
Imaging Famine: Notes 
 
Key: 

  
Of interest 

  
Artist 

  
Artwork/book 

  
Quote/extended 

  
  
Campbell, D. et al (2005) Imaging famine. Available at: https://www.oca-

student.com/resource-type/imagingfamine [accessed 6th June 2018] 
  

2 decades after the Ethiopian famine of the 1980s it is time to reconsider the 
power and purpose of disaster pictures. 

The images of the famine resulted in the original Band Aid/Live Aid 
phenomenon. 

  
Mohamed Amin and Michael Buerk's 1984 television report from Ethiopia is 

credited with drawing the world's attention to the famine. 
425 TV stations worldwide ran the report meaning it reached millions 

of people. 
  

This media coverage represented a watershed in how aid agencies thought 
about images of disaster. 

Initially, the international study of the coverage 'Images of Africa' 
(undertaken by the UN) resulted in codes of practice for the use of 

pictures by NGOs. 
Since then there has been little reflection on the politics of 
photographic practice and stereotypical images have persisted. 

"As a result, part of the Live Aid legacy has been the 
equation of famine with Africa and Africa with famine, 

reducing a continent of 57 countries…to a single 
impoverished place."  

  
Imaging Famine - an ongoing, web based project: 

Purpose is reignite debate/draw public attention/encourage further 
reflection on issues of famine coverage. 

  
What is the appeal?: 

  
Charity appeals are often organised around stereotypical images of victims. 

The millions raised appear to demonstrate the continuing power of this 
approach. 

Are these short term benefits with the long term problem that they 
perpetuate cultural and racial stereotypes? 

  
Positive versus negative images: 
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Is it possible for the media to present positive images of people in need? 

  
Are negative images necessary for fundraising or do they breed despair that 

nothing can be done? 
  

One answer - "highlight moral imperatives to tell the truth, avoid sensationalism 
and respect the dignity of human beings (however awful their situation.)" 

  
Do the ends justify the means? 

If morally suspect images cause people to act should the y be avoided? 
Is an image negative if it produces a positive outcome? 

  
The nature of photojournalism: 

  
The impact of a well chosen photograph is immediate and powerful but is greatly 

changed by the addition of captions/text. 
Arguably an image without text is purely aesthetic, short of clear meaning 

and not photojournalism at all. 
  
What is the purpose of a caption? 

To tell a story? 
Convey a message? 

Advertise good work? 
Raise consciousness? 

Rouse emotions? 
  

This issue is complicated by concerns about who writes the text 
E.g. this may not be the photographer/witness but photo 

editors and picture agencies that may have conflicting 
priorities 

  
"[An] enduring issue is…the extent to which photojournalism can 

appropriately provide images with context, understanding and 
explanation." 

  
Geographies of death and disaster: 

  
Susan Moeller (in Compassion fatigue): 

"One dead fireman in Brooklyn is worth five English bobbies, who are worth 
50 Arabs, who are worth 500 Africans." 
  

If audiences care most about then with whom they can identify, what are 
the bases for identification? 

Physical proximity? 
Nation? 

Race? 
  

Are foreign stories only newsworthy if they involve death and disaster 
on a massive scale? 

  
Complex issues that affect coverage include: 



How are the events understood? 
E.g. natural disaster, political emergency 

Slow news day? 
E.g. 2004 boxing day tsunami  

Are economic/political interests at stake? 
Are westerners involved/implicated? 

Are photographers/journalists available at the scene? 
Are innocent victims in ready supply? 

  
Moving images: 

  
Famine images tend to focus on women and children 

E.g. child staring at the camera in a plaintive way - portrayed as vulnerable, 
weak, at the moment of death, orphaned 

Mother and child weeping 
  

"Victim images" are designed to arouse strong feelings in the viewer. 
"They…consciously elicit the sympathy pity and compassion of viewer, 

in the belief that emotional responses attract attention to stories or 
stimulate charitable giving." 

  

Are these images any different to 19thC images made by European 
missionaries of the poor/destitute in Africa? 

  
What are the links between disaster photography and 

anthropology/colonialism? 
Is contemporary photographic practice post-colonial? 

  
'Compassion fatigue' thesis debate: 

The endless repetition of upsetting images cannot result in political 
understanding/humanitarian relief if it induces passivity, despair, 

helplessness/confusion in the viewer/reader. 
  

Thesis suggests viewers "turn away and switch off." 
Contrasting view is the 'CNN effect' which argues broadcast of 

powerful images can force governments to act. 
  

Sir Bob Geldof suggested that the original Band Aid was driven not by 
pity and sympathy but anger and outrage  

Stronger emotions are required to effect political justice and 
change through public opinion. 
  

Pictures, celebrities and policy: 
  

The use of celebrities to obtain media attention meant Band Aid/Live Aid was 
unquestionably successful in stimulating charitable giving - to what extent did it 

provide depth of understanding/provoke political change? 
  

Enduring political issues would suggest not which begs the question what sort of 
images would be required to effectively stimulate change? 

  
Stereotypes, icons and symbols: 



  
Studies suggest perceptions of Africa remain dominated by negative stereotypes 

of famine, war and poverty and the idea of Africa as a single, impoverished 
place. 

  
The 'Live Aid legacy':  

  
Negative- 

Stereotype of African continent as a 'country' - "neither urban, modern 
nor efficient where everyone is permanently malnourished." 

Women - often portrayed through gender stereotypes of 
helplessness, motherhood and dependence on men. 

Children - images of starving children have become icons of 
weakness and deprivation. 

Images of western aid - add to an image of Africa as one big 
begging bowl, beset by tribal wars, corrupt leaders and 

uncontrollable natural disasters. 
  

Positive- 
Live Aid is credited with instilling recognition that there is a long term 
responsibility for Africa. 

  
Michael Buerk has credited Live Aid with the opposite of compassion 

fatigue, that the celebrity activism of the 1980s convinced ordinary 
people of their capacity to effect change. 

  
Is there a market for non-traditional images that disrupt stereotypes? 

Are war/famine/poverty the only newsworthy subjects? 
Are the most powerful images those that reinforce cultural clichés?  

As opposed to more complex ones that attempt to convey knowledge, 
understanding, context and explanation? 

Are indigenous photographers with local knowledge more likely to produce 
challenging images? 

  
Visual memory: 

  
If moving images are now the dominant form of news media does that mean 

that still images have lost their significance? 
Photojournalism/documentary photography remains a culturally significant 

form of knowledge as they retain a gravitas that the "all consuming stream 
of television" cannot match. 
  

As television becomes increasingly tabloid in its concerns, will still 
photography gain in importance? 

  
Does memory work like still images rather than streams of video? 

  
Iconic images often evoke other pictures 

E.g. paintings, historical photographs, Christian iconography (e.g. Madonna 
and child) 

  



Are these the reflections of what is in front of the lens or the photographers 
indirect reliance on artistic traditions to produce a powerful picture? 

  
Time and Place: 

  
Technology - 

Digital technology and transmission has led to immediacy, but, has the 
need for impact and speed forced the use of simplified compositions? 

  
Budget constraints -  

It is now rare for a photographer to spend an extended period of time 
documenting a crisis. Can the complexity of an issue be shown in such time 

frames without being reduced to simplification and familiarity?  
  

Indigenous image makers: 
Is the move towards the training/use of indigenous image makers a way of 

allowing an indigenous voice or will this perspective be stifled by a northern 
market that demands a northern perspective? 

  
The decline of the 'serious photo essay': 

The increase in celebrity/lifestyle features has led to serious photography 

that would previously warranted a photo essay, to be compressed into a 
single image.  

Can understanding be expected to be given to an audience with just one 
image? 

Is there anything that can be learned from advertising, particularly 
advertisers way of triggering emotional response through visual metaphor? 

  
Responsibility: 

  
What is the responsibility of photographers and photography when responding to 

disaster? 
  

Is there a moral code for photographers about when to act or is there 
responsibility best exercised by taking pictures? 

  
The Chinese famine of 1959-61 is regarded as the worlds worst. Debate and text 

reports in British newspapers over how to deal with the issue was common at 
the time, but, pictures were not publicly used.  

Would pictures have proved the scope of the disaster and led to action? 
Without pictures, would the Buerk/Amin report of the Ethiopian famine 
have had the same response? 

  
What is the role of people who appear in disaster photographs? 

Is it a justified criticism that the photographer is preying on people at their 
lowest moment? 

  
Is the exchange of aid for victims a legitimate and fair one? 

  
  

  
  


