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[Fig. 4] The “Imagery Flow/Release Authority” flowchart published in the Joint Combat Camera 

(COMCAM) / Visual Information (VI): Smart Book (Source: Smart Book 2015, 54). The appearance 

of US Department of Defense (DoD) visual information does not imply or constitute DoD 

endorsement.

the template’s title contains the term “snapshot,” rather than “photograph.”9 
This is the only section in the manual where this term is employed, and hence 
may appear to be a minor matter. However, I will argue that this terminological 
decision is highly relevant – I believe it reveals a great deal about the under-
standing of photography within COMCAM itself, and within the DoD more 
generally. The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines a “snapshot” as either 
“a casual photograph made typically by an amateur with a small handheld 
camera,” or “an impression or view of something brief or transitory” (Merriam-
Webster Dictionary 2022). A similar definition can be found in the Cambridge 
Dictionary, which describes a snapshot as “an informal photograph” (Cam-
bridge Dictionary 2022b). In epistemic terms, however, a snapshot is “a piece of 
information or short description … [or] the way that a particular figure or set of 
figures gives an understanding of a situation at a particular time” (Cambridge 
Dictionary 2022b). The term also promotes the idea of photographs being 

9	 This is also the term used by Richard Chalfen in his book Snapshot Versions of Life to 
define photographs that belong to the “home mode [of] communication” (Chalfen 1987, 
8). 
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candid and undistorted depictions of reality, which stands in stark contrast to 
the staging practices sometimes employed by COMCAM photographers.10 

Clearly, McCoy’s images [fig. 1 and 3] have nothing in common with informal 
photographs and, as I have discussed, it is highly probable that many of the 
steps in their production process were formalized. However, the definition 
of a snapshot as a certain configuration of knowledge appears to be highly 
relevant to the US military’s understanding of photography. This definition 
aligns with the inclination demonstrated by both COMCAM and the DoD to 
value photographs primarily for their capacity to mediate information, where 
the aesthetic features of the images are secondary to their informational 
value. It would, nevertheless, be wrong to say that the US military regards aes-
thetic features as wholly irrelevant: such features are, indeed, valued, if they 
encourage the viewer to adopt the preferred interpretation of the information 
shown in the image. 

Thus, one might also read the Smart Book in terms of a theory of photography. 
This theory might appear rudimentary because the manual neither 
acknowledges nor reflects upon what it is doing with it. Furthermore, rather 
than regarding photographs as aesthetic objects, the Smart Book explicitly 
reduces photography to mere functionality or instrumentality. The view of 
photography as a container for visual information might indeed be accurate 
in cases where photographs are used as internal briefing tools by generals 
and officials. However, when images produced by COMCAM, such as the 
ones taken by McCoy, are distributed to the wider public, then their aesthetic 
dimension comes into play as well. This also applies to my own perception of 
McCoy’s photographs. Only moments after I grasped the subject of the high-
angle photograph [fig. 1], I was thinking about its aesthetic features, such as 
its composition, lighting, perspective, and so on. Crucially, the Smart Book ’s 
authors are interested in both these aspects: on the one hand, they consider 
the information which a photograph is intended to transmit; on the other, they 
look at the ways in which a photograph informs the viewer. 

The Smart Book addresses the question of the “how” and the photograph’s 
aesthetic features in a condensed form, summarizing its aesthetic guidelines 
for photography and video in the form of “Five C’s”: “Camera Angles, 
Continuity, Cutting, Close-ups, and Composition” (Smart Book 2015, 22). I will 
discuss these “Five C’s” in connection to two of McCoy’s photographs, the 
aforementioned high-angle image, and a second one depicting the same scene 
from a different angle [fig. 3]. 

10	 Staging scenes is described in the Smart Book as a potential strategy when the action can 
be controlled. Due to the “uncontrolled environment” in which COMCAM photographers 
usually work, the photographer is advised to “[u]se a Wide or Establishing Shot during 
the initial part of the event” (Smart Book 2015, 21), which probably also allows the 
photographer to crop the image in the post-production phase. 
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The first C, the camera angle, is described as the relation between the camera 
and the subject(s) (Smart Book 2015, 22). The angles deployed in both of 
McCoy’s photographs are listed in the Smart Book and exemplified by one pho-
tograph for each angle (Smart Book 2015, 22). 

The second C is the requirement to provide a “continuous, smooth logical 
flow of visual images, depicting the event in a coherent manner” (Smart Book 
2015, 23). If we look at McCoy’s photographs in relation to one another, we can 
recognize a fluent depiction of a single, continuous event, reflecting this logic. 
The viewers ability to montage his photographs as part of a single series is 
especially important when considering their production circumstances and 
the second C of the Smart Book. It appears that McCoy first sought to establish 
an overview of the scene [fig. 1], and then immersed himself more deeply in 
it [fig. 3].11 This sense of immersion is effected thanks to the camera’s per-
spective in the second photograph, which creates the impression that McCoy 
is one of the soldiers assigned to surveil the detainees from outside the cage. 

The third C is concerned with the post-production phase of COMCAM 
photographs. The term “cutting” (which the Smart Book also calls “culling”) 
describes the process of deleting certain shots or images which are of poor 
quality, contain “superfluous information,” or are duplicates (Smart Book 2015, 
24). 

The fourth C, the close-up, which is also designated as belonging to the 
camera angle, is singled out as “a tool … transport[ing] the viewer into the 
image or scene,” and adding an emotional layer to the photograph (Smart Book 
2015, 25). Thus, instead of being simply one of the many field sizes available, 
the close-up is described as especially useful when it comes to telling the 
viewer the whole story. Close-ups are basically intended to reveal a detail of a 
scene, or to explain an event. The Smart Book, however, makes it clear that the 
close-up should never be employed as the “only tool during documentation,” 
despite its ability to “tell the entire story”; instead, it must be presented in 
relation to other photographs (Smart Book 2015, 25). Hence, even though the 
second image [fig. 3] is not a close-up in technical terms, according to the logic 
of the Smart Book, it comes to function as one when viewed in relation to the 
high-angle photograph. 

In the framework of storytelling, when the two images are combined, they 
enhance the feeling of a virtual space. Writing about the perception of space 
in film, Vinzenz Hediger argues that when film viewers combine the three 
dimensions of filmic space – the architectural space, the image-space, and 

11	 At this point, I want to reflect upon the way in which I have presented McCoy’s 
photographs. I intuitively placed fig. 1 before fig. 3 because the former shows an over-
view of the arrangement of subjects, objects, and architecture, while the latter zooms 
into the scene and provides the viewer with a closer look through the wire. 
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the space imagined by the spectator – this space acquires the features of 
a virtual space (Hediger 2015, 61). According to Hediger, the virtual space is 
not only intended to be comprehended, but also becomes a space that can 
be walked through. What Hediger defines as virtual space in film applies 
equally to photographic sequences. In the case of McCoy’s photographs, the 
camera movement is perceivable thanks to a mental montage [fig. 1 and 3], 
which moves the viewer “virtually” from a position seemingly floating in the 
air to one on the ground, next to the soldiers. The experience of movement 
engendered by photography would thus appear to be productively informed 
by theories of filmic perception, and specifically, by the technique of montage. 
The Smart Book makes this explicit when it mentions that “[s]equencing 
photographic moments in much the same manner videographers use scenes 
tells the complete story” (Smart Book 2015, 21). 

The fifth and final C focuses on the aesthetic composition of a single shot. The 
aim of the composition is described as creating “a unified, harmonious whole” 
(Smart Book 2015, 26). Interestingly, this composition rule is informed by the 
media-specificity of photography and video/film, respectively, highlighting 
the fact that photography arrests a moment solely in space, whereas video is 
composed of both space and time.12 According to the Smart Book, the pho-
tograph can compensate for the lack of a perceivable progression in time by 
utilizing a compositional technique that indicates movement (Smart Book 2015, 
26). The composition is also identified as being of central importance in the 
determination of the relationship between the viewers – who are described 
as desiring to “see a story” (Smart Book 2015, 26) – and the photograph. A 
“good composition,” according to the Smart Book, is capable of keeping the 
viewers interested in what is depicted in a photograph and, in the context of 
still images, is also capable of virtually moving them through space and time 
(Smart Book 2015, 26). 

As I have demonstrated, both the “VI Planning/Operations Snapshot Tem-
plate,” and the “Five C’s,” are tacitly concerned with the issue of contingency, 
which, according to the Smart Book, should be reduced by the templates 
and the aesthetic principles deployed by COMCAM photographers. On the 
one hand, the “VI Planning/Operations Snapshot Template” stabilizes the 
procedure of taking a photograph, so that it can be reproduced even in the 
vastly divergent situations these photographers may encounter. The stand-
ardization provided by such templates is designed to minimize procedural 
contingency and to ensure that each photographed event is mediated in line 
with the specifications formulated by higher-ranking military officials. On the 

12	 The first four C’s apply to videos and photographs alike; the fifth rule is formu-
lated solely for photography: “The four previous C’s can be interchanged between 
photography and videography almost without exception. Composition, however, has 
unique attributes when independently applied to photography and videography” (Smart 
Book 2015, 26). 
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other hand, the five C’s appear to be built around the idea of minimizing con-
tingency altogether. However, here it is not the contingency of the production 
processes alone that is in question, but also of the future interpretation of the 
images produced. Hence, another key issue is how the aspects of COMCAM’s 
photographic practices discussed in this subsection are geared towards a 
strict governance of the viewers’ perception of the images created and dis-
tributed by COMCAM photographers. 

The Frame of Caption Writing

Photojournalism, COMCAM, and News Images

Up to this point, I have discussed the techniques of governance brought into 
play during the production process of COMCAM photographs. According to the 
Smart Book, the guidelines established by the “VI Planning/Operations Snap-
shot Template” and the “Five C’s” do not suffice to ensure and stabilize a single, 
privileged interpretation of the information transported in an image. This 
stability must be further enhanced by a written caption, which accompanies 
the photograph when it is distributed to higher-ranking officials or the news 
media – a practice also common in the fields of photojournalism and art 
photography. Importantly, photographs released by the DoD are nearly always 
accompanied by captions intended to stabilize their meanings,13 although, 
as I will later demonstrate, newspapers do not always simply reproduce 
these captions in their articles. Before going into a detailed discussion of the 
captioning practice within COMCAM and the captions written by McCoy, I will 
describe how the fields of photojournalism and COMCAM inform each other 
with regard to captioning. McCoy’s photographs, and McCoy himself, set these 
fields in relation to each other, and we can identify at least three points where 
they clearly intersect with regard to the 2002 DoD photographs. 

Firstly, if the viewer does not realize that McCoy is a military photographer 
– for example, because the newspaper in which his images are reproduced 
fails to clarify their source – they might assume that the photographs were 
taken by an independent photojournalist, by which I mean, one who is not 
working for the US government. Such an assumption does not feel far-
fetched, since McCoy’s images have shed a negative light on the US military’s 
detention practices and had an extremely unfavorable effect on its media 
image. It would thus seem reasonable for some viewers to conclude that the 
images could not have been produced and distributed by the DoD. Here, I 
am also speaking from my own experience, since I was very surprised when I 
learned the provenance of these images, and felt certain they must have been 

13	 In Chapter 4, I will discuss cases where the DoD does exactly the opposite, and instead 
increases the polysemic nature of photographs. 
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taken by an independent photojournalist. Confusion over the photographs’ 
origin and the motivation behind their publication was also shared by some 
politicians. For instance, in a statement during a sitting of the House of 
Lords in the British Parliament on January 21, 2002, Lord Howell of Guildford 
summarized this paradox quite sharply: “If those pictures were not really a 
true depiction of the way in which those people are being held, I am slightly 
left wondering why a US Navy photographer took them and why they were 
circulated world-wide. I do not understand the motive for doing that. They 
certainly gave the situation a very ugly appearance” (UK Parliament 2002). 

Secondly, classifying the first photographs from the Guantánamo detention 
facility as potentially photojournalistic corresponds with McCoy’s self-
description on his LinkedIn profile as a “Combat Photojournalist” (McCoy 
2022) and not as a COMCAM photographer. This job title suggests that photo-
journalism is one of the main discursive fields to which he refers when placing 
his profession in a broader context. The way McCoy describes his job below 
this title, however, complicates the situation by revealing that he is also an 
internal documentarian or archivist for the US military. McCoy writes that, 
between May 1999 and December 2002, he “had the responsibility of shooting 
a variety of high interest events including the burial at sea of JFK Jr. and 
detainee operations at GITMO [Guantánamo], Cuba” (McCoy 2022). He adds 
that his photographs were “used to brief the Joint Chiefs of Staff and high-
level government employees” (McCoy 2022). This job description mirrors the 
answer which McCoy gave in an interview with Rosenberg, where he claimed 
that the initial reason for the production of photographs in question was to 
inform DoD officials of what was occurring at the Guantánamo detention 
facility, and to reveal whether or not the operation involving the arrival of the 
first detainees was a success (Rosenberg 2008). Apparently, it was only later 
that the DoD decided to publish a couple of McCoy’s images on their official 
webpage. 

Thirdly and lastly, the Smart Book refers to documents and guidelines on 
captioning styles written by the Associated Press (AP) for photojournalists, 
which I will elaborate on in more detail in the next subsection. COMCAM thus 
connects its own practices directly to the established discourses within the 
field of photojournalism. 

While I have identified the potential points of connection between McCoy’s 
photographs and photojournalism, I have also implicitly distinguished the pro-
fession of COMCAM photographers from that of photojournalists and the field 
of military photography from photojournalism. A closer look at this distinction 
might help us to understand the various functions, production circumstances, 
and institutional and discursive framings at play in McCoy’s photographs. 
Whereas the DoD provides a clear definition for the profession of a COMCAM 
photographer, I have found it much more difficult to derive a coherent 
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definition of the profession of a photojournalist from scholarly and profes-
sional discourses. I suggest that there are at least two reasons for this: on 
the one hand, there have been a series of shifts or ruptures in the history of 
the term “photojournalism,” and, on the other, the field of photojournalism is 
heterogenous in itself. Although photojournalistic practices existed before the 
50s, it was only in the beginning of that decade that the term was popularized 
(Paddock 2017, 77). Furthermore, what was, or is, considered to be photo-
journalism – as well as what has been retrospectively defined as photojournal-
istic practice – has been subject to many changes over time. For instance, 
“[t]he concept of a photographer as an individual practitioner of photo-
journalism did not always exist. Until the early 1950s, the photographer was 
a camera operator. It was the picture editor who practiced photojournalism” 
(Paddock 2017, 77). 

Although it is difficult to formulate a coherent definition of photojournal-
istic practices, one way to define concepts or a set of practices is by way of 
contrast. Hence, photojournalism could be defined in opposition to another 
“photography genre.” For example, the conclusion of Thierry Gervais’ book, 
The Making of Visual News: A History of Photography in the Press, relates photo-
journalism to art photography (Gervais 2017, 181–6). Gervais points out that the 
terminological confrontation between these two photographic fields, which 
have now become closely related to each other, is not solely the concern of 
academics, but also of practitioners themselves. More specifically, Gervais 
refers to a statement made by Jeff Wall in his discussion with Roy Arden, pub-
lished in 1999 (Gervais 2017, 185). Wall stated that if a photographer wants to 
situate their photographs in a specific field, they need to adopt a clear stance 
towards photojournalism: 

But photojournalism was, and is, such a dominant social institution 
that it seemed that everyone positioned themselves in relation to it. 
Photojournalism makes use of photography the way it makes use of 
written language or television or now the Internet. It uses any medium. 
In that sense, photojournalism has nothing necessary [sic] to do with 
photography. But reportage derives from the medium. Pictures in the 
vernaculars of photography are acts of reportage that are not codified in 
advance, not subject to the rhetorics of the institution of journalism. (Arden 
and Wall 1999, 17; italics added)

Instead of focusing on the notion of photojournalism, Wall and Arden focus 
on vernacular photography that “is more inclusive” (Arden and Wall 1999, 16) 
than the former. In this conversation, Wall pointedly differentiates between 
photojournalism, an “art-concept of photojournalism,” reportage – and, what 
is important to note here is that the citation works in reverse: rather than 
photojournalism being defined in contrast to other photographic practices, it 
is instead described as the dominant institutional discourse of photography in 
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the 90s. Artists had thus to actively dissociate themselves and their practices 
from photojournalism if they did not want their photographs to be perceived 
as photojournalistic. Arden responds to Wall by arguing that photojournalism 
“is largely governed by economic interests,” and that reportage has an actual 
place in art photography (Arden and Wall 1999, 17). Both criticize the way in 
which photography is used in the institution of photojournalism, and compare 
it to the use of written language or television. For them, it is important 
that photography should be free from such obvious illustrative uses and 
institutional pressures. 

I have emphasized Wall’s idea of photojournalism as a “dominant social 
institution” (Arden and Wall 1999, 17) because it helps to draw a line between 
the work of a COMCAM photographer and that of a photojournalist by looking 
more closely at institutional frameworks. It is true that COMCAM photographs 
stand in opposition to “[p]ictures in the vernaculars of photography” (Arden 
and Wall 1999, 17), since they are clearly subject to the institutional rhetoric of 
the DoD. However, the institutional frameworks of COMCAM photographers 
and photojournalists can also overlap – for instance, in the educational 
backgrounds of people working in both fields. Whereas the introduction of 
photojournalism courses in US journalism schools played an important role 
in the institutionalization of photojournalism, such courses are also provided 
for COMCAM photographers by the DoD through the Defense Information 
School, which teaches “public affairs, print journalism, photography, video 
production, broadcast journalism, broadcast equipment maintenance, and 
various forms of graphic design and digital media” (Defense Information 
School 2022). COMCAM photographers themselves have also revealed that 
they learned about photographic practices at photojournalism schools. For 
example, COMCAM photographer Derrick Goode – who was a photojournalism 
instructor at the Defense Information School from 2012 to 2015 – stated in 
a documentary that he actively employed knowledge acquired in photo-
journalism school: “I look for detail and I look for the moment, which is, you 
know, what we’re taught in photojournalism school, just trying to capture the 
moment” (MAHARBAL5022 2015, 9:33–42; italics added). 

Along with the question of education, the issue of authorship is also crucial. 
For Gervais, proof of the establishment of photojournalism as an institution is 
the “subjective involvement by the photographer, a specific aesthetic and the 
circulation of the images” (Gervais 2017, 182). Gervais shows that, at a certain 
point in time, photojournalists came to be understood as auteurs:

This legitimation mechanism draws on the figure of the auteur as sym-
bolizing the achievement of a status as creator and cultural producer 
whose pictures are henceforth disseminated in a variety of forms. The 
photographer is now an auteur: while not relinquishing the use value of 
his images, he aspires at the same time to cultural recognition by the 
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traditional structures of legitimation, and thus subverts the habitual 
status of his photographs. This shift notably hinges on the photographer’s 
personality and subjectivity. (Gervais 2017, 182)

The notion of authorship would appear to be one of the central aspects dis-
tinguishing photojournalists from COMCAM photographers. When the news 
media publish images shot by COMCAM photographers – for example, as part 
of an official handout – they are often credited either to the DoD, or to the 
image agencies responsible for distributing them. In contrast, photographs 
taken by independent photojournalists are more often credited with the 
photographer’s name, alongside that of the agency.14 

A strong argument for the irrelevance of the concept of authorship within 
COMCAM has been made by McCoy himself. In his interview with Rosen-
berg, he emphasized the automatism of the camera by revealing that he 
was not even looking through the viewfinder while shooting the infamous 
Guantánamo photographs (Rosenberg 2008). Apparently, it was not important 
to him to be identified as the author and producer of these images. In 
addition, the military discourse about COMCAM explicitly excludes the idea of 
COMCAM photographers being the owners of their photographs. A document 
published by the Defense Information School illustrates this by contrasting 
them with freelance photographers (The Defense Information School 2020, 3). 
While the latter are defined by a commercial intent, and by being the copyright 
holder of their images, the images taken by the former belong to the US 
government: “COMCAM forces are not freelance photographers competing 
for commercial use of imagery obtained while in the line of duty. The imagery 
belongs to the US government, not the individual” (The Defense Information 
School 2020, 3).

Historically, the emergence of the figure of the auteur in photojournalism 
has also been related to the notion of authorship in art photography.15 
Gervais illustrates the close relationship between photojournalism and art 
photography by discussing James Nachtwey’s photographs of the Balkan 
conflict taken in the 90s (Gervais 2017, 182). The photographs were initially 
commissioned by Life magazine; however, after appearing there, the images 
went on to be exhibited all over the world, and they have also been repub-
lished in form of photo books. Nachtwey’s images have been distributed by 

14	 Of course, there is also the huge field of commissioned photography in which the name 
of the photographer often remains unmentioned. Many famous art photographers 
have been commissioned for various jobs – some of which were credited to them, while 
others remained anonymous. 

15	 The understanding of photographers as auteurs is closely related to legal frame-
works, and to the question of the regulation of copyright. In Germany, for instance, 
it was only in 1907 that photography came to be protected by copyright law, and that 
“the photographer’s achievement [was recognized] … beyond the purely mechanical” 
(Blaschke 2016, 35). 
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many different institutions, and this has not only potentially changed the ways 
in which they have been perceived, but also their categorization and function. 
As the discussion of Wall’s photographs by Gervais emphasizes, distribution 
channels play a relatively powerful role in the entire process of defining and 
delineating types of photographs, or ascribing them to genres. In fact, it is 
common for photographs originating in the field of photojournalism or taken 
for the press to have many other afterlives in galleries and books of “art.” Con-
versely, in his book, The Spoken Image: Photography and Language, Clive Scott 
advocates an even more radical view when he writes that every photograph, 
regardless of its production context, can be transformed into a photojournal-
istic image:

Photographic genres – photojournalism, documentary photography, the 
family snap, the nude, etc. – may be said to exist, but photographs do 
not belong to them by any inherent right. Rather, a context is expressly 
created for the photograph, often and predominantly through language, 
which of itself assigns the photograph to a genre. No photograph is 
necessarily, say, photojournalistic; photojournalistic photographs are 
photographs used by newspapers. (Scott 1999, 99; italics added)

Scott stresses that genre classifications are highly dependent on the pub-
lishing context, and in particular, the language of the caption accompanying 
a photograph, rather than any aesthetic features or the circumstances under 
which they were taken. I agree with Scott’s emphasis on the importance of dis-
tribution channels; however, I also believe a photograph’s production context 
is of equal importance. Supporting my perspective, Mary Angela Bock writes 
that “[t]he context of a photograph’s production is intrinsic to its meaning. 
There is a limit to what can be said of a photograph or video clip without 
learning of its inception” (Bock 2008, 170). The importance of the production 
context contradicts Scott’s thesis that every photograph becomes photo-
journalistic by virtue of being printed in a newspaper (Scott 1999, 99). My own 
hesitation about conceding everything to publishing context lies in the ines-
capable intentionality, whether institutional or personal, which I would assign 
to some photographs. For example, photographs produced for propaganda 
purposes usually construct ideologically coherent worldviews, and their pro-
duction contexts are crucial to the ways in which we come to understand their 
meanings. 

Caption Writing in Photojournalism and COMCAM

Due to the instability of interpretation, and the dependence of a photograph’s 
meaning on its context, many different practices have arisen with the aim of 
stabilizing an image’s meanings through context – particularly, the addition of 
a caption. As I have mentioned, when the DoD published McCoy’s photographs 
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on their website, each image was accompanied by a short text, which we can 
presume McCoy wrote himself, since he explicitly mentioned in his interview 
with Rosenberg that writing captions was part of his job (Rosenberg 2008). 
Nevertheless, it is unclear whether the caption cited in the epigraph to this 
chapter, released with the high-angle photograph [fig. 1], is an exact repro-
duction of the caption initially written by McCoy – it may have been edited for 
the press release by someone else. Despite this uncertainty, considering what 
McCoy said in his interview, coupled with the information from the Smart Book, 
I will argue that, within the US military, photographs are configured from the 
start in relation to written text. The range of texts associated with COMCAM 
photographs includes the specifications given to the photographer with 
regard to what they are instructed to capture, and the caption written by them 
after they have taken their “snapshot.” The discourse within the US military 
reveals that captions are regarded as a central element in the configuration of 
an image: no photograph speaks to the viewer, or tells the story, all by itself.16 
Major Matthew Yandura stated that “a Well-Focused [sic] Combat Cameraman 
can tip the scales in the battle for words, deeds and images” (Soldier Media 
Center Videos 2010, 0:03–12), which emphasizes the equal importance the 
military attaches to these three different elements. 

Considering Sontag’s view on the inability of photographs to explain anything 
(Sontag 2008, 23), and the close relationship between words and images put 
forth in military documents, it is imperative to analyze photographs dis-
tributed through the official channels of the DoD in terms of both the visual 
and the textual configurations within which they appear. Specifically, with 
regard to print media, this analysis should focus on the various configurations 
of photograph, written caption, and text in the article. Since my reading of the 
Smart Book has demonstrated that the US military perceives photography and 
video to be media that cannot necessarily be trusted, primarily because of the 
uncertainty ascribed to their final interpretation, it is crucial to analyze how 
COMCAM photographers (re)frame their images during the post-production 
process. Thus, I will focus on the way the Smart Book presents captioning 
and, more specifically, analyze how captioning, as a practice of reframing or 
consolidating the given frames governing a photograph, figures as part of the 
attempt to stabilize the viewers’ interpretation of images. 

The Smart Book describes captions as a standardized element in the processes 
of production and distribution. The chapter entitled “DoD Captioning Style 
Guide” provides COMCAM photographers with clear guidance about how to 
caption an image (Smart Book 2015, 80–90). The rules are given as an addition 

16	 Some scholars have argued that not all images necessarily require captions. See, for 
example, No Caption Needed: Iconic Photographs, Public Culture, and Liberal Democracy 
(2017), in which Robert Hariman and John Louis Lucaites argue that photographs which 
have acquired a so-called “iconic status” do not need captions.
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to the “Associated Press (AP) Style Guide” (Smart Book 2015, 80),17 and thus 
act as an annex to the established rules of captioning for photojournalists. 
Importantly, while the AP Stylebook ’s rules on caption writing apply to all 
sorts of images circulating in the news media; the Smart Book updates them 
for the requirements of COMCAM operations. The AP Stylebook encourages 
the photographer or photojournalist to restrict the caption to two sentences. 
“The first sentence of the caption describes what the photo shows, in present 
tense, and states where and when the photo was made”; the second “gives 
background on the news event or describes why the photo is significant” (AP 
2000, 380; italics added). The person submitting the caption along with the 
photograph is advised to bear in mind what will be regarded as the most 
important information for the reader. In a similar way, the Smart Book enumer-
ates five W-questions that should be answered in a caption written by the 
COMCAM photographer: Who? What? When? Where? Why? (Smart Book 2015, 
80–2). The Smart Book reframes these rules for the military context, adding 
further details that are of importance if the caption’s subject is a military 
employee. Section H, “Constructing a Caption,” gives a brief overview of the 
practice of captioning:

(1) The first sentence contains the 5 W’s and is always written in the 
present tense using active voice. A caption describes the moment the 
image is captured, not what came before or after, so the first sentence will 
be written as if from that moment. (2) The second sentence should almost 
always be written in past tense. This sentence gives background infor-
mation on the image. It explains why the image is significant and places it 
in a larger context. When providing background information in a caption, 
include information that explains the significance of the action in the 
image. (Smart Book 2015, 82) 

Bearing in mind the largely negative reactions to McCoy’s photographs by the 
news media and human rights organizations, a comprehensive analysis of 
these images necessitates a discussion of the accompanying caption, not just 
of what the images themselves show. Consequently, with regard to the five 
W-questions, it becomes evident that McCoy’s caption answers the final ques-
tion – Why? – in only a rudimentary fashion, as I will discuss later. The “non-
compliance” of this caption with the guidelines stands in stark contrast to the 
importance which the Smart Book authors ascribe to answering this question. 
The Smart Book mentions at least twice that, when creating a caption, the 
photographer must describe the significance of what is depicted in the image, 
and that the caption should “place … it [the photograph] in a larger context” 

17	 The “Associated Press (AP) Style Guide” probably means Associated Press Stylebook and 
Briefing on Media Law (AP 2000), a guide that is generally published on an annual basis 
by the AP. In the following passages, I will abbreviate the full title of this publication as 
follows: AP Stylebook.
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(Smart Book 2015, 82). The caption is ultimately expected to explain what a 
photograph is showing and to stabilize its preferred interpretation.

The various responses to McCoy’s photographs demonstrate the dynamic 
relationship between the meanings of these photographs and the context 
within which they were published. Discussing the relationship between 
meaning and context, Jan Baetens is right to argue that there is a “difficulty 
with limiting ‘meaning’ to itself, that is, with keeping ‘meaning’ safe from 
‘context’” (Baetens 2007, 54). With regard to photography, this results in the 
circumstance that one and the same image is capable of evoking different 
meanings and understandings – in other words, the photographic image is 
polysemic. Within literary studies, the majority of discussions regarding the 
polysemy of photographs have historically focused on the semantic instability 
of photography in negative terms. It has often been stressed that the ontology 
of the photographic image made it “vulnerab[le] to the characteristics of its 
seemingly opposite pole: the text and, more broadly speaking, the time-based 
arts” (Baetens 2007, 60). This pessimistic view on the dominance of the written 
word over the photographic image is not only questionable; it is also linked to 
a disciplinary bias.18 In the context of the discussion of McCoy’s photographs, 
it is necessary to shift the focus from a relationship of dominance to an under-
standing of the relationship between photography and the written word as 
a dynamic one marked by kinship. When discussing the images produced by 
COMCAM, neither the notion of dominance of the written word over images, 
nor its reverse, is particularly helpful. In light of the Smart Book ’s view that a 
written text can help define, fashion, and stabilize the meaning and interpre-
tation of a photograph, we need to open up this discussion by abandoning 
the idea of dominance, and shifting our focus to the dynamic aspects of the 
relationship between text and image. 

In other contexts, however, captioning may have different aims from those of 
COMCAM, and not all of them are supposed to ensure a stable interpretation 
of the image. Historically, since the emergence of photography, scientists 
and artists have employed captions in a variety of ways and forms; for 
example, captions have been used to describe what given photographs depict, 
but they have also provoked viewers to challenge photographs’ proposed 
meaning. Sometimes, captions have nothing to do with the photographs 

18	 Baetens shows that many prominent theories of photography have been written by 
scholars with a background in literary studies, and that this has led to a focus on the 
discrepancies and similarities between the written word and the photographic image 
(Baetens 2007, 60). It is important to acknowledge that there have also been significant 
historical changes within the discipline of literary studies. For instance, by referring to 
the “linguistic turn” in 1994, Gottfried Boehm introduced the discussion of the “iconic 
turn” (Boehm 1994). Debates on the “iconic turn” have, in a certain sense, rehabilitated 
the position of images in this historical discussion. Another prominent position is 
that taken by W. J. T. Mitchell. In his book, Picture Theory: Essays on Verbal and Visual 
Representation, he developed the idea of a “pictorial turn” (Mitchell 1994).
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themselves, leaving it up to the viewer to make the connection, or to playfully 
acknowledge that there simply is none. Due to the variety of captions, there 
is also a scholarly desire to systematize their different styles and aims, but 
the plethora of published photographs and captions makes the fulfillment of 
this desire nearly impossible. Despite the many difficulties in undertaking a 
historical systematization of captions, Scott identifies two types of captions 
and three functions in the titles assigned to photographs. On the one hand, he 
argues that a title can function 

a) as destination, as that which explains and synthesizes the image, 
gives it its coherence – this is particularly the function of allegorical or 
descriptive titles; (b) as point of departure, something minimal and non-
interfering, which orientates the spectator and then leaves the image to 
do its work; (c) as parallel but displaced commentary, set at a distance 
from the picture, so that the meaning is neither in the picture nor in the 
title, but in their point of convergence. (Scott 1999, 47) 

A caption, on the other hand, assumes either the form of a “rebus” or a “quote/
direct speech” (Scott 1999, 49 and 52). The rebus strengthens the dependency 
between meaning and context: in this case, the meaning of a photograph is 
highly dependent on the photographer, or the newspaper editor, who is in 
charge of captioning. The “quotational or direct-speech caption” (Scott 1999, 
52) functions differently, since it addresses the viewer directly, and creates a 
straightforward connection between the photograph, the newspaper editor, 
and the viewer. 

If we recall McCoy’s caption which was provided with fig. 1, we will discover it 
is difficult to assign it to one of these types. This caption contains additional 
information that, in a certain sense, “complements” what is depicted in the 
image: it mentions what will happen next, and explains why the detainees are 
kneeling on the ground. Its language is one of military simplicity, directness, 
and specificity, which moves it far from the rebus caption, and puts it closer to 
the “quotational type.” But McCoy’s caption does not create a direct link to the 
viewer either – if there is any straightforward connection between the viewer 
and McCoy’s photograph, it is created by the perspective taken by the camera. 
Nevertheless, the precision with which McCoy describes the depicted scene 
resembles that of a quotation and thus I would hesitantly place his caption in 
Scott’s second category. On a further note, because the photographs were not 
given titles by the DoD, or by the AP, the texts that accompany them serve a 
twofold function: on the one hand, as captions, and, on the other, as titles – it 
appears to me that McCoy’s caption for the high-angle photograph functions 
as a destination, since it seemingly “explains and synthesizes the image” (Scott 
1999, 47).
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If we want to understand the relationship between meaning and context of 
McCoy’s photographs, we also have to analyze the significant differences 
between the original captions, and the captions written for them by the 
newspapers. It would appear that the way COMCAM and the DoD attempt to 
regulate captioning differs from the manner in which the newspapers actually 
used their captions. Alan Sparrow, the Chairman of the UK Picture Editors 
Guild, told me in a brief conversation that it is very unlikely that a newspaper 
would reproduce the caption provided by the image agency or photographer 
word-for-word. The caption is usually rewritten in the form of a two or three-
liner by a subeditor who primarily deals with text, and not by the photo editor. 
Notably, many print newspapers only published parts of the original caption; 
some of the newspaper captions did not include the photographer’s name 
and/or failed to mention the DoD as the releasing authority, instead naming 
the image agency that distributed the image. 

Reframing Combat Camera Photographs

The Newspapers’ Responses to McCoy’s Photographs19 

I will now take a closer look at some of these newspapers to demonstrate the 
crucial discrepancies in the captions that I have described above, and explore 
how Rumsfeld subsequently responded to the critical reframing of McCoy’s 
photographs. On January 21, 2002, The Guardian published a cropped version 
of the high-angle photograph [fig. 1] with the following caption: “The picture 
that caused the storm: Al-Qaeda suspects, manacled hand and foot and 
wearing masks, kneel before their guards. The photograph is one of the series 
released by the Pentagon” (Burkeman, Norton-Taylor, and Watt 2002, front 
page). This caption does not identify the photographer, although it does state 
that the photograph was released by the US authorities. The Boston Globe 
also published the same photograph on the same day, printing the following 
caption beneath the image: “In this photo from the US Department of Defense, 
made available Friday, prisoners suspected of Taliban and Al Qaeda ties sit in 
a holding area at Camp X-Ray in Guantánamo Bay, Cuba. The photos raised 
concern in Britain about treatment of the men” (Gardiner 2002, A8). Here, AP 
Images is identified as the news agency distributing the photograph.20 The 

19	 I am particularly interested in the relationship between the photograph and the written 
caption and thus my focus lies primarily on newspapers. Although television also played 
an important role in the circulation of McCoy’s photographs, it is rather uncommon for 
news broadcasters to include a caption with an image. In the following analysis, I focus 
on examples from the US newspapers with the largest circulation including the Boston 
Globe, the Los Angeles Times, and the Chicago Tribune; I also include the front page from 
The Guardian since it is one of the more critically engaged international newspapers. 

20	 Since this photograph was part of a handout from the DoD, the AP was not selling its 
copyright. An employee of the AP told me that these photographs and their captions 
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Chicago Tribune published one of McCoy’s photographs on January 19, 2002. 
Their caption reads: “Al Qaeda and Taliban detainees kneel under close guard 
last week as they are checked in at the US prison camp in Guantánamo Bay, 
Cuba. The photo was released by the Pentagon on Friday” (AP 2002, 4). The 
image is credited with the name of the photographer and reveals his affiliation 
to the US military. The final example comes from the Los Angeles Times which 
closely covered the arrival of the first detainees at the camp. For example, on 
January 26, 2002, eight days after McCoy’s photographs were released, the Los 
Angeles Times published his second photograph [fig. 3]. The text to which the 
photograph was linked was a short letter from one of the newspaper’s readers 
entitled “Treatment of Detainees is Justified” (Sobin 2002, B18). The caption 
named the AP as the image agency and titled the photograph: “Detainees at 
Guantánamo Bay” (Sobin 2002, B18).

Interestingly, some of the cited newspaper captions and titles refer explicitly 
to how McCoy’s photographs were discussed in the British press and Parlia-
ment (UK Parliament 2002), informing the reader that “[t]he photos raised 
concern in Britain about treatment of the men” (Gardiner 2002, A8), identifying 
“[t]he picture that caused the storm” (Burkeman, Norton-Taylor, and Watt 
2002, 1), or entitling the accompanying article “Prisoner Photos Trouble British” 
(Gardiner 2002, A8). These captions and titles reframed the photographs with 
an alternative narrative – one that was less concerned with what followed the 
moment in which McCoy took the photographs, and more with the ensuing 
public debate on the images. Some of the captions and titles are also referring 
to the January 20, 2002, edition of the British tabloid, the Mail on Sunday, which 
published McCoy’s second photograph on its front cover [fig. 5]. In the upper 
part of the reproduced photograph, the newspaper’s readers were confronted 
with a one-word headline in capital letters: “TORTURED” (Mail on Sunday 
2002). The editorial staff photoshopped the image and partially superimposed 
the silhouettes of the soldiers over the letters of the headline. This super-
imposition breaks the frame of McCoy’s photograph and creates the impres-
sion that the military guards are emerging out of the image. In the bottom 
right-hand corner of the cover page, readers were provided with a longer text, 
a commentary that also acquires the function of a caption: “They can hear 
nothing, smell nothing, feel nothing. Manacled hand and foot, they kneel in 
submission. Is this how Bush and Blair defend our civilisation?” (Mail on Sunday 
2002). 

The superimposition of this text over the image is a second rupture of the 
photographic frame. The use of such visual techniques on McCoy’s pho-
tograph has powerful consequences for the way in which the viewer percep-
tually experiences the image. Scott succinctly summarizes such perceptual 

were probably included in a newswire provided to subscription clients. Unfortunately, I 
have not been able to verify this, since the newswires are only archived for one month. 
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consequences in terms of an “eye … [being] constantly harassed by images 
lifting off the page, goaded into a promiscuous assimilation of the news” 
(Scott 1999, 108). Even on its own terms, McCoy’s photograph might already 
harass the viewers if they feel that a soldier’s point of view is being imposed 
on them by the camera’s perspective, especially if it is a view to which they 
are ideologically opposed. The Mail on Sunday further emphasizes the 
photograph’s three-dimensional quality by means of the added headline and 
the superimposed text. This suggests that, in the tabloid format, McCoy’s pho-
tograph is not only intended to be looked at; it also immerses the viewer by 
encouraging them to virtually walk through the scene in the image. This kind 
of immersion could potentially be experienced by the viewer as harassing not 
only their eye but also their body. 

On page two and three readers were provided with two further photographs 
and an illustration of the detention cages at Camp X-Ray. The related article 
entitled “Horror of Camp X-Ray,” written by Rosenberg and William Lowther, 
appeared with the following subtitle: “First Pictures Show Use of Sensory 
Deprivation to Soften up Suspects for Interrogation” (Lowther and Rosen-
berg 2002, 2f.). The longer texts printed on or directly beside the photographs 
seem to assume the function of distinct commentaries, neither naming the 
copyright holder nor the author of the images, as a COMCAM caption would 

[Fig. 5] The context provided by the title story of the January 20, 2002, edition of Mail on Sunday 

shed a critical light on the treatment of the detainees visible in the photographs taken by Shane 

T. McCoy. As the cover page makes clear, the practices depicted in these images were identified 

as torture (© dmg media licensing).
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usually do. The source of the photographs, and McCoy as their creator, 
however, are mentioned in a very small, barely readable, caption in the right 
bottom corner of the image reproduced on the front page: “SHANE T. MCCOY 
/ US NAVY.” Hence, instead of providing the readers with the production 
context of the images, these longer captions function as a straightforward 
commentary on the subjects and practices depicted in the photographs, and 
deliver a strong interpretation of them. Meanwhile, the text appearing on 
the Mail on Sunday ’s front page [fig. 5] seems to refer directly to the caption 
written by McCoy and, more specifically, to the part where he mentions the 
orange jumpsuits. The Mail on Sunday ’s text elaborates in even greater detail 
on the equipment given to detainees and, in addition, mentions the con-
sequences for their perception of the outer world by stating that the detainees 
cannot hear, see, smell, or feel anything. The text emphasizes the fact that 
the detainees have been stripped of nearly all agency. Chief Medical Officer 
of Amnesty International, Jim West, made an important comment on the use 
of this equipment as a means to humiliate the detainees when he pointed out 
that, because the men had already left the airplane, there was no reason for 
them to keep the gear on; thus, the only grounds for doing so was “an attempt 
to degrade the man” (as cited in Lowther and Rosenberg 2002, 3).

The accusations of torture brought by the journalists and editorial staff of the 
Mail on Sunday, alongside other contributions in newspapers and the broad-
cast media, fueled a worldwide discussion about the detention practices at 
Guantánamo. The articles and debates forced Rumsfeld to publicly respond 
to this criticism. In his appearance at a news briefing on January 22, 2002, 
he emphasized, on the one hand, the instability of interpretation inherent 
in McCoy’s photographs, and, on the other, the “humane treatment” of the 
detainees (DoD 2002b). He argued that McCoy’s photographs had been 
wrongly reframed by the news media: “[w]hat happened was, someone took 
a picture – and we released it, apparently – of them [the detainees] in that 
corridor, kneeling down while their head pieces are being taken off, and 
people made a whole – drew a whole lot of conclusions about how terrible that 
was that they’re being held in that corridor” (DoD 2002b; italics added).

According to Rumsfeld, because the official narrative accompanying the pub-
lication of these images was not detailed enough and/or did not sufficiently 
narrow down the potential understanding of the photographs, the public, 
news media, and human rights organizations were unintentionally given 
the opportunity to re-write or re-imagine the meanings of these images. 
In his response to a follow-up comment on his statement from one of 
the journalists, Rumsfeld emphasized the significance of the context and 
additional information accompanying a photograph: 

Question: Mr. Secretary, you said it was unfortunate that that photograph 
was released. I would just argue that it was unfortunate that it wasn’t 
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released with more information. 
Rumsfeld: Maybe. Yeah. That’s fair. 
Question: The lesson here ought not to be –  
Rumsfeld: I mean, I’m not blaming anyone for releasing it, but –  
Question: – less information or withholding photographs, but simply 
releasing more information –  
Rumsfeld: Fair enough. 
Question: – so we can make better judgments. (DoD 2002b; italics added)

The reporter was clearly concerned about a future backlash against these 
photographs, and was anticipating that the negative responses might lead 
to the introduction of even harsher restrictions on the media’s access to 
Guantánamo – access that, for journalists at that time, was already minimal 
– and that the US government might become more hesitant with regard to 
releasing additional photographs showing the situation of the detainees. Cru-
cially, Rumsfeld described all the media restrictions put in place as actually 
being an acknowledgment of the detainees’ right to be protected from 
“ridicule” under the Geneva Convention III (DoD 2002b).

In reaction to the discussion of the photographs by the news media, Rumsfeld 
explained what he had been told was depicted in the images, and clarified how 
the situation shown in the photographs should be understood. Even in the 
first few minutes of the briefing, Rumsfeld stated: “And let there be no doubt, 
the treatment of the detainees in Guantánamo Bay is proper, it ’s humane, it ’s 
appropriate, and it is fully consistent with international conventions. No detainee 
has been harmed, no detainee has been mistreated in any way” (DoD 2002b; 
italics added). The critiques expressed between January 18 and January 22 in 
“numerous articles, statements, questions, allegations, and breathless reports 
on television” (DoD 2002b) were formulated by people lacking sufficient 
information about what the photographs actually depict, as he argued. As to 
whether he could explain what the photographs actually show, Rumsfeld gave 
the following answer, which I will cite here at full length: 

I will, to the best of my ability. It ’s probably unfortunate that it was 
released. It ’s the tension between wanting to meet the desires of the 
press to know more and the public to know more. And what that was, I 
am told, is not a detention area, that is a corridor or a walk-through area 
that came – my understanding is – goes something like this. When they’re 
on the airplane, they wear earpieces because of the noise. You’ve ridden 
on these airplanes; they’re combat aircraft, and we’ve all worn earpieces. 
That’s no big deal. There were a number who had tested – they were 
worried about tuberculosis, so in a number of instances they were given 
masks for the protection of other detainees and for the protection of 
the guards. They come out of an airplane and the back lowers and they 
walk out. And then they loaded them into, I believe, buses and they took 
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them down to a ferry. And they were still restrained, their hands and 
their feet restrained because of the dangers that occur during a period 
of movement. They put them on a ferry, if I’m not mistaken, and the ferry 
takes them across to the other side of the Guantánamo Bay. They get off 
of the ferry and they get into some – something that then transports them 
to the detention area. They get out of that vehicle, and in relatively small 
numbers are moved into this corridor that is a fenced area. And they are 
asked to get down on the ground. They get down on the ground. And they 
take off their ear pieces, they take off their masks, they do whatever they 
do with them before taking them in small numbers into the cells, where 
they then would be located, at which point the – they are no longer in 
transit, and therefore, they are no longer restrained the way they were. 
(DoD 2002b)

In his description of the scene captured by McCoy, Rumsfeld takes a step-by-
step approach to explain each element which might catch the attention of the 
viewer, or be criticized by the news media and human rights organizations. 
He explains nearly all the equipment the detainees were forced to wear by 
contextualizing it as a humanitarian effort – as a means of protecting the 
detainee or the guard watching over him. This certainly shows that the DoD 
regarded the context provided with the initial release of the photographs to 
be insufficient and in need of reformulation – a reformulation that was largely 
based on humanitarian arguments. 

In her memoir, Lipstick on a Pig: Winning in the No-Spin Era by Someone Who 
Knows the Game (2006), the government’s spokeswoman at that time, Victoria 
“Torie” Clarke, argues along similar lines to Rumsfeld that the photograph had 
been misperceived due to a lack of context. That context, she writes, should 
have been provided by the DoD to accompany the release of the images: 
“The problem wasn’t that we released too much, it was that we explained too 
little. We just released the photos with brief descriptions and left it at that” 
(Clarke 2006, 82). She adds that the photographs “needed … long exhaustive, 
detailed captions and probably, in hindsight, a full briefing describing the circum-
stances” (Clarke 2006, 82; italics added), and that she “was the one who blew 
it, but in the Pentagon press briefing on January 22, 2002, Rumsfeld took the 
heat” (Clarke 2006, 83). Furthermore, Clarke, too, reframes the critiques by 
emphasizing the safety and humanitarian aspects, and deflecting accusations 
that the ear protectors were part of an intentional “’sensory deprivation’” 
effort (Clarke 2006, 82). Thus, echoing Rumsfeld’s response, in her memoirs 
Clarke employs a twisted rhetoric of “care” and “protection” to explain what 
these images were supposed to show. She also directly criticizes the way 
the Mail on Sunday commented on these pictures by stating that: “Instead of 
showing the care and concern with which we treated the detainees, the photos 
served as high-octane fuel for our critics and doubters. ‘Torture’ ran across the 
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top of lots of foreign tabloids. ‘Images Raise Concerns over Detainee Treatment,’ 
blasted others” (Clarke 2006, 82; italics added). 

Katrin Dauenhauer analyses Rumsfeld’s and Clarke’s responses to the news 
criticism in her essay “Between Ethics and Aesthetics: Photographs of War 
during the Bush and Obama Administrations” as well (Dauenhauer 2013). She 
interprets Clarke’s response “as a prime example of rhetorical warfare which 
attempts to strategically employ the polysemous potential of pictures by 
means of verbal interpretation” (Dauenhauer 2013, 629). She argues that the 
US government and military in this case actually welcome the semantic insta-
bility of photography. I do not entirely agree with Dauenhauer’s argument – to 
me Rumsfeld’s and Clarke’s statements show how the US government and 
the DoD actually blamed the captions for the negative reactions by the news 
media and human rights organizations. As I have previously demonstrated, a 
COMCAM photographer is expected to provide a caption along with the pho-
tograph that addresses five W-questions: Who? What? When? Where? Why? 
(Smart Book 2015, 80–2). The potential blame allocated to the (lack of) context 
provided by the caption in this case emphasizes the importance which the 
DoD ascribes to the written text, or the written/oral discourses in relation 
to images. According to Rumsfeld and other government officials, a more 
extensive explanation of McCoy’s photographs and the practices they reveal 
would have convinced the public that the circumstances they depict were 
“humane,” and in accordance with the Geneva Convention III. 

Significantly, the caption published on the DoD homepage mentions the 
day – January 11, 2002 (when?); the detainees and military police (who?); a 
description of the situation (what?); and the Naval Base Guantánamo Bay, 
Cuba (where?) (see the epigraph to this chapter). What is not clearly explained 
is the most relevant question with regard to this photograph, namely the 
“why?” The caption explains that the detainees are being “in-processed” and 
that they are awaiting “a basic physical exam by a doctor… [that] include[s] a 
chest x-ray and [drawn] blood samples … to assess their health.” One could 
argue that this sentence figures as a basic answer to the why-question. 
However, this question could also be formulated in other terms: Why is this 
happening? Or, Is there a good reason for why this is happening? Is it justifiable? 
Indeed, from the perspective of the DoD, the five W-questions that guide the 
captioning of the photograph have failed, and the news media were seemingly 
invited to “deduc[e] … , speculat[e], and fantas[ize]” (Sontag 2008, 23). 
According to both Rumsfeld and Clarke, the photographs, combined with their 
captions, did not explain enough, and failed to stabilize the interpretation of 
the images and the situation they depict. 

Despite Rumsfeld’s and Clarke’s critiques of the shortcomings of the caption/
context, I want to emphasize that the US government, as the target of this 
criticism, and the news media and human rights organizations who were 



74 Guantánamo Frames

expressing the critiques, both reframed the photographs with reference to 
humanitarian discourses. In the official US government narrative, represented 
here by the statements made by Rumsfeld and Clarke, each element of the 
image that was suspected of being evidence of inhumane treatment is given a 
humanitarian explanation. For example, the masks are explained to have been 
provided for protection from tuberculosis, and the earpieces for protection 
from noise. Furthermore, the official narrative emphasized that all this was 
only temporary – the detainees were in transit; shortly after the picture was 
taken they were moved to their cells, where the equipment was removed. 
Thus, the DoD discursively reiterated the function of these photographs, 
framing them within a strange rhetoric of recognition – as if they had pub-
lished these images to provide evidence of the “humane treatment” of the 
detainees, of this treatment being “consistent with the Geneva Convention” 
(DoD 2002b), and of the (at least partial) recognition of the detainees in legal 
terms. 

But how are we to square the violent and brutal treatment of detainees vis-
ible in McCoy’s photographs – where they were prevented from perceiving or 
interacting with their environment – with the rhetoric of recognition deployed 
by Rumsfeld and the DoD that emerged in response to the negative news 
media reactions? The answer is brief: we cannot. These practices, and the fact 
that photographs that reveal them were produced and distributed, actually 
stand in opposition to Rumsfeld’s claims, and were based in an institutionally 
grounded denial of legal and social recognition to the detained men. 

The Perspectives of the Participant and the Observer 

Analyzing the newspaper discourses prompted by McCoy’s photographs has 
shown that, despite the highly regulated production and distribution process, 
the DoD was unable to ensure a single, privileged interpretation of these 
images. Instead of being read as images of victory or as showing humane 
treatment, the photographs were rightfully discussed by national and foreign 
news media as depicting torture practices and providing evidence of the 
DoD’s denial of legal recognition to the detainees. This subsection is ded-
icated to the discussion of another form of instability connected to the scene 
depicted in McCoy’s photographs – an instability that stems from the DoD’s 
attempt to persuade the viewers of these images to share the government’s 
position and to take part in the denial of legal and social recognition to the 
detainees. My initial intuition with regard to McCoy’s photographs was that 
they were intended to force the viewer to apprehend the detainees as reified 
things, rather than persons.21 My own response to these images, however, 

21	 The idea of reification and alienation will be discussed in greater detail in the last 
chapter of this book.
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required me to find an alternative to the strictly Marxist notion of reification. 
Significantly, Axel Honneth’s (2008) re-reading of Georg Lukács’ thoughts on 
reification as a theory of recognition unites the Marxist understanding of this 
term with my wish to develop a framework for discussing what it means to 
respond to these photographs in a way that not only recognizes the violence 
being enacted on the detainees, but also acknowledges the implications 
behind the way the DoD used these images to modulate the public’s feeling of 
distance from or proximity to the detainees. 

Lukács, Honneth argues, puts forward a binary model that opposes involve-
ment or participation, seen as the ideal human behavior, to observation or 
contemplation seen as a transgressive one (Honneth 2008, 33f). Honneth 
terms the former “recognition” and describes the latter as the “forgetful-
ness of recognition” (Honneth 2008, 34). I believe that Honneth’s focus on the 
issue of observation and participation can inform a reading of the situation 
depicted in McCoy’s images, as well the larger question of how a photograph 
negotiates proximity and distance between viewers and its subject(s). My chief 
argument is that, although the photographs depict a situation in which the 
detainees are being denied recognition by those who appear to be in physical 
proximity to them, and by the institution that produced these photographs, 
the viewer’s response to these photographs is not necessarily pre-determined 
by this dynamic. 

In his book, Reification: A New Look at an Old Idea (2008), Honneth describes 
recognition as a mode how human beings relate to each other, feel close to 
an object of perception, become involved in, and participate in what or whom 
we are seeing. He thus defines recognition as a perceptual mode where one 
person is capable of taking on the perspective of the Other (Honneth 2008, 
34). His emphasis on the “’perspective of the participant’ in contrast to the 
perspective of a mere observer” (Honneth 2008, 34) distinguishes Honneth’s 
later model of recognition from his earlier writings, where recognition is 
tied to the imperative of intersubjectivity and reciprocity.22 In his later work, 
Honneth also considers one-sided recognition as more than a pathology, 
as he had defined it in his previous writings. Discussing this crucial shift in 
Honneth’s theory of recognition, Dirk Quadflieg writes: 

Because Honneth now connects intersubjective recognition to the 
capacity for affective participation, it is no longer conceptualized as a 
necessarily reciprocal relationship, as it was in The Struggle for Recognition. 
Putting oneself into other people’s places also remains possible in situ-
ations where the Other does not (or does not visibly) assume the same 

22	 In The Struggle for Recognition: The Moral Grammar of Social Conflicts, Honneth dis-
tinguishes “three patterns of reciprocity,” or three “Patterns of Intersubjective 
Recognition,” which he identifies as love, rights, and solidarity (Honneth 1996, 94 and 
92).
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histories of colonialism and colonial violence are intimately entangled with the 
history of leisure travel” (Stein 2016, 545). The guided tours through the camps 
of Guantánamo are, so to speak, also one of the many expressions of the 
ongoing colonial and racial violence perpetrated by the US government.

As Amy Kaplan writes, “Guantánamo Bay had been a strategic colonial site 
since the arrival of the Spanish in the fifteenth century” (Kaplan 2005, 834); 
the US occupation and lease of this region goes back to the Cuban war of 
independence against Spanish rule in 1895. In 1898, the US decided to aid 
Cuba in its efforts to fight the Spanish. However, following a three-month 
war that ended in a Cuban victory, the US refused to accept Cuban independ-
ence, and instead occupied the island for almost three years. The US with-
drew its troops from the island only after signing the Platt Amendment in 1901, 
which granted the US the right to undertake military intervention in Cuba, as 
well as to take control of the Cuban economy, and “guaranteed the lease or 
purchase of coaling and naval stations, a provision that would lead to leasing 
Guantánamo Bay in 1903” (Kaplan 2005, 835). Though the Platt Amendment was 
subsequently canceled in 1934, the US lease of Guantánamo Bay was extended 
indefinitely, until both countries could reach a bilateral agreement to cancel 
it. The contemporary detention facility at the Guantánamo Bay Naval Station 
continues this colonial and imperial history, as well as prolonging the various 
uses which the US has made of the territory over the years. Of particular note 
is the historical role played by Guantánamo at the end of the 20th century, 
when Haitian and Cuban refugees were prevented from entering the US, 
and ended up being “quarantined” at the Naval Base. In 1991, following the 
military coup d’état in Haiti, the US initiated “Operation GTMO” / “Operation 
Safe Harbor,” and built a tent city at the Guantánamo Bay Naval Base which 
was able to house around 10,000 Haitians who were waiting under uncertain 
circumstances for transfer to the US. Subsequently, between 1994 and 1996, 
when around 50,000 Haitian and Cuban citizens were seeking political and 
economic asylum in the US, the US government initiated “Operation Sea 
Signal” at Guantánamo. 

A trenchant example of how the guided tours constitute a prolongation of 
the colonial and racial violence perpetrated by the US government at this site 
can be found in early 2002, when the main and only detention infrastructure 
was the “provisional” Camp X-Ray. In 2002, the organized group tours were 
associated not only with the experience of tourism – as the citation from 
Karen J. Greenberg’s The Least Worst Place in the introduction to this chapter 
suggests – but also, in the words of Major Tim Nichols, with visits to a “petting 
zoo” (Greenberg 2009, 91), a phrase which expresses the racializing and spe-
ciating function of these tours, while also echoing the association of its infra-
structure with “dog cells” (Greenberg 2009, 18). During the first 100 days after 
the official opening of the detention facility, the tours were largely improvised, 
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grounds to make comparisons and, perhaps, judgements. I have to reduce. 
(Glissant 1997, 189f.; italics added)

In relation to subjectivity, Glissant defines transparency as a strategy that 
makes subjects understandable and measurable to the persisting structures 
of power. Transparency is thus understood as a reductive power that anni-
hilates differences between subjects, or does not permit such differences to 
exist. By contrast, opacity makes subjects unreadable to the structures of 
power, and thus works against the reductionist aspects of transparency. “It 
[the opaque] is that which cannot be reduced, which is the most perennial 
guarantee of participation and confluence” (Glissant 1997, 191), writes Glissant. 
The opaque evades the aim of transparency, which is “to grasp” (Glissant 1997, 
191) subjects, or to make them graspable and, hence, manageable. 

As a critical concept that undergirds the acknowledgement of difference 
between subjects, and the corresponding possibility of opposing the unifying 
and reductive aspects of power, opacity can be regarded in a positive light. 
At Guantánamo, however, the DoD and the JTF-Guantánamo appear to have 
appropriated these positive effects and maneuvered them in a totally different 
direction. The objects and subjects that the public perceives in images shot 
on the inside of the detention facility are rendered opaque and unreadable. 
But this is not undertaken with the aim of opposing the power relations put in 
place at Guantánamo; instead, it is designed to reinforce or consolidate them.4 
Under the cloak of transparency, Guantánamo, and the practices carried out 
by its personnel, are made visible only in such a manner that someone outside 
of the US military or security apparatus would not be able to comprehend or 
grasp them. Rather than being employed by the DoD to evade the pre-existing 
structures of power, the effects of opacity are instead used to enforce them. 
Thus, while opacity of subjects makes it difficult for state power to exercise 
control or restraint and for the oppressed opacity can be liberating, when 
implemented by the state power, opacity allows for a perverted kind of lib-
eration: an unchecked power evading public monitoring.5 

Both concepts – of opacity, on the one hand, and transparency, on the 
other – are central to the strategies employed by the Department con-
cerning Guantánamo’s visual culture. In the next subsection, I will argue 
that Guantánamo is a strategically opaque detention facility, rather the 
transparent one it claims to be. More specifically, I will focus on the role 
of journalists whose visits to the detention facility are described by the 
US government as making a significant contribution to Guantánamo’s 

4	 In the next chapter, I will show how the situation is diametrically different within the 
detention facility and the military apparatus itself, and how military personnel seek to 
make the detainees epistemically available for inside parties. In relation to Glissant’s 
critique, this can also be seen as an effort to enforce transparency on the detainees. 

5	 I would like to thank Dan J. Ruppel for sharing with me his thoughts on this passage. 
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transparency (DoD 2010, 3). In fact, as my discussion will show, the guided 
media tours are staged in such a way that both the tours themselves and the 
resulting photographic objects are simultaneously transparent and opaque. 

The Media Policy and its Denial of Visibility 

The Media Policy document provides an essential perspective into how the 
Guantánamo media tours are designed and regulated (DoD 2010). Journalists 
are obliged to acknowledge and sign this document – which is, more precisely, 
a contract between visitors and the DoD – prior to their arrival at the base, 
and only after they have successfully undergone an extensive background 
check. The document discloses that the DoD is the “sole release authority for 
all military information contained in all media” (DoD 2010, 3), and lays out the 
types of information journalists are forbidden to write down, forward, discuss, 
or publish in any form:

Protected information necessarily includes classified information. Pro-
tected Information also includes (i) information the disclosure of which 
could reasonably be expected to cause damage to the national security, 
including intelligence or law enforcement sources, methods, or activities, 
or jeopardize the physical safety of individuals, and (ii) information sub-
ject to a properly-issued protective order by an official authorized to issue 
such orders by law or regulation. (DoD 2010, 4)

The document does not clearly define the specific nature or even the 
material constitution of the information which is protected. Hence, it might 
be the kind of information related to the methods and routine activities 
of military personnel that journalists might witness during their visit to 
Guantánamo; it might also be a photograph showing a glimpse of the 
surveillance infrastructure. Rather than being accidental, this lack of pre-
cision is intentional: by being formulated in such a vague way, the document 
enables the photographic material and information gathered by news-media 
representatives to be assessed on a case-by-case basis, giving the DoD 
absolute freedom when it comes to censoring the output of the tours. 

As the document progresses, however, the rules become more precise, 
especially when it outlines the limitations with regard to photography and 
video [fig. 6]. In particular, the section entitled “D. General Photography and 
Video Limitations,” demonstrates how the detainees are being denied forms 
of visibility, framing what we will be able to see of Guantánamo (DoD 2010, 
4f.). In this section, the DoD includes a list of objects and subjects that are 
prohibited from being recorded on camera. This begins with the prohibition 
of photographs showing “[f]rontal facial views, profiles, 3 ⁄4 views, or any 
view revealing a detainee’s identity” (DoD 2010, 4). In relation to military per-
sonnel, it also prohibits the recording of “JTF-GTMO personnel, without their 
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consent” (DoD 2010, 4). Apart from the restrictions applying to the human 
beings who are either detained or employed at Guantánamo, the list largely 
focuses on inanimate objects, particularly those belonging to the facility’s 
infrastructure (DoD 2010, 4f.). Although a large part of these prohibitions 
are standardized restrictions for detention facilities and military bases, the 
inclusion of human subjects and non-human objects in one single list evokes 
the impression that the DoD does not differentiate here between, or create a 
hierarchy of, “threats” that may potentially arise from the different subjects or 
objects being filmed or photographed. The document attributes an equalizing 
function to the camera and photographic images: the possibility that dif-
ferent objects and subjects can be captured by a camera establishes a certain 
equivalence between them, as well as the types of “threats” that might result 
from the distribution of their images. However, within the discourse shaped 
by the US government, not all of these restrictions are framed by the rhetoric 
of “threat” or “national security.” The official reason given for the restrictions 
on depicting the faces of the detainees or producing any image that would dis-
close their identity is, instead, grounded in the rhetoric of the “protection” of 
the detained men.

The US government has continuously argued that the denial of visibility to, 
and visual representations of, the detainees is a result of efforts to comply 
with the Geneva Convention III, which protects Prisoners of War (POWs) from 
“public curiosity” (Geneva Convention III (August 12, 1949), 87). At this point, it 
is difficult to ignore the fact that granting the detainees visibility could have 
led to the identification of these individuals early on, and might have accel-
erated the process of them acquiring legal representation by human-rights 
lawyers. Nevertheless, the US government has consistently argued that the 
Geneva Convention III prohibits any kind of humiliation of captives, and that 
identifying individuals would have necessarily resulted in their stigmatization. 
This is, of course, true to a certain extent – and, as the cases of detainees 
rejecting appearances in documentaries or photographs also show, some-
times the detainees themselves have refused to be depicted. However, the 
US government’s justifications of these restrictions deserve to be seen in a 
critical light. As I discussed in the previous chapter, the official discourse that 
employs humanitarian arguments to justify the denial of identification demon-
strates how the DoD instrumentalizes the rhetoric of “protection” and “care.” 
Thus, instead of giving the detainees the opportunity to decide for themselves 
whether or not they want to be photographed, this regulation has been 
applied with such rigor that it has indeed, in some cases, obstructed judicial 
overview, legal representation of the detainees, and insight into what is really 
happening at Guantánamo. Furthermore, over the long-term – from approxi-
mately 2002 to 2006 – the US government not only succeeded in withholding 
the names and photographs of the majority of the detainees but, in some 
cases, even managed to keep secret the names and the fact that they were 



104 Guantánamo Frames

detaining certain persons at all.6 We now know from diaries, autobiographies, 
official reports, and statements made by lawyers that the abduction and 
“rendition” of men was a common practice in the US “Global War on Terror” 
(GWoT). Special attention should be paid to the Central Intelligence Agency’s 
(CIA’s) Rendition, Detention and Interrogation Program, to which many of the 
men were subjugated before arriving at Guantánamo. 

One of the better documented cases from the camp is that of Abu Zubaydah, 
who is still detained at Guantánamo, and whose abduction and torture were 
described in detail in The Official Senate Report on CIA Torture: Committee Study 
of the Central Intelligence Agency’s Detention and Interrogation Program (US 
Senate 2015). His case, and this report, illustrate the CIA’s extreme secrecy 
when it comes to disclosing the location of men abducted within the frame-
work of the Rendition, Detention and Interrogation Program. When Zubaydah 
was detained at the “DETENTION SITE GREEN” (US Senate 2015, 24), one of 
the CIA’s so-called “black sites,” CIA officers repeatedly checked who knew 
his precise location. The report states that, as soon as the “CIA learned that 
a major US newspaper knew that Abu Zubaydah was in Country ███████,” 
CIA officials and Richard B. “Dick” Cheney not only asked the “the newspaper 
not to publish the information,” but also decided “to close the DETENTION 
SITE GREEN” (US Senate 2015, 24). In similar cases, the relatives of abducted 
persons and the lawyers who should have been permitted to offer them legal 
protection were not only denied knowledge of the men’s locations, but were 
sometimes even denied the information that the subject was in CIA custody. 
Making people disappear by abducting them and placing them in CIA black 
sites would appear to be the US government’s way of saying: “we won’t con-
firm whether someone is here.” In contrast, the denial of identification in spite 
of visibility is equivalent to them saying: “here is someone, but we cannot 
say who this someone is.” Because my focus is on the images released from 
Guantánamo, and on the question of what we see when we look at them, I am 
more interested in the latter. However, it is important to bear in mind other 
related practices that resulted in the disappearance of men all over the world.

The denial of identification via visual representation has significantly 
obstructed the right of the detainees to legal representation, undermining 
the oversight function of the judicial branch. To a certain extent, it has also 
functioned as a frame facilitating the denial of social and legal recognition 
to the detainees (see Chapter 1), which has helped the DoD to establish a 
dehumanizing and depersonalizing norm at Guantánamo. Nevertheless, as 
stated, the DoD argued that it served the opposite function: that it was a 

6	 In the next chapter, I describe the Associated Press v. DoD lawsuit that led to the pub-
lication of two lists containing detailed information about the detainees, including their 
names, citizenships, and places and dates of birth. Photographs of the detainees were 
also subject to this request. However, Judge Jed S. Rakoff ruled in favor of the DoD and 
ordered that these photographs should remain sealed for security and privacy reasons. 
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“humane” practice. Government discourse repeatedly claimed that the frame 
that facilitates this denial of recognition actually acknowledges the humanity 
– in terms of the human rights granted to POWs by the Geneva Convention III – 
and vulnerability of the detainees. As Elspeth S. Van Veeren rightly points out, 
the “effacement may be done in the name of ‘humane treatment’ and ‘in the 
spirit of Geneva,’ [nevertheless] it succeeds again in stripping detainees of an 
important part of the connection between the viewer and the subject in these 
images – their ability to return a gaze” (Van Veeren 2011a, 1742). Indeed, the 
Media Policy document also regulates in-person contact between visitors and 
detainees with the following rule: 

At no time during a media visit is communication (verbal, written or other) 
with a detainee allowed. Attempting to communicate with a detainee and 
photographing or taking video of a detainee’s attempts to communicate 
with members of the media are prohibited. If detainees become agitated 
at the presence of media, the media may be asked to leave for the safety 
and security of the detainees, NMR [news-media representatives] and the 
guard force. (DoD 2010, 4; italics added)

While the rule prohibiting photographs of the detainees’ faces disrupts 
the connection or potential for communication between viewers of the 
photographs and the detainees they show, this rule restricts face-to-face 
communication at the facility, as well as further limiting what or whom people 
viewing the photographs or videos shot at Guantánamo will be permitted to 
perceive. 

An important insight gained by analyzing the officially approved photographs 
taken during these organized media tours is that the detainees’ faces have 
been largely excluded or are “missing” throughout the many years that this 
detention facility has been in operation. This does not mean that there are no 
images depicting the detainees or infrastructure. Quite the opposite, in fact: 
a plethora of images has contributed to the camp’s highly curated form of 
visibility. But, in spite of this excess of images, the representations of faces of 
the detainees have been often withheld; in addition, the viewer is unlikely ever 
to encounter the names of the depicted detainees in most of the news media 
captions accompanying the images. This remained the case even after the 
names of the detainees were released in 2006.7

7	 In 2011, WikiLeaks released secret documents, the so-called “JTF GTMO Detainee 
Assessment[s],” that were issued between 2002 to 2008 at Guantánamo, some of which 
(besides the personal information) also contain mugshots of the detainees that were 
subject to the assessments (WikiLeaks 2011). Furthermore, also the Guantánamo Docket 
project of The New York Times includes portraits of the detainees (Almukhtar, et al. 2022). 
The photos are credited to a wide range of human rights organizations, image agencies, 
and to the detainees themselves (Almukhtar, et al. 2022).
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In “Captured by the Camera’s Eye: Guantánamo and the Shifting Frame of the 
Global War on Terror,” Van Veeren categorizes the plethora of photographs 
from Guantánamo into three groups: the orange series, the white series, and 
the empty-cells series (Van Veeren 2011a, 1729). She writes that, in contrast to 
other detention facilities, such as Camp Bucca and Camp Nama, both located 
in Iraq, “there are thousands of photos of Guantánamo from inside the 
wire, many of which since 2007 have been available on the JTF-Guantánamo 
website” (Van Veeren 2011a, 1728). The large number of photographs available 
from inside the detention facility would seem to support the US government’s 
avowals of transparency about what is happening in Guantánamo. However, 
we must bear in mind that a complex apparatus of censorship pre-frames 
the release of any visual representation of the detainees, and that we have 
been presented with images which deny them visibility and make it difficult to 
identify them as individuals. Thus, the enormous number of images avail-
able to the public actually contributes to the difficulty in grasping what is 
happening in Guantánamo, contradicting the DoD’s claim of transparency. 
Nevertheless, these images do permit us to see the various tactics taken to 
render the identities of the detainees invisible. The denial of visibility in the 
so-called “orange” and “white” series is achieved by obscuring the detainees’ 
faces, either by the addition of objects such as masks and goggles, or by 
permitting photographers to only take pictures of the detainees’ from behind. 
For example, in the photographs taken by the military photographer Shane 
T. McCoy [fig. 1 and 3], identities are concealed by blackened goggles, ear 
protectors, and masks. The photographs from the “white series” – so named 
by Van Veeren because the detainees are wearing white rather than orange 
jumpsuits, indicating that they are “compliant”8 – depict only views from 
behind. In the third and last series identified by Van Veeren – the empty-
cells series – the effacement of the detainees is even more extreme: in these 
photographs, viewers can only see the camp’s infrastructure, with a complete 
visual absence of the detainees. The images of empty cells are supposed to 
shift the viewers’ focus from the detained men to the operational side of the 
facility – but, in spite of this, they actually evoke the feeling of Guantánamo as 
a place haunted by the ghostly apparitions of the detainees. 

8	 The detainees were not suddenly all given white clothing to wear. At a certain point, 
orange clothing was reserved for detainees assessed to be non-complaint. By contrast, 
“tan-and-white” clothing came to signify cooperative detainees (Van Veeren 2016b, 126). 
According to Juliet Ash, there were also “brown [ jumpsuits] for those who were segre-
gated in solitary confinement” (Ash 2010, 159). 



Invisibilizing Faces 107

The Frame of Virtual Visits 

Absence and Presence of the Detainees 

It is not only news-media representatives who can be “Guantánamo tourists” 
– anyone who goes to the website of the Defense Visual Information Dis-
tribution Service, or even goes to YouTube and searches for videos of media 
tours at the detention camp or virtual visits to the facility, will receive a frag-
mentary glimpse of what is happening “over there.” In this section, I will focus 
on two videos of virtual visits (The Broadcast Report 2008c; 2008d) that the 
general public can access via YouTube, and which pertain to the camps, their 
histories, and the living conditions of the detainees held there. In “Captured by 
the Camera’s Eye: Guantánamo and the Shifting Frame of the Global War on 
Terror,” Van Veeren writes that virtual visits to Guantánamo – with exception 
of the “Platinum Camp” – were also available on the JTF-Guantánamo 
homepage (Van Veeren 2011a, 1728).9 In this and the next subsection, I will 
analyze how military personnel and the DoD aim to render the detainees, 
objects, and certain practices at Guantánamo invisible in those videos by 
making them (visually) disappear, thereby attempting to force a specific 
perceptual frame on the viewers. I will argue that, despite the visual absence 
of the detainees, the viewers can still perceive their phenomenological pres-
ence, and discuss how the DoD has consequently failed to impose its percep-
tual frames. 

One virtual visit is particularly interesting. In June 2008, Lance T. Cagnolatti, 
who received the nickname “Mr. Broadcast” during his deployment to 
Guantánamo “work[ing] in media relations and broadcasting,” uploaded a 
video entitled “Guantánamo Bay Detention Facility – Virtual Visit Camp X-Ray” 
to his personal YouTube channel (Cagnolatti 2022; The Broadcast Report 
2008d).10 In contrast to the infamous images taken by McCoy in 2002, dis-
cussed in the previous chapter, Cagnolatti’s video reveals the camp after it had 
become inoperative, showing that by 2008 the camp’s initial infrastructure 
had already become overgrown by grass and was uninhabited by humans. The 
following caption was provided with the video: 

Camp X-Ray was built in the early 80’s. Originally, the government used it 
to hold delinquent migrants. Enemy combatants captured during United 
States operations in the Global War on Terror were brought to Camp 

9	 The link www.jtfgtmo.southcom.mil/vvvintro.html no longer works (Van Veeren 2011a, 
1728). Therefore, here I will discuss the videos which are still available on YouTube.

10	 On the Defense Visual Information Distribution Service website, the public can access 
videos that reveal how journalists were guided through the inoperative Camp X-Ray 
in 2009 (Wolff 2009a), as well as through Camps 5 and 6 of Camp Iguana (Wolff 2009b). 
Cagnolatti has also published two further virtual visits that might be of interest in 
relation to Richard Wolff’s videos (Broadcast Report 2008a; 2008b). 
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X-Ray in January 2002. They were held here until Camp Delta opened a 
few months later in April 2002. JTF Guantánamo conducts safe and humane 
care and custody of detained enemy combatants. JTF Guantánamo conducts 
operations ethically, legally and transparently. For more info visit www.
jtfgtmo.southcom.mil. (The Broadcast Report 2008d; italics added)

But what is it that we actually see when we watch this video? On the simplest 
level, the video depicts nothing more than the abandoned detention facility. 
With the opening of Camp Delta in April 2002, just three months after the 
arrival of the first detainees at Guantánamo, the DoD closed Camp X-Ray. 
However, although it is no longer used for detention purposes, the efforts 
of human rights lawyers mean its infrastructure still exists. These lawyers 
requested that Camp X-Ray be maintained because, at a future date, it could 
function as potential proof of the crimes committed by the US government. As 
a result, in 2005 a US court ordered that this camp should remain protected 
rather than being torn down (Rosenberg 2018). Under the Trump admin-
istration, the existence of this part of the detention camp was again at risk. 
The administration planned to replace the physical infrastructure with an 
“interactive, simulated three-dimensional, digital virtual tour of Camp X-Ray 
that shows all areas of the camp where detainees were held, interrogated, or 
otherwise present” (Warden as cited in Rosenberg 2018), as Andrew Warden, 
a Justice Department attorney, stated in an interview. This interactive vir-
tual tour was to be created by the Federal Bureau of Investigations and was 
supposed to be released after the demolition of the initial detention facility. 
Nevertheless, for the time being, Camp X-Ray is still standing, and, until 2016, 
journalists and other visitors were guided through it during the media tours. 
As Carol Rosenberg reports in the Miami Herald, between 2016 and 2018 “Navy 
admirals in charge of the prison” decided that “the site was no longer part of 
the story … [they] wanted reporters telling” (Rosenberg 2018).

The YouTube video “Guantánamo Bay Detention Facility – Virtual Visit 
Camp X-Ray” thus shows moving images of the “emptied out” Camp X-Ray 
accompanied by a male voice-over – whereas the Camp itself is marked by a 
stillness resembling the stillness of ruins. Most of the time, the narrator com-
ments on what the viewers can see in the video; at the beginning, he recalls 
that the facility was used for “delinquent migrants,” and reiterates the infor-
mation contained in the caption that is provided with the video. He goes on to 
inform the viewer that, from 1994 to 1996, the base was used for “Operation 
Sea Signal, when over 50,000 Haitian and Cuban migrants sought out both 
political and economic asylum” (The Broadcast Report 2008d, 00:25–33). Then, 
there is a jump in the timeline to 2002, and the narrator recounts that this part 
of the detention facility was used to detain men captured in the course of the 
US GWoT. At this point, the camera moves through the outdoor infrastructure 
of mesh and barbwire, and the indoor architecture of the wooden sheds. 
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[Fig. 7] Screenshots of the YouTube video 

“Guantánamo Bay Detention Facility – Vir-

tual Visit Camp X-Ray” showing the over-

grown, empty Camp X-Ray, the site where 

McCoy took the infamous photographs 

discussed in Chapter 1 (Source: The Broad-

cast Report 2008d). The appearance of US 

Department of Defense (DoD) visual infor-

mation does not imply or constitute DoD 

endorsement.
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An important aspect of the video’s storytelling strategy is that the narrator 
formulates his sentences in the past tense, which, in combination with images 
depicting only minimal barbwire, and revealing wild flora climbing up the 
now invisible fences, evokes the feeling that this recounted history must have 
happened a very long time ago [fig. 7]. 

Furthermore, the images are accompanied by sounds of nature, and what I 
would like to call the sound of abandoned infrastructures. The viewer can hear 
birds tweeting and the occasional sound of metallic objects colliding, possibly 
caused by the silent wind; the most prominent sound is the chirping of grass-
hoppers and crickets cooling down from Guantánamo’s heat in the long grass. 

Of equal importance, however, is what the viewer does not hear: all sounds 
of the human lives being lived while the video was shot – from detainees and 
guards alike – are inaudible. But although the place might seem to be uninhab-
ited on a visual level, it does indeed become populated by the detainees and 
guards, thanks to the narration and the viewer’s imagination. The narrator 
evokes the iconography of Camp X-Ray, and comments that the second 
screenshot in fig. 7 shows the place where McCoy took his photographs 
[fig. 1 and 3]: “This main alley is the site of the camp’s first photographs, the 
notorious images. Here and the road were the only authorized areas for 
any media personnel to take photos or video. When the detainees arrived, 
everyone wore the same orange suit. Now they’re dressed according to com-
pliancy” (The Broadcast Report 2008d, 01:17–32). Interestingly, the evocation 
of the photographs to which I dedicated the previous chapter stands in stark 
contrast to the images displayed in the video itself. It is as if, by means of 
juxtaposition, the video is telling us a story about events that happened long 
ago; at the same time, its main intent seems to be to increase the distance 
between the present – both the present of 2008, when the video was pub-
lished, and the future presents when it will be viewed – and the history of 
Camp X-Ray, without necessarily having to deny this history altogether. 

The video then cuts from the main alley to pan over the detention cages, 
followed by an image of a green tarpaulin [fig. 7]. The voiceover reveals that 
these tarpaulins “were placed throughout the perimeter of the camp to 
prevent any unauthorized pictures” (The Broadcast Report 2008d, 01:34–8). 
Apparently, “the tarps also blocked the hot sun and protected them [the 
detainees] from the weather” (The Broadcast Report 2008d, 01:38–43). Here, 
we find a similar rhetoric to the one employed by Secretary of Defense Donald 
Rumsfeld back in January 2002, when he explained to the public the reasoning 
behind the equipment which the detainees were forced to wear during the 
arrival procedure at Camp X-Ray. Instead of acknowledging that it was part of 
the technique of sensory deprivation, Rumsfeld argued that it was deployed 
for the detainees’ protection and safety (DoD 2002b). Here, the voiceover 
lends the tarpaulin a similar ambiguity: on the one hand, it prevented the 
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media and other parties from being able to record the horrendous living con-
ditions in Camp X-Ray; on the other, its role was to protect the detainees from 
the heat of the Guantánamo sun. 

Viewers also learn from the online video that the now “desolate camp” pre-
viously had guard towers, non-electronic locks, a commandant and admin-
istrative section, a cinder-block structure accommodating shower units for the 
detainees, and “eight by eight [sic] cells” (The Broadcast Report 2008d, 00:10–1 
and 02:17–9). Later on, the cells were equipped with hand/foot washers as well 
as gravity pipes to replace the buckets for excrement. The camp also had an 
internal hospital for the detained men. As the video reveals exterior and inter-
ior images of the now empty wooden architecture of the hospital, the narrator 
describes it as follows:

Upon arrival, all detained enemy combatants were screened for any 
possible medical conditions. Anticipating battle wounds, infections, 
mild forms of TB [tuberculosis], and other various ailments, the Marine 
Corps Hospital inside Camp X-Ray operated 24 hours a day, observing the 
physical health of the detainees. This hospital was equipped with x-ray 
machines, MRI [Magnetic Resonance Imaging] scanners, and other equip-
ment used to help diagnose medical conditions. (The Broadcast Report 
2008d, 02:50–03:14)

Hence, the viewer is guided through the various elements that once formed 
the “provisional” detention camp, and while the narration causes the images 
to become populated by human agents, objects, and practices, the images 
themselves express an absence that will persist long into the future. 

However, when watching this video, the following questions arise: what kind 
of absence is this? Is it an absence which is limited in its geographical and 
temporal span? What is the camera panning across weedy landscapes of metal 
and wood, devoid of people, prisoners or guards, expressing? And, what is 
the relationship between presence and absence, when the only sounds that 
fill Camp X-Ray are the narrator’s voice and the subtle noise of flourishing 
animal and plant life? Although prompted by a close analysis of this particular 
video, these questions are also relevant to the other images released from 
Guantánamo, once again prompting the query: what do we see, when we look 
at these images?

At the core of these images of abandoned structures, I argue, lies a 
negotiation of the relationship between the absence and presence of the 
detained men. While the military apparatus used the restrictions discussed 
above to regulate the representation of the detainees and to try to render 
them invisible, the absences produced by these restrictions in fact reveal – 
and emphasize – the exact opposite phenomenon: the acute presence of the 
detainees in their visual absence. The decision to emphasize the absence of 
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subjects, objects, and practices at Guantánamo in the framework of vir-
tual visits evokes something else – a haunting, non-visual presence of the 
detainees.

In his essay “Portrait of Absence: The Aisthetic Mediality of Empty Chairs” 
(2016), Tomáš Jirsa presents a persuasive argument about the shifts between 
visual absence and phenomenological presence in relation to portraiture, 
which can easily and productively be applied to images showing the now-
deserted buildings and infrastructure of Camp X-Ray. Jirsa asks the following, 
crucial questions: “[W]hat happens if a disappearing subject is replaced by 
an object; does it become its mere substitute? Does the object left after 
the subject embody its invisibility, its absence or a desire for it?” ( Jirsa 2016, 
14; italics added). For Jirsa, it is the empty chair that “[in a remarkable way] 
embodies but also mediates and materializes this absence [of the subject]” 
( Jirsa 2016, 14). Chairs, as Jirsa tells us, play an important role in the history 
of portraiture, since they are the material entity on which the body of the 
portrayed person was usually rendered visible. He writes that the absence 
of a subject is “perform[ed]” ( Jirsa 2016, 20) by an empty chair. Similarly, in the 
case of Guantánamo, it is the uninhabited, unused infrastructure that takes 
on this role. Jirsa bases his reflections on the relationship between the trace, 
absence, and presence on Sybille Krämer’s book, Medium, Messenger, Transmis-
sion: An Approach to Media Philosophy (2015). Krämer argues that, even though 
we might be dealing with a visible trace – exemplarily in or as photographs 
– “what produced it remains withdrawn and invisible” (Krämer 2015, 174). 
According to her, the relationship between presence and absence – between 
the trace and what it indexes – is multilayered, because “the presence of the 
trace visualizes the non-presence of what left it behind” (Krämer 2015, 174). 
Importantly, at the same time, this non-presence is actually made present to 
the viewer; it is “not the absent thing itself, but rather its absence” (Krämer 
2015, 174) that the trace stands for. Hence, for a trace to be a trace, there must 
be a “fundamental asynchrony” (Krämer 2015, 174) between the moment it 
was produced and the moment it is perceived. This temporal discrepancy is 
certainly present on many levels when viewers take a virtual tour of the now 
inoperative Camp X-Ray and hear the story told by the narrator interspersed 
with the sounds of the animal life now present at the site.

Whereas Jirsa’s focus lies mainly on absent human subjects, the empty infra-
structure depicted in the video appears to trace a broader range of absences. 
The absence of the detainees in “Guantánamo Bay Detention Facility – Virtual 
Visit Camp X-Ray” is performed not only by the inanimate objects which are 
visible in the images, but also by the narrator, who appears to complicate their 
absence on an acoustic level. This narrator refers, on more than one occasion, 
to the presence of the detainees and military personnel, however, he does 
so in a way which suggests to the viewer that this is a presence from a very 
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long time ago and that, today, the detainees who once were caged there can 
only ever be absent. Thus, the images, intertwined with the narrator’s story-
telling, make present the absence of subjects such as the detained men, and 
the military and medical personnel; the absence of objects such as buckets, 
MRI scanners, and X-ray machines, et cetera; and the absence of daily events 
such as the physical restraint of detainees, guards feeding the detainees 
through the bean hole, or detainees throwing buckets filled with excrement at 
the guards. The video also supports the thesis that the “absence … is not and 
cannot be definitive,” and is instead “in a state of oscillation between presence 
and absence, between appearing and disappearing” ( Jirsa 2016, 19). While por-
traiture in its traditional form is not accompanied by sound, but still has the 
ability to speak to us despite the absence of an acoustic voice, the voice of the 
narrator in the video – who makes the infrastructure and its history speak – 
and the sounds of animal life effect a perceptual shift from a mode of reading 
into a mode of listening to traces. 

In her book, Listening to Images (2017), Tina M. Campt presents a cogent 
argument that listening is an important alternative to perceiving images by 
sight alone. Campt writes that to listen to images is “a method of recalibrating 
vernacular photographs as quiet, quotidian practices that give us access to the 
affective registers through which these images enunciate alternate accounts 
of their subjects” (Campt 2017, 5). As a method, accessing images via listening 
has the ability to disrupt the normative frameworks that guide how images like 
those of the empty facilities at the Guantánamo detention camp are produced 
and disseminated. Campt argues that listening to images “opens up the rad-
ical interpretive possibilities of images and state archives we are most often 
inclined to overlook, by engaging the paradoxical capacity of identity photos 
to rupture the sovereign gaze of the regimes that created them by refusing 
the very terms of photographic subjection they were engineered to produce” 
(Campt 2017, 5). In a similar vein, Laliv Melamed argues that we should read 
traces “through the ear” (Melamed 2018), rightly pointing out that in this 
mode of listening or “reading through the ear … something else can resonate” 
(Melamed 2018). In the virtual visit to Guantánamo and its Camp X-Ray, this 
“something else” resonates if we pay special attention to the sounds made 
by insects and birds – the remaining inhabitants of the abandoned camp. By 
listening to them, and to the narrator, we gain a different perceptual access to 
what we see in the images themselves, allowing us to approach the depicted 
phenomenon in a way that exceeds the rationale of knowing through the 
sense of sight alone. In a Glissantian sense, listening might operate differently 
and push against the reductive, rational visibility produced by the DoD. Thus, 
rather than reading the traces of absence in a visual and cognitive sense, 
we might find ourselves listening to them in order to oppose the ideological 
effects created by their production contexts. The mode of listening or reading 
through the ear provides a point of access to different perceptual dimensions; 
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more specifically, we gain access to appearances – perhaps ghostly in nature 
– which have only little to do with what we can see or perceive on the surfaces 
of images. 

Thinking about what it means to listen to the traces of Camp X-Ray in light 
of the speculation with which Jirsa ends his essay – whether “there is such a 
thing as an empty chair at all” ( Jirsa 2016, 28) – we might also wonder whether 
there is such a thing as a totally empty detention camp. It is possible that “des-
olate camp[s]” (The Broadcast Report 2008d, 00:10–1) are always populated, 
or even inhabited, by the now-absent detainees, as well as by their stories. 
To go even further, the mode of listening opens up dimensions of recognition 
beyond the field of the visible and allows us to resist the perspective that the 
video imposes on its viewers with regard to the circumstances at the camp. In 
contrast to the efforts of the DoD and the JTF-Guantánamo, the video tells us 
that the infrastructure, abandoned cells, and wooden sheds continue to index 
subjects, objects, and practices – all of which were once present and are now 
absent, or which are still present in their absence. 

The Disappearance and Reappearance of Detainees 

The aesthetics of empty cells and interiors can also be found in virtual visits 
to other parts of the detention camp that are still in operation and inhabited 
by human subjects. Even though men are still being detained, and practices 
are carried out on a daily basis in the operational parts of the detention camp, 
the aesthetic strategies adopted in these virtual visits evoke the feeling that 
there is only little or no life taking place there. This effect is most striking in 
the video entitled “Guantánamo Bay Detention Facility – Virtual Visit Camp 
6” (The Broadcast Report 2008c). In this video, which is approximately two 
minutes in length, we are guided through a part of Camp Delta that, when the 
video was published in 2008, was still being used to detain men, and which 
continues to be maintained by military and civil personnel to this day. The 
impression the video leaves behind is not so different from the one evoked 
by “Guantánamo Bay Detention Facility – Virtual Visit Camp X-Ray,” since the 
images of the cells and corridors in the virtual visit to Camp 6 are also marked 
by the dialectic of presence and absence. An important visual difference 
between the two videos, however, is that the images of Camp 6 neither reveal 
an infrastructure overgrown by plants, nor one that appears to be uninhab-
ited or abandoned [fig. 8].

The two videos also differ in terms of the temporal structure connected to 
the oscillation between absence and presence: while the Camp X-Ray video 
vocalizes a presence which was supposedly already lying in the past during 
the moment when this representation of absence was produced, the video of 
Camp 6 shows the absence of a presence that was still in place at the moment 
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[Fig. 8] Screenshots of the YouTube video 

“Guantánamo Bay Detention Facility – Vir-

tual Visit Camp 6” showing the inhabited 

and operational Camp 6 (Camp Delta) 

(Source: The Broadcast Report 2008c). The 

appearance of US Department of Defense 

(DoD) visual information does not imply or 

constitute DoD endorsement.
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the video was shot. Rather than being framed as a history long since passed, 
the virtual visit to Camp 6 is accompanied by information about the costs of 
this particular facility, and the fact that it was completed in November 2006. A 
different male voice narrates the images of this camp, informing viewers that 
Camp 6 can take up to 160 detainees, has several interrogation rooms and 
rooms where detainees can meet with their lawyers, as well as four recreation 
facilities with soccer balls, a treadmill, and roll mats in which the detainees 
can socialize; a medical clinic, and a dental examination room (The Broadcast 
Report 2008c). Another significant difference is that the “Guantánamo Bay 
Detention Facility – Virtual Visit Camp 6” video does not completely exclude 
shots of human subjects: in some images, viewers can identify silhouettes or 
body parts including the hands of military personnel opening doors to various 
rooms, or the legs of the detainees kicking a soccer ball (as the third and sixth 
screenshot in fig. 8 show). However, these human subjects are filmed in such 
a way that it is nearly impossible to distinguish any individual features besides 
the fact that they are either military personnel or detainees. Thinking about 
Van Veeren’s categorization of images from Guantánamo in three groups – the 
orange series, white series, and the empty-cells series – this video mainly con-
tains material from the two latter categories; images belonging to the white 
series revealing the backs of “compliant” detainees, as well as those from the 
empty-cells series showing images of empty interiors (Van Veeren 2011a, 1729).

Whereas the virtual visit to Camp X-Ray is interested in the details of the 
detainees’ living situation in 2002, the visit to Camp 6 is more invested in the 
economic and administrative aspects of the facility, despite showing incidental 
glimpses of human lives. At the end of the video, the narrator reveals that

Camp 6 was built to better withstand the elements as well as to provide a 
climate-controlled environment making it easier for the JTF-guard force to 
provide security, to reduce the numbers of troopers necessary to care for 
the detainees, better JTF-guard force working conditions and to improve 
the living conditions for the detainees. (The Broadcast Report 2008c, 
01:45–02:03)

Thus, the facility is framed not only by economic or administrative facts but 
also, in a certain sense, by details that correspond to the living conditions 
described in the virtual visit to Camp X-Ray. In contrast to the cells in Camp 
X-Ray – which, in 2008, were populated by flora and fauna, and probably are 
to this day – the empty cells visible in the Camp 6 video are protected from 
the outside world and the actions of nature by more than mere tarpaulins. 
The “show cell” we see in the Camp 6 video is not in any way “provisional” like 
the detention cells in Camp X-Ray. It is constructed from solid concrete and is 
completely separate from the outside world (see second screenshot in fig. 8). 
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In contrast to Camp X-Ray, there is only artificial lighting, with no windows to 
allow daylight into the room.11 

When the camera in “Guantánamo Bay Detention Facility – Virtual Visit Camp 
6” enters the cell, the viewers see a toilet and a bed in an empty room without 
any detainee present. On the bed, everyday objects are laid out in a very pre-
cise manner. The camera only briefly focuses on the bed, making it difficult 
for the viewer to recognize or identify all these objects without pausing the 
video. The narrator does not help viewers to grasp the scene, for instance, by 
describing and naming the objects they can see in the image.12 Instead, this 
narrator says that “Camp 6 was envisioned as a medium-security detention 
facility, but during its construction in June 2006, Camp 6 was modified with 
safety in mind of guards and detainees alike” (The Broadcast Report 2008c, 
00:28–42). The very precise organization of objects shown for a brief moment 
suggests that viewers are being presented with a cell that has been staged 
as a photo opportunity for visitors: it is a cell in which no one is actually 
living. Such “show cells” – which have now become part of Guantánamo’s 
iconography – are usually prepared by Guantánamo personnel for the sole 
purpose of being presented to visitors. Thus, it is impossible to encounter 
traces of individual lives within them. The items displayed on the bed may be 
read as present or past traces of their potential uses by detainees, but their 
arrangement suggests that these particular items are not being used, and 
probably never will be – they have been removed from their context of daily 
use and displaced into the framework of a peculiar military exhibition. 

The materiality and physical presence of objects such as shoes, shirts, and 
religious items tell us, in an uncanny way, stories of haunting: stories of bodies 
which are being made disappear, and which reappear to us through the 
representation of such everyday objects. In Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the 
Sociological Imagination, Avery F. Gordon writes that “[t]o confront those who 
become desaparecido (disappeared) under the auspices of state-sponsored 
terror in Argentina … is to contemplate ghosts and haunting at the level of the 
making and unmaking of world historical events” (Gordon 2008, 63). Although 
the “ghostly matter” of Gordon’s analysis differs in its geographic specificity 
and the violent regime which caused it, I believe it still makes sense to think 
about such representations as the empty cells at Guantánamo through the 
prism of haunting. The idea of a haunting reiterates, in a different way, the 
phenomenon I described before as the dialectic of presence and absence. 

11	 For detainees, this means they cannot estimate the time of day by means of natural 
light. A good description of how detainees developed different strategies for telling time 
can be found in Sebastian Köthe’s dissertation (Köthe 2021, 224–9).

12	 At the beginning of the “Media Tour of Joint Task Force Guantánamo” video published 
on the Defense Visual Information Distribution Service website, the person guiding the 
journalists through Camp Iguana takes them into the show cell and describes the laid-
out objects in more detail (Wolff 2008b).
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According to Gordon, the “ghost” is not invisible but its “whole essence … is 
that it has a real presence and demands its due, your attention”; it “is one 
form by which something lost, or barely visible, or seemingly not there to our 
supposedly well-trained eyes, makes itself known or apparent to us, in its own 
way, of course” (Gordon 2008, xvi and 8; italics added). However, in relation to 
the images of empty cells and the abandoned infrastructure analyzed above, 
the ghosts are not only the visually absent detainees. The violent detention 
practices which were – and still are – employed at the Guantánamo detention 
camp are also ghostly appearances, which should draw a great deal of our 
attention. “Haunting,” as Gordon writes, is a modality which “registers the 
harm inflicted or the loss sustained by a social violence done in the past or in 
the present” (Gordon 2008, xvi). Significantly, the visual material made avail-
able to the public from Guantánamo aims to preemptively negate such ghostly 
appearances the viewer might in fact perceive when being confronted with 
these images. The DoD’s framing thus seeks to refocus the viewer’s attention 
by (over)emphasizing the legality, transparency, and humanity of the practices 
carried out in this particular military detention facility. 

Gordon’s idea of disappearance diverges in a small but important way from 
Jirsa’s argument, discussed above, about representations of empty chairs. 
According to Gordon, disappearances can only exist if they are “apparitional” 
“because the ghost or the apparition is the principal form by which something 
lost or invisible or seemingly not there makes itself known or apparent to 
us. The ghost makes itself known to us through haunting and pulls us affec-
tively into the structure of feeling of a reality we come to experience as a 
recognition” (Gordon 2008, 63). In the case of Guantánamo, disappearance 
can be understood as a special form of knowing or anticipating: a “[h]aunting 
recognition [which] is a special way of knowing what has happened or is hap-
pening” (Gordon 2008, 63). Combining ideas about the presence and absence 
of the detainees, their appearance and disappearance, with the haunting 
recognition of what is happening at Guantánamo can help us to access the 
available material in a different manner. By reframing what we actually see 
when we look at Guantánamo in light of such haunting, the viewer can disrupt 
the logic which governs how these images are produced and distributed. 

Thus, in spite of the restrictions and intense efforts made by the DoD to efface 
the faces and identities of the men detained at Guantánamo, what we can 
see and perceive in the photographs and the two videos discussed above fails 
to make the detainees absent or disappear. We may perceive the invisibility 
of the detainees alongside the efforts of the DoD to exclude them from the 
visual field, but the result of these efforts is the reappearance of the detainees 
in their disappearances, highlighting their presence in their absence. The 
photographic material and videos continuously negotiate the absence of the 
detainees, rendering it non-definitive. Even though these images try to make 
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the detainees and practices disappear, they end up indicating the existence, 
presence, and appearance of subjects, objects, and practices which either 
once were, or still are, present in the detention camp. As the inanimate objects 
and empty infrastructure speak to us, a subversive reframing of these images 
requires us to simultaneously look at and listen to them – and to acknowledge 
the haunting presence of the detainees and their experiences of violence in 
images of their visual absence. 

Reframing Invisibilized Faces 

Empty Chairs and the Violence of Guantánamo

Not only journalists, but artists, too, have been confronted with the multi-
layered censorship apparatus deployed at the Guantánamo detention facility. 
For some of them, the censorship of the detainees’ faces, and the regulations 
at Guantánamo, have even come to function as a point of departure for their 
work. In this and next subsection, I will focus on the work of Debi Cornwall, 
and in particular, her photo book entitled Welcome to Camp America: Inside 
Guantánamo Bay (Cornwall 2017g).13 Cornwall, who has participated in three 
guided media tours at the detention camp, provides the viewer with a dif-
ferent perspective on Guantánamo, one which also reflects the legal and aes-
thetic frameworks imposed on external visitors. Moreover, she engages in a 
critical manner with the regulations laid out in the Media Policy document (DoD 
2010), and her work makes a case for an ethical approach to representations 
of the men who are still being held at Guantánamo or who have been released 
from the detention camp. 

In light of my previous analysis of the aesthetics of empty chairs, it is worth 
highlighting that Cornwall chose a photograph of an empty armchair for 
the front cover of her photo book [fig. 9]. The photograph – or rather, the 
left-hand side of it – indicates what we will see, and also what we will not 
see, in Cornwall’s photo book. Firstly, it suggests that viewers will be con-
fronted with various forms of absence of the detainees in the broad range of 
images compiled in the book. Secondly, the cozy, homely, and unremarkable 
appearance of the empty chair on Cornwall’s book cover, made of materials 
that appear to offer its occupant a comfortable and relaxing seat, also refers 
to the violent regime that frames most of the photographs in the book. The 
empty armchair, however, does not highlight this frame in itself: the viewer’s 
gaze has to wander across the surface of the image to discover the shackles 
attached to the floor in front of the chair. Significantly, without further infor-
mation, this image cannot explain the use of the chair, since there are no 
people in the image to illustrate it. Nevertheless, the shackles suggest that 

13	 Camp America houses the American troops stationed at Guantánamo. 



120 Guantánamo Frames

those sitting in the armchair will not usually be Guantánamo personnel, and 
that it is most likely designated for detainees. Building on Jirsa’s argument 
about how empty chairs evoke absent sitters, and keeping in mind the way 
the videos of virtual visits uploaded to YouTube indicate not only the visual 
absence of detainees, but also the violence inflicted on them, the shackles 
attached to the floor become a key element in accessing and understanding 
what Cornwall’s cover photograph actually depicts. 

Whereas the armchair emphasizes a practice of sitting, and maybe even 
relaxation, which is absent from the image, the shackles remind the viewer of 
the visual absence of violent restraining practices. Hence, the shackles disturb 
the impression of coziness evoked by the material constitution of the arm-
chair, and remind the viewer of the chair’s location, as well as of the necessity 
of questioning what is being presented to us in the center of the image. Our 
gaze must not only wander across the entirety of the cover image, but perhaps 
also beyond its frame (or inside the book) for us to understand what we are 
seeing when we look at this photograph. By “looking beyond the visual frame” 
of Guantánamo photographs we become attentive to their particular contexts, 
institutional and discursive frames, and, although the shackles point us in the 
direction of those frames, as discussed above, the photograph does not tell us 

[Fig. 9] An image showing the front cover of Debi Cornwall’s photo book entitled Welcome to 

Camp America: Inside Guantánamo Bay, published in 2017 by Radius Books. The photograph 

Cornwall chose for the jacket of the book is entitled Compliant Detainee Media Room, Camp 5, 

and was taken during her visit to the camp in 2014 (© Debi Cornwall).
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by itself when and for which purpose the armchair was or is used. However, 
its title, Compliant Detainee Media Room, Camp 5, as well as various accounts 
from journalists and released detainees themselves, help us to understand 
this peculiar scenography: the armchair is located in the media room at Camp 
5 in which the so-called “compliant” detainees are permitted to watch movies 
and play video games. Carol Rosenberg writes that “TV time is spent alone, 
each man shackled by an ankle to the floor of an interrogation room, always 
under the watch of a special guard force” (Rosenberg 2011). The armchair 
has also been used to force-feed detainees pursuing hunger strikes. Jason 
Leopold, exemplarily, mentions in an article for Vice the existence of video-
tapes showing detainees being force-fed while sitting in it (Leopold 2015). That 
the force-feeding procedure would take place while watching films or playing 
video games was only reserved for a few detainees (Rosenberg 2014). In an 
interview, a female corpsman said that “if not fed in groups … cooperative 
captives are allowed to play video games or watch TV while restrained in a 
reclining chair as they receive their nourishment” (Rosenberg 2014).14 Never-
theless, this was the exception rather than the rule. Starting from 2005, when 
the JTF-Guantánamo acquired the so-called “Emergency Restraint Chairs,” 
most hunger-striking detainees were immobilized in the type of chairs 
deployed in psychiatric clinics to restrain patients (Golden 2006). The force-
feeding procedures have been described by survivors as being so brutal and 
painful that many detainees actively fought against them; their resistance was 
then used to legitimize again the acquisition of these restraint chairs (Lennard 
2014). In her book, Cornwall also included a photograph she took of an empty 
restraint chair that evokes these brutal procedures [fig. 10].

To return to the primary function of the armchair as a TV chair, in “Some 
Restrictions Apply: The Exhibition Spaces of Guantánamo Bay,” Daniel Grin-
berg refers to Jean-Louis Baudry’s arguments about the “Ideological Effects 
of the Basic Cinematographic Apparatus” (Baudry 1974–5; Grinberg 2019, 62). 
To Grinberg, the situation of being confined in the armchair while watching 
movies highlights Baudry’s thesis of the extreme passivity of the audience 
within the cinematographic apparatus. Viewers, as Baudry argues, “find 
themselves chained, captured, or captivated” (as cited in Grinberg 2019, 62). 
Whereas this thesis, as various theories on spectatorship and Grinberg him-
self have shown, has been disputed, the viewing situation arranged in one of 
the rooms at Camp 5 is described by Grinberg as a more literal and violent 
translation of Baudry’s observations. The detainee restrained in the media 
chair inhabits both positions: he is the one watching moving images, but he is 
also the one being watched. This is not the case for cinemagoers, who are not 
usually surveilled as they watch a film. Nevertheless, there is a commonality 

14	 I would like to thank Sebastian Köthe for pointing me toward articles discussing the 
force-feeding procedures.
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between these two groups: cinemagoers can choose to watch a movie and 
leave the theatre at any time; this is also the case for the detainees. Although 
“TV time is spent alone” (Rosenberg 2011), it is also usually requested time and, 
even if they are shackled to the ground while in the room, it is the detainee 
who can make the decision to both enter and exit. 

Regarding Cornwall’s photograph of the armchair, the question of the 
ideological effects of Guantánamo – in terms of an apparatus that produces, 
archives, and distributes media objects – is not only highlighted by the 
practice of movie watching among the detainees, but also by the composition 
of Cornwall’s photograph itself. The manner in which she has captured the 
chair and had it reproduced on her book’s cover, for which she has also chosen 
and had printed the title Welcome to Camp America, focuses our attention on 
the power of some of these effects. The image of the armchair on the cover 
conceals something which only becomes clear when both sides of the pho-
tograph are put together: the strangeness of the media room’s architecture. It 
appears to be a triangular-shaped room, in which the armchair is placed in the 
apex. Just above and behind the empty chair is an interior window, darkened 

[Fig. 10] During her visit to the camp in 2015, Debi Cornwall took a photograph of an empty 

emergency restraint chair and entitled the photograph Feeding Chair, Camp 5 (© Debi Cornwall). 
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and mirrored to obscure the surveilling authorities on the other side.15 The 
photograph and architecture suggest that the JTF-Guantánamo wants us to 
assume that there is nothing else we should or could look at in this particular 
room – just the emptiness of the chair. Hence, one of the ideological effects 
of the image is introduced by prompting us to believe that all our attention 
should go to the armchair; or, to put it more precisely, we are supposed to 
focus our attention on the absence of the detained men. 

The subject of an absent presence of detainees and practices at Guantánamo 
is a recurring motif in Cornwall’s work. Her photo book not only reflects on 
the denial of visibility and visual representation to the detainees, and the 
absence of their representation in photographs shot during the guided tours; 
it also includes written essays by several authors. In her own essay, entitled 
“Safe, Humane, Legal and Transparent,” quoting the JTF-Guantánamo’s motto, 
Cornwall provides the reader with a detailed description of her response to 
the experience of taking part in the guided media tours, describing them as 
“a spectacular diversion from what happens behind closed doors, the things 
that will never make the media tour” (Cornwall 2017e). In the essay, Cornwall 
guides us through the talking points prepared by Guantánamo personnel, the 
photo opportunities, and the scripts of the tours – as she herself was guided 
through the camp. She also shares her subjective impression of the tours 
with the reader when she writes that “[t]he impression is of zoo animals, not 
people. There is no privacy here; these men have no control over being seen” 
(Cornwall 2017e). This formulation is reminiscent of Major Nichols’ description 
of the early days of the guided media tours at Camp X-Ray: to him, they resem-
bled a “petting zoo” (Greenberg 2009, 91). Thus, even though the detention 
facilities had been improved in terms of living conditions and infrastructure, 
the later media tours still evoked similar impressions to those created by tours 
of Camp X-Ray over a decade before Cornwall visited Guantánamo. 

Along with sharing her impression of such showcases and photo oppor-
tunities, Cornwall also reflects on the conditions and regulations applied to 
the media coverage at the base. She provides the reader with further infor-
mation about the circumstances of production, the censorship applied directly 
after the tours are completed, and the possible consequences for anyone in 
breach of the rules of conduct set out in Media Policy (DoD 2010).16 Returning to 
this document, and reading it through the prism of Cornwall’s account, it can 
be argued that the prohibition of photographing the detainees’ faces is a form 
of anticipatory censorship, in that it preemptively restricts the field of the 
visible, and regulates what the public will be permitted to see. However, the 
document – and Cornwall’s essay – also disclose a second round of censorship, 

15	 I would like to thank Debi Cornwall for this information. 
16	 This is also the version that Cornwall signed prior to her visit to the Guantánamo Bay 

Naval Base. 
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one which ensures that journalists have adhered to the rules and prohibitions. 
These censorship procedures take place directly after the photographs and 
videos have been created, usually on the same day. Before departing from 
Guantánamo, journalists are obliged to submit all (audio)visual material they 
have captured during the tour to the so-called “Operational Security Review … 
to be screened prior to upload into any laptop and prior to release” (DoD 2010, 
5). Still and moving images are thus submitted directly on memory cards and 
cameras, or visitors must provide military personnel with compatible playback 
devices. If an image violates the prohibitions, there are two potential con-
sequences: it is either deleted, or it is cropped, and a “record of every deleted 
or cropped file would be stored on military computers for future reference” 
(Cornwall 2017e). Cornwall goes on to share the fact that any violation of the 
Media Policy rules could lead to a “temporary suspension of access, expulsion 
and unspecified other ‘adverse action’” (Cornwall 2017e). 

In addition to the photographs taken at the Guantánamo detention camp – the 
two series shot at the facility are entitled “Gitmo at Home, Gitmo at Play,” and 
“Gitmo on Sale” – Welcome to Camp America contains a third series of images 
which were taken all over the world: “Beyond Gitmo |انامو ت  ”ما وراء خليج غوان
(Cornwall 2022b). Each of the series differs in its focus, dealing with different 
aspects of the camp and the lives of the (released) detainees. “Gitmo At Home, 
Gitmo at Play” primarily features photographs of empty architectures – such 
as the so-called “show cells,” a recreation pen for detainees, a band room for 
military personnel, a children’s paddling pool and playground, the sergeant’s 
quarters, the base’s driving range, a hospital room, a tiki bar, and the Marble 
Head Lanes food court – as well as objects of daily use: the aforementioned 
armchair in the media room, a prayer rug, a broad range of so-called “comfort 
items” for the detainees – including shoes, clothing, towels, toothpaste, et 
cetera – and barracks cleaning equipment. “Gitmo on Sale” consists of 
photographs of memorabilia which visitors could have acquired at the Naval 
Station’s tourist shop (Cornwall 2022a). “Beyond Gitmo |انامو ت  is a ”ما وراء خليج غوان
series of portraits of the released detainees, which I will discuss in more detail 
in the next subsection. 

Portraits of the Detainees’ Backs 

Given the absence of faces in the images from the detention camp that were 
officially approved for release, it is interesting to study the way in which Corn-
wall took the portraits in her photographic series featuring former detainees. 
The series, entitled “Beyond Gitmo |انامو ت  explores what has ”,ما وراء خليج غوان
happened to these men since their release, asking: if there is such a thing as 
a life beyond Guantánamo, what does it look like? The fourteen portraits of 
Djamel Ameziane, Mourad Benchellali, Hisham Sliti, Hussain al-Adeni, Murat 
Kurnaz, Mamdouh Habib, Sami al-Hajj, Moazzam Begg, Rustam Hamidova, 
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and anonymous Uzbek and Chinese Uyghurs depict the men in various public 
spaces, and are all taken from behind, showing only their backs (Cornwall 
2017a). Bearing in mind the previously analyzed restrictions set out in the 
Media Policy document, the aesthetics of these images [fig. 11] implicitly evoke 
the ground rules for media visitors to Guantánamo – specifically, the rule that 
it is forbidden to show the detainees’ faces. This reference is made explicit by 
Cornwall on her homepage, where she provides the following description of 
the photographs constituting the “Beyond Gitmo |انامو ت :series ”ما وراء خليج غوان

Beyond Gitmo offers an unprecedented view of 14 men held as alleged 
terrorists at the US Naval Station in Cuba – after they have been 
cleared and freed – to nine countries, from Albania to Qatar. Gitmo’s 
[Guantánamo’s] inmates are reviled as the ‘worst of the worst,’ but many 
were innocents kidnapped and sold to American forces. Hundreds of 
men held for years at Guantánamo without charge or trial have now been 
released home or displaced to foreign countries as unlikely permanent 
tourists. The military prohibits photographing faces at Guantánamo Bay. 
Beyond Gitmo replicates this ‘no faces’ rule in the free world; their bodies may 

[Fig. 11] Debi Cornwall’s portrait of the German-Turkish citizen Murat Kurnaz taken in 2015 is 

accompanied by the following caption: “Murat, Turkish; Refugee Counselor; Containerdorf, 

Refugee housing; Bremen, Germany: Held 4 years, 7 months, 22 days; Released August 24, 

2006; Charges never filed” (© Debi Cornwall). 




