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Photography as an Institutional and Material 

Practice to Create Public Consent 

During and after World war II, promotional materials and boo�s issued by hu
manitarian agencies, as well as many cultural and popular media, featured pho
tographs dedicated to humanitarian causes. _M,�ny �f thes� �h��ographs we�e 

performing across different media. Due to therr media plasticity, photo�aphic
images were included or excluded and/or (re-)appeared �� ��nous media cam
paigns.24 These campaigns and their specific regime of visib1hty were launch�d
to invite debate, to convince, to shape opinions, and to define what mattered m
the public sphere.25 Photography played a key role in th�s _process. Photogra�hy's
power derives from its capacity to capture and make visible � and to provide a
human face to _ events and occurrences otherwise forgotten m the flow of real
time while its technological dimensions at the same time facilitated and deter
min;d the institutional production and management of visibility and knowledge.
Photography was a central element of the mediation of humanitaria�ism and the 

"engirleering of consent" withirl a wider public.26 Therefore
'. 

analy�mg how hu
manitarian photography works means looking beyond the picture; it m_eans t�at
we also need to analyze the media ecologies, institutional usages, and crrculation
practices and processes that the photographs were P:Ut �f. . 

Photographic pictures commissioned by humanitanan agencies we�e mdeed
specifically made to establish public consent and were (re-)used - often m ref�sh
ioned ways_ withirl many contexts and media. Several works can_ help us g� ,a
better understanding of these processes. Jay David Bolter and Richard Grus_m s
1999 book Remediation - the term referring to "the representation of �ne medium
in another" _ is a pioneering work on how different media interact with and bo�
row from each other, mutually making and remaking themselves and each other. 
According to Bolter and Grusin, both old (e.g., analogue photography) and new
(digital) media tend to erase their making and "mediated character" and pretend

ITTobert Hariman and John Louis Lucaites, The Public Image: Photography and Civic Specta

torship (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016), 13. . . . . , . 
25 See Lilie Chouliaraki and Tijana Stolle, "Rethinking Media Respons1b1hty m the Refugee Cn:
sis': A Visual Typology of European News," Media, Culture & Society 39, no. 8 (2017): 1162-77,

Ariella Azoulay The Civil Contract of Photography (New York: Zone Books, 2008). 

26 See Edward Bernays, The Engineering of Consent (Norman: Univ�rsity of Oklahoma P'.�ss,

1955); see also Edward s. Herman and Noam Chomsky, Manufactunng Consent: The Polztzcal

Economy of Mass Media (New York: Pantheon Books, 1988). . . . 
27 Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin, Remediation: Understandmg New Media (Cambridge,

MA: MIT Press, 1999), 45. 
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to provide "transparency" and "immediacy" by presenting what there is to see.28 

Therefore, it is important to trace and make visible that which was erased irl selec
tion and editing processes to shed new light on how photography works as a tech
nology and an irlstitutional practice. 

Mediation processes and the making of visibility are also the focus of re
cent research in journalism studies. Lilie Chouliaraki has analyzed the "sym
bolic power" of transnational media "to manage the visibility of suffering" 
and the conditions that make it possible to produce "cosmopolitan communi
ties of emotion and action."29 It must be stressed, however, that it is equally 
important to analyze the making and management of visibility from a different 
point of view. This poirlt of view implies putting a focus on the material her
meneutics of photography and exploring how the humanitarian field edited 
and 'engineered' its purpose by means of specific media technologies. In fact, 
photography was an omnipresent technology, which after the Second World 
War was expected to facilitate transnational if not universal humanitarian 
concerns and related messages as "ongoing moments."30 David Phillips' descrip
tion of photography "as an interpretative rather than a transcriptive medium" 
highlights the persuasive qualities of the medium.31 He describes documentary 
photography as representing a "combination of evidence and instruction, " which 
"necessarily entails various rhetorical and aesthetic techniques that combine fact 
with feelirlg, information with effect, and factuality with polemic."32 

The marketing committees of humanitarian agencies were well aware of these 

qualities of photographs and used them in a carefully selected way as "authorities" 
of evidence and truth and as a means of showcasing irlternational crises, social 
concerns, and emergencies with the intention of irlfluencirlg the public.33 Accord
ing to Robert Hariman and John Louis Lucaites, humanitarian photographs can be 

labeled as public images - that is, as images specifically made for the public - and 
"as means for continually making sense of the world."34 They suggest that a public 
image is not fine art but rather "a real artefact, not a fabricated reality" and that 
researchers should start "to consider what it can do on its own terms."35 

28 Bolter and Grusin, Remediation, 24. 
29 Lilie Chouliaraki, "The Symbolic Power of Transnational Media: Managing the Visibility of 
Suffering," Global Media and Communication 4, no. 3 (2008): 329-51, quotations on 329. 
30 Geoff Dyer, The Ongoing Moment (New York: Vintage, 2007). 
31 David Phillips, "Actuality and Affect in Documentary Photography," in Using Visual Evi

dence, ed. Richard Howells and Robert S. Mattson (Berkshire: Open University Press, 2009), 56. 
32 Phillips, "Actuality and Affect in Documentary Photography," 64. 
33 Phillips, "Actuality and Affect in Documentary Photography," 58. 
34 Hariman and Lucaites, The Public Image, 3. 
35 Hariman and Lucaites, The Public Image, 5. 
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Analyzing photographs as public images sheds new light on the controversial 

debates about atrocity photographs. Atrocity photographs have been described as 

voyeuristic, pornographic, disrespectful, polemical, and sentimental, as a means of 

ideological control and as signs of the power of the visualizer, as objects of con

sumption, and, finally, as a mode of domination through the act of representa

tion. 36 Countering the arguments of critics who see suffering as an experience that 

should not be exposed to those who claim the "right to look, "37 Susie Linfield has

argued that atrocity photographs may well serve as "incubators" of human rights; 

in her view, they raise empathy and political concern by showing human faces and 

the "real" nature of the body.38 In a bid to break away from morally inflected de

bates that see photography as a pornographic "spectacle," John Roberts suggests 

looking at the "ecology of the photograph."39 In this reading, analyzing the con

texts of photographs is as important as analyzing their content.40 This also echoes 

Hariman and Lucaites' argument that the moral, or ethical, analysis of public im

ages does not do full justice to what images do and how they frame judgments 

while circulating in the public world. Instead, they argue that it is "important ... 

to reaffirm that photography is not only a medium of representation but also one 

that operates performatively. It not only records something but also displays it to a 

spectator for dedicated, artistically enhanced observation and response" while put

ting on display "performances" of social life and "adding viewers along with other 

potential spectators to the audience."41 In line with Ariella Azoulay and her study 

on The Civil Contract of Photography,42 Hariman and Lucaites define spectatorship 

as a "civic capability," and it is photography as a public medium that offers this 

�usan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (London: Hamish Hamilton, 2003); Susie 
Linfield, "The Ethics of Vision: Photojournalism and Human Rights," in My Brother's Keeper:

Documentary Photographers and Human Rights, ed. Alessandro Mauro (Rome: Contrasto, 2007), 
12-29; Susie Linfield, The Cruel Radiance: Photography and Political Violence (Chicago: Univer
sity of Chicago Press, 2010); Nicholas Mirzoeff, "The Right to Look," Critical Inquiry 37, no. 3 
(Spring 2011): 473-96; Geoffrey Batchen, Mick Gidley, Nancy K. Miller, and Jay Prosser, eds., Pic

turing Atrocity: Photography in Crisis (London: Reaktion Books, 2012); John Roberts, Photography

and Its Violations (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014). See also Priem, "Beyond the Col
lapse of Language?," 691, for a very similar argument, although in a different context. 
37 Mirzoeff, "The Right to Look."
38 Linfield, The Cruel Radiance, 34, 39. 
39 Roberts, Photography and Its Violations, 9. 
40 Christina Twomey, "Severed Hands: Authenticating Atrocity in the Congo, 1904-13," in 
Batchen et al., Picturing Atrocity, 39-50. 
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mode of watching and establishes a public space of relations between the photo

grapher, those who have been photographed, and the audience.43 

Therefore, the agency of photography builds long-lasting relationships with 

audiences and is intensified when the photographs depict children. From the early 

twentieth century to the present day, the need to care for children has generated 

worldwide interest and competition for leadership among humanitarian agencies 

such as the League of Nations, the International Committee of the Red Cross, the 

Save the Children Fund in the UK, initiatives launched after World War II by the 

United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) and UNESCO, 

Schweizer Spende, UNICEF, and many non-governmental organizations. For hu

manitarian agencies, childhood represents a neutral ground based on universal 

ethics. Social work and childcare are seen as a means of enhancing prestige, elic

iting sympathy, and convincing audiences to take immediate action.44 Children 

suffering from traumatic war experiences were and still are a key focus of human

itarian activities. It was no accident that the photographer Werner Bischof noted 

in his diary while on a photo journey through Western Europe for the Swiss 

monthly Du in 1945: "On the one side lies the East - on the other the West. Both 

powers have serious problems of various kinds. If I succeed in representing this 

in and with children, I will have achieved a purely social, and at the same time 

European work of art."45 Bischofs ambitions - to draw upon the power of pho

tography and images of children to present, make, and articulate histories and to 

promote international relations - echoed those of many other postwar humani

tarian photographers. 

If we look at the history of childhood, it has been strongly influenced by the 

invention of the child as a pedagogical idea and a target of adults' affectionate 

care. Egle Becchi and Dominique Julia have emphasized that childhood is a con

cept created by adults.46 Childhood has been shaped not only by visual practices 

but also by educational concepts, scientific theories, and a whole array of objects 

that have been made specifically for children.47 With the rise of mass education 

and the nation-state during the nineteenth century, children were also perceived 

as future citizens. They were increasingly seen as a force that would not only 

43 Hariman and Lucaites, The Public Image, 14. 
44 Dominique Marshall, "The Construction of Children as an Object of International Relations: 
The Declaration of Children's Rights and the Child Welfare Committee of League of Nations, 
1900-1924," International Journal of Children's Rights 7, no. 2 Ganuary 1999): 103-47. 
45 Werner Bischof, After the War (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Books, 1997), x. 
46 See Egle Becchi and Dominique Julia, Histoire de l'enfance en Occident, vols. 1 and 2 (Paris: 
Editions du Seuil, 1998). 
47 See Philippe Aries, L'enfant et la vie familiale sous l'Ancien Regime (Paris: Pion, 1960). 






















