
Pauline Moon 502040; Documentary 2; assignment 4 

Why does the legend that photographs can change the world endure and what role can photographers 

actually play in action for change?   

‘Compassion fatigue’ is frequently given as an explanation of why photographs of suffering do not seem 

to trigger change; Sontag (2004) referred to this when she said: “Photographs of an atrocity may give rise 

to opposing responses. A call for peace. A cry for revenge. Or simply the bemused awareness, continually 

restocked by photographic information, that terrible things happen” (2004, p. 11-12). 

Sontag (2004) alludes to the notion that photographs acting alone have the potential to trigger change. 

This is likely to be questioned and debated in the contemporary world of photography, because ways of 

thinking about impact have changed significantly in recent decades. However, the notion endures in the 

everyday imagination as a type of legend – possibly because it allows for easy and exiting stories of 

change with photographers positioned as heroes and heroines. The idea of the hero or heroine is deeply 

embedded in everyday western narratives; Bruner (1990) emphasizes the significant role played by 

narrative in the culturally embedded negotiation of meaning, and in the ways that “young human beings 

enter into meaning” about the world around them (1990, p. 68).  

Critical theory poses a challenge to the legend of the photograph and photographer that changed the 

world because it views society and change as constituted by multi-layered structural processes and 

practices, rather than individual acts. For example, Foucault’s (1991) conceptualisations of 

‘power/knowledge’ and ‘regimes of truth’ which have been pivotal in critical theory. Foucault argues that 

societal processes and practices are underpinned by power that is in turn structured by contingent 

knowledge. Regimes of truth are established, and in any society, there will be competing regimes.  

Foucault and other critical theorists problematise views of change that suggest that change makers act 

alone. Despite this, it seems that the notion of the photograph that changed the world is kept alive 

through cultural practices involving people from the world of photography. For example, the recent Time 

project ‘100 photos’ which has a strapline that states the legend, and its endorsement, through reference 

to curators’ involvement: “Explore the stories behind 100 images that changed the world, selected by 

Time and an international team of curators” (Time, no date)  

 One of the 100 is Nick Ut’s photograph ‘The terror of war’ (1972) also known as ‘Napalm Girl’. The Time 

project description of his work includes the following, which highlights the legend through the implication 

that Ut’s photograph had a pivotal role in the withdrawal of 

American forces from Vietnam. The implication is structured by 

the juxtaposition of the final and penultimate sentences, and 

the wording “that same year”:  

“When President Richard Nixon wondered if the photo was 

fake, Ut commented, ‘The horror of the Vietnam War recorded 

by me did not have to be fixed.’ In 1973 the Pulitzer committee 

agreed and awarded him its prize. That same year, America’s 

involvement in the war ended” (Time, no date) 

This description of Ut’s (1972) work neglects to mention a 

wider interrelationship of factors, in which it played a role. As 

the military historian Morelock (2014) points out, the reasons why America lost the war in Vietnam are a 

matter of debate, and in any case, involve a range of factors, including the impact of the media, which 

would include Ut’s photograph. Morelock’s view is a United State strategy failure. [He says: “the 

Nick Ut, The terror of war, 1972 
http://100photos.time.com/photos/nick-ut-terror-war 
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overriding reason the United States lost the war was one that has often fuelled nations’ losing military 

efforts throughout history: the fundamental error in strategic judgment called “refighting the last war” 

(Morelock, 2014]. 

Although the Time project highlights the notion of photographs that changed the world, it also includes a 

more contemporary perspective in its description of Ut’s photograph as “a cultural shorthand for the 

atrocities of the Vietnam War”. (Time, no date). This perspective is a nod towards a potentially less 

illusory idea about the potential impact photographs, which makes use critical theory. For example, as 

Lotringer (2011) explains, Barthes’ concept of the ‘punctum’, that he elaborated in Camera Lucida (1980): 

some photographs stand out from others that depict similar issues because they have a “poignant detail 

that pricks the ‘studium’ (codified knowledge) like a stroke of lightning, blinding everything else” 

(Lotringer, 2011). Although Barthes presents the puntum as an individual subjective response, Kane 

(2015) asks “isn’t there a universal ‘punctum’ that can be induced in us, as vulnerable human beings? 

Particularly when the Terror of War (as Nick Ut’s original photo was titled) bears upon children?” He is 

referring to the recognition of a shared horrified response to the horror shown in the photograph, 

played out in the space where the media and viewers interact. This exemplifies Krassowski’s (2004) belief 

in the photograph’s potential to disturb because “one action it can perform brilliantly: it can influence 

human emotions” (2004, p.32). Examined in these terms, it might be argued that Ut’s photograph 

triggered a strong shared emotional response that resonated with and added force to concerns about the 

war and ongoing anti-war beliefs and activism. That is, photographs have the potential to play significant 

roles in change alongside other factors when they are embedded into societal processes for change.  

The idea of photographs working with other factors, not alone, does not diminish any potential role they 

might play, because change is a multi-factor political, socio-economic and cultural process. Don McCullin 

(2019) alluded to this when he referred to war being outside of the control of the photographer: “The 

majority of the last 50 years of my life has been wasted photographing wars. What good have I done, 

showing these pictures of suffering? War is completely out of your control, of course.” (TateShots, 2019). 

Hall (1996) argues that the social processes of change are shaped by challenges from “subordinated 

regimes of truth which make sense, which have some plausibility for subordinated subjects, while not 

being part of the dominant episteme” (1996, p. 137). In relation to resistance and change, he argues that 

“conceptualising the balance of power between different regimes of truth” is essential “when you want 

to know how strong the resistance is, and what is the changing balance of forces” (Hall, 1996, p.136).  

 

Tom Hunter, Woman reading a possession 
order, 1997 http://www.tomhunter.org/persons-unknown/  

As an example of how photography played a role in a challenge 
from a subordinated regime of truth, I want to look at how Tom 
Hunter represented squatters in his series ‘Persons unknown’ 
(1997), in contrast to how they were represented in the local 
press. Hunter’s work was embedded in a local campaign against 
evictions of squatters and the demolition of the houses where 
they lived in Hackney, East London. The title of the work comes 
from the way that the eviction notices were addressed to 
‘persons unknown’. Hunter (2011) said that he “took this as a 
challenge to our culture and lifestyle and set out to produce 
work that might help in our fight with the local authorities”, 
inspired by Vermeer. He said he was particularly influenced by 
the way Vermeer “lifted the ordinary people to a higher status 
within their time and forever more” (Hunter, 2012).  Hunter 
worked on representing the squatters – the community he lived  
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in – as valuable people in society, who shouldn't be evicted and trampled on. This challenged the 
dehumanizing way that they were being described in the local newspaper at the time, as “scum of the 
earth and destroying our society” (National Gallery, 2006). In Hunter’s photographs, the dignity of the 
subjects, as they go about their daily lives, is evident.  

Hunter’s work is innovative and political. It is innovative in the way that he uses fiction and fact to create 

the real. The woman in ‘Woman Reading a Possession Order’ is reading the actual eviction order that she 

received but the shot is staged, referencing Vermeer. Hunter (2010) argues that staging does not of itself 

make work less real. Rather, the use of fictional elements enables the photographer and the subject to 

tell the story in a coherent and engaging way which emphasizes the real. The work is political because of 

its purpose, the way it was embedded in a housing campaign, and how its representation of its subjects 

challenged prevailing views of squatters including those promoted in local media. The campaign 

succeeded: Hackney council abandoned its planned demolitions and the squatters gained rights to stay in 

their homes as part of a deal with a Housing Association which included refurbishment works (The 

Guardian, 1999).  

The importance of being embedded in a campaign for change is highlighted by the disappointment 

expressed by Sim Chi Yin, a Magnum nominee, about the impact of her work ‘Shifting Sands’ (2017 & 

ongoing). Her work “examines the global hunger for sand, and the ill-regulated, under-documented 

industry it has fed” asking “Who is ‘reclaiming’ that land? From whom? And for whom?” (Magnum, no 

date). Speaking at the Magnum Photos Now event ‘Images, Agency, and the Environment’ in 2019, she 

said that despite the reach of her work, having been published widely, it had been “consumed and spat 

out”. She observed that reach and impact are different. This is an example of that work with a strong 

social purpose that, when she spoke at the Magnum event, was not embedded in a campaign and was 

not having the intended impact. 

In the final section of this essay, I want to return to the issue that Hunter highlighted through his dignified 
representation of squatters, because it is not a given that work with social purpose will represent and 
emphasize the dignity of subjects or reflect real lived experience. This is important because viewers’ 
responses to photographs are influenced, though not determined, by how subjects are represented, as 
Houghton (2005) emphasizes. Some photographs represent people who are dealing challenges as passive 
and suffering; others represent them as actively navigating challenges. The risk is that former may evoke 
pity and the idea that the people need to be rescued. By contrast, the latter may teach the viewer and 
invite them to seek a role as ally. In De Bode’s (2005) photographs for the exhibition ‘Eight ways to 
change the world’, we see subjects seeking to shape their futures, like people do, all over the world. 
 

 
Chris De Bode, from his work for ‘Eight 
ways to change the world, 2005. 
http://www.chrisdebode.com/eight-ways 

 

Chris De Bord’s caption for his photograph: 

 
‘Abebe Balete, 13. “It’s my dream to become a driver.    
I want to drive a car. It’s a good profession and I can 
earn money.” Abebe lives with his two brothers, sister 
and mother. They are a farming family. His parents are 
divorced and his father lives in another city so he never 
sees him. Abebe lives an hour away from his school and 
walks there every day.’ 
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De Bode’s subjects are not passive, and the photographs do not ignore the challenges that they face. 

However, despite this, there are several issues with the context of De Bode’s work. First, the exhibition 

(1) promoted the contemporary development and aid narrative, which is challenged by economists who 

argue, like Hickel (2017), that: 

“Poor countries are poor because they are integrated into the global economic system on unequal 

terms. The aid narrative hides the deep patterns of wealth extraction that cause poverty and 

inequality in the first place: rigged trade deals, tax evasion, land grabs and the costs associated 

with climate change” (Hickel, 2017; backcover).  

Second, as Shahidul Alam (2019), photographer and political activist, points out, all the photographers 

commissioned for the exhibition were from the west; they were all white. When Alam asked why, he was 

told that photographers from the global South “didn't have the eye” (2019, p85). He says that this is a 

change of position from the 1980s when development agencies and mainstream media typically believed, 

wrongly, that there were no photographers in the global south; he calls out the prejudice that needs to 

be tackled:  

“The problem is no longer that we do not exist. We are now told that we do not have the eye, that 

we have to prove we have the eye. A similar statement about Blacks, women or minority groups 

of any sort in the global North would raise a storm. But when such prejudice is used against a 

group of media professionals from the South, which makes up the majority of humankind, no one 

appears to bat an eye.” (2019, p86). 

 

 

 

Shahidul Alam’s caption for his photograph: 
 
Viewed from a hospital window, the quiet residential area of 
Dhanmondi* resembled a war zone on the night of 4 August 
2018. Unarmed students demanding safer roads had been 
repeatedly attacked by armed helmeted men supported by 
the police. Several of the injured students were taken to the 
nearby hospital. 
 
*in Dhaka, Bangladesh. 
 

 

 

Alam emphasizes the urgency for stories from the Global South to be voiced and told by photographers 

with the necessary knowledge and perspectives, and who are in touch with the issues because they are 

connected to them through their experience. To this end Shahidul Alam has worked for many years to set 

up an infrastructure for photography in Bangladesh, including training schools and a picture agency.  

 
1 Panos Pictures described the 2005 exhibition as: “Britain’s leading charities came together in a unique photographic 

exhibition produced by Panos Pictures to challenge world leaders to deliver their promises – these were promises coded in the 
eight Millennium Development Goals, which were set in 2000. Panos photographers set out to explore what the reality of the 
goals meant to people in the developing world.”  
From: https://library.panos.co.uk/features/stories/eight-ways-to-change-the-world.html#0_00034139  
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In conclusion, photographers wishing to contribute to a conversations and action for change – inviting 

people to think, suggesting alternative perspectives – are likely to optimise the impact of their work if 

they are in touch with the issues, connected to them, and work within the context of campaigns. To this 

end, it is important, as Alam shows us, that when campaigns commission photographers, they select 

those who have a real connection to the issues. It is a matter of social justice in terms of process, practice 

and purpose.  

 

References 

Alam, S. (2019) The tide will turn. Gottingen: Steidl. 

Bruner, J. (1990) Acts of Meaning. Harvard University Press. 

Chi Yin, S. (2017 & ongoing). Shifting sands. Available at: https://chiyinsim.com/shifting-sands/ (Accessed: 

23 May 2021). 

De Bode, C. (2005) Eight ways to change the world. Available at: http://www.chrisdebode.com/eight-

ways (Accessed: 16 May 2021). 

Foucault, M. (1991) The Foucault reader. (ed. Paul Rabinow). London: Penguin. 

Guardian. (1999). Council deal reprieve for squatters. Available at: 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk/1999/jul/22/2 (Accessed: 16 May 2021). 

Hall, S. (1996) Critical dialogues. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. 

Hickel, J. (2017) The Divide: A Brief Guide to Global Inequality and its Solutions. London: Windmill Books. 

Houghton, M. (2005) Seeing and Believing. 8 magazine. 4(3).  Available from: 

https://issuu.com/foto8/docs/vol4no3 (Accessed: 16 May 2021). 

Hunter, T. (1997) Persons unknown. Available at: http://www.tomhunter.org/persons-unknown/ 

(Accessed: 16 May 2021). 

Hunter, T. & Smyth, D. (2010) Think global, act local. British Jounal of Photography, 157 (7781). p. 54-59. 

Available at: https://www.tomhunter.org/think-global-act-local/ (Accessed: 16 May 2021). 

Hunter, T. (2011) Under the influence. Available at: http://www.tomhunter.org/essay-under-the-

influence/ (Accessed: 16 May 2021). 

Hunter, T. (2012) The way home introduction essay. Available at: http://www.tomhunter.org/the-way-

home-book-introduction-essay-by-tom-hunter/. (Accessed: 16 May 2021). 

Kane, P. (2015) How photos can change the world. https://www.thenational.scot/news/14854888.pat-

kane-how-photos-can-change-the-world/ (Accessed: 16 May 2021). 

Krassowski, W. (2004) Three things on teaching and the taught. Eight, 3(1). p. 32-34. Available at:  

https://issuu.com/foto8/docs/vol3no1 (Accessed: 16 May 2021). 

Lotringer, S. (2011) Barthes after Barthes. https://www.frieze.com/article/barthes-after-barthes 

(Accessed: 16 May 2021). 

Magnum (no date). A Mirage of Luxury Built on Sand. Available from: 

https://www.magnumphotos.com/newsroom/environment/sim-chi-yin-a-mirage-of-luxury-built-on-sand/ 

(Accessed: 23 May 2021). 
5 

https://chiyinsim.com/shifting-sands/
http://www.chrisdebode.com/eight-ways
http://www.chrisdebode.com/eight-ways
https://www.theguardian.com/uk/1999/jul/22/2
https://issuu.com/foto8/docs/vol4no3
http://www.tomhunter.org/persons-unknown/
https://www.tomhunter.org/think-global-act-local/
http://www.tomhunter.org/essay-under-the-influence/
http://www.tomhunter.org/essay-under-the-influence/
http://www.tomhunter.org/the-way-home-book-introduction-essay-by-tom-hunter/
http://www.tomhunter.org/the-way-home-book-introduction-essay-by-tom-hunter/
https://www.thenational.scot/news/14854888.pat-kane-how-photos-can-change-the-world/
https://www.thenational.scot/news/14854888.pat-kane-how-photos-can-change-the-world/
https://issuu.com/foto8/docs/vol3no1
https://www.frieze.com/article/barthes-after-barthes
https://www.magnumphotos.com/newsroom/environment/sim-chi-yin-a-mirage-of-luxury-built-on-sand/


Morelock, J. D. (2014) Strategy for Failure: America’s War in Vietnam. Available from: 

https://www.historynet.com/strategy-failure-americas-war-vietnam.htm (Accessed: 16 May 2021). 

National Gallery. (2006) Tom Hunter, living in hell and other stories. Available from:  

https://www.studiointernational.com/index.php/tom-hunter--living-in-hell-and-other-stories (Accessed: 

16 May 2021). 

Panos Pictures. (2005). Eight ways to change the world. Available from: 

https://library.panos.co.uk/features/stories/eight-ways-to-change-the-world.html#0_00034139 

(Accessed: 24 May 2021) 

Sim Chi Yin Presentation. Magnum Photos Now Event, ‘Images, Agency, and the Environment’. The 

Barbican, London. April 24, 2019 

Sontag, S. (2004) Regarding the pain of others. London: Penguin. 

TateShots (2019) Don McCullin on Photographing War. Available at: https://youtu.be/U2plqDFYcoY   

(Accessed: 16 May 2021). 

Time. (no date). 100 photos. Available at: http://100photos.time.com/ (Accessed: 16 May 2021). 

Ut, N. (1972) The terror of war. Available at: http://100photos.time.com/photos/nick-ut-terror-war 

(Accessed: 23 May 2021). 

 

 

6 

https://www.historynet.com/strategy-failure-americas-war-vietnam.htm
https://www.studiointernational.com/index.php/tom-hunter--living-in-hell-and-other-stories
https://library.panos.co.uk/features/stories/eight-ways-to-change-the-world.html#0_00034139
https://youtu.be/U2plqDFYcoY
http://100photos.time.com/about
http://100photos.time.com/photos/nick-ut-terror-war

