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Insurgent Photography

Introduction 

Since its invention in the mid-nineteenth century, photography has existed in a symbiotic 

relationship with conflict in which the camera has served both humanitarian and militaristic 

impulses.  On the one hand, Mark Twain’s ‘incorruptible Kodak’—‘the only witness … I 1

[King Leopold II] couldn’t bribe’ —casts the camera as a redemptive check on violent excess. 2

On the other, its use on the battlefield for target acquisition—and particularly its elision with 

flight—reveals its utility as a military technology.  In-between there lies a more ambiguous use 3

for photography in conflict settings: its deployment for psychological effect. It is this use that 

saw the rearrangement of  corpses on the battlefields of  the American Civil War for 

photographic souvenir albums, and prompted Pancho Villa’s invitation to US filmmakers to 

document their struggle during the Mexican Revolution.  By selectively framing the event, it 4

was thought, the image would lend permanence to a favourable historical record. 

The technologies of  warfare and photography have advanced significantly since this 

time. Ours is an age of  ‘hyper-visibility’ in which we have become deeply habituated to a way 

of  seeing the world that is almost entirely constructed through the lens of  the camera. Yet the 

subjectivities which unavoidably cut across each image often remain unknown and 

unacknowledged. The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan stand as the most visually documented 

conflicts in history, yet we are left with no iconic images comparable to those captured in 

Vietnam. This is not a deficiency on the part of  photography: indeed, the extent to which the 

gruesome imagery distributed by Islamic State of  Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) in 2014-15 

gripped the Western imagination demonstrates the enduring, if  not increased, power of  visual 

communication. Rather, it points to the careful ‘management of  the field of  vision’ in modern 

conflicts.  5

 Kennedy and Patrick, in Kennedy and Patrick (2014); Hariman, in Kennedy and Patrick (2014), p. 143.1

 Twain (1904), pp. 36-7.2

 Notable examples include 6.5 million aerial photographs produced by the British in the final year of the First 3

World War; a special large-format camera engineered by the Polaroid Corporation instrumental in the detection 
of Soviet missile sites during the Cuban Missile Crisis; and most recently UAVs. See Cosgrove and Fox (2010).

 Villa was even said to alter his battle plans in order to favour the cameras. See Stallabrass (2013), p. 30.4

 Kennedy and Patrick, in Kennedy and Patrick (2014), p. 2.5
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This paper is concerned with this ‘management of  the field of  vision’—and specifically 

how photographs operate in the construction and rupture of  competing political narratives. 

At its heart is an assertion that photographs not only record political events, but do political 

things. To conceive of  photography as simply a neutral form of  ‘witnessing’—both indexical 

and fixed—is to ignore its profound ability to selectively frame, and thus shape, our 

perceptions of  complex situations with political consequences. As Linfield notes (echoing 

Benjamin) photographs are not ‘a fixed, dead thing’; they ‘embrace past, present and future’ 

such that the photograph becomes both a ‘document of  history and possibility.’  In the context 6

of  insurgency, photographs are used to ‘evoke rather than recount a story’:  the camera is an 7

ally with which political narratives are explicitly formulated and renewed through and by the 

image.  

What follows is broadly divided into three thematic sections. The first asks: what is it 

about insurgency that makes photography a particularly effective tool? The second reverses 

this question to ask: what is it about photography itself  that makes it so effective as a tool for  

insurgent political communication? The final section attempts to place these theoretical 

arguments in practical context. Foregrounding the release of  the ISIL ‘beheading series’ in 

the anodyne field of  vision that emerged from Western military engagement in Afghanistan 

and Iraq since 2001, it seeks to elucidate why these images have become so indelibly seared in 

the Western imaginary. 

Why insurgency, why now? 

Insurgency is at its heart a communicative project concerned with the leveraging of  influence 

and persuasion in order to challenge an existing political order.  As Beckett notes, insurgents 8

seek to ‘undermine the legitimacy of  existing authorities … by substituting their own 

authority for that of  the state.’  But how do they do this?  9

While insurgencies almost always have a military aspect that operates beyond what 

would normatively be considered the confines of  the law, the use of  kinetic violence alone, 

 Linfield (2010), p. 18.6

 Bolt (2012), p. 120.7

 Hereafter referred to as the ‘state’, though it should be noted that this is not always the case.8

 Beckett in Haug & Maaø (2011), p. 99.9
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this paper argues, cannot deliver victory. This idea is perhaps expressed in its simplest form in 

Arendt’s interrogation of  ‘power’, in which she concludes that to refer to something as ‘in 

power’ is actually to say that it is empowered by those who recognise it as legitimate; while 

‘violence can destroy power, it is utterly incapable of  creating it’.  This argument resonates 10

across a spectrum of  insurgent and counterinsurgent theorists and practitioners, from Mao’s 

initial grasp of  the potential of  ‘harnessing the insurgent energy of  a disaffected society’  to 11

Galula’s assertion that ‘the exercise of  political power depends on the tacit or explicit 

agreement of  the population’.  In other words, the population are the insurgent’s centre of  12

gravity. Insurgencies and efforts to counter them are better thought of  as ‘a violent and 

competitive market than war in the traditional sense’.  13

In this ‘competitive market’ it is the competing political narratives of  the state and 

insurgent that vie for supremacy. They compete in a ‘marketplace of  ideas’ which is ‘inflected 

with the language and principles of  advertising’.  Through the repetition of  branded 14

messages—those that speak to the ‘social myth’ of  the state or insurgent —they 15

systematically endeavour to make audiences voluntarily embrace their own narrative over that 

of  their opponent.  16

Photographs are an ideal media object with which to do this: unrivalled in the efficacy 

with which they communicate messages, they are both reproducible and immediately 

comprehensible irrespective of  language. As Bolt notes, ‘pictures recall better than words. 

They lead to efficient ways of  storing information.’  Photographs, much like icons, crystallise 17

and reduce, stripping the moment of  extraneous detail. Yet they are also texts rich in referents 

that can be read for meaning, providing a context—and crucially placing the image within a 

broader narrative—that is not explicitly shown. As Lowe notes, it is the ability of  the 

 Arendt (1969), p. 44, 56 [emphasis added]. This is not to say that the aspects of an insurgency that employ 10

violence and strategic communication respectively are discrete, as the tactical use of terrorism as an act of 
political messaging shows.

 Mackinlay (2009), p. 4.11

 Galula (1964), p. 6.12

 Lane Packwood, ‘Popular Support as the Objective in Counterinsurgency: What Are We Really After?’, Military 13

Review, May-June 2009, p. 68, quoted in Bolt (2012), p. 40.

 Bolt (2012), p. 36.14

 Ibid., p. 81-2.15

 Ibid., p. 32-3.16

 Ibid., p. 73.17
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photograph to ‘encompass both referential and imaginative elements’ that makes it ‘unusually 

well suited to perform such a symbolic role.’  18

 

The paradigm shift in communications that has unfolded since the mid-1970s has radically 

altered the media landscape in which such images operate, increasing the importance of  ideas

—conveyed through words and pictures—and accelerating the speed and extent of  their 

dissemination, such that ‘message proliferation is now a different proposition from any 

moment in human history’.  19

The proliferation of  digital platforms and the ‘democratisation’ of  access to the 

networks that allow communication between them has facilitated a change in both the 

authorship and distribution of  insurgent strategic communications. Where previously 

insurgents had to appeal to professional journalists—the gatekeepers to both the means of  

production and distribution—and the strictures of  the news industries that govern them, they 

can now go ‘straight to market’, producing and distributing the story themselves, and 

engaging directly with audiences of  their choosing, on their own terms. This convergence has 

collapsed the space between the journalist and the insurgent, shown most starkly by the  

physical alignment of  the lens of  the camera and the barrel of  the gun (Fig. 1)—but also 

more generally by the torrent of  both citizen- and insurgent-produced media that has 

emerged from recent conflicts, notably Syria. 

 Lowe, in Kennedy and Patrick (2014), p. 218.18

 Bolt (2012), p. xxiv.19
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Fig. 1: Screen capture from a Free Syria Army video shot with a camera mounted to the barrel of an AK47, 
allegedly during the Battle of Harem. ‘FSA AK47 Gun-Cam!’, uploaded 3 December 2012. (Available at: http://

goo.gl/3JdMAS) 

This new technological dispensation also allows a qualitatively different level of  access to all 

those connected with the flow of  global information to conflict theatres around the world, 

which in combination with the potential ‘virality’ and synergistic effects of  the internet, 

mobile telephony and satellite television, allows a potential reach hitherto unavailable.  In 20

doing so, it has also served to broaden the contours of  the ‘insurrectionist landscape’ itself. As 

Bolt notes, ‘audiences and users replace populations to become potential subscribers to the 

revolutionary struggle’.  The cognitive space of  insurgency has become less defined by its 21

geographical locus and more by the metaphysical space into which it can project a political 

narrative.  How, then, do images ‘work’ in this space? 22

 Ibid., p. xxiv.20

 Ibid., p. 69.21

 Ibid., p. 74.22
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‘Pics or it didn’t happen’: Photography’s ‘truth claim’ 

The image, wrote Benjamin, is one in which ‘reality has … seared the subject’;  23

photography’s foremost characteristic is its ineluctable indexicality. Unlike other visual forms

—paintings, drawings, engravings—which offer a subjective rendering, the photograph 

provides an actual trace and thus offers what Berger terms ‘direct access to the real’.  This is 24

photography’s ‘truth claim’—a belief  in the photograph as a ‘direct imprint of  reality’.  25

However, in practice we know the relationship between photography and ‘truth’ to be 

more complicated. Software like Photoshop has, as Hariman argues, ‘sever[ed] the 

photographic image from an indexical relationship to its object’  (though as Gunning points 26

out, ‘traditional [analogue] photography … also possesses processes that can attenuate, or 

even undo the indexical’).  More generally, photography itself  is a project of  selective and 27

not universal presentation, excavating certain moments above others and ‘endow[ing] them 

with a  presence and stature that transcend their immediate value’.  28

Yet these arguments also conceal a more fundamental issue. To confine photography to 

the ‘semiotic category of  the index’ is to accept it as a simplistic and univocal sign, whereas its 

social and political significance stems from its ability to transgress such simplicities, opening a 

‘passageway to its subject, not as signification but as a world, multiple and complex’.  The 29

‘truth claim’ is thus not an inherent property of  photography, but a claim made for it.  30

Moreover, it is an explicitly relational one and implies agreement with a broader reality 

(through the ‘passageway’) from which it was extracted. The complicating factor is that the 

‘reality’ within which we choose to contextualise a photograph is subjective, projected not by 

the image but by the imagination of  the viewer. The duality of  the photograph, as both a 

 Benjamin, A Little History of Photography, quoted in Jennings et. al. (1999), p. 510.23

 Berger (2013), p. 50.24

 Ibid., pp. 49-50; Gunning (2004), p. 40.25

 Hariman, in Kennedy and Patrick (2014), p. 139.26

 Gunning (2004), p. 41.27

 Lowe, in Kennedy and Patrick (2014), p. 215.28

 Gunning (2004), p. 48, 46.29

 Ibid., p. 42.30
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‘technologically determined artefact’ and a subjective repository of  meaning, thus allows it to 

evidence both a singular event and multiple subjective epistemologies.  31

Time, memory, photography 

Memory is integral to the development of  identity. But it is also typically fragmented. By 

‘constructing continuity from discontinuity’, we make sense of  the past in ways that shape 

both personal identity and our broader worldview.  Group memory—for present purposes, 32

the political narratives of  the state and insurgent respectively—operates in a similar manner. 

It is on the basis of  an appeal to the past—to a particular reading of  history—that both the 

insurgent and state ‘legitimise their role in the present and lay claim to ownership of  the 

future’.  As Bolt notes, ‘by controlling the past, a group’s present actions are validated, its 33

“ownership” of  the future legitimised’.  States, however, are at an advantage as their ‘official’ 34

narrative has been repeatedly structured and reinforced by both successive power structures 

and media organisations.  

What, then, of  photography? The photograph ‘fix[es] the appearance of  [an] event … 

remov[ing] its appearance from the flow of  appearances, and preserves it’, writes Berger, and 

prior to the invention of  photography, ‘nothing could do this, except, in the mind’s eye, the 

faculty of  memory’.  Yet there is a crucial difference: the mobility of  the camera and 35

reproducibility of  the image—furthered immensely by the paradigmatic leap in 

communications technologies—mean the viewer no longer has to share a physical space with 

the object of  memory in order to have a visual memory of  it. If  ‘history decays into images, 

not stories’,  this ‘new way of  seeing’  radically broadens the potential audience for that 36 37

history.  

 Lowe, in Kennedy and Patrick (2014), p. 214.31

 Bolt (2012), p. 54.32

 Ibid., p. 81.33

 Ibid., p. 54.34

 Berger (2013), p. 52. Sontag referred to the ability of the photograph to ‘fix’ an event as the ‘privileged 35

moment’. Sontag (2002), pp. 17-18.

 Quoted in Der Derian (2005), p. 28.36

 Quoted in Linfield (2010), p. 17.37
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But the power of  the photograph as a tool of  memory also stems from its ambiguity. As 

an ‘arrested moment’, the photograph is sheared of  its ‘living context’,  a fragment sliced 38

from a continuous narrative. Yet the photograph ‘by its nature refers to what is not seen’; it 

calls on the viewer to provide this, placing it within a context drawn from beyond the image 

(through the aforementioned ‘passageway’).  As Berger argues, the meaning of  a photograph 39

is ‘not instantaneous’ but ‘discovered in what connects’. In order to make connections, we 

must provide the image with a ‘duration extending beyond itself ’, and so ‘when we find a 

photograph meaningful, we are lending it a past and a future.’  40

The temporality of  the photograph is, as Baer asserts, neither linear nor chronological, 

but layered and folded.  In a process likened by Shanks to ‘a crumpled handkerchief  in 41

which apparently widely separated points may be drawn together into adjacency’,  the 42

photograph ‘project[s] backwards and forwards through temporal space’, connecting with 

and creating resonance between otherwise discrete histories, events and ideas latent in the 

mind of  the viewer. The question, then, is which past are we lending it (and by implication, 

what are we denying), and to what political effect? 

The political (in)capacity of images 

The final theoretical section of  this paper seeks to challenge prevailing cultural anxieties 

about the relationship between images and their social impact. As Ranciere notes, the 

dominant mood of  our time is characterised by a ‘general suspicion about the political 

capacity of  the image’ rooted in the ‘disappointed belief  in a straight line between perception, 

affection, comprehension and action.’  Commonly dubbed ‘compassion fatigue’ and given its 43

rhetorical force by Sontag’s assertion that ‘images anaesthetise’,  this line of  argument holds 44

 Berger (2013), p. 57.38

 Ibid., p. 20.39

 Ibid., p. 64.40

 Lowe, in Kennedy and Patrick (2014), p. 215.41

 Shanks, quoted in Lowe, in Kennedy and Patrick (2014), p. 214.42

 Ranciere (2011), p. 103.43

 Sontag (2002), p. 20. Sontag would later partially revise her position in Regarding the Pain of Others, 44

conceding that ‘harrowing photographs do not inevitably lose their power to shock’. See Sontag (2003), p. 89.
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that ‘photographs work repetitively, numbing our emotional capacity and thereby diminishing 

the possibility of  an effective response’.  45

Yet this claim is faced by an opposing assertion: that certain photographs are so 

shocking, possessing such an abundance of  emotional baggage, that they too become 

problematic. They are deemed ‘pornographic’—an ‘exploitative and voyeuristic violation of  

dignity’—images which demand attention, and yet to look at which would invite ‘accusations 

of  moral and political perversion’.  As Campbell argues, each works to inhibit an empathetic 46

response, but they do so in markedly different ways: ‘“pornography” is said to corrupt 

because of  an affective excess—a voyeuristic  desire that compels people to look—whereas 

compassion fatigue is an affective lack, the condition which allegedly promotes an aversion to 

seeing.’  47

Both arguments have their critics. The singular fixation with ‘compassion’ and a 

‘looking–acting’ binary serves to obfuscate the full scope of  emotive response that may 

characterise our interaction with conflict images. ‘Compassion fatigue’ is at best an allegory 

for a larger issue: ‘it is not one of  a generalised or universal fatigue brought on by repeated 

exposure to certain kinds of  imagery’.  Similarly, to label certain conflict photographs as 48

‘pornographic’ also works to inhibit a fuller understanding of  the work that such images do; it 

is an ‘aesthetic or moral judgement that precludes an investigation of  traumatic response’.  49

We must challenge what Ranciere terms the ‘opposition between looking and acting’ in 

order to understand the ‘distribution of  the visible itself  is part of  the configuration of  

domination and subjection’.  To engage with an image is to do more than simply ‘see’ it: the 50

act of  looking draws the viewer into a ‘minimal social relationship’ with both the event (the 

object) and its broader referent context which ‘evokes an awareness of  the other’s intentional 

standpoint’ and ‘communicate[s] about a shared world from a separate perspective’.  To see 51

an image is unavoidably to be spoken to by it. 

 Campbell, in Kennedy and Patrick (2014), p. 99. Efforts to counter Sontag and re-establish the emancipatory 45

potential of photography include the work of Azoulay and Linfield.

 Ibid., p. 101.46

 Ibid., pp. 101-2.47

 Ibid., pp. 118.48

 Carolyn Dean, quoted in Campbell, in Kennedy and Patrick (2014), p. 101.49

 Ranciere (2007), p. 277.50

 Lowe, in Kennedy and Patrick (2014), p. 144.51
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The camera at war in Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria 

The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan stand as the most intensively documented conflicts in 

history. At its height, more than 2000 journalists and photographers were working in Iraq 

alone,  while new tools of  recording and distributing visual information made audible voices 52

that would otherwise not have been heard.  From this diversity of  image creators, two 53

distinct strands of  imagery emerged: one bloodless and anodyne, the other raw, visceral and 

emotive. 

The introduction of  the embedding programme from 2003 onwards radically redefined 

the relationship between the media and the conflict space in Iraq and Afghanistan. Born of  

twin progenitors—lessons learnt about the impact of  the media in Vietnam, and the 

dissatisfaction expressed by journalists and photographers at the lack of  access they were 

afforded during campaigns in Panama, Grenada and the First Gulf  War —the embedding 54

programme embodied the realisation that media interest was as much an opportunity that 

could be exploited as it was a potential hindrance. By embedding with coalition troops, 

photographers had unrestricted access to ongoing military operations. But with this came an 

expectation that they would document what they saw in a positive manner: the simple process 

of  living among troops, on whom media personnel were also reliant for protection, 

engendered an identification and empathy with the soldiers. 

 Stallabrass (2013), p. 30.52

 Individual professional soldiers may also be included in this category, as the release of the Abu Ghraib 53

photographs attests.

 Stallabrass (2013), p. 35.54
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Fig. 2: Afghans are reflected in blood mixed water at the scene where Sabar Lal Melma, a former Guantanamo 
detainee was allegedly killed in a NATO and Afghan forces raid in Jalalabad, 3 September, 2011.  

(Photo: Rahmat Gul/Associated Press) 

In combination with the commercial imperatives of  media organisations, keen not to offend 

the sensibilities of  advertisers and readers alike, this also saw the adoption of  a different 

photojournalistic aesthetic. In a departure from traditional war photography, the visual 

narrative of  the conflict was increasingly characterised by ‘fragmentary eventfulness’ over 

events themselves,  creating what Hariman terms ‘an aesthetic of  the trace’.  Through 55 56

metonymic substitution, in place of  a body we see its remnants in blood; for a fallen soldier, a 

dog tag. The sum of  these parts has been the creation of  a narrow and sanitised vision of  war 

largely focussed on the experiences of  Western forces.  It is against this backdrop that the 57

rupturing effects of  contemporary insurgent media must be understood. 

Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant and the ‘indelible image’ 

 Hariman, in Kennedy and Patrick (2014), pp. 156-7.55

 Ibid., pp. 157.56

 Stallabrass (2013), pp. 35-8.57
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The series of  beheading videos released by ISIL from August 2014 onwards prompted a 

‘heightened level of  global hysteria, media hyperbole, and inflammation of  viral fear’ unseen 

since the aftermath of  9/11.  Yet, as Rogers notes, this similarity in response is remarkable 58

not least because of  the dissimilarity of  the events: more than 3000 deaths on American soil 

compared with, at the time of  writing, 5 Western lives. How, in light of  the theoretical 

arguments outlined in this paper, are we to make sense of  this? From a humanistic standpoint 

it is all too easy to assign the visceral revulsion stirred by the ‘beheading series’ as the only 

possible reaction one could have. But such assertions do little other than make the viewer self-

reflexively feel more ‘human’ than the perpetrator(s). A more thorough interrogation, both 

analytical and introspective, is required, for as Butler argues, ‘it is no doubt important to ask 

what, politically, might be made of  grief  besides a cry for war’.  59

Fig. 3: Screen capture from the ISIL video of the beheading of US photojournalist James Foley. ‘A Message to 
America’, uploaded to YouTube 19 August 2014. 

The image of  American photojournalist James Foley, kneeling before a man clothed entirely 

in black (‘Jihadi John’) in a nondescript desert location (Fig. 3), has become iconic. Stripped of  

all extraneous detail, it is an example par excellence of  effective insurgent communication. Its 

 Rogers (2014).58

 Butler (2006), p. xii.59
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simplicity belies an immense ability to communicate meaning that exists beyond the frame. In 

an immediate way, and by virtue of  its iconicity, it evokes an event which had not happened at 

the time of  capture—the beheading—while at the same time projecting backwards, seeking to 

locate that event, and ISIL’s ‘social myth’, within a broader political context. The orange 

jumpsuit—a deliberate reference to the prisons of  Guantanamo Bay and Abu Ghraib—

becomes visual shorthand for Western imperial domination of  Muslim lands. At the same 

time, it projects forward, positioning ISIL as an agent of  fundamental change. To potential 

supporters, the image provides evidence not only of  the event, but of  the emerging realisation 

of  an alternative future. As a New York Times article notes, ‘For two decades … Osama bin 

Laden talked about re-establishing the caliphate, but he never claimed to have done it. Young 

people look at ISIS and say, “By gosh, they’re doing it!”’  60

But the primary task of  the series is not to recruit. Designed specifically for a Western 

audience of  consumer-spectators, it is an advertising campaign for an apocalyptic war that 

both feeds and is fed by the news-entertainment-politics nexus with the intention of  provoking 

extreme outrage. The viscerality of  the event collapses both time and space such that, as 

Rogers argues, the ‘over there’ becomes the ‘over here’ while the ‘they’—the victim—

becomes ‘us’. But unlike other beheading videos, like that of  Daniel Pearl in 2002 (titled ‘The 

Slaughter of  the Spy-Journalist, the Jew Daniel Pearl’), there is no mock trial, nor any 

contextualisation of  the victim’s past that may implicate them in some perceived ‘crime’. 

Instead, the videos strategically affirm the innocence of  the victims—collateral damage, figured 

as eminently ‘grievable lives’ —in order to maximise the ‘tailored creation of  audience-61

specific emotional intensity’.  62

The viewer looks through the ‘passageway’ in an attempt to rationalise such an extreme 

act of  violence within a broader political schema, but struggles to find one, as the ‘beheading 

series’ is by design diametrically opposed to what we might recognise as a ‘means-end rational 

form of  killing’.  In the absence of  explanatory context, the image forces recourse to a latent 63

Islamophobia: it must be the result of  fanaticism. The image projects backwards, invoking a 

puritanical Salafi heritage, and thus—in the mind of  the Western consumer-spectator—

forwards to an apocalyptic future, ‘homogenising the entirety of  ISIS’ military force as 

 Shane and Hubbard (2014).60

 Butler (2010).61

 Rogers (2014).62

 Doostdar, (2014).63

© Rob Pinney, 2015 !14



Insurgent Photography

fighters motivated by an austere and virulent form of  Salafi Islam’.  This, of  course, 64

contradicts the ground reality, but as Doodstar notes, ‘we see ISIL as a unitary entity because 

ISIL propagandists want us to see it that way’.  65

 

How, then, are we to understand the significance of  this apparent maelstrom of  

emotional cause and effect, and what does it tell us about insurgent visual communication? 

The effect of  the ‘beheading series’ is best likened to what Retort have termed an ‘indelible 

image trail’; one that cannot be exorcised from memory.  As this paper has sought to explain, 66

the meaning of  a photograph is inferred as much from the imagination of  the viewer as it is 

from the image itself. The ISIL ‘beheading series’, targeted specifically at Western audiences, 

makes certain assumptions about the likely subjectivity of  its intended viewer in order to 

achieve maximum effect. Yet their power also stems from their unassailable existence: the 

spectacle of  the event itself  is indelibly seared into the Western imagination, undeniable by its 

ubiquity. 

In an almost paradoxical fashion, this ‘indelibility’ has reached its zenith in the decision 

not to look. Typically rooted in both visceral revulsion—the image as ‘pornographic’, 

possessing an affective excess—and a more politicised attempt to deny the group the ‘oxygen 

of  publicity’, it is premised on the notion that to refuse to look is to deny the image the 

opportunity to speak that it so desires. It actually shows precisely the opposite. The decision 

of  the non-viewer is based on pre-knowledge of  the image, its progenitor, attendant political 

context and a reading—albeit preliminary—of  what it intends to say. Its impact has been so 

pervasive, the penetration of  its message so complete, that the non-viewer no longer needs to 

see the image in order to politically interact with it. The photograph’s moment of  

communication is no longer a single event, for its indelibility ensures that it speaks 

continuously.  

This also opens up a broader question about the likely nature of  insurgent media in the 

future. Unlike the four Sonderkommando photographs smuggled out of  Auschwitz by the Polish 

Resistance—stolen moments, snatched surreptitiously in the hope that they may contribute 

 Ibid.64

 Ibid.65

 Retort (2004), p. 12.66
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towards a reckoning for the crimes they show—the images of  atrocity discussed here are 

intentionally produced, distributed and marketed by the perpetrator. Will the demonstrated 

ability of  small-scale but well-framed atrocity to capture global attention become the rule 

rather than the exception? The difficulty Western states have had in conceptualising an 

appropriate reaction reveals a crisis of  response. The ubiquity and indelibility of  the event 

requires the state to respond, but when the attack is cognitive rather than kinetic, how are they 

to do this? It is a new kind of  insecurity which the state, supposedly ‘invulnerable to such 

paranoid anxieties’, is ill-equipped to deal with.  The military supremacy of  the West 67

remains beyond question, but ‘at the level of  the image … the state is vulnerable.’  68

 Runciman, quoted in Retort (2004), pp. 16-7.67

 Retort (2004), p. 14.68
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