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Abstract
This article reflects on the relationship between photography and migration from a cultural 
geography perspective, with particular reference to the visual construction of the Mediterranean 
border regime. The contemporary aesthetics of Mediterranean migration is one of the domains 
in which visual and social norms are most closely intertwined. My main purpose is to unveil these 
processes of mutual (re)production by analysing how photographs forge our everyday perceptions 
of migration and affect our very ability to produce ethical and political responses to the events 
they portray. Drawing on a range of fields and approaches, including cultural geography, visual 
culture studies and postcolonial theories, I attempt here to develop a critical topography of 
looking, mapping out some of the performances and places involved in looking at Mediterranean 
migration. In the final part of the article, I seek to reinforce my theoretical statements by focusing 
on two photographic images of people being rescued along the Mediterranean route, in order to 
illustrate how photography can actually interfere with our ability to create spaces of cultural and 
political responsibility.
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Introduction

On 6 November 2015, Greek photographer Aris Messinis posted an emotional account of his expe-
rience working on Lesvos to the Agence France-Presse Correspondent blog. In an attempt to con-
vey the sense of panic and defeat enveloping the island during the so-called European refugee 
crisis, he wrote:

The most shocking thing for me about covering this story is that you constantly realize that you’re not in 
a warzone. [ . . . ] It’s also hard because you have to capture the difficulties of these people, and the pain 
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of these people, but it’s not dangerous for you. When you’re at a war, there are dangers for you, too, so 
somehow, you’re on a more equal footing with the people you’re covering. But here, there are no dangers 
for you.1

The Greek island of Lesvos is just one of the dramatic stages on which the contemporary border 
spectacle plays out.2 Since at least 1992, EU migration policies have been transforming the 
Mediterranean Sea into a liquid space of deadly journeys and vulnerable bodies, where geopolitics 
combines with neo-colonial forms of violence and racism.3 Our perceptions of these places and 
events are constantly mediated by pictures, videos and photo reports, which meet our eyes and influ-
ence our emotions, negotiating the distance between us and what is being portrayed.4 Indeed, visual 
language is probably that most pervasively deployed to bring migration into the public domain: 
images of boats suspended on the surface of the sea, wrecked sea vessels run aground, crowds of 
bodies on docks, and corpses lying on beaches, have increasingly attracted media attention, gradu-
ally building up a visual narrative of contemporary migration across the Mediterranean Sea.

In this article, I set out to critically exploring the relationship between photography and migra-
tion from a cultural geography perspective. Transferring Cindi Katz’s notion of topography to the 
visual field,5 I attempt to develop a critical topography of looking,6 mapping out the multiple per-
formances and places involved in looking at migration through a photographic lens or image. As 
we shall see, the distinct aim of this topography is to identify and examine the connections among 
the geographically distant places where the distinct material processes of picture-taking, editing 
and seeing are enacted. Although the role of (in)visibility in the production and management of 
border regimes has been widely debated among geographers and social scientists,7 the visual rep-
resentation of contemporary migration remains somewhat underengaged, especially its performa-
tive and material aspects. This is because most existing studies on the relationship between visual 
images and migratory events adopt a content analysis methodology, focusing almost exclusively 
on what is portrayed inside the frame in terms of composition, focus, spatial organization, expres-
sive content and so on.8 My key argument in this article is that the significance of the visual does 
not reside exclusively at the site of an image, but also in the constellation of events of place9 that 
continuously perform the image’s production and reception.

In support of this argument, I first outline a transdisciplinary framework privileging the strate-
gic opportunities that reading images from a cultural geography perspective may bring to light. 
Rather than simply exploring photography by analysing its visual content, I extend my focus to 
include the unstable relationship between the image and its viewers, whether the photographer, the 
spectator, or the researcher. This epistemological shift – from visual content to visual event – points 
my inquiry towards the intertwining of subjects, spaces, and pictures in which every visual perfor-
mance is unavoidably enmeshed.

The contemporary aesthetics of migration is one of the domains in which visual and social 
norms are most closely intertwined. Although the role of media in shaping our imagery of migra-
tions has sparked renewed interest among scholars – particularly over the last two decades – the 
field of photography has received little dedicated attention, as reflected in its omission from a 2001 
volume edited by Russell King and Nancy Wood, Media and Migration.10 In the second section of 
this article, I set out to reintroduce photography as a focus of analysis for exploring the cultural 
politics of migration, going on to examine how aesthetic, emotional, and political dimensions over-
lap in any visual performance.

In the final part of the article, I seek to reinforce my theoretical statements by focusing on two 
photographic images of people being rescued along the Mediterranean route. Although I take the 
visual content as the starting point for my analysis, I also home in on what is happening outside of 
the visual frame, in the spatial interweaving of images, gazes, and aesthetic regimes that governs 
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both the production and reception of such photographs. This leads me to raise critical questions, 
such as where, when, and under what conditions does the photographer relate with his subjects? 
How is the framing process made possible? What kind of space is produced by the acts of capturing 
and looking at these images and, above all, how are our gazes emotionally and politically affected 
by such visual performances? In assessing these questions, I analyse the photographs using a mixed 
methodology that includes critical visual discourse analysis and in-depth interviews with the pho-
tographers.11 I suggest that such a methodology is crucial if we are to tease out – at least in part – 
the cultural and social implications of visual performances.

As visual culture scholars have persuasively argued,12 images are invariably a matter of acts and 
performances. Here, I posit that exploring visual events from a cultural geography perspective can 
shed light on the relational and spatial practices to which photography continuously gives rise. In this 
sense, producing a topography of looking means rethinking photography as an assemblage of visual 
places where multiply situated gazes intersect and produce political, emotional and cultural out-
comes. If the challenges raised by photography are to be addressed, we require the input of geogra-
phers to explore the shifting and transformative field in which images, subjects, and spaces relate to 
one another. Mapping this uncertain terrain is the main task I set out to accomplish in this article.

Topographies of looking: from visual content to visual event

Photography has been attracting the attention of geographers since its invention.13 Although its 
popularity within the discipline cannot be compared with that of other visual media, such as car-
tography and film, some scholars have recognized its importance as both an instrument and an 
object of geographical knowledge.14 In his account of the relationship between geography and the 
media, Paul Adams has defined photography as an ‘enigmatic space of encounter’.15 Its seemingly 
ordinary surface, he argued, conceals a deep space in which materiality and immateriality, visual 
objects and affective relations, blend together. The increasing pervasiveness and supposed trans-
parency of this ‘banal medium’16 poses specific challenges for cultural geographers, in terms of 
both their theoretical speculation and their research practice. As Gillian Rose has brilliantly pointed 
out in her work on geography and the visual, images should be seen as spaces of differential rela-
tions,17 in which multiple gazes and events intersect and overlap. Visual objects, observant subjects 
and exhibition spaces interact according to peculiar and shifting patterns of signification. Hence, if 
we truly wish to engage with the questions of power implied in any visual performance, we need 
to extend our analysis from the mere photographic surface to the affective spaces of our encounter 
with it.18 It is precisely in the shift from representation to relation that a topographic approach to 
photography, with its specific conceptual and methodological implications, becomes of value.

For we are now exploring a space of performance and encounter that is ‘an assemblage of 
signification, material objects, affects, multisensory elements and context’.19 With each viewing, 
the photograph performs different effects on its spectators, shaping specific perceptions about 
the people, events and places portrayed on its surface. To echo Sontag’s words, not only is pic-
ture-taking an event in itself,20 but so is picture-seeing. In other words, each time a gaze is 
brought to bear on a photograph, effects and affects will follow. None of these events can be 
separated from the material spaces of their happening. To transpose a concept developed by 
Massey to the visual domain, I suggest defining such performances as visual events of place, the 
‘here’ and ‘now’ of the relationship between an observing subject and an image, a constellation 
of multiple and open-ended processes rather than a thing. This means acknowledging that pho-
tography is not just a matter of pictures and frames, but rather involves bodies, gazes, spaces and 
the contingencies of their ‘throwntogetherness’.21 Indeed, the purpose of a topography of look-
ing is to identify a set of visual events of place performed by a given photograph and critically 
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examine the connections among them in relation to specific practices of looking. Extending the 
theorizing of Katz to the realm of visuality, we may reconceptualize photography as the product 
of a translocal assemblage of distinct and distant performances, whereby the visual content itself 
is just one of the locations we need to take into account. The beach on the Turkish coast where 
the photographer encounters her subject, the newsroom where her photographs are edited and 
distributed, the millions of screens viewed by a multitude of spectators across the world, and the 
study in which a group of researchers analyses both the photographs and the associated imagery22 
are some of the visual events of place a topography of looking needs to include among its con-
tour lines. Hence, exploring photography from a topographic perspective implies attempting to 
grasp some of the challenges animating the visual field and in so doing to fully recognize its 
performative and relational dimension. The goal here is twofold: on the one hand, to explore the 
complex spatialities where images, gazes and objects intersect and on the other hand, to situate 
photographs in their broader context by examining the (dis)connections among the different 
visual events of place they enable. As we shall see, drawing on topography as a distinct form of 
inquiry within the field of visual culture can allow us to expand our understanding of photogra-
phy by exploiting the rich potential inherent in approaching images from a distinctively geo-
graphical perspective, both epistemologically and methodologically.

Such a shift in emphasis from visual content to visual event has concrete implications for how 
we analyse photography, raising specific methodological challenges. In particular, as Gillian 
Rose has compellingly pointed out, while content analysis sheds some light on the intersections 
between visual codes and power regimes, it can fail to fully capture the complexity of this kind 
of visual performance for at least two reasons.23 First, in assigning a single meaning to specific 
visual content, it assumes that different spectators in different spaces see the same image in the 
same way, tacitly implying the existence of a universal spectator.24 Thus, not only is the plurality 
of subjects largely overlooked, but more significantly the role and positioning of the researcher 
is neglected. If visual meanings can be established as fixed and unambiguous, then we lack a 
framework to account for the intrinsically shifting relationship between images and the researcher 
looking at them.25 The second risk is closely related to the first, and confirms the urgent need for 
a geographical approach to photography. By exclusively focusing on what is portrayed inside the 
visual frame, content analysis ignores both the space of its production and the space of its audi-
encing.26 Hence, questions related, for example, to the role of the photographer, the patrons who 
commissioned his or her work, funding and publishing processes, the dissemination of the pho-
tograph, or its different circuits and audiences, are essentially excluded from the field of inquiry. 
If we wish to grasp such complex visual economies27 and the geographies underpinning them, 
we need to decentre our understanding of photography from its visual content. Photographs 
produce, or rather co-produce, deep spaces imbued with affective intensities, power relations 
and cultural meanings. It follows that not only do we require a ‘History of Looking’, as called 
for by Roland Barthes in his seminal work on photography,28 but also more significantly for our 
argument, we need a topography of looking, a critical account of the embodied, relational, and 
shifting events of place that a photograph performs. Clearly, it is far from my intention to com-
pletely dismiss content analysis methodologies. Rather, I argue that although visual content is an 
indispensable starting point for the analysis of photography, we should also engage with the 
material processes involved in its production and audiencing. As Elizabeth Edwards has argued, 
‘Approaching photographs from a spatial perspective [ . . . ] perhaps goes some way to moving 
photographs away from their essentializing tendencies’.29 Furthermore, reconceptualizing pho-
tography from a cultural geography perspective gives us considerable theoretical and practical 
access to its shifting meaning, which in turn provides the potential for a reflexive approach to 
visual events of place.
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(Un-)framing migrations: borders on stage

The issue of migration and its visual representations have become the focus of growing interest 
over the past decade. Indeed, the spread of photographic exhibitions and art projects on migrants 
and migrations across Europe, the impressive number of prizes and awards assigned to photogra-
phers working along the migration routes by prestigious photo contests, such as World Press Photo, 
Pulitzer and Visa d’Ors, and of course, the dramatic rise in academic lectures, conferences and 
publications on borders and media representations/visual performances, all play a crucial role in 
the cultural and discursive construction of contemporary migration.

This proliferation of images portraying the so-called ‘European migrant crisis’ calls for greater 
reflection on its social and cultural implications. While a rich field of research has sprung up at 
the intersection between migration studies and cultural studies, especially over the last two dec-
ades,30 the role of photography has been often overlooked or underestimated compared to that of 
other media such as film, music and literature. We are incessantly exposed to often-dramatic 
photographs of shipwrecks, landings and detentions framing the routes of those who choose to 
leave their country in search of alternative lives and possibilities. Nevertheless, the multiple 
potentialities of photography to shape our individual or collective perceptions of migration, and 
its different entanglements with social, economic and political contexts, still need to be addressed. 
Indeed, as earlier stated, scholarship on visual media and contemporary migrations has largely 
been dominated by visual content analyses.31 This methodology, at first glance, may appear to be 
particularly appropriate for scrutinizing visual representations of migratory events. Anonymous 
masses of black men, threatening boats approaching our coastlines, and exhausted women in need 
of our help and pity, are examples of the most recurrent visual stereotypes portraying Mediterranean 
migration in the mainstream European media. Such highly standardized visual patterns have 
encouraged the widespread use of content analysis, which focuses on interpretations of the image 
itself in order to relate visual elements to broader social and cultural meanings, especially dehu-
manizing and objectifying strategies for framing non-white others.32 As argued in the previous 
section, despite the undeniable importance of this approach in analysing migration photography, 
it fails to adequately access the intricate network of embodied, relational and affective events of 
place that photography performs.

Before analysing how migratory events are framed and how these frames interfere with our 
emotional and political dispositions, I would like to define the theoretical grounds for this line of 
inquiry. When investigating migration photography, there are at least three intersecting fields of 
study that need to be taken into account and leveraged in support of our critical inquiry. I view each 
of these as a specific key polar dimension, whose meaning relies on its connection with or discon-
nection from the others. The first dimension that migration photography brings into play is aesthet-
ics, by which I understand the entire set of objects, technologies and practices that contribute to 
making up a visual event. Far from being exclusively a matter of vision, aesthetics concerns ‘an 
experience of sensate binding’,33 an encounter based on the senses that invariably generates a plu-
ral and open experience. Any aesthetic event always implies a dynamic, embodied and socially 
produced relation between the observer and the observed, a process where the gaze is literally 
caught up in the attraction of the visual object. Images gain their power through sensation and 
interaction: they have an active capacity to affect, move and transform us in contingent and unpre-
dictable ways. This aesthetic force adds a relevant, albeit challenging, dimension to the interpretive 
agenda of visual culture studies and its German correlate Bildwissenschaft.34 In particular, 
Mitchell35 and Bredekamp36 emphasize the performative dimension of the visual, focusing on the 
importance of examining what pictures do, rather than what they represent. Crary concentrates on 
the cultural histories of our ways of looking at images, redefining the observing subject as ‘both 
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the historical product and the site of certain practices, techniques, institutions, and procedures of 
subjectification’.37 Turning more specifically to photography and its visual grammar, the seminal 
works of Roland Barthes,38 Susan Sontag39 and John Berger40 allow us to move beneath the mere 
surface of the photograph to plumb the depths of its ‘profound madness’,41 recognizing its active 
power to shape imaginaries, provoke emotional responses, and elicit political engagement.

Indeed, the political is the second key domain in my visual analysis. While the relationship 
between visual practices and power regimes has been explored across several disciplines,42 it is in 
the work of postcolonial scholars that the fullest understanding of it has been developed. As 
observed by Stuart Hall, the look is always a site of power-knowledge.43 All practices of looking 
are embedded in specific hierarchies and established hegemonies.44 From the disassembling white 
man’s eyes assailing Frantz Fanon45 to the terrifying white gazes experienced by bell hooks,46 and 
from Diawara’s resisting black spectatorship47 to the role of visual stereotypes in constructing 
colonial discourse examined by Bhabha,48 postcolonial scholars have long called into question the 
power geometries of the visual and their dehumanizing effects. No visual event can ever be sepa-
rated from its political effects. The field of vision is racially saturated and crossed by violent asym-
metries that establish silent distinctions between those with the right to see and represent and those 
who are precluded from doing so. Hence, a critical reading of migration photography cannot evade 
fundamental questions about the ways in which looking produces not only racialized images, but 
also – more importantly – racialized viewers.49

Third, the visual places I examine in the next section also engage the emotional sphere or, in the 
words of Sara Ahmed, those ‘affective economies of emotions’ in which the psychic and the social, 
the individual and the collective meet.50 Images bear the traces of distant bodies and events that can 
sometimes affect viewers and interfere with their emotional responses. Thus, the gaze can be a site 
of compassion, desire, indignation, shock, pity, indifference, and so on. The space of encounter 
enacted by photographs is filled with affective ties, raising questions such as the following: What 
happens when we look at the images of suffering? How are we emotionally affected by these pho-
tographs and what other effects follow from this? And how does our affect relate to our political 
practices? As we shall see in the following paragraphs, critical scholars from different disciplines 
have long discussed the emotional valences and implications of this kind of image, particularly in 
the domain of war photography.51 I propose that an analogy may be drawn between migration 
photography and war photography. This analogy – in my view – is far from arbitrary and bears key 
conceptual implications we should not overlook. As reflected in the words of photographer Aris 
Messinis, whom I cited at the opening of this article, what is happening at European borders should 
really be viewed as low-intensity warfare52 and the Mediterranean as a liquid battlefield where a 
necropolitcal regime53 is silently in operation.

In the following section, I attempt to rethink migration photography from this triangular per-
spective of aesthetics, politics and the emotional. Building on this critical triangulation, my topo-
graphical aim here is to analyse specific visual events by focusing on these three dimensions and 
the questions underlying them. Crucially, I do not set out to merely describe the vertices of the 
triangle, but rather to explore its sides and connections. In brief, I examine how aesthetic, political 
and emotional features concretely interact in our performances of looking, seeking to map out the 
relative tensions, contradictions, synergies and interruptions.

Before proceeding to outline tentative visual topographies of the Mediterranean border, one 
final caveat; visuality is a field of shifting significations and mobile assemblages. The ways in 
which aesthetic codes, political regimes and emotional responses combine largely depends on the 
embodied subject who is looking at the photograph and the ‘here’ and ‘now’ of this visual event. 
Thus, each line of the topography I seek to map out in the next section is inescapably affected by 
my own perspective as a white Western female scholar. While my analysis of the places of visual 
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production and distribution is supported by interview data, I examine the performance of spectator-
ship through the specific lens of my own perceptual experience. Far from setting out to somehow 
reaffirm the notion of a universal and homogeneous viewer, I conceive of my own gaze as a site 
where some of the various risks raised by visual performances may be explored and critically ques-
tioned. In examining the site of reception, I focus on the pitfalls that potentially await me in the 
intimate encounter between my gaze and the photographic image, with implications for the ethical, 
political and emotional outcomes. Given its situated, embodied and partial nature, this topography 
cannot therefore provide definitive answers on how photographs contribute to representing border 
events, but hopefully it can nevertheless raise a set of critical questions about our ways of engaging 
with and being responsible for these images.

In the following section, I draw on the conceptual premises outlined above to critically analyse two 
photographs and the visual performances involved in their production and reception. Both of the 
selected photographs were shot by Italian photographers in the Mediterranean region between 2015 
and 2016. Despite their spatial and temporal similarity, they differ considerably with regard to the 
institutional subjects that commissioned them: the European Border and Coast Guard Agency Frontex 
and the humanitarian NGO Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF, Doctors Without Borders), respectively.

For the reasons explained earlier, I adopt a mixed methodology that combines visual content 
and critical discourse analysis.54 As a further step towards shedding light on embodied practices of 
framing borders, I conducted a series of in-depth interviews with professional photographers sup-
plemented with additional web resources.

The embedded gaze

In November 2014, the European Border and Coast Guard Agency Frontex launched Triton, a joint 
search and rescue mission in the Central Mediterranean aimed at ‘combating people’s smuggling 
networks, trafficking of human beings and other cross-border crimes’.55 As on earlier occasions, 
Frontex assigned the task of documenting the operation to the Italian photojournalist Francesco 
Malavolta, who has been reporting on the situation at Europe’s borders since 2011.56 Understanding 
more fully the site of production of these photographs requires attending to the social context in 
which they were taken, and specifically the role of the photographer and his relationship with 
European agency Frontex. Malavolta is Frontex’s official photographer and his work may be viewed 
as similar to the embedded reporting practices first implemented during coverage of the British 
campaign in the Falklands in 1982.57 After a trial period of a couple of years, he was officially 
recruited by Frontex and put in charge of photo documenting events at Europe’s external and inter-
nal borders, gradually winning the trust of his supervisors and a reasonable degree of autonomy. 
Italy, Greece, Turkey, Serbia, Hungary and the Mediterranean Sea are some of the stages to which 
he has been assigned in recent years. After each mission, the photographs shot by Malavolta are 
acquired by Frontex, who hold all ownership rights for them. By Malavolta’s own estimate, Frontex 
digital archives for the years 2011–2015 include approximately 1 million of his photographs. To 
date, only a few 100 have been published on the agency’s official website or in its reports.

Francesco Malavolta began reporting on migration events during the 1990s, when the Eastern 
coasts of Italy became the main destination for people fleeing from Albania. Since then, he has 
never stopped and – he adds – he will not stop as long as people continue to lose their lives while 
crossing borders.58 For Malavolta, documenting border events is an ethical mission, a stance that is 
reflected in his ongoing engagement with the topic through his Facebook page. His core strategy is 
to make looking a deeply emotional experience, with a view to raising his audiences’ awareness 
and eliciting reactions: ‘I expect the people who look at my photographs to think about these chil-
dren as if they were their own. It is less a matter of pity than of sympathy’.59 When a boat is 
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approaching, Malavolta knows that he needs to focus on children, women and older people, for at 
least two reasons, which are, they cannot be considered a threat to our safety and their vulnerability 
is somehow touching: ‘If I show you a group of strong black men I will not touch your heart as a 
mom with her child can do’.60 In his account of this particular visual place, the emotional and 
political dimensions are deeply intertwined; triggering sympathy in Malavolta’s view is a strategy 
for increasing political awareness of what is happening at our borders. However, his quest to estab-
lish an intimate connection between his photographs and those viewing them stands in contrast 
with his own mode of encounter with his photographic subjects: ‘When I photograph, I tend to 
become invisible: I am there and I am not’.61 Choosing to minimize his interaction with his subjects 
is part of a conscious strategy to remain detached from the people he photographs.

This way of conceptualizing his work and operating in the field profoundly impacts the visual 
places where Malavolta’s camera throws itself into the spectacle of Mediterranean migrations. It 
was within this discursive and material context that, while on board a patrolling Belgian Navy 
vessel in the summer of 2015, Malavolta took the first of the photographs in this topography, 
which was later published on Frontex’s official website as part of a photo-gallery on Operation 
Triton (Figure 1).62

There is another place we cannot overlook in our visual topography, namely the ways in which 
Frontex engages with Malavolta and his work. This is a crucial stage in the production of this 
topography. Not only does Frontex issue precise guidelines on how the photography work should 
be executed – including what should fall within the frame and what should not – but it also selects, 
organizes and distributes the resulting photographic material, according to highly specific visual 
and social norms. On browsing through the 20 photographs in the gallery, one is immediately 
struck by the strong similarities among the pictures. Black men are crowded on rubber dinghies or 
sitting on the deck of a vessel, women and children are preparing to disembark or walking along 
gangways, while yellow-clad crew members wearing medical masks and protective gloves are 
supervising and assisting rescue operations, throwing a life jacket, offering glasses of water, or 
providing medical assistance. The organization of these photographs’ visual contents and meanings 

Figure 1. Search and rescue operation by the Belgian navy vessel Godetia (as it appears on the Frontex 
website).
Photograph by Francesco Malavolta (reproduced with the author’s permission).
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is characterized by a strongly recursive pattern and this aesthetic trait can influence our affective 
disposition towards them. The basic repetition of schemas, actors, and gestures is somehow reas-
suring. Nothing disturbs our gaze and each visual detail appears to be in its rightful place; the 
border spectacle63 has been staged with precision.

Thanks to the strategies adopted by Frontex’ Press Office, the humanitarian and the securitarian 
narratives that synergistically contribute to ‘borderization processes’64 receive solid visual backup. 
Here, we can easily recognize all the visual clichés in the securitarian register: the constant pres-
ence of crew members implies the promise of permanent surveillance; the masks and gloves evoke 
the perpetual risk of infection; the ordered organization of spaces reflects the need to control and 
discipline the bodies of those rescued. In parallel with this securitarian narrative, the humanitarian 
logic is also in operation in these frames. Women and children are the only subjects to be portrayed 
close up and in small groups. They are carefully framed as vulnerable people who deserve our 
benevolent care and need our protection to survive. As several scholars have rightly pointed out,65 
such visual mediations run the risk of victimizing these subjects, depriving them of any possibility 
of agency. Conversely, this kind of representation may authorize the state ‘to gratuitously fashion 
itself as a paternalistic (indeed, patriarchal) protection racket’.66

This aesthetics of securitarian humanitarianism introduces some productive tensions into the 
triangulated dimensions described in the previous section. When I as a Western, white, female 
spectator look at the photograph of a child who has just been rescued from an unsafe dinghy or a 
mother crying on the deck of a rescue vessel, a sense of pity and compassion suddenly pervades my 
gaze and body. The political implications of this kind of emotional response have long been debated 
in relation to war photography. Many scholars have argued that a sympathetic disposition towards 
vulnerable others contributes to establishing an asymmetrical viewing relationship between the 
suffering bodies in the frame and the observer ‘that render foreign spaces as damaged and foreign 
others as abject in order to secure ourselves as morally concerned and compassionate political 
agents’.67 The experience of the subjects we are looking at remains somehow inaccessible.68 My 
emotional response establishes a distance between my safe position and their dangerous one, a 
desperate asymmetry between here and there69 and it is precisely in this impossible distance that 
the viewer’s political engagement fails to obtain.

Although this view is not entirely invalid, I am more interested in drawing attention here to 
another possible assemblage among humanitarian aesthetics, affective sympathy and political 
im/possibilities. In a key work on war photography, which is explicitly evoked in the title of this 
article, Susan Sontag highlights the risks of sympathy in relation to images of suffering: ‘So far 
as we feel sympathy, we feel we are not accomplices to what caused the suffering. Our sympa-
thy proclaims our innocence as well as our impotence’.70 The risk here is not the emotional 
distance between the subjects in the photograph and me looking at them, but rather an excess 
of proximity. When we engage with images of suffering, we tend to suppress the historical, 
geographical, and political distance that exists between us and the objects of our compassion: 
we thereby dissolve both the singularity of their experience and the burden of our own position, 
transforming pain into a universal condition. Thus, maintaining a certain level of critical detach-
ment from our compassion can help us to more effectively recognize our political and ethical 
responsibility for the events portrayed and the suffering that such events continue to provoke in 
the present.

The aesthetics of humanitarianism, by governing my emotional responses and thus compromis-
ing my capacity to enter into ethical relationships, reduces the spaces available to me for political 
action. The child escorted on the Belgian Navy’s vessel does not outrage or chill me. Before this 
photograph, we risk perceiving ourselves as impotent and innocent witnesses to the ineluctable 
making of history.
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The humanitarian gaze

On 16 August 2015, Italian photographer Francesco Zizola embarked on the Bourbon Argos, a 
vessel run by the humanitarian NGO MSF, setting out to conduct search and rescue operations off 
the coast of Libya. Some months earlier, President Loris De Filippi had announced MSF’s decision 
to launch sea operations in partnership with MOAS (Migrant Offshore Aid Station), in response to 
the large-scale humanitarian crisis generated by European policies post-Operation Mare Nostrum.71 
The choice to involve a professional photojournalist in the mission reflects the leading role of 
visual communication within MSF’s policy of témoignage (bearing witness), as expressly stated in 
its photographers’ sensitization document: ‘they [pictures] can demonstrate reality, expose neglect 
and despair, inspire hope and understanding, and connect people around the world. They can also 
help MSF raise money to continue our work and inspire people to come and work with us’.72 
Photo-documentation is a key dimension of MSF’s communication strategy; it is shaped by a com-
plex assemblage of economic, political and cultural factors that we cannot overlook in analysing 
the relations among the multiply situated social actors in our visual topography.

This is the institutional framework within which Zizola’s work needs to be investigated. 
During the photographer’s 3-week stay on the Bourbon Argos, over 3,000 people were rescued, 
along one of the deadliest migratory routes in the world. Shortly afterwards, Zizola decided to 
translate his experience aboard the Bourbon Argos into a photograph collection, also making a 
short video that combined images, text and a soundtrack. In the same boat is the title of both 
these works.73 When asked about the aim of this project, Zizola explained that it was an effort 
to resist and subvert the emphasis on anonymous masses and numbers in mainstream represen-
tations of migrants at sea:

I tried to lend stature to their humanity by showing their gazes, expectations, fears, as they were there in 
front of me. It was an attempt to move in closer and establish a proximity between these human beings and 
our lives, in order to persuade the public to change their shallow and cynical views on this issue.74

The place where Zizola met his subjects and captured their experience, in this case on the deck 
of the Bourbon Argos, was produced through a delicately negotiated trade-off between interaction 
and respect, with his striving for proximity becoming a conscious strategy of associating an aes-
thetic regime with a political goal. In Zizola’s view, photography can turn looking into a space for 
active engagement and the humanization of experience.

In December of the same year, an image from the series was ranked one of the best photographs 
of 2015 by the Guardian and a few months later, the entire reportage won second prize in the 
‘Contemporary Issues – Stories’ section of the World Press Photo 2016 edition. The most success-
ful photograph of the collection shows a group of men wrapped in emergency blankets intently 
looking into the distance while, as Zizola commented in an interview,75 the outline of the Southern 
European coast was just coming into view (Figure 2).

Shifting our attention once more to the place of spectatorship and its potential traps, this second 
photograph raises the question of possible dis/connections between the aesthetic, the ethical and 
the political. Of course, as previously argued, the following reflections do not represent a thorough 
account of the endless possibilities that looking at this photograph can open up. However, I strongly 
believe that focusing on my own performances of looking and the risks associated with them can 
offer a useful prism through which to explore how images interrogate our gaze and positioning in 
relation to the events portrayed in them.

In an interview with the Italian magazine Sguardi, Francesco Zizola explained his stylistic 
choice of black-and-white photography:
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Through my photographs I try to narrate reality, which is the first degree of representation, but then I try 
to make sure that this first degree contains a second one, which I refer to as symbolic. Black and white 
helps the reader to look out for this second degree of representation.76

Before this black-and-white, high-contrast photograph, my perception of what is portrayed is 
transported into a symbolical realm, where historical events blur into a mythical story and real bod-
ies seem like crystallized icons. Significantly for the purposes of my argument here, the viewer’s 
gaze is invited to identify a symbolic and eternal principle in the frame. When I look at the two men 
staring towards the horizon, the historical and spatial ‘thereness’ of the photograph77 is transcended, 
its temporality expanded. The symbolic overrides reality, and my gaze is propelled outside of time 
and space. This particular aesthetics and its de-historicizing force raise critical questions with a 
bearing on the political dimension, because they jeopardize my capacity to open up a space of 
engagement and agency. When an event is symbolized and emptied of its historicity, it follows that 
its outcomes appear to be ineluctable. The men we are now observing, their fierce look and posture, 
are trapped in an ahistorical and aspatial dimension. Their rescue becomes a symbol of all possible 
rescues. This scene has been, is, and always will be. Its aesthetic force drags the image and me as 
a viewer outside of history and transformative processes, to a place where nothing can ever really 
change. This is the risk of de-politicization that eternal images can often bear.78

Another possible risk of this kind of aesthetics which is widespread in both migration and war 
photojournalism is what we might call the aestheticizing trap. Images of war and violence are often 
marked by a search for beauty: balanced compositions, infallible symmetries, high contrasts, artis-
tic visual quotes and so on, ‘dress up’ dramatic events with a seductive iconography. As many 
scholars have observed, this aestheticizing tendency carries broader political implications that 
deserve more careful consideration.79 The key point to be emphasized for the purposes of our argu-
ment here is that looking at these beautiful yet terrible photographs somehow reinforces my pas-
sive role as observer. The relationship that our gaze establishes with such images is comparable to 
that which I might experience on contemplating a painting or other work of art. I admire the plastic 
representation of the subjects, the well-balanced composition, and the powerful contrasts. The 
aestheticizing trap captures me in a space of dual passivity,80 reinforcing subtle hierarchies of look-
ing, and functioning to differentiate between those who have gained the right to see and those who 

Figure 2. In the same boat – search and rescue operation by Médecins Sans Frontières off the Libyan 
coast.
Photograph by © Francesco Zizola / NOOR (reproduced with the author’s permission).
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are seen, framed and subjected to surveillance.81 When looking at this photograph, we at least run 
the risk of being transformed into passive consumers of images and events.

Conclusion

In this article, I have examined the relationship between photography and migrations from a cul-
tural geography perspective. In particular, I have focused on the theoretical, epistemological and 
methodological challenges that a geographical reading of photography poses to traditional visual 
analyses. Drawing together both the geographical debate on photography and theoretical perspec-
tives from visual culture studies, I first argued for the need to reconceptualise photographs as visual 
events of place, in which images, spectators and spaces inevitably relate to one another in diverse 
and fluctuating ways. Echoing Cindy Katz, I termed this critical analysis of the material and social 
aspects of multiply situated visual events ‘a topography of looking’. In the second part of the arti-
cle, I further developed my line of argument by discussing the role of photography in the discursive 
construction of the Mediterranean border regime. Finally, I offered a topographical analysis of two 
particular photographs and some of the performances associated with their production and recep-
tion, with a view to illustrating how aesthetic codes, power regimes and emotional responses can 
interact in practice. Through my examination of photographs taken by Francesco Malavolta and 
Francesco Zizola during rescue operations in the Central Mediterranean, I attempted to map out 
some of the potential risks associated with specific aesthetic practices, investigating how the latter 
can work to foster (and at times to hinder) affective connectedness and political engagement. 
Rather than providing answers, or solutions to the issues involved in framing migrations, I have 
preferred throughout the article to draw on my own experience as a viewer in raising a set of criti-
cal questions that any viewer should reflexively take into account: What kind of emotional 
responses do we perform in front of these photographs? Can a sympathetic response open up 
spaces for agency and engagement? How do we negotiate the affective and political distance 
between us and the events portrayed? Does a symbolic aesthetics have depoliticizing effects? How 
can we possibly resist emotional structures that turn us into passive and complicit spectators?

My argument here is that an epistemological inversion in our ways of conceptualizing the rela-
tionship between image and viewer is required. The photographic surface is not only an object of 
inquiry as traditional visual analyses suggest, but can also become a powerful source of reflexive 
questioning of our own (as viewers, academics or researchers) practices of looking. As a way of 
approaching not just the image but more importantly our own attitude towards it, this ‘looking 
inward’ begins with the ongoing intimate process of asking ourselves: How do I react to this pho-
tograph? Mapping out the answers to this fundamental question and how they may be related to 
broader geopolitical imaginations represents a first step towards grasping the shifting significance 
of visual representations and performances. By connecting different places and actors (such as 
photographers, editors, commissioning institutions and spectators) and tracing their mutual rela-
tions, the topographic approach discussed here acknowledges photography’s multidimensional 
complexity, shedding fresh light on the trans-scalar events of its happening.

In the book evoked in the title of this article, Susan Sontag discusses Three Guineas by Virginia 
Woolf, writing that ‘No “we” should be taken for granted when the subject is looking at other peo-
ple’s pain’.82 Any discussion about images of war – she argued – must inevitably question the ‘we’ 
at whom such pictures are targeted. Sontag’s troubling reflections resonate strongly with my line 
of reflection throughout this article, especially with regard to migration photography. If the con-
temporary spectacle of migration is to cease playing out on a silent and unproductive stage of pity 
and compassion, it is crucial for us to constantly interrogate our own places and performances of 
looking. If we wish to take on the ethical and political challenges raised by certain photographs of 
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migration, we must be prepared to engage in critical and detailed reflection on our own position 
with respect to racialized topographies and their differential contour lines. Now more than ever, if 
we are willing to adopt such a reflexive approach, we may aspire to transforming migration pho-
tography into a key space for political engagement and cultural criticism.
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