power: the uniforms, the braid, and 
the medals worn by your subjects. This is like your 
concentration on the uniforms of the old soldiers in Cuba, for 
example, or on the devotional backpacks of the pilgrims of 
Tepeyac or the Milagritos. This seems to me to be more of an 
anthropological approach than one of pure photojournalism 
or even documentary photographic intent.
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AE: I see myself as more of a visual anthropologist than 
as a straight photojournalist. Here, I am interested in 
presenting a portrait of a nation as it is represented by its 
external signs. I find myself very much inspired by the 
work of August Sander who assembled a portrait of the 20th 
century, at a particular time and place, Germany in the 20s 
and 30s. My path into photography is rather long winded 
but came about from social work in Africa and Oman. The 
artists I identify with alongside of Sander include Eadweard 
Muybridge, Miguel Rio Branco and Alfredo Jaar. There 
is always a very powerful concept behind the work, an 
almost obsessive investigation or curiosity about their theme 
of interest. Similarly, I am very much interested in the 
works of John Berger and David Levi Strauss who take a 
particularly philosophical and anthropological approach to 
visual culture.

BK: What drives your approach?

AE: I want to show the intangibles of an “imaginaire” or a 
“monde imaginaire” through photography rather than doing 
a straight documentary or recording of events.

BK: Again, as in your Cuban and Mexican work, you 
show the pride and devotion, even the faith in the Cuban 
Revolution has a quasi-religious character still today. It is a 

similar kind of construct that also has its share of talismans, 
be they medals or uniforms, and like in Tepeyac, the image 
of the Virgin, the icon, has the character of a photograph in 
that it was manifest on the clothing of an indigenous man, 
just as the old soldiers show their own photographs that 
demonstrate their place in the liberation of Cuba.

AE: Exactly.

BK: What are you working on now?

AE: I am continuing my work in Cuba and I am researching 
belief systems and religion in the Philippines, and I want 
to do work on miracles and black magic. I want to keep 
exploring these intangible things. 

BK: Good luck in your searchings.

AE: Thank you.
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