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INTRODUCTION

Among the public, it is widely believed that photographs are an especially
objective means of representation; the camera doesn’t lie, after all, and we rely
heavily on photographic evidence to inform our understanding of events around
the world. In photojournalism, this is enshrined in the ideal of objectivity, which
champions fidelity of representation and prescribes minimal intervention on the
photographer’s part when it comes to setting the shot or processing the image.
The ideal of objectivity is especially important for war photography, which as
a journalistic practice, strives to distinguish itself from the state propaganda



efforts that accompany any war. War photography relies on the ideal of
objectivity to communicate the surreal horror of distant goings-on to audiences
who are emotionally and geographically far removed from the everyday realities
of war. Any reason to doubt a war photograph’s objectivity is a reason to doubt
its veracity and is, concomitantly, liable to weaken a viewer’s motivation to work

to end the conflict.

Among philosophers, Kendall Walton (1984) has tried to explain the popular
intuition of photography’s objectivity by arguing that photography is a
“transparent” medium: by seeing through a photograph we literally perceive the
world itself, just as we do through the lenses of a pair of glasses or through an
optical telescope. In other words, photographs put us into perceptual contact
with the world. Consider a photograph so famous we all know it: Nick Ut’s The
Terror of War (1972), the Pulitzer Prize-winning photograph of a Vietnamese

child running naked in the street after being burned by napalm (Fig. 1).

Figure 1: Nick Ut, The Terror of War (1972)

The idea is that when we look at this photograph, we really see her and her horrific

pain and terror. A drawing, by contrast, would show us the scene through the eyes
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of the artist. No matter how accurate the drawing was, it would always show us
what the artist believed she saw. But the mechanical nature of photographic
representation inoculates the resulting image from the photographer’s beliefs
about what he sees. In this case, Ut’s beliefs about the war and the child’s state
of mind are entirely independent of the picture’s content. By contrast, if he had
produced a drawing - even one which looked identical to the photo - what was
represented in that drawing would have been wholly dependent on what he saw,
believed to be the case, and chose to render. But because he photographed her,
his mental states play no role in communicating the scene; we see it as it was
fifty-three years ago, not as he saw it. Transparency is an intuition about the
photographic medium’s mind-independence, not its pictorial realism. This is why
we attach such an epistemic premium to photographs as sources of evidence, as
opposed to drawings, and why journalism makes use of photography and video
but relegates drawing to political caricatures. Beliefs are taken to be liable to

introduce sources of error which purely mechanical reproductions cannot.

But the aims and practice of war photography, I think, are at odds with the ideal
of objectivity and the resulting image’s transparency. War photography is not
merely illustrative or documentary; it aims to convey the horrors of war and
spur action to end the conflict. And to do so, it must represent the conflict, using
discrete moments of human suffering to stand in for an event whose duration
and magnitude defy easy conceptualization, and whose salient properties are not
merely or even primarily visual. In other words, war photography’s subject (i.e.
whatitis about) is distinct from its object (i.e. what it depicts), and this mismatch
disrupts the real similarity relations between the photograph and its subject.
The naked girl running from a napalm cloud certainly represents the horrors of
the Vietnam War, but she looks nothing like it. The resulting photograph cannot
be transparent with respect to its subject, even if it transparently depicts the

scene in front of Ut’s lens.
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TRANSPARENCY

Imagine looking at a child through a transparent surface such as a clear glass
window. It seems straightforwardly true that you see that child; you have direct
perceptual access to her despite the interposition of the glass. Now imagine a
good, photo-realistic painting of that same child, exactly as she is. When you look
at the painting, do you see the child? Again, the answer seems straightforward:
no. What you see is a painting of the child, a representation of her, rather than
the child herself. So far, so good. But now, what if you look at a photograph of

her?

According to Kendall Walton, the answer should be “yes”: you do see the child, by
literally seeing through the photograph toits subject.' On this view, photographyis
a transparent medium like air, glass, or water, although it has the added advantage
of being able to show us things which are geographically or temporally distant
from us. In this respect, the camera acts as an aid to sight, much as a telescope or
a microscope might.> According to Walton, photographs can extend our sight in
this way because, like other visual aids, they are (1) counterfactually dependent,
(2) belief-independent, and (3) maintain real similarity relations between the
world and what is depicted.? Together, these qualities preserve the tight causal

fit between the way the world is and how we see it.

Like ordinary, normally-functioning sight, photography is counterfactually
dependent because a difference in the scene before the lens would result in a
photograph that visually differs in the same way. Consider a snapshot of a man
with a handlebar moustache; had he sported a pencil moustache, that is what
the photograph would have shown instead. What is more, the photograph lets
us literally see the handlebar moustache for ourselves because the resulting
image is sufficiently similar to (or indiscernible from) the real thing: it is
qualified to play the same kind of visual role that the moustache itself does for
us in ordinary sight, or close enough as makes no meaningful difference (this

is what Walton calls “real similarity”). A painted portrait might also render the
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moustache sufficiently well for it to possess all of its epistemically relevant visual
properties, that is, for it to look just like the real thing. And it might even qualify
as counterfactually dependent, so long as the artist is sufficiently skilled and her
representation sufficiently accurate. But, Walton argues, at the procedural level
the painting’s real similarity depends on the artist’s ability to notice things about
her subject, and her beliefs about what is before her, whereas a photograph does
not. This is because the photograph, but not the painting, is belief-independent,

just like the experience of seeing through a mirror or a telescope.*

A painting, then, is always only a representation of something.® Although a
painting may look every bit as realistic as a photograph, the artist can only ever
paint those perceptual elements which she detects, whereas the camera gives us

everything before its lens. As Walton puts it,

Putting things together, we get this: part of what it is to see something is to have
visual experiences which are caused by it in a purely mechanical manner. Objects
cause their photographs and the visual experiences of viewers mechanically; so
we see the objects through the photographs. By contrast, objects cause paintings
not mechanically but in a more “human” way, a way involving the artist; so we

don’t see through paintings.®

In other words, the difference between a photograph and a painting amounts
to the way in which each conveys information. A photograph’s reliance on
mechanical processes preserves a closer link to the world and the way it is
arrayed than painting and the manugraphic arts do, passing as they do through
an intermediary. For Walton, a manugraphic representation of something makes
it fictional that we see it, whereas a photograph allows us to literally see it for

ourselves.”

Photography’s epistemic privilege is thus frequentlyunderstood asa consequence
of its automaticity, of its mechanical underpinnings.® The photographer just

points her tool in the right direction and shoots, and we then get to see whatever
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was in front of her lens at that time. This is true even when a photograph has

been faked, as with Eugene Shepard’s infamous Hodag (1893), below (Fig. 2):

Figure 2: Eugene Shepard, Hodag (1893)

A hodag is a carnivorous creature spawned by cremated oxen - in other words,
there is no such thing. But Shepard claimed to have captured a live one in 1893
and took a picture to prove it. He gathered together a posse of men armed with
axes and pitchforks, had them surround a model, and snapped his picture. The
resulting photograph is a perfectly accurate depiction of what was in front of
the lens: sixteen men armed with axes and pitchforks, surrounding the model of
a small, bullish creature. The thing is no hodag, of course, but the photograph
itself never made any such claims. We may be wrong in our interpretation of the
scene - if, e.g., we think it shows us a real hodag - but the fault there is our own

rather than the photograph’s, which simply showed us what it ‘saw’.

Diarmuid Costello calls this the “orthodox” view of photography,® and in

philosophical circles, at least, it is in decline.’® Some have resisted photography’s
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transparency on the grounds that there are crucial elements of first-personal
experience which photographs do not and cannot convey, such as the egocentric
information which enables us to orient ourselves and the object of our sight
relative to our surroundings.” Others see transparency as an oversimplification
of the photographic process, which involves any number of discrete decisions
and interventions on the photographer’s part, and which bakes a number of
assumptions into the construction of the photographic apparatus itself.”” Still
others have argued that these qualms are beside the point, and that an account
of photographic transparency can accommodate them - so long as it concedes
that transparency is not the sole purview of mechanical representations, but is
rather a feature of any process of depiction, whether mechanical or manugraphic,

which tracks features of the scene independently of belief.”?

Regardless, what matters for our present purposes is just that photographs are
transparentwhentheyare (1) counterfactuallydependent, (2) belief-independent,
and (3) preserve real similarity relations between world and image.** Together,
these conditions allow us to sort the kinds of visual representations which put
us into perceptual contact with the world from those that don’t. Consider a
work of manugraphic (hand-drawn) art, such as Goya’s painted Portrait of the
Duke of Wellington (1812-4). The painting satisfies the real similarity condition,
since its subject (presumably) looks a fair bit like what we would have seen had
we gazed upon the Iron Duke in real life. But it is unclear whether it satisfies
counterfactual dependence because the answer to that question is utterly
dependent on what Goya noticed about Wellington, and what he chose to paint.
Goya’s was presumably a fairly discriminating eye, so on a good day - and with a
patron unashamed of showcasing their blemishes and other imperfections - we
can imagine that his works were suitably counterfactually dependent. They are
not transparent for all that, however, because they are not belief-independent;
so much hinges on what Goya thought he saw and chose to paint.” Of course,
not every photograph will satisfy these conditions, either. A very blurry artistic
photograph such as my father might take (using his patented “Hendel Swirl”)
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would satisfy counterfactual dependence and belief-independence, but would
founder on real similarity since although it would accurately record the light at
the moment the shutter was depressed, the result would not closely resemble

what the eye descried.
WAR PHOTOGRAPHY

Now that we have a better handle on transparency, we should ask: what is war

photography?

At a first pass, it is simply the practice of photographing armed conflict and
its human consequences. But that won’t quite do, since the practice of war
photography is one which we usually distinguish from propaganda, especially
state-sponsored efforts to advertise some war effort. Instead, today we typically
think of war photography as a documentary effort, as a practice with primarily

epistemic aims. As a result, it is strongly associated with journalism.

It is difficult to pinpoint precisely when the practice of war photography began.
Some Daguerrotypes exist from the Mexican-American War (1846-8) and the
Second Anglo-Sikh War (1848-9), although these are limited in their coverage
by the nature of the medium, which still required long exposure times. A surer
start date comes from the Crimean War (1853-6),'¢ when Roger Fenton was
engaged to document the war in some 350 images. Again, however, technological
limitations required long exposure times, so Fenton’s work was limited to posed
figures and static subjects. These photographs were explicitly intended to drum
up the British public’s support for the war, and so show only its best-manicured
face, complete with dress uniforms and soldiers having a grand time of things.
Consider, for instance, Fenton’s Lt. Col. Hallewell, His Days Work Over (1855)
(Fig. 3), which shows us an improbably clean Hallewell reclining on the ground

while his manservant pours out a libation.
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Figure 3: Roger Fenton, Lt. Col. Hallewell, His Days Work Over (1855). Image
Courtesy of Getty Open Content.

The physical limitations of the medium - especially the bulk and fragility of
the equipment and the long exposure times required - meant that for much
of the nineteenth century, the emphasis in war photography was on evoking a
suitable atmosphere, rather than the journalistic ideal of strict documentation.

Fenton, for example, was famous for a picture entitled Valley of the Shadow of
Death (1855) (Fig. 4).
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Figure 4: Roger Fenton, Valley of the Shadow of Death (1855)

The name was a deliberate reference to a memorable line from Tennyson’s
poem The Charge of the Light Brigade (1854), although the photograph actually
features the landscape a few miles southeast of the doomed cavalry charge.
Because they were primarily concerned to convey the feel of war, and because
their medium demanded relatively long exposure times, nineteenth-century war
photographers were not above staging the scene, such as by rearranging a corpse
here or there. Fenton’s Valley is another case in point, since it features a road

peppered with cannonballs which were rolled into place for dramatic effect.”

The first photographs of actual combat were taken a day apart in 1863, during
the American Civil War: Philip Haas and Washington Peale caught the USS New
Ironsides in a naval engagement (September 7), while George S. Cook caught
Union ships bombarding fortifications outside Charleston (September 8). These
photographs are notable also for the simple fact that they are not staged, despite
the ubiquity of the practice in order to overcome the physical limitations of
the medium. Since photographs of live combat were exceedingly difficult to

take, given the equipment and exposure times required, photographic attention
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focused instead on the aftermath of combat. Here, too, it was commonplace
for photographers to rearrange corpses and other detritus into more evocative
arrangements, as Matthew Sim and Alexander Gardner frequently did in their
photographs of the Civil War, and as James Robertson and Felice Beato did
during the Indian Rebellion of 1857.

By the First World War, photographic technology had become much more
portable, and so we find much more documentation of this war than of previous
conflicts. But cameras at this time still used panoramic viewfinders and glass
plates, which significantly constrained which kinds of images could be taken
and relayed home. It was not until the 1930s that photography established itself
as the primary mode of illustration in the printed press, aided in no small part
by the development of wirephoto transmission in 1921 and the portable 35mm
Leica in 1925.® It was no coincidence, then, that war photography only really
came into its own with the Spanish Civil War (1936-9)," which was extensively
photographed by amateur and semi-professional photographers for a mass
audience, and which has been described as the “most photogenic war anyone

has ever seen.”*°

War photography’s fortunes are intimately tied to those of photojournalism
more broadly, of which it forms one significant branch. Photojournalism
increasingly distinguished itself from art photography in the 1920s and 1930s,
when its practitioners pushed for its recognition as more than a merely
illustrative medium. This led to a push for increased professionalism, which saw
a landmark victory in 1942 when photojournalism was included as part of the
journalism curriculum at the University of Missouri, and again in 1946 with the
establishment of the National Press Photographers Association (NPPA) and the
publication of its attendant code of ethics.” This interwar period of increased
professionalism saw press photographers increasingly working to distinguish
themselves from the tradition of art photography* and from the propagandistic
use of the press in the First World War.»? Photojournalists subsequently played
a key role in reporting the Second World War, when they were tasked with
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communicating the realities of war in ways that print journalism simply could not
capture.* Some professional photographers were attached to military divisions,
but this war also saw a great deal of work by untrained amateur photographers
who brought their own equipment to Europe’s battlefields and showed them in

all their horror.?

Photojournalism and war photography have since become regular staples of our
daily news diet. Over the ensuing decades, photojournalism established itself as
a means of reporting on news and events, and photojournalists developed their
own codes of ethics, premised on the notion that they were journalists despite
their non-verbal storytelling medium. Early versions of these codes allowed for
some measure of manipulation of the image (especially via dodging, burning,
and cropping) to enhance viewers’ ability to glean relevant information. But as
the ease and sophistication of photographic manipulation increased over the
decades, these codes came to reflect a stricter set of prohibitions. The Associated
Press’ code of ethics, for example, forbids most alterations, including staging
scenes and posing subjects, though it permits some “minor” alterations such
as burning, cropping, dodging, toning, and grayscale conversion.** The NPPA
likewise proscribes staging photos or interfering with events to produce a better
photograph, and aims for the accurate and comprehensive representation
of its subjects.”” As a result, the war photography published in media outlets
today is subject to strict conventions mandating accuracy of representation
and forbidding staging and post-processing manipulation. In other words, war
photography today is governed by epistemic norms that aim for the accurate
transmission of information by allowing us to see through the photographic

surface to the events which generated it.
IS WAR PHOTOGRAPHY TRANSPARENT?

We commonly think of photography as a paradigmatically epistemic practice:
after all, when we find ourselves in need of evidence to analyse, photography

(of either the still or moving varieties) is our first resort.?® Photojournalism
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is one such context, since news photos represent themselves as “literal visual
transcriptions of the real world,” as a record of the facts and proof that some
event really took place. In other words, photojournalism is built around belief-
independent counterfactual dependence: had events been otherwise, so too
would the attending photograph have been. The epistemic role of photography
in photojournalistic practice is corroborated by photojournalistic codes of
ethics which, as we saw in §3, prize the medium’s objectivity above all else. But
even if modern photojournalism is primarily an epistemic practice, this does not
mean that it is or was exclusively so; other social practices are available, after all,
and photojournalism may well participate in these to some extent. The question
before us is whether war photography, in particular, is exclusively or even
primarily an epistemic practice. On the one hand, the idea is certainly plausible,
given the prominent place war photography occupies in the clearly epistemic
practice of photojournalism. But on the other hand, war photography seems to
have different aims from other kinds of photojournalism. Indeed, many of our
most common photographic practices are not obviously epistemically-oriented;
selfies, for instance, are taken to enhance one’s social capital, while a parent
takes snapshots of milestone events in their child’s life not just to document
them, but to help them to construct the narrative of their own parenthood for

themselves.3°

We can see, from the preceding potted history, that early war photography was
not exactly an objective endeavour: the technological limitations of the time
meant that it involved significant staging, and the imperial culture’s jingoism saw
itself reflected in what were largely propagandistic, rather than documentary,
efforts. This suggests that, before it was assimilated into journalistic practice,
war photography belonged to a different social practice: that of state propaganda,
or something to that effect. Although the resulting images certainly played a role
in our epistemic practices, that role was dwarfed by their propagandistic aims.
They might, strictly speaking, satisfy the counterfactual, belief-independent, and

real similarity conditions for transparency, but these images are much closer in
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spirit to Shepard’s Hodag than to the snapshot of a relative. We see through
them to what was really in front of the lens, but what was in front of the lens is
not quite what we are led to believe was there: what the photograph shows (its
object) comes apart from what it is about (its subject).? Hodag’s subject is the
capture of a fearsome (fictional) beast, but its object is a group of men standing
around a rather unconvincing model. But Shepard’s photo is misleading because
it is a fake; its status as a hoax establishes a clean and clear distinction between
its real and its representational content, which is fictional. Much the same is
true of early war photography, given how much manipulation was involved and
the propagandistic uses to which it was put. More interesting for our purposes
is the journalistic practice of war photography, since adherence to the ideal of
objectivity means that these photographs feature real and non-manipulated
scenes. Do such photographs suggest a similar differentiation of object and

subject?

It is tempting to think not, since journalism is a primarily epistemic practice,
and photojournalism is a species of journalism. But my contention is that
war photography, although it is a kind of photojournalism, has primarily non-
epistemic aims, which opens up space for the differentiation of its object and
subject. Let me be clear: there is no doubt that war photography is offered
as evidence of horrific events in distant parts. My point is that it is not
offered simply or primarily as that evidence; it is presented to us in an effort
to convince us of some position (viz., that war is morally repugnant) and to
spur us into action (viz., by opposing the war in question). In other words, war
photography’s primary aims are perlocutionary. In this respect, war photography
mirrors propaganda, whose aims are likewise perlocutionary. But where
propaganda aims to persuade us without regard for the truth, war photography
aims to persuade us with the truth. In other words, propagandistic practices
imperil the image’s counterfactual dependence by laundering it through the bad
faith of state actors, whereas war photography is predicated on preserving the

image’s belief-independence and counterfactual dependence. Propaganda is, by
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its nature, deceptive; war photography distinguishes itself from propaganda in
that it is parasitic on standard photographical practice and the trust we have
invested in it.3® Propaganda is part and parcel of social practices whose goals
are to increase public support for, and contributions to, state governments and
their actions; war photography, on the other hand, is part and parcel of social

practices centred on activism and dissent.

Now, if war photography’s goals really are perlocutionary, then these goals are
rarely articulated in photojournalistic codes of ethics. What is more, few such
codes offer any guidance at all concerning the gruesome or violent imagery which
forms war photography’s bread and butter; they are overwhelmingly concerned
with photography’s documentary aspect. One significant exception, however,
comes from Spain’s National Association of Graphic Press and Television
Reporters (ANAIGP-TV), which counsels that photographs of pain and suffering
are only acceptable when their goal is to “raise the public’s awareness and
safeguard human life.”* This at least lends credence to my characterization of

the aims of war photography as being primarily perlocutionary.

If T am right that war photography is not a predominantly epistemic practice,
then where does this leave us with respect to its transparency? As far as the
image’s ability to track properties of the scene in front of it independently of
belief is concerned, nothing has changed: the practice of war photography is
both belief-independent and counterfactually dependent on its object. But the
shift from an epistemic to a perlocutionary practice opens the possibility for
a gap between the photograph’s object and its subject. And when such a gap

opens, it endangers the image’s real similarity.

War photographs all have a subject, and this subject is not given to us by the purely
physical processes which record light waves.*s They are about some conflict, rather
than any one person or object depicted - the photographer uses the image’s
photographic object (the bodies and events depicted on the image’s surface) to

communicate something which that object does not show us. Those people and

the transparency of war photography - 133



objects represent the war and its horror which, as an abstract and temporally-
extended event, cannot be depicted in ways which will preserve real similarity
relations. War is a concept, after all, an abstractum; it is not the kind of thing
which can be captured in a concrete, physical medium, nor is it a predominantly
visual event. Consider a different example: how would you photograph love? You
might snap a couple in a tender moment, or parents holding a child’s hand. At
best, however, the resulting image would only show a single instance of love,
rather than love itself. This is not a problem for most of our photographic
practices because, for the most part, the pictures we take are about the objects in
front of the camera: the photograph’s object and subject are one and the same.
In some photographic practices, however, the two come apart; this is typically
the case in art photography, for example, and it is the case in war photography,
too. A war photograph is not about the objects in front of the camera. They stand
in for something else, for a war, war in general, or, more properly, a particular
perspective on war or a war. No photograph or series of photographs can
ever communicate all of war’s aesthetically, epistemically, or morally relevant
properties; at best, it is like using a two-dimensional surface to communicate an
object’s three-dimensional properties. When it comes to a concept such as war,
photographs simply cannot play the same kind of experiential role as perception
of the real thing does.*® What they can do is approximate it, either in terms of
bare documentary evidence (though this seems like a hopeless task) or, more
commonly (and successfully), by virtue of representing it. The result is that war
photographs are not transparent all the way down: they are transparent with

respect to their object, but not their subject.

Consider Nick Ut’s The Terror of War. To be sure, the photograph preserves
real similarity relations between the soldiers, children, etc. in the photograph
and at that moment in real life, but these are not its subject. The subject of the
photograph is the Vietnam War, its horror and injustice, and a picture of a child
being burned alive is simply not ‘really similar’ to that. How could it be? It is only

one minuscule part of the whole horror that was that - or any - war. What this
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part can do effectively, however, is represent that subject. It is about something —
the criminal injustice of the Vietnam War - and that aboutness is embodied in
the photograph’s focal subject,’” Phan Thi Kim Phuc (the little girl). But its focal
subject could just as easily have been one of the other children running alongside
her, the soldiers trailing them, or even the ominous clouds roiling towards them.
Any number of photographic objects could have satisfied Ut’s representational
goals, insofar as they are all equally dissimilar to his subject, the inhumanity of
the Vietnam War. This fact invites viewers to take an interrogative interest in
the image and Ut’s choice of photographic objects, and to reflect on what it is
intended to communicate. Indeed, the very fact that it as a clear subject - that
it is about a conflict which cares nothing for the horror of burning children alive
rather than, say, the glory of crushing your enemies, seeing them driven before
you, and hearing the lamentations of their children (a possible but obviously
incorrect interpretation of the scene) - suggests the guiding hand of particular
beliefs about the war. These beliefs anchor the relata of that similarity relation,
determining what is similar to what; and one of those relata is the nature and

horror of war, rather than the individuals depicted.

But consider also that we always approach these photographs with the knowledge
that they are of some conflict — knowledge imparted, at minimum, by a caption
or title, or, more usually, by an accompanying article. The photographs do not
stand alone; they come to us already inscribed with meaning by their context.
That is why, for example, we know that Nick Ut’s Pulitzer Prize-winning
photograph shows us a child screaming as she is burned alive by American napalm
in the Vietnam War, and not just a naked girl crying and running on the road
as soldiers walk behind her. The photograph’s visceral power is significantly
enhanced by this added knowledge, which it simply does not convey on its own.
It is, moreover, part of a genre of photography, a well-defined and even partially
institutionalized set of social conventions and practices which give it meaning

and shape the audience’s engagement with it.3*

Knowing that it is a work of war photography, and having some sense of
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what war photography is all about, we approach it differently than we might
have approached it in an art exhibition, a parent’s stack of old snapshots, or
as a recruitment poster. It may seem hard to believe that our reactions to
this photograph could be substantially different were it presented to us in a
different institutional context, informed by a different set of background beliefs,
conventions, and expectations. It is a powerful photograph, after all, and who
could possibly think anything but that it is horrifically evil to set children on

fire? But consider the following anecdote from Noam Chomsky:

Well, let me recount one of the most horrible experiences of my life, in the
early ‘5os, maybe around 1951-52, with my first wife who died years ago. My
wife and I were graduate students. One evening, we decided to go to a film.
So we looked through the movie ads, and surprisingly, we saw a film called
Hiroshima. That was surprising. We lived in Boston, and the film was in an
area called Scollay Square. It was the porn district. We never went there.
But we figured we’d go see this film. It was being shown as a pornographic
film. The audience was laughing hysterically. It was a graphic film. I don’t
know where they got the live film. But it was a live film from Hiroshima:
people running around with their skin peeling off—hideous scenes—and

it was being shown as a pornographic film, while people were laughing.®

The Terror of War works for us as it does in part because it has the title it has,
and in part because it is presented to us in the context of a political conversation
about the immorality of the Vietnam War. In a context in which no such dissent
found public purchase, it might well have elicited a very different and disturbing

reaction.

War photographers themselves are quite candid about their aims. The award-
winning photojournalist James Nachtwey, for example, has said that “I have
been a witness, and these pictures are my testimony. The events I have recorded
should not be forgotten and must not be repeated,” while Reporters Without

Borders advocates that “without independent reporters war would just be a nice
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show.”# While both clearly evince a commitment to accurately portraying the
events before the viewfinder - and thus eschewing staging and post-processing
manipulation - they are also clearly committed to the goal of persuading us
of a particular perspective on the events they capture, namely, that they are

abhorrent and must be stopped. Similarly, Ashley Norman advises us to:

Think of a war photographer’s camera as the visual voice of those who
have lost everything in war and cannot open the eyes of those fortunate
enough to be safe at home with their families. It is not the mission of a
war photojournalist to exploit human tragedy; it is their hope to expose

its horrors.#

Finally, here is Nick Ut, reflecting on his photograph and its legacy in the
Washington Post: “If a single photo can make a difference, maybe even help end
a war, then the work that we do is as vital now as it has ever been.”® All of this
suggests that the practice of war photography is not a predominantly epistemic
practice; rather, its epistemic dimension is subservient to a particular set of
perlocutionary aims. War photography, then, is rather more like art photography
than standard photography.

CONCLUSION

Where does this leave contemporary photojournalism and war photography?
Ironically, it thrusts us squarely back into the nineteenth century, where
transparency is concerned. In the nineteenth century, bulky and fragile
equipment, long exposure times, and jingoistic national sentiment incentivized
posed and staged photographs, making it incredibly difficult to document
the actual goings-on in a conflict. As a result, the war photography of the day
organized itself around a different set of aims. In the twenty-first century,
the technological limitations have disappeared, but rather than being wholly
subsumed under the aegis of photojournalism, the practice of war photography

remains organized around a different set of aims, themselves developed in
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contradistinction to the nineteenth century’s propagandistic lens.

When speaking of photography in general, and war photography in particular,
it is easy to lose oneself in the medium’s mechanical nature. I have argued that
determining whether the practice of war photography is transparent requires
us to consider more than just its mechanical operations; we must consider the
practice itself, its aims and methods, as well as how audiences engage with its
products. Unlike a standard photograph, a war photograph is not about what it
depicts in any meaningful way; the photographic object is just an artistic vehicle
for expressing a deeper meaning. It stands in for a magnitude of misery which
is simply too vast to communicate or encapsulate in discrete moments. Instead,
war photography makes those moments stand in for the horrible whole of which

they form just the tiniest, most insignificant parts.

Michel Foucault reintroduced the Greek term “parrhesia,” or “frank speech,”
in order to characterise a class of person who speaks truth to power.* The
parrhesiastes “opens [their] heart and mind to other people”# and directly shows
themwhat shemeans, despite the social or physical danger of doing so.* Foucault’s
parrhesiastes is compelled to speak out not because her hand is forced, but rather
because she feels duty-bound to make the truth known, however unpopular it
may be.¥ We can see, from the preceding discussion, that this describes war
photographers and their motivations to a tee; war photographers are not just
complex shutter-clicking devices or paparazzies of human misery. They risk life,
limb, and reputation to show us the consequences of what are often otherwise
popular foreign policy interventions in distant lands, to show us the real face
of war. But to do so effectively requires more than just a visual catalogue of the
facts, since these do not speak to the lived reality of war, and do not really enable
us to see it for ourselves. Instead, the war photographer must use these facts to
find and amplify her voice, and to represent the carnage and misery to which
she stands witness. The fog of war clouds even the most transparent surfaces; to
cut through it requires an entirely different strategy, one predicated on indirect

representation rather than straightforward depiction.
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