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James Nachtwey is one of the most popular wartime photographers for his work, Inferno,  

on the tragedies of the 1990’s including the genocides in Rwanda and Bosnia.  Nachtwey 1

describes himself as a “witness” whose images are his testimony.  But are the images his 2

testimony, the testimonies of the subjects, or those of government and industry? Nachtwey’s 

photography creates a conversation on the ethics of wartime photography and the influence by 

government and media on journalism. What are the moral responsibilities of the photographer? 

What is the dynamic among photographer, business and government and how can this be 

problematic? Gervasio Sánchez provides a personal account of wartime photojournalism, 

recognizing the fine line between moral photography and photography for business, in his article, 

“War and Compassion.” Daniel Joyce discusses the dynamic between photographers and 

international law in his essay, “Photography and the Image-making of International Justice.” 

Younes Saramifar discusses the framing of martyrs in Iranian culture in his article “The Pain of 

Others: Framing War Photography in Iran.” Kevin Foster’s “Deploying the Dead” suggests 

framing excludes events and subjects, questionioning photographers’ discretion. Both Foster and 

Saramifar question the role of photography in propaganda. Judith Butler agrees with Foster and 

Saramifar, arguing that framing is a forced interpretation of images by government in her article, 

“Torture and the Ethics of Photography.” Additionally, in their article, “War, Photography, 

Business: New Critical Histories,” Tom Allbeson and Pipa Oldfield highlight the war-industrial 

complex and discuss its relation to a “war-photography complex,”  criticizing the capitalism of 3

1 Daniel Joyce, “Photography and the Image-Making of International Justice,” Law & 
Humanities, (December 2010), 244. 

2 “James Nachtwey,” James Nachtwey, accessed October 29, 2019, 
http://www.jamesnachtwey.com/. 

3 Tom Allbesson and Pippa Oldfield, “War, Photography, Business: New Critical Histories,” 
Journal of War & Culture Studies, (May 2016), 5.  



war photography. Together, the authors come to a consensus that government and business 

manipulate photography for personal gain and regulate the framing of photographers, hiding 

content from the public. 

Governments use war photography to justify their actions and create public support for 

the war. “The greater number of the most shocking photographs from World War 2 were 

purposed not to unsettle but to reassure,” Foster writes in “Deploying the Dead.” He continues, 

citing Susan Sontag, “World War 2 photogrpahy functioned not... as a species of shock therapy 

but ‘a defence against anxiety, and a tool of power’  through which the authorities in each 4

country sought to engender public support for the campaign and approval of conduct.”  Joyce 5

argues that, similar to national governments, international law relies on photography and media 

for publicity during conflict.  As a result, international bodies such as the United Nations are 6

given greater legitimacy and support for their conflict resolution.  

Governments also use war photography to increase “morale.”  For example, America 7

“employed the dead GI” in WWII to strike the feeling of remorse across the nation; the message 

was an attack on the lack of labor in factories and voluntary enlistment.  Saramifar uses the 8

example of the Iran-Iraq War in which images of martyrs flooded Iranian culture to generate 

patriotism, respect and remorse for the fallen, and ultimately, a desire by the public to defend 

4 Susan Sontag, Regarding the pain of others, (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003), 8. 
5 Kevin Foster, “Deploying the Dead: Combat Photography, Death and the Second World War in 

the USA and the Soviet Union,” War, Literature & the Arts: An International Journal of 
the Humanities, (January 2014), 2. 

6 Joyce, “Photography and the Image-Making of International Justice,” 231. 
7 Foster, “Deploying the Dead,” 5. 
8 Foster, “Deploying the Dead,” 8-12. 



their nation. The image of the martyr Haj Amin’s “tranquil but bloody face after he was shot in 

the trenches is one of the most circulated posters among Iranian revolutionary youth.”   9

Allbeson and Oldfield contribute to Foster’s argument by explaining capitalism on war 

through “the war-photography complex.” War photography is not “a canon of images, but a 

complex of interactions criss-crossing the fields of culture, commerce, government and the 

military.”  Foster explains the cooperation between government and media in which war drives 10

photography and photography supports the government’s actions. In actuality, Allbeson and 

Oldfield argue, “photographs are not mere illustrations or records of battle: rather, images and 

their circulation are part of the tools and practices of warfare.” War cannot be understood by the 

public without images and when the public views censored images by the government, they 

support the war.  Public interest in conflict propels the media and technology industries. “To 11

illustrate this point, it is worth noting that at the end of the First World War, 38 percent of 

Kodak’s business was in war contracts. Yet, consideration of the photographic dimension of the 

military-industrial complex has been almost entirely overlooked.”  The war-photography 12

complex is a niche of the military-industrial complex in which business, government, and war 

photography drive each others’ productivity. As government and business regulate the 

photographer’s decisions, the independence and morality of the photographer and their 

decision-making begin to erode. 

9 Younes Saramifar, “The Pain of Others: Framing War Photography in Iran,” Ethnos: Journal of 
Anthropology, (July 2019), 482.  

10 Allbeson and Oldfield, “War, Photography, Business,” 5. 
11 Allbeson and Oldfield, “War, Photography, Business,” 4. 
12 Allbeson and Oldfield, “War, Photography, Business,” 6. 



Regulation of war publicity makes governments “censorship regimes.” When 

photographers are censored, pressure is put on them to be selective. “Selectivity contributes to 

inaction” by the international community. “Whilst our focus lies on paradigmatic case studies 

such as the former Yugloslavia and Rwanda, many forgotten conflicts and non-photogenic wars 

are left off the agenda,” Joyce explains.  Foster agrees with Joyce, citing Sontag, “to photograph 13

is to frame, and to frame is to exclude.”  Governments use the power of regulation to pressure 14

the photographer into framing the war for their political gain. Likewise, media pressures 

photographers to frame photos that will grab attention and sell. Butler explains that “the political 

consciousness that moves the photographer to accept those restrictions and yield the compliant 

photograph is embedded in the frame itself… the frame takes part in the active interpretation of 

the war compelled by the state.”  The forced frame creates a single-story understanding by the 15

public.  

Photographers struggle to adhere to their morals in the face of government and media 

interests. For example, Saramifar contrasts the framing of martyrdom with the framing of pain in 

Iranian war photography. When an artist “portrays pain, not martyrdom, he is not as celebrated 

or supported as his other brethren behind the camera.”  Saramifar shows that the success of the 16

photographer is up to the power regulating their work. Sánchez describes the feeling of giving in 

to this power. “The worst is that as a photographer, I take advantage of others’ misfortune. This 

haunts me every day. Because I know that if one day I let my career be more important than my 

13 Joyce, “Photography and the Image-Making of International Justice,” 231. 
14 Foster, “Deploying the Dead,” 1. 
15 Judith Butler, “Torture and the Ethics of Photography,” Environment & Planning D: Society & 

Space, (December 2007), 952. 
16 Saramifar, “The Pain of Others,” 494. 



compassion, I will have sold my soul,” Sánchez states.  Joyce contends that there are 17

“growing… issues of commercialisation, compromise for advertising revenues and perpetuation 

of stereotypes.” As a result, photographers like James Nachtwey have taken on independent 

projects.  However, this decision is only practical for prominent photographers like Nachtwey. 18

Photographers employed by the government and corporations do not have the same personal 

liberty. With this power dynamic, whose story do war images tell? They say what governments 

want the public to hear and capture the moments that are emotional to the consumer.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17 Gervasio Sánchez, “James Nachtwey, El Fotógrafo Del Infierno,” Nuestro Tiempo , (October 
2015), 8, (Author translation). 

18  Joyce, “Photography and the Image-Making of International Justice,” 240. 



Bibliography 
 
Allbeson, Tom, and Pippa Oldfield. “War, Photography, Business: New Critical Histories.” 

Journal of War & Culture Studies 9, no. 2 (May 2016): 1-25.  
  
Arginteanu, Judy. “Mortal BEAUTY.” Utne Reader: The Best of the Alternative Press, no. 143 

(October 9, 2007): 18–21. 
  
Butler, Judith. “Torture and the Ethics of Photography.” Environment & Planning D: Society & 

Space 25, no. 6 (December 2007): 951–66.  
  
Foster, Kevin. “Deploying the Dead: Combat Photography, Death and the Second World War in 

the USA and the Soviet Union.” War, Literature & the Arts: An International Journal of the 
Humanities 26 (January 2014): 1–17. 

  
Gibbs, Nancy. “The Honored Image.” TIME Magazine 185, no. 6/7 (February 23, 2015): 4. 
  
Joyce, Daniel. “Photography and the Image-Making of International Justice.” Law & Humanities 

4, no. 2 (December 2010): 229–49. 
  
Klingsporn, Geoffrey. “Icon of Real War: A Harvest of Death and American War Photography.” 

Velvet Light Trap: A Critical Journal of Film & Television, no. 45 (Spring 2000): 4. 
 
Margalit, Avishai. The Ethics of Memory. Harvard University Press. (2002): 143. 
  
Möller, Frank. “Rwanda Revisualized: Genocide, Photography, and the Era of the Witness.” 

Alternatives: Global, Local, Political 35, no. 2 (2010): 113–36. 
  
Phelan, Peggy. “Francesca Woodman’s Photography: Death and the Image One More Time.” 

Signs: Journal of Women in Culture & Society 27, no. 4 (Summer 2002): 979.  
  
Sánchez, Gervasio. “James Nachtwey, El Fotógrafo Del Infierno.” Nuestro Tiempo, no. 689 

(October 2015): 6–13. 
  
Saramifar, Younes. “The Pain of Others: Framing War Photography in Iran.” Ethnos: Journal of 

Anthropology 84, no. 3 (July 2019): 480–507.  
 
Sontag, Susan. Regarding the pain of others. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 2003. 
 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17526272.2016.1190203
https://doi.org/10.1068/d2506jb
https://doi.org/10.1086/339640
https://doi.org/10.1080/00141844.2017.1415367


  
Willcock, Sean. “Guilt in the Archive: Photography and the Amritsar Massacre of 1919.” History 

of Photography 43, no. 1 (February 2019): 47–59.  
  
Wilson, Donald. “The Ethics Of War Photography.” News Photographer 61, no. 7 (August 

2006): 8. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03087298.2019.1613791

