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​Abstract​

​ETHICAL​​VISUAL​​TRUTH​​-​​AN​​ANALYSIS​​ON​​VIETNAM​​WAR​​PHOTOJOURNALISM​

​Anna​​Lauryn​​Carmichael,​​Master​​of​​Arts,​​2026​

​Thesis​​Directed​​by:​​Dr.​​Stefanie​​Snider,​​Adjunct​​Professor​​of​​Art​​History​

​This​​thesis​​examines​​the​​ethical​​dimensions​​of​​Vietnam​​War​​photojournalism​​through​

​close​​analysis​​of​​four​​iconic​​photographs:​​Nick​​Ut's​​The​​Terror​​of​​War​​(Napalm​​Girl)​​,​​Eddie​

​Adams's​​Saigon​​Execution​​,​​Catherine​​Leroy's​​Vietnam,​​February​​1967​​,​​and​​Gilles​​Caron's​

​Untitled​​(Who's​​the​​Enemy​​Here?)​​.​​Rather​​than​​treating​​these​​images​​as​​transparent​

​documentation,​​this​​thesis​​argues​​that​​Vietnam​​War​​photojournalism​​functioned​​as​​a​​contested​

​medium​​of​​narrative​​construction,​​one​​whose​​most​​celebrated​​images​​achieved​​iconic​​status​​by​

​conforming​​to​​Western​​visual​​conventions​​and​​institutional​​demands,​​rather​​than​​by​​capturing​

​some​​unmediated​​truth.​​Drawing​​on​​the​​interconnected​​frameworks​​of​​visual​​truth,​​photographic​

​ethics,​​spectatorship​​and​​agency,​​and​​institutional​​gatekeeping,​​this​​thesis​​asks​​how​​the​​structures​

​of​​US​​photojournalism​​shaped​​which​​images​​became​​iconic,​​whose​​humanity​​was​​rendered​

​visible,​​and​​at​​what​​cost.​​The​​analysis​​demonstrates​​that​​the​​formal​​properties,​​ethical​​conditions,​

​spectatorial​​relationships,​​and​​institutional​​systems​​surrounding​​these​​photographs​​cannot​​be​

​understood​​in​​isolation.​​Taken​​together,​​they​​reveal​​that​​the​​humanitarian​​claims​​made​​on​​their​

​behalf​​were​​frequently​​achieved​​at​​the​​direct​​expense​​of​​the​​Vietnamese​​subjects​​whose​​suffering​

​was​​made​​visible.​​This​​thesis​​argues​​for​​a​​more​​accountable​​model​​of​​looking,​​one​​that​​holds​

​photojournalism's​​ethical​​claims​​and​​its​​actual​​operations​​in​​the​​same​​frame.​

​Keywords:​​Vietnam​​War​​Photojournalism,​​Photographic​​Ethics,​​Visual​​Truth,​​Spectatorship​
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​Introduction​

​On​​June​​8,​​1972,​​Associated​​Press​​(AP)​​photographer​​Nick​​Ut​​photographed​​a​

​nine-year-old​​girl​​running​​naked​​and​​screaming​​down​​a​​road​​outside​​Trảng​​Bàng,​​Vietnam,​​her​

​skin​​destroyed​​by​​napalm​​(see​​fig.​​1).​​The​​image​​was​​transmitted​​around​​the​​world​​within​​hours.​

​It​​won​​the​​Pulitzer​​Prize.​​It​​became​​one​​of​​the​​most​​reproduced​​photographs​​in​​history.​​For​

​decades,​​Kim​​Phúc​​(the​​girl​​in​​the​​photograph)​​has​​described​​living​​with​​the​​psychological​​and​

​physical​​consequences​​of​​that​​visibility,​​including​​post-traumatic​​stress​​disorder,​​shame,​​and​

​what​​she​​has​​characterized​​as​​a​​profound​​violation​​of​​her​​personhood.​​1​ ​The​​photograph​​that​​the​

​Western​​press​​celebrated​​as​​a​​humanizing​​document​​of​​war’s​​horror​​was,​​for​​its​​subject,​

​something​​closer​​to​​a​​second​​wound.​

​The​​story​​of​​Napalm​​Girl​​,​​officially​​titled​​The​​Terror​​of​​War​​,​​resists​​easy​​categorization.​

​Nick​​Ut—born​​Huỳnh​​Công​​Út—is​​Vietnamese​​American.​​He​​fled​​Vietnam​​in​​1975​​and​​became​

​a​​naturalized​​US​​citizen​​in​​1977.​​2​ ​On​​the​​day​​he​​made​​the​​photograph,​​he​​also​​drove​​Kim​​Phúc​

​to​​a​​hospital,​​intervening​​on​​her​​behalf​​in​​ways​​that​​strain​​the​​model​​of​​the​​detached​​Western​

​bystander​​that​​critics​​like​​Susan​​Sontag​​and​​Ariella​​Azoulay​​have​​theorized.​​3​ ​His​​image​​straddles​

​the​​divide​​between​​Vietnamese​​and​​Western​​perspectives,​​between​​witness​​and​​participant,​​in​

​ways​​that​​complicate​​any​​straightforward​​account​​of​​who​​was​​looking,​​from​​where,​​and​​on​

​whose​​behalf.​​That​​complex​​ambiguity​​of​​authorship​​and​​the​​gap​​between​​what​​an​​image​​claims​

​to​​do,​​and​​what​​it​​actually​​costs,​​sits​​at​​the​​center​​of​​this​​thesis.​​This​​thesis​​comes​​to​​these​

​3​ ​"'Napalm​​Girl'​​Photographer​​Retires​​after​​51​​Years,"​​AP​​Images​​Blog,​​March​​31,​​2017,​
​https://apimagesblog.com/blog/2017/3/31/napalm-girl-photographer-retires-after-51-years​​;​​Susan​​Sontag,​​Regarding​
​the​​Pain​​of​​Others​​(New​​York:​​Farrar,​​Straus​​and​​Giroux,​​2003),​​6–7;​​Ariella​​Azoulay,​​The​​Civil​​Contract​​of​
​Photography​​(New​​York:​​Zone​​Books,​​2008).​

​2​ ​Associated​​Press,​​"'Napalm​​Girl'​​Photographer​​Nick​​Ut​​Looks​​Back​​at​​a​​Career​​That​​Included​​War's​
​Carnage​​and​​Hollywood's​​Red​​Carpets,"​​Los​​Angeles​​Times​​,​​March​​13,​​2017,​
​https://www.latimes.com/local/california/la-me-nick-ut-retirement-20170313-story.html​​.​

​1​ ​Meenakshi​​Gigi​​Durham,​​"'Napalm​​Girl'​​at​​50:​​On​​Photojournalism​​and​​the​​Ethics​​of​​Care,"​​International​
​Journal​​of​​Communication​​17​​(2023):​​3865–3870.​​EBSCOhost​​.​

https://apimagesblog.com/blog/2017/3/31/napalm-girl-photographer-retires-after-51-years
https://apimagesblog.com/blog/2017/3/31/napalm-girl-photographer-retires-after-51-years
https://www.latimes.com/local/california/la-me-nick-ut-retirement-20170313-story.html
https://www.latimes.com/local/california/la-me-nick-ut-retirement-20170313-story.html
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A754393028/LitRC?u=sain20269&sid=ebsco&xid=99e85199
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​questions​​from​​a​​particular​​angle,​​produced​​through​​close​​looking​​at​​well-known​​photographs​​of​

​the​​Vietnam​​War,​​an​​encounter​​that​​made​​visible​​the​​human​​costs​​of​​occupation​​and​​violence​​in​

​ways​​years​​of​​reading​​about​​the​​war​​had​​not:​​that​​the​​photographs​​themselves​​were​​doing​

​political​​and​​ethical​​work​​that​​their​​celebrated​​status​​obscured.​​The​​manipulation​​of​​public​

​perception​​through​​visual​​media​​is​​not​​a​​historical​​curiosity.​​It​​is​​a​​mechanism​​that​​did​​not​​end​

​with​​the​​Paris​​Peace​​Accords,​​and​​understanding​​how​​it​​operated​​in​​Vietnam​​is​​one​​way​​of​

​understanding​​how​​it​​operates​​now.​

​The​​tension​​between​​photography's​​claims​​to​​humanitarian​​witness​​and​​the​​actual​​human​

​costs​​it​​imposes​​on​​its​​subjects​​is​​not​​unique​​to​​Ut's​​photograph.​​This​​practice​​has​​been​

​embedded​​in​​war​​imagery​​since​​at​​least​​the​​US​​Civil​​War,​​the​​first​​photographed​​war​​after​​the​

​advent​​of​​photography​​in​​the​​nineteenth​​century.​​Alexander​​Gardner's​​widely​​circulated​​1863​

​photograph​​of​​a​​fallen​​Confederate​​soldier​​at​​Gettysburg,​​later​​titled​​Home​​of​​a​​Rebel​

​Sharpshooter​​,​​is​​now​​understood​​to​​have​​been​​staged:​​Gardner​​moved​​the​​body​​to​​a​​more​

​dramatic​​setting​​and​​arranged​​a​​rifle​​beside​​it​​before​​exposing​​the​​plate.​​4​ ​A​​century​​later,​​the​

​Vietnam/American​​War​​became​​among​​the​​most​​extensively​​photographed​​conflicts​​in​​human​

​history.​​Photographers​​produced​​images​​that​​circulated​​globally​​(in​​wire​​transmissions,​

​newspaper​​front​​pages,​​television​​news​​segments,​​and​​magazines​​including​​Life​​,​​Time​​,​​Paris​

​Match​​,​​and​​Newsweek​​),​​shaping​​US​​public​​debate​​and​​becoming​​defining​​symbols​​of​​a​

​generation's​​reckoning​​with​​military​​violence​​and​​government​​credibility.​​Yet,​​the​​relationship​

​between​​those​​photographs​​and​​historical​​reality​​has​​never​​been​​straightforward.​​Scholars,​

​journalists,​​and​​cultural​​critics​​have​​spent​​decades​​grappling​​with​​a​​question​​that​​turns​​out​​to​​be​

​far​​more​​difficult​​than​​it​​first​​appears:​​what​​did​​those​​images​​actually​​do?​​Did​​photographs​​like​

​Napalm​​Girl​​turn​​US​​public​​opinion​​against​​the​​war,​​or​​did​​they​​provide​​visual​​confirmation​​of​

​4​ ​Sontag,​​Regarding​​the​​Pain​​of​​Others​​,​​51–55.​
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​beliefs​​already​​forming​​through​​political​​organizing,​​personal​​loss,​​and​​structural​

​disillusionment?​​Was​​the​​camera​​a​​witness​​to​​truth,​​or​​was​​it​​always​​already​​an​​instrument​​of​

​narrative​​construction​​shaped​​by​​Western​​audiences?​

​This​​thesis​​argues​​that​​Vietnam​​War​​photojournalism​​functioned​​not​​as​​transparent​

​documentation​​but​​as​​a​​contested​​medium​​of​​narrative​​construction:​​a​​medium​​whose​​most​

​celebrated​​images​​achieved​​their​​iconic​​status​​by​​conforming​​to​​Western​​visual​​conventions​​and​

​routinely​​subordinating​​the​​humanity​​of​​Vietnamese​​subjects​​to​​the​​symbolic​​and​​political​​needs​

​of​​US​​and​​European​​audiences.​​The​​photographs​​that​​won​​Pulitzer​​Prizes​​and​​filled​​the​​pages​​of​

​Life​​and​​its​​counterparts​​were​​not​​simply​​the​​most​​“truthful”​​images​​of​​the​​war.​​They​​were​​the​

​most​​legible​​images​​within​​a​​specific​​institutional​​and​​cultural​​apparatus​​that​​organized​​around​

​the​​visual​​values​​of​​Western​​photojournalism.​​The​​representational​​assumptions​​of​​a​

​photographic​​encounter​​in​​which​​photographers​​documented​​Vietnamese​​bodies​​for​​Western​

​viewers​​show​​little​​consideration​​for​​the​​perspectives,​​agencies,​​or​​costs​​borne​​by​​those​​bodies.​

​Here,​​“Western”​​designates​​primarily​​the​​United​​States​​and​​Western​​Europe:​​the​​institutional​

​centers​​from​​which​​photojournalistic​​standards​​were​​set,​​images​​were​​edited​​and​​distributed,​​and​

​iconic​​photographs​​were​​canonized.​

​The​​conflict​​known​​in​​the​​United​​States​​as​​the​​Vietnam​​War​​and​​in​​Vietnam​​as​​the​

​American​​War—or​​the​​War​​of​​American​​Aggression—was​​fought​​between​​approximately​​1955​

​and​​1975,​​though​​US​​military​​involvement​​escalated​​sharply​​following​​the​​Gulf​​of​​Tonkin​

​Resolution​​in​​1964,​​which​​authorized​​President​​Lyndon​​B.​​Johnson​​to​​deploy​​combat​​forces​

​without​​a​​formal​​declaration​​of​​war.​​The​​war​​pitted​​the​​communist​​Democratic​​Republic​​of​

​Vietnam​​(North​​Vietnam),​​backed​​by​​the​​Soviet​​Union​​and​​the​​People’s​​Republic​​of​​China,​

​against​​the​​US-supported​​Republic​​of​​Vietnam​​(South​​Vietnam).​​Presidents​​Eisenhower,​
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​Kennedy,​​and​​Johnson​​each​​escalated​​US​​involvement​​in​​turn,​​and​​Nixon​​oversaw​​its​​gradual​

​withdrawal​​following​​the​​Paris​​Peace​​Accords​​of​​1973.​​North​​Vietnamese​​forces​​took​​Saigon,​

​Vietnam​​on​​April​​30,​​1975,​​reunifying​​the​​country​​under​​communist​​governance​​the​​following​

​year.​​The​​war​​killed​​an​​estimated​​two​​to​​three​​million​​Vietnamese​​civilians,​​more​​than​​one​

​million​​North​​Vietnamese​​and​​Viet​​Cong​​fighters,​​approximately​​250,000​​South​​Vietnamese​

​military​​personnel,​​and​​58,000​​US​​service​​members.​​5​ ​It​​generated​​a​​visual​​archive​​unlike​​any​

​previous​​conflict,​​produced​​under​​conditions​​of​​relatively​​open​​press​​access​​that​​would​​never​​be​

​replicated,​​and​​it​​remains​​the​​paradigmatic​​case​​study​​for​​debates​​about​​photojournalism​​and​​the​

​ethics​​of​​war​​imagery.​​6​

​This​​thesis​​focuses​​its​​analysis​​on​​four​​photographs,​​chosen​​because,​​together,​​they​​form​

​a​​set​​of​​analytical​​problems​​that​​no​​single​​image​​could​​generate​​alone.​​The​​first​​and​​most​

​well-known​​is​​Ut’s​​Napalm​​Girl​​(​​The​​Terror​​of​​War​​,​​1972).​​As​​the​​hinge​​of​​the​​analysis,​​Napalm​

​Girl​​concentrates​​the​​thesis’s​​central​​tensions​​in​​a​​single​​frame:​​the​​ambiguity​​of​​its​​authorship​​(a​

​Vietnamese​​American​​photographer​​working​​for​​a​​US​​wire​​service),​​the​​total​​evacuation​​of​

​subject​​agency​​(Kim​​Phúc​​photographed​​at​​her​​most​​physically​​and​​psychologically​​vulnerable,​

​without​​consent,​​in​​a​​moment​​of​​extreme​​pain),​​and​​the​​paradox​​by​​which​​an​​image​​that​​violated​

​its​​subject​​so​​completely​​became​​the​​emblem​​of​​humanizing​​witness.​​The​​photograph’s​

​canonical​​status​​makes​​it​​the​​unavoidable​​starting​​point;​​its​​complications​​make​​it​​the​​ideal​

​through-line.​​The​​second​​is​​Eddie​​Adams’s​​Execution​​of​​Nguyễn​​Văn​​Lém​​(1968),​​which​​shows​

​Brigadier​​General​​Nguyễn​​Ngọc​​Loan​​raising​​a​​pistol​​to​​the​​temple​​of​​a​​bound​​Viet​​Cong​

​6​ ​Daniel​​C.​​Hallin,​​The​​"Uncensored​​War":​​The​​Media​​and​​Vietnam​​(New​​York:​​Oxford​​University​​Press,​
​1986).;​​Julian​​Stallabrass,​​Killing​​for​​Show:​​Photography,​​War,​​and​​the​​Media​​in​​Vietnam​​and​​Iraq​​(Lanham:​
​Rowman​​&​​Littlefield,​​2020).​

​5​ ​Associated​​Press,​​"Vietnam​​Says​​1.1​​Million​​Died​​Fighting​​for​​North,"​​The​​Ledger-Star​​(Norfolk,​​VA),​
​April​​4,​​1995,​​https://scholar.lib.vt.edu/VA-news/VA-Pilot/issues/1995/vp950404/04040331.htm​​.​

https://scholar.lib.vt.edu/VA-news/VA-Pilot/issues/1995/vp950404/04040331.htm
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​prisoner​​on​​a​​Saigon​​street​​during​​the​​Tet​​Offensive​​(see​​fig.​​2).​​Adams​​was​​a​​US​​photographer;​

​the​​image​​was​​made​​for—and​​celebrated​​by—US​​institutional​​structures,​​winning​​the​​Pulitzer​

​Prize​​and​​becoming​​a​​symbol​​of​​the​​war’s​​brutality.​​Yet​​its​​most​​immediate​​subject​​is​

​Vietnamese:​​a​​man​​being​​killed,​​his​​humanity​​reduced,​​in​​the​​moment​​of​​the​​photograph’s​

​creation,​​to​​the​​role​​of​​object​​lesson.​​Execution​​of​​Nguyễn​​Văn​​Lém​​anchors​​the​​thesis’s​​analysis​

​of​​how​​US​​photographers​​and​​US​​institutions​​instrumentalized​​Vietnamese​​bodies​​to​​produce​

​images​​legible​​and​​meaningful​​to​​US​​audiences.​

​The​​third​​photograph​​shifts​​the​​axis​​of​​production.​​French​​photographer​​Catherine​

​Leroy’s​​1967​​image​​introduces​​an​​outsider​​perspective​​on​​US​​conduct​​while​​raising​​its​​own​

​representational​​problems,​​showing​​a​​US​​soldier​​crouching​​over​​a​​group​​of​​Vietnamese​​villagers​

​with​​a​​raised​​hand​​to​​his​​lips​​(see​​fig.​​3).​​The​​gesture​​of​​ambiguous​​authority​​operates​

​simultaneously​​as​​its​​subject​​and​​its​​metaphor:​​the​​photograph​​records​​a​​moment​​in​​which​​a​

​Vietnamese​​voice​​is​​suspended​​(quieted,​​held,​​uncertain​​whether​​it​​may​​continue)​​while​

​enacting,​​through​​its​​own​​conditions​​of​​production​​and​​publication​​by​​a​​US​​outlet,​​a​​secondary​

​and​​more​​complete​​suppression.​​While​​it​​is​​published​​in​​a​​manner​​to​​prove​​US​​Soldiers’​

​protection​​of​​locals,​​Leroy’s​​image​​asks​​what​​it​​means​​for​​a​​French​​photographer,​​working​

​within​​a​​US​​institutional​​framework,​​to​​document​​the​​silencing​​of​​Vietnamese​​subjects.​​The​

​fourth​​photograph,​​French​​photographer​​Gilles​​Caron's​​Untitled​​,​​referred​​to​​as​​Who​​is​​the​​Enemy​

​Here?​​(1967),​​completes​​the​​set​​by​​pushing​​the​​question​​of​​perspective​​furthest​​from​​the​​US​

​institutional​​framework​​(see​​fig.​​4).​​Caron​​spent​​only​​two​​months​​in​​Vietnam,​​in​​November​​and​

​December​​of​​1967,​​during​​which​​time​​he​​documented​​some​​of​​the​​conflict's​​most​​intense​

​fighting,​​including​​the​​Battle​​of​​Dak​​To​​at​​Hill​​875.​​Though​​the​​photograph​​examined​​in​​this​

​thesis​​does​​not​​depict​​that​​battle,​​his​​brief​​presence​​in​​the​​country​​produced​​an​​outsized​​and​
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​lasting​​visual​​record.​​Where​​Leroy​​was​​a​​French​​photographer​​working​​within​​American​

​publishing​​structures​​(through​​Life​​),​​Caron​​worked​​primarily​​through​​Gamma,​​a​​Paris-based​

​cooperative​​agency​​founded​​in​​1966​​that​​operated​​entirely​​outside​​the​​Anglo-American​

​photojournalistic​​apparatus.​​This​​distinction​​has​​historical​​weight,​​given​​that​​Vietnam​​had​​been​​a​

​French​​colonial​​territory​​until​​1954,​​lending​​French​​photographers​​a​​different​​kind​​of​

​relationship​​to​​the​​region​​than​​their​​American​​counterparts.​​Caron’s​​photograph​​shows​​a​​soldier​

​engaging​​with​​a​​Vietnamese​​mother​​on​​her​​property,​​her​​young​​children​​beside​​her,​​the​​power​

​dynamic​​of​​occupation​​made​​uncomfortably​​legible​​in​​a​​single​​frame.​​The​​image​​does​​not​

​organize​​Vietnamese​​experience​​for​​Western​​consumption;​​it​​restores​​a​​Vietnamese​​point​​of​

​view,​​positioning​​the​​viewer​​alongside​​the​​mother,​​rather​​than​​behind​​the​​soldier's​​rifle.​​Where​

​the​​other​​three​​photographs​​were​​made​​within​​or​​for​​American​​institutional​​structures,​​Who​​is​​the​

​Enemy​​Here?​​arrives​​from​​outside​​that​​system—and​​it​​shows.​

​The​​central​​research​​question​​driving​​this​​analysis​​is:​​how​​did​​the​​institutional​​and​​ethical​

​structures​​of​​US​​photojournalism​​during​​the​​Vietnam​​War​​shape​​which​​images​​became​​iconic,​

​whose​​humanity​​was​​rendered​​visible,​​and​​at​​what​​cost​​to​​the​​subjects​​of​​those​​images?​​The​

​thesis​​proceeds​​through​​six​​chapters.​​Following​​this​​introduction,​​the​​review​​of​​the​​literature​

​grounds​​the​​analytical​​framework​​before​​the​​methodology​​chapter​​outlines​​the​​approach​​taken​​to​

​the​​four​​primary​​images.​​The​​findings​​chapter​​examines​​the​​construction​​of​​photographic​

​meaning​​through​​close​​analysis​​of​​competing​​narrative​​modes,​​the​​ethics​​of​​photographic​

​representation​​through​​sustained​​attention​​to​​the​​four​​primary​​images​​and​​their​​subjects,​​and​​the​

​institutional​​mechanisms​​(from​​Pulitzer​​Prize​​committees​​to​​counter-public​​channels​​like​​the​

​Russell​​Tribunal)​​that​​determined​​the​​circulation​​and​​reception​​of​​photographic​​evidence.​​The​

​discussion​​of​​results​​takes​​up​​the​​question​​of​​Vietnamese​​agency​​and​​the​​structural​​conditions​
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​that​​foreclosed​​it,​​drawing​​substantially​​on​​Thy​​Phu's​​recovery​​of​​the​​Vietnamese​​photographic​

​archive​​as​​a​​model​​for​​what​​a​​more​​complete​​account​​of​​the​​war's​​visual​​history​​might​​look​​like.​

​The​​conclusion​​returns​​to​​the​​photographs​​themselves,​​asking​​what​​it​​would​​mean​​to​​see​​them​

​differently.​

​The​​stakes​​of​​this​​inquiry​​extend​​beyond​​the​​Vietnam​​War.​​In​​an​​era​​of​​algorithmically​

​curated​​visual​​culture​​and​​renewed​​debates​​about​​photojournalism’s​​capacity​​to​​bear​​witness​​to​

​atrocity,​​the​​questions​​that​​Vietnam​​War​​photography​​raises​​remain​​relevant.​​Who​​controls​​the​

​image?​​Who​​decides​​what​​is​​publishable?​​Whose​​suffering​​becomes​​symbolic,​​and​​whose​

​remains​​invisible?​​What​​the​​Vietnam​​case​​makes​​visible,​​through​​half​​a​​century​​of​​scholarly​

​distance,​​is​​that​​these​​are​​never​​purely​​aesthetic​​questions.​​There​​are​​always,​​also,​​ethical​​and​

​political​​challenges​​about​​power,​​about​​representation,​​and​​about​​the​​human​​cost​​of​​being​​seen.​
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​Literature​​Review​

​The​​Vietnam​​War​​is​​among​​the​​most​​photographed​​conflicts​​in​​human​​history,​​and​​yet​​the​

​relationship​​between​​those​​photographs​​and​​public​​understanding​​of​​the​​war​​remains​​deeply​

​contested.​​Scholars,​​journalists,​​and​​cultural​​critics​​have​​spent​​decades​​grappling​​with​​a​

​deceptively​​simple​​question:​​what​​did​​those​​images​​actually​​do?​​The​​answers​​branch​​in​​two​

​directions.​​Did​​photographs​​like​​Nick​​Ut’s​​Napalm​​Girl​​(1972)​​turn​​American​​public​​opinion​

​against​​the​​war,​​or​​did​​they​​merely​​provide​​visual​​confirmation​​of​​what​​many​​Americans​​already​

​believed?​​Was​​the​​camera​​a​​witness​​to​​truth,​​or​​was​​it​​always​​already​​a​​tool​​of​​narrative​

​construction​​shaped​​by​​editors,​​government​​officials,​​institutional​​gatekeepers,​​and​​the​​cultural​

​assumptions​​of​​the​​viewer?​​The​​literature​​surveyed​​in​​this​​review​​does​​not​​offer​​a​​single​​answer​

​to​​either​​question.​​What​​it​​offers​​instead​​is​​a​​sophisticated,​​yet​​sometimes​​contradictory,​

​conversation​​about​​photography’s​​power​​and​​its​​limits.​​It​​reveals​​questions​​that​​have​​only​​grown​

​more​​urgent​​in​​an​​era​​of​​digital​​manipulation​​and​​algorithmically​​curated​​visual​​culture.​

​This​​literature​​review​​examines​​scholarly​​works​​that,​​together,​​map​​the​​major​​intellectual​

​frameworks​​for​​understanding​​Vietnam​​War​​photojournalism.​​These​​works​​span​​media​​studies,​

​art​​history,​​visual​​culture,​​disability​​studies,​​journalism​​pedagogy,​​and​​comparative​​history​​as​​a​

​range​​of​​disciplines​​that​​reflects​​both​​the​​interdisciplinary​​nature​​of​​the​​field​​and​​the​​difficulty​​of​

​containing​​photography's​​effects​​within​​any​​single​​analytical​​framework.​​Running​​through​​all​​of​

​these​​conversations​​is​​a​​central​​tension:​​photography​​presents​​itself​​as​​transparent​​documentation​

​while​​functioning,​​always,​​as​​mediated​​representation.​​How​​scholars​​navigate​​that​​tension,​​and​

​what​​stakes​​they​​attach​​to​​it,​​is​​what​​this​​review​​sets​​out​​to​​identify.​

​A​​note​​on​​scope:​​this​​review​​focuses​​on​​the​​peer-reviewed​​scholarly​​literature​​most​

​directly​​relevant​​to​​Vietnam​​War​​photojournalism​​and​​its​​analytical​​frameworks.​​Several​​major​
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​book-length​​studies—including​​Ariella​​Azoulay's​​The​​Civil​​Contract​​of​​Photography​​(2008),​

​media​​studies​​scholar​​Thy​​Phu's​​Warring​​Visions:​​Photography​​and​​Vietnam​​(2022),​​and​​Julian​

​Stallabrass's​​Killing​​for​​Show​​(2020)—fall​​outside​​the​​primary​​scope​​of​​this​​review​​but​​will​

​receive​​sustained​​engagement​​in​​the​​body​​chapters​​of​​the​​thesis.​​Azoulay’s​​civil​​contract​

​framework​​bears​​directly​​on​​Sections​​II​​and​​III’s​​arguments​​about​​the​​ethics​​of​​photographic​

​visibility;​​Phu’s​​centering​​of​​Vietnamese​​photographic​​practice​​speaks​​to​​the​​gap​​identified​​in​

​this​​review’s​​conclusions;​​and​​Stallabrass’s​​comparative​​institutional​​analysis​​of​​Vietnam​​and​

​Iraq​​will​​inform​​Chapter​​Four’s​​treatment​​of​​press​​freedom​​and​​military​​access.​

​The​​scholarly​​conversation​​this​​thesis​​enters​​is​​organized​​around​​four​​analytical​

​problems.​​The​​first​​concerns​​visual​​truth:​​the​​ways​​photographs​​construct,​​rather​​than​​capture,​

​meaning​​through​​framing​​and​​the​​degree​​to​​which​​photographic​​meaning​​was​​ever​​stable​​enough​

​to​​shift​​public​​opinion​​in​​the​​ways​​popular​​memory​​assumes.​​The​​second​​concerns​​the​​ethics​​of​

​photographic​​representation:​​what​​it​​costs​​to​​make​​certain​​bodies​​visible​​for​​public​​consumption,​

​and​​whose​​costs​​those​​are.​​The​​third​​addresses​​spectatorship​​and​​representational​​agency:​​who​

​looks,​​under​​what​​conditions,​​and​​with​​what​​structural​​asymmetries,​​determining​​whose​​gaze​

​carries​​authority​​within​​the​​photographic​​encounter.​​The​​fourth​​examines​​institutional​

​gatekeeping:​​the​​editorial​​systems,​​prize​​committees,​​and​​counter-public​​channels​​that​

​determined​​which​​images​​achieved​​canonical​​status​​and​​which​​disappeared​​from​​public​​memory.​

​These​​four​​frameworks​​do​​not​​operate​​independently,​​but​​rather,​​they​​converge​​on​​a​​single​

​structural​​problem:​​the​​near-total​​exclusion​​of​​Vietnamese​​perspectives​​from​​a​​visual​​archive​​that​

​was​​made,​​circulated,​​and​​interpreted​​almost​​entirely​​within​​Anglo-American​​institutional​

​frameworks.​
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​I.​​The​​Problem​​of​​"Visual​​Truth"​

​The​​first​​and​​most​​foundational​​of​​these​​challenges​​is​​to​​the​​idea​​that​​photographs​​simply​

​“tell​​the​​truth.”​​Several​​scholars​​in​​this​​survey​​build​​their​​arguments​​on​​a​​rejection​​of​

​photographic​​transparency—the​​assumption​​that​​the​​camera​​captures​​reality​​as​​it​​is,​​rather​​than​

​as​​it​​has​​been​​framed,​​captioned,​​and​​circulated​​for​​particular​​purposes.​​This​​critique​​of​

​photographic​​transparency​​is​​not​​new.​​The​​scholars​​gathered​​here​​push​​it​​in​​productively​

​different​​directions,​​asking​​not​​just​​whether​​photographs​​distort​​reality​​but​​how​​that​​distortion​

​works,​​in​​whose​​interest​​it​​operates,​​and​​what​​it​​costs.​

​Communication​​scholar​​W.​​Patrick​​Wade's​​study​​of​​Vietnam​​War​​photo​​essays​​during​​the​

​escalation​​period​​of​​1965​​offers​​one​​of​​the​​most​​nuanced​​accounts​​of​​this​​problem.​​Wade​

​challenges​​the​​scholarly​​consensus​​that​​photojournalism​​only​​became​​critical​​of​​the​​war​​after​

​public​​opinion​​shifted​​in​​1967.​​He​​argues​​that​​ambivalence​​characterized​​the​​coverage​​from​​the​

​very​​beginning.​​Analyzing​​photo​​essays​​by​​Henri​​Huet,​​Catherine​​Leroy,​​and​​David​​Douglas​

​Duncan,​​Wade​​identifies​​two​​competing​​narrative​​modes​​(romantic​​and​​ironic)​​that​​coexisted​​in​

​depicting​​wartime​​tragedy.​​7​ ​Romantic​​narratives​​elevated​​soldier​​sacrifice​​through​​themes​​of​

​courage​​and​​dedication,​​while​​ironic​​narratives​​exposed​​the​​waste​​and​​disproportionate​​cost​​of​

​combat.​​Crucially,​​Wade​​argues​​that​​this​​ambivalence​​was​​not​​a​​failure​​of​​photographic​​meaning​

​but​​its​​defining​​feature.​​The​​same​​images​​could,​​and​​did,​​support​​both​​pro-war​​and​​anti-war​

​arguments,​​depending​​on​​the​​interpretive​​frameworks​​audiences​​brought​​to​​them.​​Photography​

​shaped​​the​​Vietnam​​War​​debate​​not​​by​​showing​​Americans​​what​​to​​think,​​but​​by​​providing​​a​

​contested​​visual​​vocabulary​​through​​which​​pre-existing​​arguments​​could​​be​​illustrated​​and​

​reinforced.​

​7​ ​W.​​Patrick​​Wade,​​"The​​'Living​​Room​​War'​​in​​the​​Escalation​​Period:​​Romance,​​Irony,​​and​​the​​Narrative​
​Ambivalence​​of​​Tragedy​​in​​Vietnam​​War​​Era​​Photojournalism,"​​Media,​​War​​&​​Conflict​​8,​​no.​​3​​(2015):​​312–28,​
​https://doi.org/10.1177/1750635215584744​​.​

https://doi.org/10.1177/1750635215584744
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​Wade’s​​insight​​about​​narrative​​ambivalence​​finds​​important​​comparative​​grounding​​in​

​historian​​Susan​​K.​​Morrissey's​​analysis​​of​​photographic​​coverage​​of​​the​​1905​​Russian​

​Revolution.​​8​ ​Morrissey’s​​study​​is​​valuable​​because​​it​​operates​​at​​a​​distance​​from​​Vietnam.​​She​​is​

​concerned​​with​​an​​entirely​​different​​historical​​moment​​and​​national​​context,​​and​​yet,​​the​

​dynamics​​she​​traces​​resonate​​clearly.​​By​​examining​​three​​photographic​​forms​​(studio​​memorial​

​portraits​​of​​victims,​​coverage​​of​​terrorist​​bombings,​​and​​explicit​​images​​of​​corpses),​​Morrissey​

​argues​​that​​the​​same​​images​​were​​routinely​​absorbed​​into​​radically​​different​​political​

​interpretations​​depending​​on​​the​​viewer’s​​prior​​commitments.​​Her​​central​​analytical​​claim​​that​

​photographic​​meaning​​is​​irreducibly​​unstable,​​never​​fixed,​​but​​always​​produced​​through​

​interpretive​​frameworks​​provides​​a​​rigorous​​historical​​model​​for​​the​​ambivalence​​Wade​​identifies​

​in​​Vietnam​​coverage.​​Together,​​these​​scholars​​suggest​​that​​photography’s​​power​​over​​public​

​opinion​​has​​consistently​​been​​overstated,​​and​​that​​the​​real​​story​​is​​the​​struggle​​over​​meaning​​that​

​photographs​​both​​provoke,​​and​​fail,​​to​​resolve.​

​Essayist​​and​​cultural​​critic​​Susan​​Sontag's​​Regarding​​the​​Pain​​of​​Others​​(2003)​​provides​

​the​​most​​sustained​​theoretical​​articulation​​of​​the​​problem​​that​​Wade​​and​​Morrissey​​approach​

​through​​historical​​case​​studies.​​Writing​​two​​decades​​after​​her​​influential​​On​​Photography​​,​

​Sontag​​returns​​to​​the​​question​​of​​what​​photographs​​of​​atrocity​​actually​​do​​to​​their​​audiences,​​and​

​she​​arrives​​at​​a​​considerably​​more​​nuanced​​answer​​than​​her​​earlier​​work​​had​​suggested.​​The​

​central​​claim​​of​​the​​book​​is​​that​​photographs​​are​​never​​self-interpreting​​documents.​​Every​​image​

​of​​suffering​​is​​addressed​​to​​a​​specific​​“we,”​​an​​imagined​​audience​​whose​​prior​​political​

​commitments​​and​​relationship​​to​​the​​conflict​​in​​question​​determine​​what​​the​​photograph​​can​

​mean​​and​​what​​responses​​it​​can​​produce.​​The​​same​​image​​of​​civilian​​casualties,​​Sontag​​argues,​

​8​ ​Susan​​K.​​Morrissey,​​"The​​War​​at​​Home:​​Photography,​​Political​​Violence,​​and​​Spectacle​​in​​the​​Russian​
​Revolution​​of​​1905,"​​Journal​​of​​Social​​History​​57,​​no.​​1​​(2023):​​78–106,​​https://doi.org/10.1093/jsh/shad039​​.​

https://doi.org/10.1093/jsh/shad039
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​can​​function​​as​​evidence​​of​​barbarism​​or​​as​​justification​​for​​continued​​military​​action,​​depending​

​entirely​​on​​the​​interpretive​​framework​​the​​viewer​​brings​​to​​it.​​This​​is​​a​​claim​​that​​both​​extends​

​Wade’s​​account​​of​​narrative​​ambivalence​​in​​Vietnam​​War​​photo​​essays​​and​​provides​​a​​theoretical​

​grounding​​for​​the​​kind​​of​​contested​​meaning​​Morrissey​​traces​​in​​the​​Russian​​case.​​9​ ​Sontag​​also​

​revisits​​and​​revises​​her​​earlier​​argument​​that​​repeated​​exposure​​to​​shocking​​images​​produces​

​compassion​​fatigue​​and​​moral​​numbness.​​What​​appears​​as​​indifference​​is​​more​​accurately​

​described​​as​​passivity:​​not​​the​​wearing-out​​of​​emotional​​response​​but​​its​​failure​​to​​translate​​into​

​political​​action​​under​​conditions​​where​​audiences​​feel​​unable​​to​​intervene.​

​Historian​​Robbie​​Lieberman's​​pedagogical​​essay​​adds​​a​​crucial​​corrective​​to​

​media-centric​​narratives​​about​​photography’s​​persuasive​​power.​​10​ ​Challenging​​the​​dominant​

​myths​​about​​the​​Vietnam​​anti-war​​movement,​​Lieberman​​argues​​that​​opposition​​to​​the​​war​​was​

​not​​driven​​primarily​​by​​media​​imagery​​or​​any​​single​​dramatic​​photograph,​​but​​rather,​​grew​​from​

​sustained​​grassroots​​organizing​​across​​interconnected​​movements​​for​​labor​​rights​​and​

​anti-imperialism.​​Drawing​​on​​Sam​​Wineburg’s​​concept​​of​​“occluded​​memories,”​​she​​shows​​how​

​collective​​memory​​has​​systematically​​erased​​the​​diversity​​of​​anti-war​​opposition​​in​​favor​​of​​a​

​simplified​​media-driven​​narrative​​in​​which​​a​​few​​shocking​​photographs​​changed​​minds​​and​

​made​​history.​​11​ ​The​​camera​​did​​not​​cause​​the​​anti-war​​movement.​​The​​anti-war​​movement​

​created​​the​​conditions​​under​​which​​certain​​photographs​​became​​iconic.​​Sontag​​and​​Lieberman​

​are,​​in​​this​​respect,​​making​​complementary​​arguments​​from​​different​​angles:​​Sontag​​diagnoses​

​11​ ​Sam​​Wineburg's​​concept​​of​​"occluded​​memories"​​refers​​to​​the​​systematic​​erasure​​of​​inconvenient​​or​
​complex​​historical​​facts​​from​​collective​​memory.​​Lieberman​​applies​​it​​to​​the​​anti-war​​movement​​in​​"Teaching​​the​
​Vietnam​​Antiwar​​Movement,"​​960.​

​10​ ​Robbie​​Lieberman,​​"Teaching​​the​​Vietnam​​Antiwar​​Movement:​​Confronting​​Myths​​and​
​Misconceptions,"​​The​​Journal​​of​​American​​History​​105,​​no.​​4​​(2019):​​959–65,​​EBSCOhost​​.​

​9​ ​Sontag,​​Regarding​​the​​Pain​​of​​Others​​,​​6–13.​​Sontag's​​critique​​of​​Woolf's​​assumption​​that​​photographs​
​produce​​shared​​responses​​across​​different​​political​​positions​​—​​"looking​​at​​the​​same​​photographs,​​are​​we​​necessarily​
​the​​same​​'we?"​​—​​provides​​the​​theoretical​​foundation​​for​​her​​broader​​argument​​about​​the​​instability​​of​​photographic​
​meaning.​

https://research.ebsco.com/linkprocessor/plink?id=b61a5181-f352-3444-957b-54289b53b491
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​the​​gap​​between​​emotional​​response​​and​​political​​action​​at​​the​​level​​of​​spectatorship,​​while​

​Lieberman​​locates​​the​​conditions​​of​​effective​​mobilization​​in​​the​​grassroots​​organizing​​that​

​photographic​​imagery​​alone​​could​​never​​provide.​​12​ ​The​​photographs​​that​​won​​Pulitzer​​Prizes​​and​

​filled​​the​​pages​​of​​Life​​Magazine​​circulated​​through​​audiences​​whose​​responses​​were​​shaped​​by​

​everything​​the​​images​​could​​not​​show:​​the​​political​​history​​of​​American​​involvement​​in​​Vietnam,​

​the​​racial​​dynamics​​of​​a​​war​​in​​which​​predominantly​​white​​American​​forces​​fought​​against​​a​

​non-white​​civilian​​population,​​and​​the​​institutional​​frameworks​​that​​determined​​which​​images​

​reached​​public​​consciousness​​and​​which​​did​​not.​​The​​camera,​​in​​Sontag’s​​formulation,​​was​​never​

​simply​​a​​witness​​to​​truth.​​It​​was​​always​​an​​instrument​​addressed​​to​​a​​particular​​audience,​

​producing​​meanings​​that​​pre-existed​​it.​​13​

​The​​instability​​of​​photographic​​meaning​​that​​Wade​​identifies​​as​​defining​​Vietnam​​War​

​coverage​​finds​​unexpected​​empirical​​support​​in​​media​​scholars​​Brit​​Laak​​and​​Signe​​Ivask's​

​analysis​​of​​contemporary​​television​​news​​narrativity.​​Working​​from​​a​​qualitative​​study​​of​

​Estonian​​public​​broadcasting​​coverage​​of​​three​​international​​events,​​Laak​​and​​Ivask​​demonstrate​

​that​​visual​​content​​in​​broadcast​​news​​has​​a​​systematically​​different​​temporal​​logic​​than​​the​

​narratives​​it​​accompanies.​​While​​a​​story’s​​text​​moves​​forward​​(into​​aftermath,​​speculation,​​and​

​future-oriented​​commentary),​​the​​images​​used​​to​​illustrate​​it​​remain​​anchored​​to​​the​​original​

​“main​​event,”​​repeated​​across​​weeks​​and​​months​​of​​coverage,​​regardless​​of​​whether​​they​​still​

​correspond​​to​​what​​is​​being​​said.​​14​ ​Their​​most​​striking​​finding​​is​​what​​they​​call​​the​​“frozen”​

​14​ ​Brit​​Laak​​and​​Signe​​Ivask,​​"Could​​News​​Narratives​​Become​​as​​Everlasting​​as​​Fairy​​Tales?​​Temporality​
​and​​Perspective​​in​​TV​​News​​While​​Covering​​International​​Events,"​​Journal​​of​​Broadcasting​​&​​Electronic​​Media​​68,​
​no.​​5​​(2024):​​659–61,​​https://doi.org/10.1080/08838151.2024.2397393​​.​

​13​ ​Ibid.​​,​​57–58.​​Her​​observation​​that​​the​​Vietnam​​War​​is​​virtually​​certain​​to​​have​​produced​​no​​staged​
​best-known​​photographs​​—​​and​​that​​this​​authenticity​​is​​"essential​​to​​the​​moral​​authority​​of​​these​​images"​​—​​is​
​directly​​relevant​​to​​the​​argument​​this​​thesis​​develops​​about​​the​​institutional​​conditions​​under​​which​​certain​
​photographs​​achieved​​canonical​​status.​

​12​ ​Sontag,​​Regarding​​the​​Pain​​of​​Others​​,​​6.​

https://doi.org/10.1080/08838151.2024.2397393


​14​

​quality​​of​​iconic​​images:​​the​​same​​photograph​​of​​a​​napalm-burned​​child​​continues​​to​​appear​​on​

​screen​​long​​after​​the​​narrative​​focus​​has​​shifted,​​functioning​​as​​a​​kind​​of​​visual​​shorthand​​for​​an​

​entire​​complex​​of​​events​​that​​no​​image​​can​​actually​​contain.​​This​​decoupling​​of​​image​​from​

​narrative​​context​​is​​precisely​​the​​mechanism​​through​​which​​photographic​​meaning​​becomes​

​unstable,​​and​​it​​reveals​​something​​important​​about​​the​​gap​​between​​photojournalism’s​​claims​​to​

​document​​truth​​and​​its​​actual​​operations​​within​​media​​systems.​​15​

​Art​​historian​​Matthew​​Israel's​​study​​of​​American​​artists​​who​​opposed​​the​​Vietnam​​War​

​takes​​this​​argument​​about​​visual​​contestation​​into​​a​​different​​register,​​examining​​the​

​counter-visual​​cultures​​that​​emerged​​to​​challenge​​mainstream​​photojournalism.​​16​ ​Israel​

​demonstrates​​that​​artists​​mobilized​​photography​​and​​satire​​to​​critique​​the​​sanitized​​images​

​circulating​​in​​Life​​Magazine​​and​​on​​network​​television,​​creating​​alternative​​visual​​languages​​that​

​exposed​​the​​brutality​​of​​the​​war​​in​​ways​​that​​official​​photojournalism​​either​​could​​not​​or​​would​

​not.​​His​​contribution​​to​​this​​conversation​​is​​to​​insist​​that​​the​​“story”​​of​​the​​Vietnam​​War​​was​

​never​​singular​​but​​always​​contested​​through​​multiple​​forms​​of​​image-making.​​Israel’s​​framework​

​helps​​resist​​the​​temptation​​to​​treat​​iconic​​photographs​​as​​autonomous​​agents​​of​​public​​opinion​

​and​​situates​​them​​instead​​within​​the​​cultural​​battles​​over​​representation​​that​​the​​war​​provoked.​

​Foreign​​policy​​scholar​​Michael​​Mandelbaum's​​1982​​essay​​in​​Daedalus​​offers​​an​​earlier​

​and​​politically​​grounded​​version​​of​​the​​same​​corrective,​​one​​that​​carries​​particular​​weight​

​because​​it​​was​​written​​while​​the​​“television​​lost​​the​​war”​​thesis​​was​​still​​the​​dominant​

​conventional​​wisdom.​​Mandelbaum​​systematically​​dismantles​​the​​claim​​that​​television​​coverage​

​turned​​American​​public​​opinion​​against​​the​​war.​​Public​​opinion​​on​​Vietnam​​followed​​an​​almost​

​16​ ​Matthew​​Israel,​​Kill​​for​​Peace:​​American​​Artists​​Against​​the​​Vietnam​​War​​(University​​of​​Texas​​Press,​
​2013).​​https://doi.org/10.7560/745421​​.​

​15​ ​Laak​​and​​Ivask,​​"Could​​News​​Narratives​​Become​​as​​Everlasting​​as​​Fairy​​Tales?",​​661.​​Their​​observation​
​that​​iconic​​images​​become​​"enduring​​symbols​​of​​complex​​events"​​whose​​repetition​​works​​against​​nuanced​
​understanding​​appears​​in​​their​​analysis​​of​​the​​temporal​​decoupling​​of​​visual​​and​​textual​​content​​in​​broadcast​​news.​

https://doi.org/10.7560/745421
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​identical​​trajectory​​to​​public​​opinion​​on​​the​​Korean​​War​​(1950–1953),​​a​​conflict​​fought​​entirely​

​without​​television​​cameras.​​In​​both​​cases,​​support​​declined​​as​​a​​logarithmic​​function​​of​

​cumulative​​American​​casualties,​​the​​sitting​​US​​president​​(Harry​​Truman​​during​​the​​Korean​​War,​

​Lyndon​​B.​​Johnson​​during​​Vietnam)​​declined​​to​​seek​​reelection,​​and​​the​​opposing​​party​​won​​the​

​presidency​​on​​a​​vague​​promise​​to​​handle​​the​​war​​differently.​​17​ ​If​​television​​caused​​American​

​disillusionment​​with​​Vietnam,​​Mandelbaum​​asks,​​what​​caused​​the​​same​​disillusionment​​with​

​Korea?​​The​​answer​​in​​both​​cases​​is​​not​​the​​medium​​through​​which​​the​​public​​received​

​information,​​but​​the​​human​​cost​​of​​the​​war​​itself.​​Far​​from​​functioning​​as​​a​​critical​​counter-force​

​to​​government​​narratives,​​television​​networks​​were​​structurally​​dependent​​on​​government​

​cooperation​​and​​systematically​​averse​​to​​controversy.​​They​​lacked​​the​​community​​roots​​of​

​newspapers,​​were​​subject​​to​​Federal​​Communications​​Commission​​oversight,​​and​​were​

​answerable​​to​​commercial​​sponsors—all​​of​​which​​made​​them,​​in​​Mandelbaum’s​​phrase,​​“the​

​most​​timid​​of​​the​​media.”​​18​ ​The​​interpretive​​framework​​for​​television​​coverage​​of​​Vietnam​​was​

​thus​​supplied​​not​​by​​journalists​​but​​by​​government​​officials​​who​​had​​ready​​access​​to​​broadcast​

​time​​and​​no​​institutional​​incentive​​to​​present​​the​​war’s​​costs​​honestly.​​This​​account​​is​​continuous​

​with​​Wade’s​​argument​​about​​narrative​​ambivalence​​and​​with​​Sontag’s​​claim​​that​​images​​carry​​no​

​fixed​​meaning​​without​​an​​interpretive​​framework​​that​​pre-exists​​them.​​What​​Mandelbaum​​adds​

​is​​a​​concrete​​institutional​​explanation​​for​​why​​that​​framework,​​in​​the​​Vietnam​​case,​​was​​almost​

​always​​supplied​​by​​the​​government,​​rather​​than​​by​​the​​press.​​19​

​Communication​​scholar​​Daniel​​C.​​Hallin's​​The​​"Uncensored​​War":​​The​​Media​​and​

​19​ ​Ibid​​.​​His​​characterization​​of​​the​​networks​​as​​an​​"illustrated​​wire​​service"​​presents​​images​​without​​an​
​interpretive​​framework,​​leaving​​government​​officials​​to​​supply​​that​​framework.​

​18​ ​Mandelbaum,​​"Vietnam:​​The​​Television​​War,"​​160.​

​17​ ​Michael​​Mandelbaum,​​"Vietnam:​​The​​Television​​War,"​​Daedalus​​111,​​no.​​4​​(1982):​​162–63.​
​http://www.jstor.org/stable/20024822​​.​

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20024822
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​Vietnam​​(1986)​​provides​​the​​most​​systematic​​empirical​​account​​of​​this​​institutional​​dynamic.​

​Drawing​​on​​a​​content​​analysis​​of​​New​​York​​Times​​coverage​​from​​1961​​through​​1965​​and​​network​

​evening​​news​​from​​1965​​through​​the​​1973​​cease-fire​​(supplemented​​by​​interviews​​with​

​journalists​​and​​officials),​​Hallin​​demonstrates​​that​​press​​coverage​​of​​the​​Vietnam​​War​​was​​not​

​driven​​by​​adversarial​​independence​​but​​by​​the​​structure​​of​​elite​​political​​consensus.​​His​​central​

​theoretical​​contribution​​is​​the​​concept​​of​​“spheres,”​​which​​he​​uses​​to​​describe​​the​​different​

​modes​​of​​reporting​​that​​journalism​​applied​​to​​different​​kinds​​of​​political​​claims.​​20​ ​Claims​​that​​fell​

​within​​the​​“sphere​​of​​consensus”—those​​on​​which​​established​​political​​actors​​agreed—were​

​reported​​as​​uncontested​​fact​​and​​rarely​​subjected​​to​​critical​​scrutiny.​​Claims​​that​​fell​​within​​the​

​“sphere​​of​​legitimate​​controversy”​​were​​reported​​as​​debatable​​political​​questions.​​Claims​​that​​fell​

​outside​​the​​consensus​​of​​legitimate​​opinion​​were​​largely​​ignored​​or​​marginalized.​​The​​key​

​finding​​that​​follows​​from​​this​​framework​​is​​that​​the​​press​​did​​not​​lead​​public​​opinion​​against​​the​

​Vietnam​​War;​​rather,​​it​​followed​​the​​fracturing​​of​​elite​​consensus.​​Hallin’s​​analysis​​of​​the​​Gulf​​of​

​Tonkin​​reporting​​is​​the​​book’s​​most​​striking​​illustration​​of​​this​​dynamic.​​The​​New​​York​​Times​​’s​

​coverage​​of​​the​​incident​​reported​​was​​not​​the​​product​​of​​government​​censorship​​or​​coercion.​​It​

​was​​the​​product​​of​​journalistic​​routines​​that​​built​​deference​​to​​official​​sources​​into​​the​​very​

​structure​​of​​news​​judgment.​​21​ ​Objectivity,​​in​​Hallin’s​​account,​​did​​not​​liberate​​the​​press​​from​

​political​​power;​​it​​rationalized​​the​​press’s​​dependence​​on​​that​​power​​by​​transforming​​structural​

​deference​​into​​a​​professional​​virtue.​​The​​journalist​​who​​refused​​to​​challenge​​the​​president’s​

​account​​of​​Tonkin​​was​​not​​being​​dishonest—he​​was​​being​​professional.​​This​​account​​deepens​

​Mandelbaum’s​​institutional​​analysis​​by​​providing​​a​​theory​​of​​the​​mechanism​​through​​which​

​government​​control​​of​​the​​interpretive​​framework​​for​​Vietnam​​War​​coverage​​was​​achieved​

​21​ ​Ibid​​.,​​18–20.​

​20​ ​Hallin,​​The​​"Uncensored​​War,"​​116–17.​
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​through​​the​​internalized​​professional​​standards​​of​​the​​journalists​​themselves.​​22​ ​Together,​

​Mandelbaum​​and​​Hallin​​constitute​​the​​most​​powerful​​empirical​​case​​in​​this​​review​​for​​the​​thesis​

​that​​Vietnam​​War​​photojournalism​​and​​television​​coverage​​did​​not​​function​​as​​an​​independent​

​critical​​force​​but​​as​​a​​mirror​​of​​the​​political​​order​​within​​which​​they​​operated.​

​Political​​scientist​​Scott​​S.​​Gartner's​​experimental​​study​​of​​wartime​​imagery​​and​

​individual​​opinion​​change​​offers​​a​​crucial​​empirical​​complement​​to​​these​​interpretive​​and​

​institutional​​arguments.​​23​ ​Testing​​the​​responses​​of​​1,769​​subjects​​across​​seven​​experimental​

​studies,​​Gartner​​distinguishes​​between​​conventionalized​​images​​(scripted​​ceremonial​​events,​

​such​​as​​flag-draped​​coffins​​or​​military​​funerals)​​and​​unconventionalized​​images​​that​​capture​​the​

​chaos​​of​​combat.​​His​​central​​finding​​is​​that​​only​​the​​former​​category​​has​​a​​reliable​​and​

​measurable​​effect​​on​​shifting​​individuals​​from​​conflict​​support​​to​​opposition.​​Combat​

​photographs—precisely​​the​​kind​​of​​visceral,​​dramatic​​imagery​​that​​journalists​​and​​editors​​most​

​prized​​and​​that​​the​​popular​​narrative​​of​​Vietnam​​War​​photojournalism​​has​​most​​celebrated—had​

​no​​statistically​​significant​​effect​​on​​opinion​​change.​​Gartner’s​​finding​​that​​partisanship​

​functioned​​as​​a​​systematic​​filter​​further​​complicates​​the​​popular​​narrative​​of​​photography’s​

​power​​to​​change​​minds:​​for​​those​​predisposed​​to​​support​​the​​war,​​even​​conventionalized​​loss​

​images​​lost​​their​​persuasive​​force.​​The​​photograph,​​once​​again,​​was​​not​​an​​autonomous​​agent​​of​

​opinion​​but​​a​​signal​​whose​​meaning​​and​​efficacy​​were​​shaped​​by​​the​​interpretive​​frameworks​

​and​​political​​commitments​​that​​viewers​​brought​​to​​it.​​24​

​24​ ​Gartner,​​"On​​Behalf​​of​​a​​Grateful​​Nation,"​​547–51,​​557.​

​23​ ​Scott​​S.​​Gartner,​​"On​​Behalf​​of​​a​​Grateful​​Nation:​​Conventionalized​​Images​​of​​Loss​​and​​Individual​
​Opinion​​Change​​in​​War,"​​International​​Studies​​Quarterly​​55,​​no.​​2​​(2011):​​545–61.​
​https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2478.2011.00655.x​​.​

​22​ ​Hallin,​​The​​"Uncensored​​War,"​​68–70.​

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2478.2011.00655.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2478.2011.00655.x
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​II.​​The​​Cost​​of​​the​​Image​

​If​​the​​first​​cluster​​of​​scholarship​​in​​this​​review​​is​​primarily​​concerned​​with​​how​

​photographs​​construct​​meaning,​​the​​second​​is​​concerned​​with​​something​​more​​difficult​​and​​more​

​urgent:​​what​​photographs​​cost.​​Several​​scholars​​in​​this​​review​​turn​​their​​attention​​to​​the​​ethical​

​dimensions​​of​​war​​photography.​​When​​saying​​ethical​​dimensions,​​it​​is​​not​​the​​ethics​​of​​narrative​

​construction,​​but​​the​​ethics​​of​​the​​photographic​​encounter​​itself,​​the​​relationship​​between​

​photographer​​and​​subject,​​and​​the​​human​​consequences​​of​​making​​certain​​bodies​​visible​​in​

​certain​​ways.​

​Feminist​​media​​studies​​scholar​​Meenakshi​​Gigi​​Durham's​​analysis​​of​​Nick​​Ut's​​1972​

​photograph​​of​​Kim​​Phúc—​​the​​Napalm​​Girl​​—is​​the​​most​​direct​​and​​sustained​​engagement​​with​

​this​​question​​in​​the​​literature​​observed​​here.​​25​ ​Durham​​uses​​the​​fiftieth​​anniversary​​of​​the​

​photograph​​to​​argue​​that​​conventional​​photojournalistic​​news​​values​​systematically​​exclude​​a​

​feminist​​ethic​​of​​care​​for​​the​​subjects​​of​​such​​images.​​Drawing​​on​​Carol​​Gilligan​​and​​Virginia​

​Held,​​she​​demonstrates​​that​​while​​the​​photograph​​circulated​​globally​​as​​an​​anti-war​​icon​​and​

​won​​the​​Pulitzer​​Prize,​​Kim​​Phúc​​herself​​experienced​​lasting​​psychological​​trauma​​(including​

​PTSD,​​shame,​​and​​suicidal​​ideation)​​as​​a​​direct​​consequence​​of​​its​​unrelenting​​public​​visibility.​​26​

​Durham​​maps​​the​​web​​of​​relationships​​the​​image​​produced:​​between​​photographer​​and​​subject,​

​image​​and​​audience,​​and​​crucially,​​between​​the​​photograph​​and​​Kim​​Phúc,​​who​​has​​written​​that​

​she​​grew​​up​​detesting​​it.​​Equally​​important​​is​​Durham's​​attention​​to​​the​​power​​dynamics​

​embedded​​in​​the​​image's​​newsworthiness:​​a​​South​​Vietnamese​​girl's​​nakedness​​was​​deemed​

​publishable​​by​​a​​predominantly​​white​​male​​news​​establishment​​because​​of​​its​​symbolic​​utility​​to​

​26​ ​Durham​​draws​​on​​Carol​​Gilligan,​​In​​a​​Different​​Voice:​​Psychological​​Theory​​and​​Women's​​Development​
​(Harvard​​University​​Press,​​1982)​​and​​Virginia​​Held,​​The​​Ethics​​of​​Care:​​Personal,​​Political,​​and​​Global​​(Oxford​
​University​​Press,​​2006).​​See​​Durham,​​"'Napalm​​Girl'​​at​​50,"​​3866–67.​

​25​ ​Durham,​​"'Napalm​​Girl'​​at​​50,"​​3865.​
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​Western​​anti-war​​narratives,​​while​​her​​own​​subjectivity​​went​​entirely​​unconsidered.​​The​​image​

​served​​American​​purposes​​when​​it​​was,​​in​​a​​very​​real​​sense,​​taken​​from​​her.​

​Literary​​scholar​​Nancy​​K.​​Miller's​​analysis​​of​​the​​Napalm​​Girl​​photograph's​​afterlife​

​extends​​Durham's​​account​​into​​territory​​that​​Durham’s​​ethics-of-care​​framework​​does​​not​​fully​

​reach:​​the​​sustained​​process​​by​​which​​successive​​American​​media​​institutions​​remade​​Kim’s​

​image​​across​​decades,​​each​​time​​displacing​​her​​Vietnamese​​identity,​​her​​political​​specificity,​​and​

​the​​fact​​of​​American​​responsibility​​in​​favor​​of​​narrative​​frameworks​​that​​American​​audiences​

​could​​consume​​without​​discomfort.​​27​ ​The​​original​​television​​coverage​​began​​this​​process​​almost​

​immediately.​​CBS​​commentator​​Roger​​Mudd​​presented​​the​​napalm​​bombing​​as​​accidental​​and​

​referred​​to​​Kim​​not​​by​​name;​​two​​months​​later,​​Dan​​Rather’s​​follow-up​​segment​

​“denationalized”​​Kim​​entirely​​as​​she​​appeared​​as​​a​​cheerful​​child​​survivor,​​the​​camera​​focused​

​on​​her​​smile,​​“in​​time​​for​​school.”​​This​​act​​of​​storytelling,​​Miller​​argues,​​was​​not​​incidental​​to​

​the​​photograph’s​​circulation​​but​​constitutive​​of​​it:​​the​​image​​became​​usable​​for​​U.S.​​audiences​

​only​​after​​its​​subject​​had​​been​​stripped​​of​​national​​and​​political​​identity.​​Durham​​demonstrates​

​that​​this​​dynamic​​caused​​Kim​​lasting​​psychological​​harm,​​and​​Miller​​reveals​​the​​institutional​

​mechanics​​through​​which​​that​​harm​​was​​continuously​​renewed​​and​​commercially​​exploited.​

​Together,​​these​​accounts​​make​​clear​​that​​the​​cost​​of​​photographic​​visibility​​for​​Kim​​Phúc​​was​​not​

​a​​one-time​​event​​but​​a​​structure​​that​​renewed​​itself​​with​​each​​successive​​publication.​​28​ ​Miller​

​also​​uncovers​​a​​detail​​that​​has​​significant​​implications​​for​​the​​thesis’s​​argument​​about​

​institutional​​gatekeeping:​​the​​Napalm​​Girl​​photograph​​nearly​​went​​unpublished.​​Senior​​AP​​photo​

​28​ ​Miller,​​"The​​Girl​​in​​the​​Photograph,"​​275–77.​​Miller's​​analysis​​of​​the​​Joe​​McNally​​Life​​assignment​​and​
​the​​logic​​of​​scar​​visibility​​as​​institutional​​"touch​​point"​​appears​​in​​this​​section.​

​27​ ​Nancy​​K.​​Miller,​​"The​​Girl​​in​​the​​Photograph:​​The​​Vietnam​​War​​and​​the​​Making​​of​​National​​Memory,"​
​JAC​​24,​​no.​​2​​(2004):​​261–88.​​Miller's​​account​​of​​the​​CBS​​and​​NBC​​television​​coverage​​that​​immediately​​followed​
​the​​photograph's​​publication,​​including​​Roger​​Mudd's​​commentary​​and​​Dan​​Rather's​​follow-up​​segment,​​appears​​at​
​265–69.​
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​editor​​Horst​​Fass​​recounted​​that​​a​​staffer​​worried​​editors​​would​​find​​the​​nine-year-old​​girl’s​

​nakedness​​offensive,​​and​​that​​before​​publication,​​the​​shadow​​in​​the​​photograph​​suggesting​​pubic​

​hair​​was​​airbrushed​​out.​​29​ ​This​​editorial​​intervention​​encapsulates​​the​​contradictions​​that​​run​

​through​​the​​history​​of​​Vietnam​​War​​photojournalism.​

​Durham’s​​account​​of​​Kim​​Phúc’s​​experience,​​and​​Miller’s​​account​​of​​its​​institutional​

​perpetuation,​​point​​toward​​a​​structural​​problem​​that​​predates​​any​​individual​​photograph.​​Susan​

​Sontag​​identifies​​this​​dynamic​​at​​the​​root​​of​​photographic​​practice​​itself.​​In​​On​​Photography​​,​

​Sontag​​argues​​that​​to​​photograph​​a​​subject​​is​​to​​appropriate​​it—to​​put​​oneself​​in​​a​​relationship​​to​

​the​​world​​that​​feels​​like​​knowledge​​and,​​therefore,​​like​​power.​​30​ ​The​​camera​​is​​not​​a​​neutral​

​recording​​instrument​​but​​a​​predatory​​technology,​​one​​that​​converts​​persons,​​events,​​and​​suffering​

​into​​objects​​of​​possession.​​She​​further​​argues​​that​​the​​repeated​​reproduction​​of​​photographs​​of​

​suffering​​does​​not​​sustain​​moral​​or​​political​​engagement​​but,​​instead,​​produces​​a​​habituated,​

​consumerist​​relationship​​to​​atrocity​​in​​which​​images​​accumulate​​as​​information,​​rather​​than​​as​

​occasions​​for​​genuine​​ethical​​response.​​31​ ​This​​is​​the​​paradox​​Sontag​​identifies​​at​​the​​heart​​of​

​documentary​​photography:​​the​​more​​an​​image​​circulates,​​the​​more​​its​​shock​​value​​depletes.​

​Together,​​Durham​​and​​Sontag​​suggest​​that​​the​​ethical​​failure​​surrounding​​The​​Terror​​of​​War​​was​

​not​​primarily​​a​​failure​​of​​Ut​​as​​an​​individual​​photographer​​but​​was​​instead​​a​​systemic​​failure​

​embedded​​in​​the​​institutional​​apparatus​​through​​which​​the​​photograph​​was​​made,​​edited,​

​distributed,​​and​​consumed.​​32​

​Durham's​​framework​​resonates​​with​​historian​​of​​photography​​Jasmine​​Alinder's​

​32​ ​Ibid​​.,​​14–15.​

​31​ ​Ibid​​.,​​20–21.​

​30​ ​Susan​​Sontag,​​On​​Photography​​(New​​York:​​Farrar,​​Straus​​and​​Giroux,​​1977),​​2.​

​29​ ​Miller,​​"The​​Girl​​in​​the​​Photograph,"​​263–64.​​The​​account​​of​​AP​​photo​​editor​​Horst​​Fass​​and​​the​
​airbrushing​​of​​the​​photograph​​prior​​to​​publication​​is​​cited​​here.​​This​​detail​​is​​drawn​​from​​Fass's​​own​​recollections​​as​
​reported​​in​​subsequent​​journalistic​​retrospectives​​on​​the​​image.​
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​examination​​of​​photography​​during​​the​​incarceration​​of​​Japanese​​Americans​​in​​World​​War​​II.​​33​

​Alinder​​analyzes​​the​​troubling​​prevalence​​of​​smiling​​faces​​in​​photographs​​of​​incarceration,​

​arguing​​that​​these​​images​​complicate​​our​​understanding​​of​​both​​photographic​​truth​​and​​agency​

​under​​conditions​​of​​state​​coercion.​​Incarcerated​​Japanese​​American​​photographer​​Toyo​

​Miyatake’s​​use​​of​​portraiture​​from​​within​​his​​designated​​camp​​to​​assert​​the​​grievability​​of​​lives​

​rendered​​disposable​​by​​state​​power​​resonates​​with​​Durham’s​​account​​of​​Kim​​Phúc’s​

​experience.​​34​ ​In​​both​​cases,​​photographs​​made​​certain​​bodies​​visible​​for​​audiences​​that​​were​

​never​​meant​​to​​see​​them​​as​​fully​​human​​subjects,​​and​​in​​both​​cases,​​the​​cost​​of​​that​​visibility​​was​

​borne​​primarily​​by​​the​​people​​photographed.​

​Literary​​scholar​​Lorraine​​Sim's​​analysis​​of​​Lee​​Miller's​​World​​War​​II​​photojournalism​

​extends​​this​​ethical​​inquiry​​by​​asking​​not​​only​​what​​photographers​​chose​​to​​show​​but​​how​​those​

​choices​​shaped​​the​​moral​​position​​of​​viewers.​​35​ ​Working​​from​​Sontag’s​​concept​​of​​photography​

​as​​an​​ethics​​of​​seeing,​​Sim​​demonstrates​​that​​Miller​​developed​​a​​distinctive​​approach​​to​​war​

​photography​​through​​her​​sustained​​focus​​on​​the​​ordinary​​and​​everyday,​​rather​​than​​graphic​

​violence.​​36​ ​Miller’s​​photographs​​of​​the​​London​​Blitz​​deliberately​​avoided​​objectifying​​spectacle,​

​instead​​using​​domestic​​spaces​​and​​intimate​​viewing​​positions​​to​​implicate​​civilian​​audiences​​in​

​the​​human​​costs​​of​​war.​​The​​framework​​Sim​​develops​​is​​essential​​for​​examining​​Vietnam​​War​

​photography’s​​ethical​​dimensions:​​did​​photographs​​like​​Eddie​​Adams’s​​1968​​execution​​image​

​36​ ​Sim​​draws​​on​​Susan​​Sontag,​​Regarding​​the​​Pain​​of​​Others​​(Farrar,​​Straus​​and​​Giroux,​​2003).​​See​​Sim,​
​"A​​Different​​War​​Landscape,"​​50–51.​

​35​ ​Lorraine​​Sim,​​"A​​Different​​War​​Landscape:​​Lee​​Miller's​​War​​Photography​​and​​the​​Ethics​​of​​Seeing,"​
​Modernist​​Cultures​​4​​(2009):​​48–66,​​https://doi.org/10.3366/E2041102209000458​​.​

​34​ ​Judith​​Butler's​​concept​​of​​"grievability"​​—​​the​​social​​recognition​​that​​makes​​certain​​lives​​mournable​​and​
​others​​disposable​​—​​is​​drawn​​from​​Precarious​​Life:​​The​​Powers​​of​​Mourning​​and​​Violence​​(Verso,​​2004).​​Its​
​application​​here​​follows​​Alinder,​​"Displaced​​Smiles,"​​530.​

​33​ ​Jasmine​​Alinder,​​"Displaced​​Smiles:​​Photography​​and​​the​​Incarceration​​of​​Japanese​​Americans​​During​
​World​​War​​II,"​​Prospects​​30​​(2005):​​519–37,​​https://doi.org/10.1017/S0361233300002167​​.​

https://doi.org/10.3366/E2041102209000458
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0361233300002167
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​invite​​genuine​​ethical​​engagement​​with​​Vietnamese​​humanity​​(see​​fig.​​2)?​​Or​​did​​they​

​[photographs]​​offer​​American​​audiences​​a​​safe​​form​​of​​looking​​that​​confirmed​​their​​own​​moral​

​outrage​​without​​requiring​​them​​to​​grapple​​with​​American​​responsibility?​

​III.​​The​​Stare​​/​​The​​Gaze​

​One​​of​​the​​most​​generative​​theoretical​​contributions​​to​​emerge​​from​​this​​body​​of​

​scholarship​​comes​​from​​what​​might​​seem​​an​​unexpected​​source:​​disability​​studies.​​Rosemarie​

​Garland-Thomson's​​taxonomy​​of​​staring​​is​​remarkably​​productive​​when​​applied​​to​​the​​visual​

​dynamics​​of​​Vietnam​​War​​photojournalism.​​37​ ​Originally​​conceptualized​​as​​a​​framework​

​developed​​to​​theorize​​staring​​encounters​​between​​disabled​​and​​non-disabled​​individuals​​in​

​embodied​​social​​situations,​​Garland-Thompson​​deliberately​​distinguishes​​the​​stare​​from​​the​​gaze​

​(which​​she​​associates​​with​​the​​overdetermined​​asymmetrical​​power​​relations​​of​​feminist​​film​

​theory.​​38​ ​Garland-Thomson​​argues​​that​​staring​​is​​triggered​​by​​the​​unexpected​​or​​atypical​​subject​

​in​​the​​social​​realm​​and​​demands​​a​​narrative​​response​​from​​the​​starer.​​39​ ​Crucially,​​she​​contends​

​that​​it​​is​​the​​“staree”​​(the​​person​​whose​​presence​​is​​deemed​​extraordinary),​​not​​the​​starer,​​who​

​most​​often​​controls​​the​​encounter​​and​​manages​​the​​interaction​​through​​what​​she​​calls​​"face​

​work"​​strategies—the​​deliberate​​self-presentation​​techniques​​by​​which​​the​​person​​being​​stared​​at​

​shapes​​the​​meaning​​of​​the​​encounter.​​40​

​American​​viewers​​of​​photographs​​like​​Napalm​​Girl​​or​​Adams'​​execution​​image​​occupied​

​a​​starer's​​position.​​They​​were​​arrested​​by​​visual​​shock,​​confronted​​with​​Vietnamese​​bodies​

​rendered​​strange​​and​​suffering​​by​​violence​​and​​cultural​​distance.​​Garland-Thomson​​identifies​

​40​ ​Ibid​​.,​​178-180.​

​39​ ​Ibid​​.,​​174.​

​38​ ​Ibid​​.,​​173,​​189.​

​37​ ​Rosemarie​​Garland-Thomson,​​"Ways​​of​​Staring,"​​Journal​​of​​Visual​​Culture​​5,​​no.​​2​​(2006):​​173–92,​
​https://doi.org/10.1177/1470412906066907​​.​

https://doi.org/10.1177/1470412906066907
https://doi.org/10.1177/1470412906066907
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​three​​modes​​of​​staring.​​Arrested​​staring​​is​​the​​starer's​​frozen,​​transfixed​​reaction​​to​​an​

​unexpected​​sight—a​​response​​of​​surprise​​and​​confusion​​rather​​than​​meaningful​​engagement.​​41​

​Separated​​staring​​is​​a​​kind​​of​​visual​​retreat,​​in​​which​​the​​viewer​​maintains​​a​​fearful​​or​​fastidious​

​distance​​from​​what​​is​​seen​​rather​​than​​risk​​closer​​engagement.​​42​ ​Engaged​​staring,​​by​​contrast,​​is​

​the​​mode​​in​​which​​the​​initial​​shock​​of​​encounter​​gives​​way​​to​​a​​genuine​​reaching​​toward​​the​

​other,​​a​​need​​to​​know​​rather​​than​​a​​need​​to​​withdraw.​​43​ ​Vietnam​​War​​photography,​​one​​might​

​argue,​​was​​structurally​​oriented​​toward​​the​​first​​two​​modes​​and​​rarely​​achieved​​the​​third.​ ​The​

​Vietnamese​​subjects​​of​​these​​images​​were​​symbols​​of​​suffering,​​not​​individuals​​whose​​full​

​humanity​​American​​audiences​​were​​invited​​to​​engage.​​Garland-Thomson’s​​ethical​​argument​​of​

​staring​​only​​being​​redeemed​​when​​it​​transforms​​from​​arrested​​shock​​into​​engaged​​identification​

​provides​​a​​standard​​against​​which​​to​​measure​​the​​moral​​achievement​​of​​individual​​photographs.​

​Did​​Vietnam​​War​​photojournalism​​invite​​Americans​​to​​identify​​with​​Vietnamese​​suffering?​​Or​

​did​​it​​structure​​a​​safe​​distance​​that​​allowed​​audiences​​to​​feel​​horrified​​without​​feeling​

​responsible?​

​American​​studies​​scholar​​Laura​​Wexler's​​examination​​of​​Frederick​​Douglass'​​engagement​

​with​​photography​​in​​the​​nineteenth​​century​​adds​​a​​further​​dimension​​to​​this​​conversation.​​44​

​Wexler​​argues​​that​​Douglass​​understood​​photography​​not​​as​​objective​​truth​​but​​as​​rhetorical​

​practice​​and​​a​​medium​​that​​could​​be​​strategically​​deployed​​to​​contest​​dominant​​narratives​​and​

​assert​​alternative​​visions​​of​​identity​​and​​nationhood.​​Through​​close​​reading​​of​​Douglass's​

​lectures​​on​​"Pictures​​and​​Progress,"​​she​​demonstrates​​how​​he​​proposed​​photography​​as​​a​​means​

​44​ ​Laura​​Wexler,​​"A​​More​​Perfect​​Likeness:​​Frederick​​Douglass​​and​​the​​Image​​of​​the​​Nation,"​​in​​Pictures​
​and​​Progress:​​Early​​Photography​​and​​the​​Making​​of​​African​​American​​Identity​​(Duke​​University​​Press,​​2012),​
​18–40,​​https://doi.org/10.1515/9780822394563-003​​.​

​43​ ​Ibid​​.,​​188.​

​42​ ​Ibid​​.,​​187.​

​41​ ​Garland-Thomson,​​"Ways​​of​​Staring,"​​186.​

https://doi.org/10.1515/9780822394563-003
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​of​​correcting​​distorted​​representations​​of​​Black​​manhood​​and​​disseminating​​a​​prophetic​​image​​of​

​a​​more​​perfect​​union.​​Wexler​​introduces​​the​​concept​​of​​the​​"revenant"—one​​who​​returns​​from​

​social​​death—to​​describe​​how​​Douglass​​used​​serial​​self-portraiture​​to​​resist​​dehumanization​​and​

​insert​​himself​​into​​the​​national​​canon.​​45​ ​The​​implications​​for​​Vietnam​​War​​photography​​are​

​significant:​​if​​Douglass​​could​​use​​photography​​to​​contest​​racist​​visual​​regimes,​​one​​must​​ask​

​whether​​Vietnamese​​subjects​​of​​American​​photojournalism​​had​​any​​comparable​​agency.​​The​

​answer,​​in​​most​​cases,​​is​​no.​​This​​reveals​​something​​important​​about​​the​​structural​​asymmetries​

​of​​the​​photographic​​encounter​​in​​a​​war​​where​​American​​photographers​​were​​embedded​​with​

​American​​forces​​and​​their​​Vietnamese​​subjects​​were​​rarely​​in​​a​​position​​to​​control​​how​​they​

​were​​represented.​

​IV.​​Institutional​​Gatekeeping​

​A​​photograph​​does​​not​​become​​iconic​​by​​accident.​​The​​writing​​reviewed​​here​​is​​attentive​

​to​​the​​institutional​​mechanisms​​that​​elevated​​certain​​images​​to​​canonical​​status​​while​​ensuring​

​that​​others​​never​​reached​​public​​consciousness.​​Understanding​​how​​Vietnam​​War​​photography​

​shaped​​public​​memory​​requires​​attending​​not​​just​​to​​the​​photographs​​themselves​​but​​to​​the​

​systems​​that​​determined​​which​​images​​were​​published,​​which​​were​​suppressed,​​which​​won​

​prizes,​​and​​which​​circulated​​in​​counter-public​​channels​​outside​​the​​mainstream​​press.​

​Linguists​​Soethama​​and​​Sumaryana's​​pedagogical​​study,​​while​​superficially​​focused​​on​

​journalism​​education​​at​​Udayana​​University​​in​​Bali,​​makes​​a​​significant​​contribution​​by​

​documenting​​how​​Pulitzer​​Prize-winning​​images​​function​​as​​normative​​models​​that​​define​

​professional​​standards​​of​​newsworthiness​​and​​visual​​impact​​across​​generations​​of​​journalists.​​46​

​46​ ​Putu​​Lirishati​​Soethama​​and​​I.​​Komang​​Sumaryana,​​"Pulitzer​​Prize's​​Breaking​​News​​Photography​
​Intensifying​​Students'​​Photojournalism,"​​Journal​​of​​Word​​Science​​3,​​no.​​4​​(2024):​​468–78,​
​https://doi.org/10.58344/jws.v3i4.591​​.​

​45​ ​Wexler,​​"A​​More​​Perfect​​Likeness,"​​22–25.​

https://doi.org/10.58344/jws.v3i4.591
https://doi.org/10.58344/jws.v3i4.591
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​Their​​finding​​that​​exposure​​to​​Pulitzer​​Prize​​winners​​measurably​​improved​​students'​

​compositional​​choices​​suggests​​that​​award-winning​​images​​operate​​not​​just​​as​​historical​

​documents​​but​​as​​active​​institutional​​forces​​that​​shape​​the​​conventions​​through​​which​

​photographers​​learn​​to​​see.​​The​​photographs​​that​​won​​Pulitzer​​Prizes​​for​​Vietnam​​War​

​coverage—including​​focal​​figures​​Nick​​Ut's​​Napalm​​Girl​​and​​Eddie​​Adams'​​execution​

​image—thereby​​shaped​​not​​only​​public​​memory​​of​​the​​war​​but​​the​​professional​​conventions​​that​

​photojournalists​​have​​been​​trained​​against​​ever​​since.​​This​​points​​to​​a​​circularity​​in​​the​

​construction​​of​​iconic​​images;​​they​​are​​institutionally​​elevated​​through​​systems​​of​​recognition.​

​Those​​systems​​of​​recognition​​then​​determine​​which​​visual​​narratives​​become​​authoritative​​and​

​which​​perspectives​​are​​marginalized.​​The​​Pulitzer​​Prize​​did​​not​​reward​​the​​most​​truthful​

​photographs​​of​​the​​Vietnam​​War.​​It​​rewarded​​the​​photographs​​that​​best​​conformed​​to​​the​​visual​

​conventions​​of​​Western​​photojournalism,​​which​​were​​themselves​​shaped​​by​​the​​cultural​

​assumptions​​of​​the​​predominantly​​white​​male​​establishments​​that​​administered​​the​​awards.​

​Art​​historian​​Nina​​Peterson's​​analysis​​of​​Yoko​​Ono's​​Film​​No.​​4​​takes​​Israel's​​argument​

​about​​counter-visual​​cultures​​in​​a​​direction​​that​​is​​essential​​for​​this​​thesis's​​central​​concerns.​​47​

​Where​​Israel​​demonstrates​​that​​artists​​created​​alternative​​visual​​languages​​to​​challenge​

​mainstream​​photojournalism’s​​sanitized​​representations,​​Peterson​​shows​​that​​the​​most​​politically​

​sophisticated​​of​​those​​alternatives​​were​​not​​simply​​alternative​​images​​but​​alternative​​logics​​of​

​visibility​​itself.​​Peterson​​defines​​the​​film’s​​“aesthetics​​of​​perplexity”​​as​​a​​deliberately​​inscrutable​

​mode​​that​​“raises​​questions​​without​​providing​​answers,”​​compelling​​viewers​​to​​“develop​​their​

​own​​position,”​​rather​​than​​consuming​​a​​pre-packaged​​moral​​conclusion.​​48​ ​This​​is​​a​​critique​​of​

​48​ ​Peterson,​​"Perplexity​​and​​Anti–Vietnam​​War​​Protest,"​​50.​

​47​ ​Nina​​Peterson,​​"Perplexity​​and​​Anti–Vietnam​​War​​Protest​​in​​Yoko​​Ono's​​Film​​No.​​4,"​​Afterimage​​52,​​no.​
​1​​(2025):​​47–56,​​https://doi.org/10.1525/aft.2025.52.1.47​​.​

https://doi.org/10.1525/aft.2025.52.1.47
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​precisely​​the​​mode​​of​​spectatorship​​that​​Vietnam​​War​​photojournalism​​most​​consistently​​offered:​

​the​​false​​comfort​​of​​feeling​​horrified​​without​​feeling​​responsible.​​Peterson’s​​most​​significant​

​contribution​​concerns​​the​​unevenness​​of​​protest’s​​burden​​across​​racial​​lines.​​Drawing​​on​​affect​

​theory​​and​​critical​​race​​scholarship,​​she​​argues​​that​​signing​​onto​​any​​petition​​carries​​differential​

​risks​​depending​​on​​the​​signatory’s​​racial​​and​​social​​position.​​49​ ​FBI​​surveillance​​under​

​COINTELPRO​​actively​​targeted​​activists​​of​​color​​during​​precisely​​the​​years​​when​​iconic​

​Vietnam​​War​​photographs​​were​​being​​made​​and​​circulated.​​This​​dimension​​of​​Peterson’s​

​argument​​connects​​productively​​with​​Wexler’s​​analysis​​of​​Douglass’s​​strategic​

​self-representation​​and​​makes​​the​​racial​​politics​​of​​institutional​​invisibility​​legible​​in​​ways​​that​

​the​​mainstream​​photojournalism​​literature​​has​​not​​engaged.​

​Historian​​Sean​​Raming's​​analysis​​of​​the​​1967​​Russell​​Tribunal​​illuminates​​the​

​counter-public​​channels​​through​​which​​photographic​​evidence​​and​​documentary​​material​

​circulated​​outside​​mainstream​​media.​​50​ ​Raming​​challenges​​the​​scholarly​​consensus​​that​​the​

​Tribunal​​(an​​international​​citizens'​​inquiry​​organized​​by​​Bertrand​​Russell,​​Jean-Paul​​Sartre,​​and​

​Simone​​de​​Beauvoir​​to​​document​​U.S.​​war​​crimes​​in​​Vietnam)​​failed​​to​​enter​​public​

​consciousness.​​He​​demonstrates​​through​​extensive​​analysis​​of​​press​​coverage​​and​​private​

​correspondence​​that​​the​​Tribunal​​generated​​significant​​engagement​​across​​American​​media,​​from​

​hostile​​coverage​​in​​the​​New​​York​​Times​​to​​sympathetic​​articles​​in​​progressive​​publications​​like​

​Ramparts​​.​​51​ ​The​​same​​photographs​​of​​alleged​​American​​war​​crimes​​that​​were​​dismissed​​as​

​enemy​​propaganda​​by​​the​​New​​York​​Times​​editorial​​board​​were​​treated​​as​​authoritative​

​51​ ​Raming,​​"The​​1967​​Russell​​Tribunal,"​​344–47.​​Raming's​​analysis​​of​​press​​coverage​​draws​​on​​both​
​mainstream​​outlets​​(​​New​​York​​Times​​,​​Washington​​Post​​)​​and​​progressive​​publications​​(​​Ramparts​​,​​The​​Nation​​)​​to​
​demonstrate​​the​​divergent​​framing​​of​​the​​same​​documentary​​evidence.​

​50​ ​Sean​​Raming,​​"The​​1967​​Russell​​Tribunal​​and​​Transatlantic​​Anti-War​​Activism,"​​Journal​​of​
​Transatlantic​​Studies​​22,​​no.​​4​​(2024):​​341–64,​​https://doi.org/10.1057/s42738-024-00132-4​​.​

​49​ ​Peterson,​​"Perplexity​​and​​Anti–Vietnam​​War​​Protest,"​​52–53.​

https://doi.org/10.1057/s42738-024-00132-4


​27​

​documentation​​by​​the​​Russell​​Tribunal​​and​​the​​activists​​who​​circulated​​its​​findings.​​What​​matters​

​is​​not​​the​​image​​alone​​but​​the​​institutional​​context​​within​​which​​it​​appears​​and​​the​​audience​​to​

​which​​it​​is​​addressed.​

​Historians​​of​​science​​Barbara​​Hof,​​Gerardo​​Ienna,​​and​​Simone​​Turchetti's​​archival​​study​

​of​​political​​activism​​at​​European​​Council​​for​​Nuclear​​Research​​(CERN)​​extends​​the​​institutional​

​analysis​​this​​section​​has​​been​​developing​​in​​a​​direction​​that​​neither​​Raming​​nor​​Soethama​​and​

​Sumaryana​​fully​​anticipate:​​it​​examines​​the​​institutional​​mechanisms​​by​​which​​the​​evidence​​of​

​suppression​​itself​​was​​made​​to​​disappear.​​52​ ​Drawing​​on​​previously​​unconsulted​​records​​at​​the​

​CERN​​archives​​and​​the​​Archives​​Contestataires​​Genève,​​the​​authors​​demonstrate​​that​​CERN​

​management​​deployed​​a​​systematic​​apparatus​​of​​“silencing”​​to​​maintain​​the​​laboratory’s​​public​

​image​​as​​a​​space​​of​​neutral​​scientific​​inquiry.​​When​​approximately​​a​​third​​of​​the​​laboratory’s​

​staff​​signed​​a​​petition​​urging​​CERN​​member​​governments​​to​​intervene​​against​​U.S.​​bombing​​of​

​North​​Vietnam,​​management​​ensured​​it​​was​​never​​publicly​​acknowledged,​​never​​forwarded​​to​

​the​​governments​​it​​addressed,​​and​​never​​appeared​​in​​any​​CERN​​publication.​​Raming​​shows​​that​

​photographic​​evidence​​circulated​​through​​counter-public​​channels​​and​​achieved​​meaningful​

​political​​effects​​despite​​being​​dismissed​​by​​mainstream​​institutions;​​Hof,​​Ienna,​​and​​Turchetti​

​show​​that​​in​​other​​institutional​​settings,​​the​​counter-public​​itself​​was​​prevented​​from​​forming.​​53​

​Lieberman's​​analysis​​of​​the​​diversity​​of​​anti-war​​opposition​​complements​​Raming's​

​account​​of​​counter-public​​channels​​by​​insisting​​on​​the​​complexity​​of​​the​​audiences​​through​

​which​​these​​images​​were​​received.​​The​​Vietnam​​anti-war​​movement​​was​​not​​a​​monolithic​​entity​

​whose​​members​​were​​uniformly​​moved​​by​​shocking​​photographs.​​The​​movement​​was​​a​​diverse​

​53​ ​Hof,​​Ienna,​​and​​Turchetti's​​account​​of​​the​​staff​​petition​​appears​​at​​223–26.​​Their​​analysis​​of​​the​
​Gell-Mann​​lecture​​postponements​​and​​management​​strategy​​is​​at​​219–23.​

​52​ ​Barbara​​Hof,​​Gerardo​​Ienna,​​and​​Simone​​Turchetti,​​"The​​Protest​​that​​Never​​Was:​​Silencing​​Political​
​Activism​​at​​CERN​​Before​​and​​During​​the​​Vietnam​​War,"​​Physics​​in​​Perspective​​26,​​no.​​3/4​​(2024):​​211–36,​
​https://doi.org/10.1007/s00016-024-00317-6​​.​

https://doi.org/10.1007/s00016-024-00317-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00016-024-00317-6
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​coalition​​of​​working-class​​Americans,​​people​​of​​color,​​women's​​organizations,​​GIs,​​and​​veterans​

​who​​arrived​​at​​their​​opposition​​through​​widely​​varying​​paths.​​The​​photographs​​that​​became​

​iconic​​symbols​​of​​the​​anti-war​​movement​​meant​​different​​things​​to​​a​​Black​​GI​​in​​Vietnam,​​a​

​white​​college​​student​​in​​Boston,​​Massachusetts,​​and​​a​​working-class​​mother​​in​​Birmingham,​

​Alabama,​​who​​had​​just​​received​​notification​​that​​her​​son​​was​​not​​coming​​home.​​Understanding​

​what​​Vietnam​​War​​photographs​​actually​​did​​requires​​disaggregating​​"the​​American​​public"​​into​

​the​​specific​​communities​​and​​institutions​​through​​which​​different​​audiences​​encountered​​them.​

​This​​is​​a​​task​​that​​the​​scholarship​​reviewed​​here​​has​​only​​partially​​accomplished.​

​V.​​Comparative​​Historical​​Frameworks​

​Several​​of​​the​​sources​​in​​this​​review​​draw​​their​​analytical​​power​​from​​comparative​

​historical​​distance,​​examining​​Vietnam​​War​​photography​​through​​the​​lens​​of​​other​​conflicts​​or​

​other​​national​​contexts.​​The​​value​​of​​comparison​​is​​not​​to​​suggest​​that​​all​​war​​photography​​is​​the​

​same,​​but​​to​​illuminate​​the​​specific​​features​​of​​the​​Vietnam​​case​​and​​the​​broader​​patterns​​that​

​appear​​across​​different​​moments​​of​​photographic​​practice.​

​Morrissey’s​​study​​of​​the​​1905​​Russian​​Revolution​​has​​already​​been​​discussed​​in​​relation​

​to​​the​​instability​​of​​photographic​​meaning,​​but​​her​​contribution​​to​​comparative​​methodology​

​deserves​​fuller​​attention.​​Her​​central​​analytical​​framework​​(proximity​​and​​distance)​​distinguishes​

​the​​photographic​​dynamics​​of​​a​​"war​​at​​home"​​from​​those​​of​​humanitarian​​photography​​of​

​faraway​​suffering.​​54​ ​Unlike​​photographs​​of​​colonial​​atrocities​​in​​the​​Belgian​​Congo​​or​​distant​

​military​​campaigns,​​coverage​​of​​the​​1905​​Russian​​Revolution​​confronted​​Russian​​viewers​​with​

​violence​​that​​was​​geographically​​immediate​​and​​politically​​proximate,​​destabilizing​​the​

​comfortable​​position​​of​​the​​spectator.​​The​​Vietnam​​War,​​from​​the​​perspective​​of​​American​

​54​ ​Morrissey,​​"The​​War​​at​​Home,"​​80–82.​​Her​​framework​​of​​proximity​​and​​distance​​builds​​on​​Susan​
​Sontag,​​Regarding​​the​​Pain​​of​​Others​​(Farrar,​​Straus​​and​​Giroux,​​2003).​
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​viewers,​​occupied​​an​​ambiguous​​position​​between​​these​​two​​poles:​​geographically​​distant​​but​

​politically​​immediate,​​a​​war​​being​​fought​​in​​their​​name​​with​​their​​tax​​dollars.​​Morrissey's​

​framework​​helps​​clarify​​the​​specific​​affective​​and​​political​​dynamics​​that​​Vietnam​​War​

​photography​​engaged.​​Neither​​the​​safe​​distance​​of​​colonial​​humanitarian​​photography,​​nor​​the​

​immediate​​danger​​of​​coverage​​of​​domestic​​political​​violence,​​it​​instead​​allowed​​American​

​audiences​​to​​be​​somewhere​​in​​between.​

​Sim’s​​analysis​​of​​Lee​​Miller​​provides​​a​​different​​kind​​of​​comparative​​purchase.​​55​ ​Miller​

​was​​not​​a​​Vietnam​​War​​photographer,​​but​​Sim’s​​account​​of​​Miller’s​​“ethics​​of​​seeing”​​and​​her​

​committed​​refusal​​to​​objectify​​suffering​​for​​consumption​​raises​​a​​set​​of​​questions​​about​​the​

​dominant​​aesthetic​​of​​Vietnam​​War​​photojournalism.​​What​​would​​it​​have​​meant​​for​​Vietnam​​War​

​photography​​to​​have​​focused​​on​​the​​ordinary,​​on​​village​​rice​​paddies​​and​​daily​​survival,​​rather​

​than​​the​​spectacular​​moments​​that​​made​​careers​​and​​won​​Pulitzer​​Prizes?​​This​​is​​not​​a​​reproach​

​to​​the​​photographers​​who​​made​​those​​awarded​​images.​​It​​is​​a​​question​​about​​what​​the​​dominant​

​visual​​conventions​​of​​the​​period​​made​​visible​​and​​what​​they​​made​​invisible.​

​Alinder’s​​study​​of​​Japanese​​American​​incarceration​​photography​​provides​​the​​most​​direct​

​historical​​parallel​​to​​the​​specific​​ethical​​and​​political​​dynamics​​of​​Vietnam​​War​​imagery.​​56​ ​Both​

​contexts​​involved​​the​​photography​​of​​subjects​​of​​color​​by​​white​​photographers​​within​​a​

​framework​​of​​state​​power.​​Both​​produced​​images​​that​​were​​subsequently​​celebrated​​for​​their​

​humanitarian​​impact,​​while​​the​​actual​​human​​costs​​of​​that​​visibility​​were​​largely​​ignored,​​and​

​both​​generated​​contested​​archives​​in​​which​​the​​same​​images​​were​​readable​​as​​evidence​​of​

​resistance,​​compliance,​​and​​everything​​in​​between.​​The​​parallel​​has​​limits​​where​​the​​Japanese​

​56​ ​Alinder,​​"Displaced​​Smiles,"​​520–22.​​Alinder's​​four-part​​methodological​​framework​​is​​outlined​​in​​the​
​article's​​introduction.​

​55​ ​Sim,​​"A​​Different​​War​​Landscape,"​​52–56.​​Miller's​​photographs​​were​​published​​in​​British​​Vogue​​between​
​1944​​and​​1945​​and​​represent​​a​​sustained​​alternative​​to​​the​​dominant​​spectacle-oriented​​aesthetics​​of​​wartime​
​photojournalism.​



​30​

​American​​photographers​​working​​within​​the​​camps​​occupied​​a​​very​​different​​position​​from​

​Vietnamese​​subjects​​photographed​​by​​American​​photojournalists,​​but​​Alinder's​​methodological​

​framework​​offers​​a​​model​​for​​the​​kind​​of​​multi-dimensional​​analysis​​that​​Vietnam​​War​

​photography​​demands.​

​Wexler’s​​analysis​​of​​Douglass​​and​​nineteenth-century​​photography​​extends​​the​

​comparative​​frame​​to​​its​​longest​​historical​​reach,​​tracing​​the​​question​​of​​photographic​​agency​

​and​​self-representation​​back​​to​​the​​very​​origins​​of​​the​​medium​​in​​American​​public​​life.​​57​

​Douglass'​​strategic​​use​​of​​serial​​self-portraiture​​to​​contest​​racist​​visual​​regimes​​demonstrates​​that​

​photography​​has​​never​​been​​a​​politically​​innocent​​medium​​and​​that​​its​​potential​​for​​both​

​liberation​​and​​oppression​​was​​recognized​​from​​the​​beginning​​by​​the​​people​​most​​directly​

​affected​​by​​its​​representational​​power.​​The​​specific​​conditions​​of​​Vietnamese​​subjects​​within​

​American​​Vietnam​​War​​photojournalism​​(their​​lack​​of​​control​​over​​their​​own​​images,​​the​

​subordination​​of​​their​​humanity​​to​​American​​narrative​​purposes,​​the​​global​​circulation​​of​

​photographs​​that​​served​​as​​symbols​​before​​they​​were​​treated​​as​​portraits​​of​​real​​people)​​can​​be​

​understood​​more​​clearly​​through​​the​​contrast​​with​​Douglass's​​strategic​​agency.​​The​​questions​​of​

​who​​controls​​the​​photograph,​​who​​decides​​how​​it​​is​​captioned,​​and​​where​​it​​is​​published,​​for​

​what​​purpose,​​turns​​out​​to​​be​​as​​important​​as​​what​​the​​photograph​​contains.​

​The​​comparative​​frameworks​​surveyed​​in​​this​​section​​share​​a​​common​​limitation​​with​

​Phu’s​​recent​​work,​​as​​they​​analyze​​Vietnam​​War​​photography​​almost​​exclusively​​from​​the​

​perspective​​of​​those​​who​​produced​​and​​received​​it​​within​​Western​​media​​systems.​​Phu,​​writing​

​from​​her​​experience​​teaching​​Vietnam​​War​​photographs​​to​​postwar​​generations​​in​​Canada​​and​

​drawing​​on​​her​​research​​into​​Vietnamese​​photographic​​culture,​​offers​​a​​fundamentally​​different​

​57​ ​Wexler,​​"A​​More​​Perfect​​Likeness,"​​18–20.​​Wexler​​discusses​​Douglass's​​lectures​​"Pictures​​and​​Progress"​
​(1861​​and​​1865)​​as​​his​​most​​sustained​​theoretical​​engagement​​with​​photography​​as​​rhetorical​​practice.​
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​point​​of​​entry.​​58​ ​Her​​examination​​of​​volunteer​​groups​​in​​Vietnam​​who​​digitally​​restore​​and​

​colorize​​photographs​​of​​revolutionary​​martyrs​​for​​grieving​​families​​illuminates​​a​​Vietnamese​

​relationship​​to​​these​​images​​that​​operates​​entirely​​outside​​the​​Western​​photojournalistic​

​framework​​this​​thesis​​has​​been​​analyzing.​​For​​these​​volunteers,​​what​​matters​​is​​not​​documentary​

​authenticity​​but​​the​​restoration​​of​​a​​lost​​family​​member’s​​face​​to​​those​​still​​living.​​Phu’s​

​discomfort​​with​​these​​restoration​​practices​​is​​theoretically​​productive,​​rather​​than​​merely​

​aesthetic.​​59​ ​She​​notes​​that​​the​​volunteers’​​embellishments​​(AI-animated​​martyrs​​who​​blink​​and​

​smile​​as​​though​​awakening)​​exceed​​what​​heritage​​preservation​​would​​sanction.​​Yet,​​she​​resists​

​condemning​​these​​practices,​​recognizing​​that​​they​​are​​continuous​​with​​a​​longer​​Vietnamese​

​history​​of​​visual​​embellishment​​that​​includes​​the​​colorized​​photographs​​of​​Vietnam​​Pictorial​​.​

​This​​historical​​depth​​complicates​​any​​simple​​distinction​​between​​authentic​​documentation​​and​

​manipulation.​​This​​is​​a​​distinction​​that,​​as​​the​​scholars​​surveyed​​throughout​​this​​review​

​demonstrate,​​Western​​photojournalism​​has​​never​​actually​​achieved,​​either.​​What​​Phu’s​​analysis​

​ultimately​​contributes​​is​​a​​concrete​​image​​of​​Vietnamese​​photographic​​agency​​that​​has​​no​​analog​

​in​​the​​rest​​of​​the​​literature​​surveyed​​here:​​a​​community’s​​insistence​​on​​seeing​​its​​own​​dead​​as​​it​

​chooses​​to​​see​​them,​​regardless​​of​​what​​documentary​​conventions​​might​​require.​

​VI.​​Synthesis​

​Surveying​​this​​body​​of​​scholarship​​as​​a​​whole,​​several​​points​​of​​convergence​​emerge.​

​Most​​fundamentally,​​all​​of​​the​​sources​​reviewed​​here​​reject​​the​​notion​​that​​photographs​​are​

​transparent​​documents​​of​​reality.​​Whether​​their​​emphasis​​falls​​on​​narrative​​construction​​(Wade,​

​Morrissey,​​Sontag),​​media​​institutions​​and​​political​​power​​(Mandelbaum,​​Hallin),​​institutional​

​59​ ​Phu,​​"Digital​​Restoration​​and​​Historical​​Renovation​​in​​Vietnam,"​​164–68.​

​58​ ​Thy​​Phu,​​"Digital​​Restoration​​and​​Historical​​Renovation​​in​​Vietnam:​​Lessons​​about​​Photography​​from​
​the​​Postwar​​Generation,"​​American​​Historical​​Review​​130,​​no.​​1​​(2025):​​155–70,​
​https://doi.org/10.1093/ahr/rhaf002​​.​

https://doi.org/10.1093/ahr/rhaf002
https://doi.org/10.1093/ahr/rhaf002
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​gatekeeping​​(Soethama​​and​​Sumaryana,​​Raming,​​Hof​​et​​al.),​​ethics​​of​​representation​​(Durham,​

​Miller,​​Alinder,​​Sim),​​spectatorship​​(Garland-Thomson),​​or​​historical​​depth​​(Wexler,​​Israel,​

​Peterson),​​every​​scholar​​in​​this​​survey​​is​​working​​against​​a​​naive​​empiricism​​that​​treats​

​photographic​​images​​as​​unmediated​​windows​​onto​​historical​​reality.​

​A​​second​​point​​of​​convergence​​concerns​​the​​gap​​between​​photography’s​​claims​​to​

​humanitarian​​impact​​and​​the​​actual​​human​​costs​​it​​imposes​​on​​its​​subjects.​​Durham’s​​analysis​​of​

​Kim​​Phúc’s​​lifelong​​suffering,​​Miller’s​​account​​of​​how​​that​​suffering​​was​​institutionally​

​compounded​​across​​three​​decades​​of​​narrative​​displacement,​​Alinder’s​​attention​​to​​the​

​ambivalent​​dignity​​embedded​​in​​smiling​​faces​​at​​the​​internment​​camps,​​and​​Sim’s​​account​​of​

​Miller’s​​deliberate​​refusal​​of​​objectifying​​spectacle​​all​​converge​​on​​the​​same​​uncomfortable​

​conclusion​​that​​the​​photographs​​celebrated​​for​​their​​humanitarian​​power​​frequently​​achieve​​that​

​power​​by​​sacrificing​​the​​humanity​​of​​their​​actual​​subjects.​

​The​​most​​significant​​tension​​within​​this​​body​​of​​scholarship​​concerns​​the​​question​​of​

​photography’s​​political​​efficacy.​​Wade​​and​​Morrissey​​suggest​​that​​photographic​​meaning​​is​

​always​​contested​​and​​that​​images​​tend​​to​​reinforce​​pre-existing​​beliefs​​more​​than​​they​​transform​

​them.​​Mandelbaum’s​​comparative​​analysis​​of​​Korea​​and​​Vietnam,​​alongside​​Hallin’s​​systematic​

​content​​analysis,​​both​​show​​that​​the​​press​​and​​television​​functioned​​not​​as​​independent​​critical​

​forces​​but​​as​​institutional​​mirrors​​of​​political​​consensus.​​Gartner’s​​experimental​​evidence​

​provides​​further​​confirmation​​that​​the​​most​​celebrated​​Vietnam​​photographs​​were​​also​​among​​the​

​least​​persuasive,​​precisely​​because​​they​​were​​unconventionalized​​and​​polysemic.​​Lieberman​

​argues​​that​​anti-war​​opposition​​was​​driven​​primarily​​by​​political​​organizing​​and​​structural​

​factors.​​Raming,​​by​​contrast,​​demonstrates​​that​​photographs​​and​​documentary​​evidence​​did​

​circulate​​effectively​​through​​counter-public​​channels.​​These​​positions​​are​​not​​irreconcilable,​​but​
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​Image​​Gallery​

​Figure​​1.​​Nick​​Ut.​​The​​Terror​​of​​War​​(Napalm​​Girl)​​.​​1972.​​Photograph.​​Associated​​Press.​
​https://www.apimages.com​​.​

​Figure​​2.​​Eddie​​Adams.​​Saigon​​Execution​​.​​1968.​​Photograph.​​Associated​​Press.​
​https://www.apimages.com​​.​
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​Figure​​3.​​Catherine​​Leroy.​​Vietnam,​​February​​1967.​​1967.​​Dotation​​Catherine​​Leroy.​
​https://dotationcatherineleroy.org/​​.​

https://dotationcatherineleroy.org/
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​Figure​​4.​​Gilles​​Caron.​​Untitled​​(Who’s​​the​​Enemy​​Here?).​​1967.​​Photograph.​​Fondation​​Gilles​
​Caron.​

​https://time.com/vietnam-photos/​​.​

https://time.com/vietnam-photos/
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