
     

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

The Faces of Conflict 

On the (in)visibility of faces in photographs of the Syrian conflict 
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Photographs in the media play a crucial role in the representation of conflicts as they 

are used by journalist to inform societies about these conflicts. With war photography a sense 

is given about what is happening abroad and which impacts these events have on a foreign 

society. Photographs help to spread information and create understanding that words alone 

cannot do1. Furthermore, war photos often show a characteristic narration of conflict, wherein 

visuals show high levels of sensation and emotion2. Pictures of crying children, wounded 

civilians, crying mothers and fighting combatants are often reoccurring and recognizable in 

media coverages of conflicts. This influences the international public’s perception of a conflict 

and might even influence the action of international stakeholders3. The reoccurrence of certain 

aspects in images can simplify complex conflicts as the real face of that conflict is only partly 

showed to the developed world4. Though every conflict is different, certain types of 

photographical representation remain similar. This article focuses on such a common tendency 

in war photography: the difference in the facial visibility of civilian victims versus combatants, 

using the Syrian conflict as photographic case study. Syria was chosen in this study as it is one 

of the largest conflicts of today, closely followed by the international community. 

Consequently, photographs of the Syrian crisis have been broadly shared via traditional and 

social media, in order for the public to make sense of this complicated conflict. This article will 

firstly focus on a compilation of photographs, considered to represent the kind of images most 

shown by the Western media, of the Syrian conflict. By using social semiotics, this article aims 

to show the effects of the (in)visibility of faces in photographs on the Western perception of 

victims and combatants. Social semiotics focusses on different aspects in photographs and what 

the effects of this is5. However, it should be noted that as the scope of this research is limited 

the focus will mainly be on how the faces are portrayed. As will become clear by looking at the 

photograph compilation in the first part if this article, photographs often depict victims with 

clearly visible faces while the faces of combatants are usually less visible or even invisible. The 

                                                      
1 Sadaf Rashad Ali et al, “Comparing Associated Press and UNICEF Visual Representations of the Children of 

Darfur,” African Conflict and Peacebuilding 3, no. 1 (2013): 1-26. 

 
2 Jelka Below, “Photojournalism in War and Armed Conflicts Professional Photography and the Framing of 

Victimhood in World Press Photos of the Year (MA thesis, Uppsala Universitet, 2010). 

 
3 Lene Hansen, “How images make world politics: International icons and the case of Abu Ghraib,” Review of 

International Studies 41, no. 2 (2014): 263-288. 

 
4 Sadaf Rashad Ali et al, “Comparing Associated Press and UNICEF Visual Representations of the Children of 

Darfur,” African Conflict and Peacebuilding 3, no. 1 (2013): 1-26. 
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second part of the article will address the consequences this difference has in the interpretation 

of the photographs and consequently on the perception of the conflict by the Western viewer.  

 

Photographic compilations. 

This photo compilation shows photos originating from well-known Western newspapers or 

websites. The row on the left of this compilation (photos A) shows photographs of combatants 

in Syria. The right row shows photographs of Syrian civilians (photos B).  

 

   

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

Photo 1a (Hassan Ammar/AP).                        Photo 1b (Mahmoud/AFP) 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Photo 2a (Baraa Al-Halabi/AFP)        Photo 2b (Ameer Alhabi/AFP) 
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Photo 3a (Omar Haj Kadour/AFP)  Photo 3b (Abdulmonam Essa/AFP) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Photo 4a (Edlib News Network Enn/AP)       Photo 4b (Bryan Dentonn/NY Times) 

 

The photographs with the same numbers share certain aesthetics, like the number of 

people on the picture, or, as is the case in photographs 2, one person in front of a group. 

However, the way these photographs are interpreted by the public are very different. The 

camera angle and closeness to the subject in row B grabs the attention of the viewer. The viewer 

will instantly feel a kind of closeness to the subject in the photograph. While, in row A the 
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viewer is grabbed by the unknown. Who are these people, what are they doing and why? What 

the role is of showing or not showing faces in these interpretations will be discussed next. 

As shown by these examples, there is a tendency in the Western media to use 

photographs of the Syrian conflict in which the faces of victims are more visible than those of 

combatants, even though certain other aspects in a photograph are the same. Before being able 

to analyse these photo examples, it is important to firstly address the implications the choices 

concerning showing face or not showing face have on transmitting a message to the viewer. As 

stated by Claire Harrison faces play an important role in photography as: “the face is one of the 

most powerful resources in visual imagery because people are “hard-wired” from infancy to 

study faces and their expressions.”6 The viewer of an image will thus be struck by a face in a 

photograph and try to interpret it. However, there are different ways in which a face can be 

portrayed in a photograph. This can have implication on how strong the viewer’s involvement 

is with that particular image. Harrisson states different aspects which can enhance the viewer 

involvement: visual demand, intimate distance, and frontal and medium vertical angles7. This 

research however will focus on the first aspect; visual demand. This entails that the showing of 

face and the expression on it demand the viewer to go into a relation with the subject of the 

photograph. 

If we compare the photos of row A and B, the photos of row B clearly follow the line of 

visual demand: with showing face and emotion the viewer is compelled into creating a 

relationship with the subjects of these photographs. Their faces show us the innocent side of 

the conflict, we feel compassion for them, for their emotions of pain and suffering, for being 

helpless against violence. The visibility of faces with negative emotions such as pain, suffering, 

or fear, creates strong emotions with the viewer. These images offer an emotionally engaging 

way to reality and truths, which David Campbell calls a ‘shared logic about the relationship 

between vision, ethics and politics’8. The visibility of the faces makes it easier for the viewer 

to read the emotions of the victims, which increases the ability of these photographs to create 

strong emotional reaction and shape a certain evaluation and perception of the Syrian civil war. 

                                                      
6 Claire Harrison, “Visual Social Semiotics: Understanding How Still Images Make Meaning,” Technical 

Communication 50 no. 1(2003): 46-60. 

 
7 Claire Harrison, “Visual Social Semiotics: Understanding How Still Images Make Meaning,” Technical 

Communication 50 no. 1(2003): 46-60. 

 
8 David Campbell, “Constructed Visibility: Photography the Catastrophe of Gaza,” Unknown. 2009. 
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Visibility leads to social recognition, emotional responses, even from a distance, and the feeling 

of responsibility for others9.  

However, when we look at photos of combatants in row A, their faces are hardly visible. 

The fact that combatants have invisible or hardly visible faces limits the visual demand, and 

therefore also the relationship the viewer feels with the combatants on the photo. It limits the 

recognition and the emotional response of the viewer. Such pictures show the ‘bad’ side of the 

conflict, the part to which the viewer cannot relate. Syrian combatants are generally not 

associated by the public with feelings of compassion or understanding. By limiting the visuality 

of their faces in photographs and thereby a large part of their emotions and humanness, these 

pictures help to enhance these negative feelings and emotional responses, increasingly 

dehumanizing the combatant.  

In photographs of victims often the most ‘visual demand’ is focussed on children. Children 

often appear in media coverage, as is the case in the Syrian civil war, and in the photo examples 

of this article as well. Instead of playing or learning, the children depicted in these photographs 

are suffering emotionally or physically. This different role the children have in the pictures 

gives the viewer the sense that innocence is being threatened10. The fact that children are being 

used when portraying faces of victims is because they are seen as ‘passive’ actors. Like women 

and elderly, children are seen as being powerless to what is happening11, while combatants are 

active actors. Combatants are portrayed as actively participating in something, such as holding 

a gun or giving commands, which is also clearly visible in the photo examples. In these pictures 

the visual focus is more on the action then the face and emotion. This difference gives the 

viewers compassion for the victims, as they are passive actors who cannot influence their 

situation themselves, and feelings of blame towards the combatants, as they are to be blamed 

for creating this horrible situation. The fact that different actors in the Syrian conflict are often 

portrayed in these earlier discussed ways is not a coincidence. Visibility can help establish, or 

                                                      
9 Nico Carpentier, George Terzis, Media Representations of war and conflict. 2005: 

http://nicocarpentier.net/war&media_finalreport.pdf. 

 
10 Keith Greenwood and Zoe C. Smith, “How the World Looks to Us,” Journalism Practice 1 (2007): 82-101. 

 
11 Sadaf Rashad Ali et al, “Comparing Associated Press and UNICEF Visual Representations of the Children of 

Darfur,” African Conflict and Peacebuilding 3, no. 1 (2013): 1-26. 
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in this case, reinforce certain dichotomies grounded in our cultural framework, especially the 

dichotomy of ‘self’ vs ‘others’ and ‘good’ vs ‘bad’.12 But why? 

  

Framing is the process in which the photographer or media decides what will be included 

or excluded in a picture, what we can see and how we see it. The selection of some aspects of 

the perceived reality makes these aspects more salient and thus promotes certain interpretations 

or evaluations. By doing this the media might make complex issues easier to understand for the 

public13. A certain ideological framework is constituted, as is the case with media coverage of 

war. This framing can be seen as a cycle as photographs will show what fits the already existing 

frames about specific events, such as conflicts. Viewers will evaluate a photograph based on 

what is shown, so by re-using frames that are alike a standard of comparison is created and 

photographs are more easily interpreted. 

The cultural framework can be seen in the selection made by Western newspapers or sites 

of which photographs of the Syrian war are published. The invisibility of the combatants to the 

Western viewer limits a relationship, creating or reinforcing the notion of ‘otherness’ towards 

these combatants. Next to this, these pictures help to reaffirm the colonial opinion that ‘we’ the 

West need to help the victims as they are helpless and mere passive actors which are being 

struck by horrors. The way the Syrian civil war is portrayed to the West shows that the ‘others’ 

are capable of hurting each other. Horrors which they will probably commit themselves if we 

do not help them becoming better world citizens14. ‘We’ should protect them and have the 

responsibility to act and make sure the suffering will stop. Only ‘we’ can do that, as the conflict 

shows that the ‘others’, instead of helping each other, are hurting each other.  

Photographs thus help shape our understanding of conflicts that are happening far from 

home. We are forced to recognize the combatants as being the ‘bad guys’ and the active actors 

whom are causing a horrible situation for the victims. This framing is partly done by showing 

and not showing faces of the actors in the photographs. Showing faces and their emotions asks 

for compassion of the viewer. This because we are rooted to interpret faces and their emotions, 

                                                      
12 Porismita Borah, “Conceptual Issues in Framing Theory: A Systematic Examination of a Decade’s Literature,” 

Journal of Communications 61 no. 2 (2011): 246-263. 

 
13 Sadaf Rashad Ali et al, “Comparing Associated Press and UNICEF Visual Representations of the Children of 

Darfur,” African Conflict and Peacebuilding 3, no. 1 (2013): 1-26. 

 
14 Robert Entman, “Framing: Toward a Clarification of a Fractured Paradigm,” Journal of Communication 43 

(1993): 52-58. 
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which can only be done if faces are portrayed clearly. As the victims are passive actors, the 

viewer feels the need that something has to be done about the conflict. ‘We’, the West, have 

the obligation to help protect the victims that are being hurt by their own people. Next to the 

fact that these pictures direct the viewer in a way to understanding the conflict, it underlines 

certain hegemonic understandings of how the world should work. It is important to note that 

the viewer is unaware of these effects of the photographs. A simple choice like showing or not 

showing faces thus has far reaching consequences. It shapes the way the viewer perceives 

certain actors in a conflict, but next to this it reinforces the sentiment that ‘we’, the West, should 

help the poor passive actors. This combined with the fact that the viewer is most probably not 

even aware of these consequences shows that this is an important subject that needs more 

research attention.  
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