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Affective imagery and collective memory:  

Discursive analysis of iconic images of pain 
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History decays into images, not into stories.  

--Walter Benjamin 

 

Affective imagery and pictorial representations help constitute our memory of wars, and 

human sufferings. From the burned Vietnamese girl running naked from napalm, to the televised 

killing of the Palestinian boy Mohammed al Durrah, to the Twin Towers’ collapse our memory 

of fatal events is inevitably constructed.  

 

To a great extent the audience… hold[s] the same images of world major events. 

Though they interpret of those images differently, to a surprising degree the 

original images are identical—they are the dramatic ones, the ones depicting 

violence, the ones prompting emotion (Moeller, 1999, p. 4). 

  

In our media-saturated world, films and pictures became increasingly our vehicles of 

memory. “We are acquainted with events at which we were not present through the films or 

photographs we have seen of them” (Waterson, 2007, p. 52). Nevertheless, the meaning of visual 

images remains intensely constructed by complex, intertwined relationships binding the image 

depicter, the nature of the news media, the politics delimiting its scope and projection, the way it 

is interpreted by specific readers/viewers, and the moment of its reading. The meaning of images 

from Abu Gharib are “completely different for the American soldiers who took them, the Iraqis 

who feature in them, and the international audience to which they have now been revealed,” says 

Anna Gibbs (2007, p. 126). 

Images are always deeply politicized, offered in a specific context, time, to an audience, via a 

specific medium, to enhance a desired reading/viewing of them. They acquire their importance 
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when they are depicted and circulated by media elites and are often used “in conjunction with 

grand narrative of official history,” say Hariman and Lucaite (2003). Yet, the mediatization of 

affective images constructs collective memory “through the extended circulation and 

appropriation of images over time,” (p. 38). Images do not exist in vacuum, nor do we perceive 

them in abstract terms. They “belong simultaneously to multiple and heterogeneous regimes of 

representation.” So, we perceive them “in relation to their specific functions in particular 

situations, at particular times and for particular people” (Gibbs, 2007, p. 126). 

Arguments on the power of horror images are highly contested. The processes of “creative 

engagements” entail image reading and perception and the politics of their representation. 

Affective images are innately “surreal” and incomprehensible, which usually “depersonalizes” 

and flattens the embodied experience of pain, and eases the process of politicizing them in 

various contexts. Their meaning thus depends on the photographers who depicted them, the news 

media framing of them and the viewers who perceive them within a given socio-cultural/political 

context.  

Due to the aesthetic nature of horrific imagery and its mediatisation and politicization, certain 

media images turn out immediately to become iconic of specific events, symbolizing them, for 

evocating strong public reaction. An icon, says Perlmutter (1998, p. 11) consists of “common, 

formal, thematic, contextual, and discursive elements.” It is said to “engender strong negative 

reaction: outrage.” Such icons of outrage stick in the viewers’ memory not only for their 

outspoken expressive nature, but also for the emotions they evoke. But images tend to fade over 

time contextually and seem specific to the individual or generation witnessing them first hand or 

though media, Perlmutter (2006) found when he conducted a longitudinal study of memories of 

incoming media students and their recall of details and images of the killing of contractors in 

Fallujah, Iraq, during the resistance following the 2003 Iraq war. 

Interrogating the different aspects that turns dramatic images of pain and suffering into 

memorable icons of specific events, yet unable by-and-large to subvert those events, this 

research mainly tackles the impact of both:  

¶ the aesthetic nature of painful imagery and the “temporality” of its mediatization; and  

¶ the politicized fashion in which traumatic images/memories are mediated on 

“collective memory”.  

While the notion of “collective memory” rests on the metaphors constituting the means by 

which society preserves and misplaces its information about the past, it argues, the artistic nature 

and mediatisation of affective images, together with its politicization, not only forge, manipulate 

and distorts collective memory, but also fail to undermine the policies that caused them or 

promote democratic values (Edy, 1999, p. 72). 

Images become iconic and memorable for representing an important issue in a unique 

fashion. As Hariman and Lucaite analyze, they represent “moments of visual eloquence that 
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acquire exceptional importance within the public life.” They are thought to grant “definitive 

representations of political crises and to motivate public action on behalf of democratic values,” 

(p. 38). Unfortunately, images rarely succeed in doing so because they primarily serve political 

interests.  

Analyzing two of the rare instances when affective images could spark a positive response, I 

conduct critical discursive analysis on: the Magic Bullet (1972) photo and video representing a 

Vietnamese girl running naked from the napalm burns, and the video images of Mohammed el 

Dorrah (2000), who was allegedly killed by the Israelis at the outset of the Second Palestinian 

Intifada. Those images were selected for being prominent icons of resistance, for challenging the 

mainstream discourse at two significant historical moments. Despite their ability to temporarily 

shift public policy, they failed to prevent similar tragedies from taking place. This analysis 

illustrates how the ambiguity of affective images, their aesthetic nature, mediatisation and 

politicization, fail to create a durable form of collective memory or to promote democratic 

values, even when challenging the dominant discourse. 

 

Mediated Aesthetic Imagery and the Collapse of Memory 

 

 There are always two people in every picture: the photographer and the viewer.  

--Ansel Adams 

 

Mediated affective imagery fails to deliver a durable form of “collective memory” due to 

both the process of its mediatization and the nature of image itself, as a partial glimpse of reality. 

Firstly, the unlimited capacity of the mass media to encompass all sorts of imagery and display 

them in countless formats and contexts defies the human memory, and thus “collapses” memory 

and enhances forgetting rather than remembering. Secondly, the aesthetic nature of mediated 

affective imagery, where both the image depicter and viewer are engaged in a process of 

creativity, strangulates and delimits its capacity to transfix a meaning. While images focus on 

certain aspects of reality and leave out the rest, the “temporality” of their mediatization leads to 

the “collapse” of memory and turns them into politicized icons of specific events.  

On the one hand, the mediatization of imagery, added to its inherent ambiguity, not only 

makes it hard to determine its authenticity, but also distorts the process of remembering. The 

news media, sets a “framework of memory,” as it tends to unconsciously “dominate the present” 

and reconstruct the past, making the “’mediated memory… not only a distortion of the past, but a 

disconnection from it even to the extent that it forges an ‘untraceable’ past.” Images, thus, vanish 

the past, collapse its “certainties,” and “create and recreate an apparently certain past.” 

Remembering, then, becomes an “increasingly media-afflicted” process (Hoskins, 2001, p.110).  
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By its nature, memory is a “temporal” phenomenon, and remembering is not a retrieval 

process, as moments are not “fixed” to recall. Forming a memory, thus, requires “a 

(re)construction of an event, person or place, which is ultimately contingent on (or rather, in) the 

present” (Hoskins, 2001, p. 335). Memories are “organized and contextualized in the present 

through emotions,” and especially painful memories tend to be “selectively” remembered, 

turning memory, or even “forgetting” into “an active process” to block out unpleasant continuing 

painful memories (Hoskins, 2001, p. 335). Due to mass media’s “collapse” of memory, thus, our 

relationship to the past, then, is often “broken” under the “extensively-mediated conditions of 

remembering” (Hoskins, 2001, p. 334). 

News images generally “linger in the public’s memory for the duration of the crisis,” but in 

the case when a horrific image is depicted, “a decisive moment is identified, and the essence of 

that story is crystallized into a compelling news icon. Many times that icon is a visual, 

photographic one…” Nevertheless, those iconic images are “sustained by the meaning that the 

journalists, sources and the public project into it” (Moeller, 1999, p. 48). It is thus the context 

added to the image that help transfixing a meaning for an image and make it iconic of an event. 

In addition to the temporality of mediatisation, there is not a transparent relationship between 

an image and its meaning. Just as a vantage point must be created, “seeing is an activity of 

creative engagement with processes of thinking and feeling” (Burnett, 2005, p. 13). Discrediting 

the notion of the passive viewer, Burnett argues, the “intersections of creativity, viewing and 

critical reflection are fundamental to the act of engaging with images in all of their forms.” The 

meaning of the image depends on the discursive effort placed into it, and the tension between the 

interpretations of both the depicter and the viewer. “Visualization is about the relationship 

between images and human creativity. Conscious and unconscious relations play a significant 

role here” (Burnett, 2005, pp. 13-14). 

Images cannot also comprise or convey a full account of reality. “The image is inevitably 

partial in both senses of the word: not only does it tell what we might call a situated truth, it can 

never tell the whole truth” (Gibbs, 2007, p. 130). In this sense, an image is simply an opinion 

about what part of reality would be affective when framed in a certain fashion, packaged and 

presented to a specific audience, at a specific moment—usually to meet political ends.  

 

Nobody takes the same picture of the same thing, the supposition that cameras 

furnish an impersonal, objective image yielded to the fact that photographs are 

evidence not only of what is there but of what an individual sees, not just a record 

but an evaluation of the world (Sontag, 1997, p. 88). 

 

Deduction and subtraction are also central to an image perception, as a single image—often 

perceived as reality—signifies varied meanings to diverse audiences, via diverse media framings 
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(Mintz & Redd, 2003). As Sontag notes, images are “inexhaustible invitations to deduction, 

speculation and fantasy.” Viewers are usually not aware of the reality of an image, its 

authenticity, purpose, and the conditions and constrains on its creation. “Images are bewitching 

sirens, luring us with promises of knowledge, but leaving us with little more than the memory of 

a compelling face” (Moeller, 1999, pp. 46-47). 

According to Gibbs (2007, pp. 129-130), “Perception itself abstracts, and this abstraction is 

purpose driven.” Images, thus, are not a distinct from reality objectively or subjectively. “The 

image forges, as well as figures, relations. It is both formative and transformative.” The inherent 

uncertainty of images often eases the process of framing them in different contexts. According to 

Hariman and Lucaite (2003, p. 36),  

 

Picture viewing is another form of tacit experience that can be used to connect 

people: all seem to see the same thing, yet the full meaning of the image remains 

unarticulated. Most important, visual images also are particularly well suited to 

constituting the “stranger relationality” that is endemic to the distinctive norms of 

public address. 

  

Sometimes even words and metaphors fail to lock an image into a specific frame, as its 

meaning remains unarticulated. As Greg Lewis (1995, pp. 234-235) argues, “Perhaps the photo 

of tragedy has more impact than words because the photo leaves so little to imagination.” Words 

provide the reader/viewer with a choice to “create a mental picture or not—an imaginary image 

that is under the reader’s control.” The affective power of a horror image can supersede any 

amount of contextual frame of words used to describe it to foster a specific public perception.  

The audience sometimes find it difficult to comprehend an image meaning, let alone its 

occurrence. “The photograph forces an image on the reader... Its presence on the page is almost 

impossible to ignore, and its reality can be overwhelming” (Lewis, 1995, p. 235). Horrific 

images can be beyond words and even beyond imagination. According to Arendt, they are 

“unimaginable,” depicted to embody experiences that “can never be fully embraced by the 

imagination,” and thus, “can never be fully reported” (cited by Dauphinee, 2007, p. 142).  

On the other hand, to arouse emotions and retain in memory, horror images must be artistic 

or aesthetic in a sense.  

 

Horror as a genre typically co-assembles the affects of fear and disgust and scripts 

them in a story so as to make the experience of them enjoyable, and to encourage 

us to keep on looking, or to look back if we have turned away in fright, and to 

anticipate with pleasure as well as anxiety what may follow (Gibbs, 2007, p. 132). 
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As Sontag (1977) notes, “Nobody exclaims, ‘Isn’t that ugly! I must take a photograph of it.’ 

Even if someone did say that, all it would mean is: ‘I find that ugly thing… beautiful’” (p. 85). 

Affective horror images of crises must be artistic and entertaining to trigger attention. 

“Rendering politics into aesthetics had the advantage of mobilizing the masses for war without 

endangering traditional property relations,” theorizes Der Derian (2005, p. 27). This is why 

images are made using the highest artistic calibre to compete with the pictures we already have 

in our minds: Hollywood pictures.  

As a CBS producer, who covered the Lebanese civil war in the 1980s, observes, “You’ve got 

a TV audience that’s used to war movies. Real explosions have to look almost as good” 

(Moeller, 1999, p. 17). Badly taken photos and unclear images are widely thought to affect 

viewership and memory confidence. Psychologists Neisser and Harsch, quoted by Pillemer 

(1998, p. 54), have demonstrated a tight positive relationship between “the vividness of visual 

imagery and memory confidence.” 

Most horrific images are made, thus, to be as catchy, entertaining and exciting as possible, 

using the most advanced techniques of editing and montage. “Watching and reading about 

suffering … has become a form of entertainment. Images of trauma have become intrinsic to the 

marketing of the media.” This probably explains why visual news and imagery is deliberately 

“packaged to make the most of emotional images of crisis” (Moeller, 1999, p. 34).  

 

Not only can violence be joyful, but the rage it generates can also be exciting, 

just as what is disgusting can be fascinating. The affect dynamics of violence are 

various and depend very much on the contexts in which horror both occurs and is 

watched (Gibbs, 2007, p. 133). 

 

To conclude, mediated affective images are thus aesthetically produced to be powerful 

enough to retain in our memory. The inherent ambiguity of an image, together with the fact it is 

more of a situated reality reflecting the opinion of its depicter invites various readings/viewings 

of mediated imagery via the unconscious processes of deduction and selective perception. As a 

result affective images can fake relationships, provide an illusion of experience, and set a 

framework of our memory, dominating the present and collapsing the past.  
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Politicized Icons of Pain and Trauma 

 
The struggle of man against power is the struggle of memory against forgetting  

--Milan Kundera 

 
Mediated affective images are deeply politicized, not only due to the biased and overtly 

constructed frames of meaning brought to an image, but also for the inability a traumatic image 

to communicate pain. Since images can only convey a visual expression of pain, they inevitably 

fall into a politics of representation that simply “flattens the experience of pain” and turns it into 

“an iconography of symbols” (Dauphinee, 2007, p. 142). In this way images turn out to be 

symbolic/iconic of special events, starving children, hooded prisoners, bleeding war victims, and 

so on.  

In the processes of imaging and visualizing pain, the experience/existence of pain is totally 

excluded. By its nature, pain is a “uniquely inexpressible experience,” explains Scarry. It is 

“somewhat less visible… so nearly impossible to express, so flatly invisible” (cited by 

Dauphinee, 2007, p. 141). Painful images are, thus, nominally perceived with “radical 

uncertainty” and “doubt,” since their “presence or absence cannot be objectively verified.” The 

ambiguity of traumatic images opens up the way for suspecting their originality, and thus, eases 

the process of turning them into politicized icons of specific events.  

Affective imagery is thus often calculated to meet political ends: to show off power, to 

illustrate the brutality of an enemy, or to gain support on policies that would not be otherwise 

approved. Using common metaphors, crisis images depend on logical stereotypes. “The heroic 

doctor, the brutal tyrant, the sympathetic aid worker, the barbaric mercenaries, the innocent 

orphans...and so on. The images induce the public to fit these models into the current crisis” 

(Moeller, 1999, p. 43). Those stereotypes, when effectively employed, imply or “presuppose” a 

political response. “If the images that document a crisis are of starving orphans, the remedy is 

humanitarian assistance. If the images are of brutal tyrant, the remedy is military force” (p. 43).  

Horror images are thus good instruments for policymakers for inflating fear in society, for 

suggesting a situation is unbearable, irresolvable and inhumane. The horror image is “essential to 

the production of terror, yet this horror exceeds any of the individual screen texts acting as 

personal interfaces with the communication system in which everyday life is now enmeshed.” In 

this system, “the human body functions as an essential medium among the technologies of 

communications media, which “exteriorize” the sensory, affective and memorial aspects of 

human communication” (Gibbs, 2007, p. 125).  

Complex forces intersect together to distort the meaning of an image. David Campbell (2004, 

p. 55) specifies three economies designating together the meaning of visual images in the West:  
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¶ Indifference to others denoting that “readers and viewers generally want to be 

shielded from images of violence,”  

¶ Taste and decency whereby the representation of death and atrocity is regulated, and 

the 

¶ Image display, the visual composition of image, focal point and the words 

accompanying it.  

Such economies not only illustrate the media industry’s standards, but also the formal codes 

of conduct of both media and official bodies. These formal codes are said to represent the 

reader’s and viewer’s preferences (Campbell, 2004, p. 59). Producers and media organizations 

accordingly set their own guidelines and regulations for journalists. 

The politics leading to the Western media’s abstention from displaying affective images of 

death and human corpses not only reflect cultural/governmental sensitivities, but also point to a 

refrain from taking responsibility for the existence of such images/occurrences. The perpetrators 

of the traumas imposed upon ethnic, racial and religious minorities would prefer to forget about 

the past and to pretend that the atrocities did not occur (Nytagodien & Neal, 2004, p. 466). The 

disappearance of such dreadful imagery, and the proliferation of “sanitized” coverage instead 

aims at avoiding taking “ethical” responsibility and dehumanizing the victims of tragic events by 

negligence and disremembrance.  

Affective images of pain, however, can humanize the victims of traumatic events, document 

their existence and, when positively framed, mobilize public opinion in favor of their cause to 

prevent similar tragedies. Even if pictures do not tell the whole truth, they make it hard to deny 

reality. They delimit our ability to lie to ourselves and to the others. Challenging the dominant 

media discourse, images of the Palestinian boy Mohammed al-Durrah, who was allegedly shot in 

a cross fire by Israeli troops in Gaza two weeks after the beginning of the Al Aqsa Intifada in 

2000, could bring into attention the brutality of violence exercised in the Occupied Territories. 

This has pushed the Israeli army to (reluctantly) admit responsibility (Campbell, 2004, pp. 64-

65).  

Telling and retelling the stories from the past are necessary for the healing process 

(Nytagodien & Neal, 2004). “Creative energies are released when the barriers of denial and 

repression are removed. The challenge is to heal the wounds of the nation and, in doing so, help 

shape the future” (p. 467). Remembering can be a safeguard against sorrow, sadness and shame. 

Asserts Campbell (2004, p. 61): “Images of war dead could be the basis for mobilization against 

atrocities and violence. . .” Campbell approves Rushdy’s view that “images of terror—used 

responsibly—can foster a climate in which terror is no longer tolerated.”  

Powerful images can positively move an audience into action, when situated in a context of 

hope, rather than helplessness and inaction. When the political context, however, assumes a 

situation is “intractable and irresolvable,” then “no amount of horrific photographs… [would] 
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change that.” Donating tens of millions of dollars to disasters emergency committees has 

strengthened national appeals in Britain demonstrating that “while state practice often appears 

lethargic in the face of disaster, public empathy, driven by powerful images, is anything but 

exhausted” (Campbell, 2004, p. 61)  

According to J. Taylor, cited by Campbell, “The indifference of people to the suffering of 

others is not an effect of photography but a condition of viewing it in modern industrialized 

societies” (Campbell, 2004, p. 63). The power of images—by and large—thus, depends on how 

an image is framed—representing the economy of depiction and display. 

Images are never displayed in a vacuum. Not only are they made available via an 

“intertextual setting”—such as title, caption and text surrounding the photograph—they are “read 

within a historical, political and social context” (Campbell, 2004, pp. 62-63). Those political 

frames of meaning brought to an image determine to a large extent how it is perceived by an 

audience.  

 

Vision is not limited to what can be seen with the eyes and immediately 

understood, but inevitably it involves a broader corporeal response, just as the 

metaphors we employ in speaking of it suggest (Gibbs, 2007, pp. 129-130).  

 

To sum up, while horror images are politically used to inflate fear and terror, and to pass-on 

unpopular policies, the media regulations on affective imagery and the processes of self-

censorship demonstrate the interdependence of media-political power in the production and 

display of affective imagery. Yet, there are crucial points of resistance to such procedures, where 

images could at least temporarily challenge the dominant media/political discourse. The 

following section critically analyses two significant affective images that could have  altered the 

course of state policies, and put officials on the defensive.  

 

Discursive Analysis of Traumatic Images  

 

This part consults two prominent iconic images of trauma, representing significant points of 

resistance to the dominant media-government frames, for their purported impact. Those images 

are: the video of Mohammed Al Dorrah (September 2000), killed in his father’s arms by Israeli 

troops in Gaza Strip; and the “Accidental Napalm” (1972) photo and video, representing the 

naked Vietnamese girl running to the camera and screaming in fear and pain from napalm burns. 

Those samples were chosen for their ability to provisionally alter policies and position 

powerful countries on the defensive, and also for their failure to change the course of policies or 

terminate the assaults against civilians. Also, even though both images were shot both in video 
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and still formats, the transfixed moments depicted as photographs turned out to be more 

powerful than the video footage.  

Both images have shown the pain and suffering of two children immediately before the 

camera lens, while the boy was killed, the girl was luckily saved. But both images turned out to 

be iconic of their featured events, not only for their artistic nature, moment of their 

reading/viewing, and the global reactions they evoke, but also for their accusatory nature. 

According to Gibbs (2007, pp. 139-140), “Images of suffering are implicitly ‘accusatory,’ and 

become explicitly so when the sufferer looks out of the image directly at us.”  

This accusatory nature turned them into sites of resistance to the dominant discourse. While 

we are physically unable to save the sufferer or to avert the policy leading to his suffering, the 

accusatory nature of those images opened to question the policies that caused them, and put the 

governments behind their occurrence on the defensive. Despite failing to fully avert the course of 

policy, finding their way to the mainstream media, those images have helped relieving the 

Vietnamese people from the U.S. intervention in a civil war in their country, and informed the 

whole world about the Israeli killing of unarmed Palestinian children. 

Those images are iconic, not only for their accusatory nature and the amount of pain and 

violence they project, but also on the subsequent impression they provoke, the moment of their 

reading and the frames of references brought to them. The following analysis describes the 

image content and discursively analyse how their mediatization, politicization and aesthetic 

nature turned them out to be iconic of their events.  

 

Example 1: Video footage of Mohammed al Durrah (September 30, 2000) in still frames 

 

Figure 1                                                                           Figure 2 
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Figure 4 (Photos by Talal Abu Rahma) Figure 3                                                                   

 

The video footage, shot for the French Channel 2 by Talal Abu Rahma, simply shows a 12-

year-old Palestinian boy, Mohammed al Durrah, , who was shot and killed during an exchange of 

gunfire between Israeli soldiers and Palestinian demonstrators on September 30, 2000. “Pinned 

down during 40 minutes of gunfire,” (Campbell, 2004, p. 64) the last few seconds of his life, Al-

Durrah screamed in fear from behind his father, and then fell on the ground after bullets ripped 

through his body. His images were depicted by television cameras and immediately broadcast 

around the world (Fallows, 2003) in video and still photo.  

Killed by Israeli Defense Force gunfire, the “video footage turned out to be an iconic image 

of Palestine’s al Aqsa Intifada, and for the suffering of the Palestinian people” (Campbell, 2004, 

p. 65). The rarity of the incidence turned it into an icon of outrage. While the directness of the 

Mohammed al-Durrah death is rare, reproductions of the still photographs were displayed in 

offices and homes across the Middle East as both a sign of solidarity with the Palestinian cause 

and an example of brutality by occupying forces.  

No doubt the timeliness of the scene, taking place in the first week of Al-Aqsa Intifada, 

together with the uniqueness of its fatal content has played the most part in its newsworthiness as 

a scoop for France 2. Though the images were not a live broadcast, showing the Israeli killing of 

the Palestinian child, in a critical media context, touched worldwide emotions and moved public 

opinion toward supporting the Palestinian cause. Even though the images were evidently 

unedited and unpackaged, their content and context together was powerful enough to retain in 

memory. This is not just for the uniqueness of the scene itself, but for challenging the dominant 

mainstream media perception, often depicting the Palestinians as aggressors/terrorists rather than 

victims/freedom fighters.  

Despite the fact that the footage was originally videotaped, the still frames representing it 

turned out to be more famous and affective. If we critically consult each of the four frames, away 

from the elements that turned them iconic, we find them deeply ambiguous. The images are 
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unable to tell much, neither of the situation itself that caused them, nor of the day-to-day 

incidents taking place in the occupied territories. But their framing made an impact. 

The first frame (Figure 1) shows Mohammed al Durrah huddling with his father against a 

wall to avoid the live fire exchanged between Palestinian and Israeli soldiers. The boy and father, 

then, squeeze themselves against the wall behind a barrel The close-up image shows the boy 

screaming in fear and the father shielding him by his right arm while anxiously observing the 

situation from behind the white barrel.  

The second frame (Figure 2) depicts the son and father under fire. The father tries to shield 

his son behind his back, shouting at the cameraman. The boy screams in fear while the father 

waves towards the Israelis to stop firing at them Jamal is raising his right hand while shouting, 

and the boy is still screaming and crying in fear, hiding behind his father. In the third frame 

(Figure 3), the wall appears from far away unfocused, with the father’s head down, after having 

been shot.  

The fourth image (Figure 4), then, captures the father injured. The son is lying across his 

legs. Shortly after this frame, it was reported that the boy was seen moving his hand. The 

reporter said the boy was moving in agony or was in his death throes. At this point, the film 

showed the “worst bullets” hitting the father and son. This final frame, which followed as “a 

single, haunting image” showed the father deeply wounded, totally unconscious against the wall. 

On the wall, a line of four bullet holes appears from behind his head. The son is lying dead 

across his legs (Campbell, 2004, p. 64).  

This captivating, horrific image triggered worldwide sympathy with the son and father, 

turning a great deal of an international public opinion against the Israeli practices in the occupied 

territories. Closely transfixing the frame on the fatal killing of the son and father under extensive 

Israeli bullets, Palestinian cameraman Talal Abu Rahma’s message was clear, and the global 

audience to which it was directed read it correctly. As a result, Israel was obliged to admit 

responsibility, as the visual framing of the incident made it hard for them to deny reality 

(Fallows, 2006).  

It is not the artistic nature of the picture that triggered attention, it is the content added to the 

media context in which it was framed together with the timing of the event, the outset of Al Aqsa 

Intifada. The picture does not tell us everything we need to know about what happened. But it 

does tell us that something fatal and inhumane has happened.  

Even though people always find a way to believe in what they want, despite evidence to the 

contrary, the existence of images and the context in which it was displayed made the shooting, 

the killing hard to deny. The picture, its mediatization and politicization had the power to held its 

creators responsible for their actions, at least in front of the international community. Though the 

picture, due to the temporality of its mediatization, enhancing forgetting rather than 

remembering, could not stop similar tragedies from taking place or promote democratic values, 
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the whole world is now more aware of the Palestinian crisis. The image turned out to be an icon 

of the Israeli practices and the Palestinian suffering in their occupied lands.  

 

Example 2: Accidental Napalm (1972)--Photo and Video  

 

The ‘Accidental Napalm’ photo 

showed a nine-year-old naked girl 

“running down the road in Vietnam 

towards the camera, screaming from 

napalm burns in her back and arms.” 

It featured other Vietnamese 

children running all around her, and 

“one boy’s face is a mask of terror.” 

Fully stripped of her clothes, the girl 

represented is the focal point of the 

picture, with her “arms held out 

from her sides,” looking almost as if 

she has been flayed alive. From 

behind her, soldiers appeared 

walking “somewhat casually.” The 

image background showed “the 

roiling dark smoke from the napalm 

drop’ consuming the whole back-ground of the scene (Hariman & Lucaites, 2003, p. 39). It is not 

the image composition, but the impression that its content made, which reassured its accusatory 

nature as an icon of horror. As describe Hariman and Lucaites (2003): 

 

The little girl is naked, running right towards you, crying out. The burns 

themselves are not visible, and it is her pain–more precisely, her communicating 

the pain she feels–that is the central feature of the picture. Pain is the primary fact 

of her experience, just as she is the central figure in the composition (p. 40). 

 

The Accidental Napalm image, taken by AP photographer Nick Ut on June 8, 1972, was 

released following an editorial debate about the ethics of printing a photo with nudity. It was 

published all over the world the following day, and received the Pulitzer Prize afterwards, for 

grabbing substantial public response (Hariman & Lucaites, 2003, p. 39).  

Figure 5. Accidental Napalm, 1972 

,  
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Figure 6. Phan Thi Kim Phuc, 

named a UN Goodwill Am-

bassador in 1994, author and 

lecturer, poses with iconic photo. 

(UN Photo) 

Though many have blamed this image on the U.S. forces in South Vietnam, it was a strike 

conducted by South Vietnamese forces—the U.S. allies in the civil war between North and South 

Vietnam. This image, and the like, appeared at a time when the U.S. public was led to think that 

their government was waging the war in Vietnam. This “illusion of control” was easily broken 

by the 1968 Tet Offensive, when Viet Cong and North Vietnam forces attacked U.S. and South 

Vietnam installations across the country. By 1972, even those 

supporting the war relied on rhetoric of “disengagement” 

(Hariman & Lucaites, 2003, pp. 40-41). So, it challenged the 

official discourse like many other images at the time, and 

turned U.S. public opinion against the war. Following the 

publication of such imagery, “public opinion polls showed for 

the first time, a majority were dissatisfied with the conduct of 

the war” (Perlmutter, 1998, p. 36). 

At the time Accidental Napalm and similar traumatic 

photos of children appeared, the U.S. government was claiming 

a near victory and—by and large—a controllable situation, 

while the amount of violence on the grounds was escalating. 

The shock and disappointment felt by journalists who covered 

the war, due to the contradictory U.S. situations, led an anti-war 

media discourse filled with appalling imagery. Even though the 

girl, Phan Thi Kim Phuc, was saved (she now lives in Canada), 

her image stayed in collective memory as an icon of “pain, fragmentation, modal relationships 

among strangers, betrayal and trauma” (Hariman & Lucaites, 2003). The photo is widely 

believed to have helped trigger the U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam, as they analyze,  

 

The photo’s embodiment of an aesthetic of fragmentation not only captured the 

character of a purposeless war, it also provided a means for resolving the moral 

predicament to the American public. How can an idea of right conduct be 

established within a condition of political and representational incoherence? (p. 

42). 

   

 The image is a significant icon of outrage that communicated an affective visual message, 

strong enough to retain in collective memory. The production and creation of this photo and the 

like, led by the journalists’ frustration, represent a significant site of resistance to the dominant 

governmental discourse, at the time.  

 The video footage shown on ITN is probably less famous than the printed photo, which better 

transfixes the frame in collective memory. But it definitely offers a wider scope of the entire 
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situation and help challenging those in doubt of the authenticity of the photo. The video starts by 

showing airplanes in the gray sky of Vietnam hitting far away residential houses. The camera 

then get closer to show houses in the middle of greenery being hit by airplanes subsequently, and 

a huge fire black smoke coming out of them. It shows then a road closed by iron wires, and at its 

end lies a huge house being hit. A closer image then shows how the napalm is quickly spreading 

across the entire house to set it all in fire and fill the sky with a huge wave of black smoke to fill 

the entire screen. The image then shows other far away houses set in fire as well as a result of the 

bombardment.  

The camera then moves close up to children running down the road, the naked girl and a boy, 

then the rest of the children screaming in fear, then focussing on the naked girl and showing the 

burns on her chest and back while she is running and screaming in fear. The girl then reaches a 

soldier who give her water to drink first, then start spilling water on her entire body to calm 

down the pain of burns. The image then closely shows an old woman walking steadily in fear 

while holding a naked baby in her arms whose whole skin badly burned and almost fully splitting 

out of his body. The scene ends by showing the woman from her back running with the little boy 

towards soldiers to save her (See http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ev2dEqrN4i0). 

The horrific photo and detailed ITN video footage fully exposed the ugly side of war which 

is usually concealed in mainstream media reporting of horrific events: the human cost. While the 

accusatory image transfixes the moment of fear and pain on the girl’s face, the video confirms 

the authenticity of the moment, showing the entire situation, before and after this moment, and 

making it hard to deny its occurrence.  

The pictures from Vietnam, moving or still, forced the audience to collect their thoughts, to 

think about the motivation or intent behind the war. Images simply made the audience care 

because by watching, they get involved. They turn out to be investigators, not spectators. Then, 

they start asking questions about the meaning of images, their content, and the events and 

circumstances that created them.  

 Obviously the accusatory nature of both images, moving and still, the moment of their 

reading and the anti-war context in which they were displayed has helped transfixing them in 

collective memory during the crisis. Because Vietnam War was the only moment in history 

where the US media could reflect the appalling amount of violence on the ground, such affective 

imagery might have played a role in ending the war, particularly because it was America’s first 

televised war. This explains why in all subsequent U.S. wars the mass media’s freedom has been 

officially curtailed by various governmental practices to head off the so-called “Vietnam 

syndrome”.  

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ev2dEqrN4i0
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Conclusion 

 

The power of the two images rests on their shocking and traumatic nature. They both depict 

violence and its consequential pain together in a single frame or set of frames. The images 

depicted two children, screaming in fear, looking towards the camera and accusing the human 

conscious of negligence and indifference. As a result, the world public could envision rare 

moments of extreme pain and an embedded distress, directly communicated to a worldwide 

audience, and eventually lingering in collective human memory, at least for sometimes.  

In the killing of Mohammed al-Durrah images, we could see the boy screaming in fear, 

hiding behind his father and then absolutely dead, before the father was later saved. The scared 

Accidental Napalm girl shocked the audience with her naked, burned body fleeing the napalm 

attack. Despite representing sites of resistance to the dominant media frames, the artistic nature 

of those images together with their mediatization and politicization could not stop similar 

tragedies from taking place. 

 Nevertheless, the presence of the photographs made it harder for their perpetrators to deny 

responsibility. While the critical context in which they were reported pushed Israel to eventually 

admit responsibility for the young boy’s death and world public support shifted slightly to the 

Palestinian cause, the Vietnam pictures could have resulted in a withdrawal of U.S. forces from 

Vietnam, which eventually happened three years after the Napalm Girl photographs were 

published. That photograph and other incidents during Vietnam where the world media 

increasing turned against the conflict led to new battlefield restrictions on journalists and 

photographers to avoid, which military sources, called the “Vietnam Syndrome.”  

Our memory is delimited by its tendency to block unpleasant events, the aesthetics and 

temporality of mediatisation, and the politics delimiting its scope and representation. Despite 

being able to challenge the mainstream media discourse and temporarily alter the course of 

policy, those images were still are unable to spark an enduring shift in public policy. The 

temporality of mediatization, not only distorts memory, where remembering is a selective 

process, but also it vanishes the past and collapses its certainties.  

In addition, an image is an opinion because it is a partial reflection of reality. Its meaning, 

thus, depends, not only on its content and context, but also on the creativity of its depiction and 

visualization and the tension between the depicter and the viewer’s interpretation. Affective 

images are incomprehensible because their appalling nature makes it hard for viewers to 

comprehend them. This makes the collapse of memory more likely, while preventing similar 

events more unlikely.  

Affective images rarely incur positive reaction because they are rarely reported in a critical 

context. And, when this eventually happens their effect only lasts for the duration of the crisis, 

which turns them into politicized icons of specific events. To grab attention during a crisis, 
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affective images are artistically made to be entertaining and shocking. Such aesthetics flattens 

the existence of pain, and turns images into symbols of their events. They fall, then, into politics 

of representation, where the depictions that challenge sovereignty are sharply delimited (Herman 

& Chomsky, 2002).  
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