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Abstract 

From a peace studies and complexity theory point of view, this chapter exemplifies 

selected merits and limitations of aftermath photography as peace photography. It 

disaggregates the concept into a photography of the event-as-aftermath and a 

photography of the aftermath-as-event, the one looking back to the original event, the 

other looking forward to peace or anticipating peace as a potentiality. A photography of 

the aftermath-as-event displays some distance to the original event thus offering spaces 

of possibility for peace and reconciliation without denying the legacies and the ongoing 

relevance of the original event including traumatic memories. Analysis equals 

disaggregation but complexity theory alerts us to the limits of disaggregation in complex 

situations. Disaggregating the aftermath into two distinctive phases while acknowledging 

overlap and movement in both directions can, therefore, best be understood as an 

auxiliary tool to complexify and diversify our understanding of the aftermath and its visual 

representation, both of which often appear over simplified. By discussing the complexities 

of the aftermath, visual and otherwise, this chapter addresses both aftermath 

photographers, including aspiring ones, and audiences exposed to such photography. 
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Introduction 

Visual peace research (Möller 2013, 2019) has established that peace photography is 

derivative and illustrative of pre-existing notions of peace; it is dependent on established 

definitions of peace which it visually exemplifies. However, it is also constitutive of peace in 

the sense that ‘it shapes and diversifies viewers’ understandings of peace beyond 

established and taken-for-granted ones’ (Möller 2020: 1132), and it is pro-active in that it 

actively contributes to peace (Allan 2011). Peace photography certainly ‘is a pluralistic 

concept’ as ‘different forms of peace require different forms of visual representation’ 

(Möller 2020: 1132). The absence of general agreement as to what peace means – absence 

of large-scale physical force or some form of positive peace? – allows for multiple, context-

dependent understandings of photographs as peace photographs.1 This multidimensionality 

and the resulting visual complexity are important ingredients of peace photography. Visual 

pluralism is a strength of peace photography, to be defended against simplification 

following seemingly authoritative and widely accepted definitions of peace (e.g. liberal 

peace). In peacebuilding, such definitions are a part of the problem rather than the solution 

when they are superimposed on unfavourable conditions (see Körppen 2011). If we 

understand peace as a process, it follows that peace photography, too, has a temporal 

dimension. Inspired by visual peace research and complexity theory (see Bellmer and Möller 

2023), this chapter explores this dimension by disaggregating the aftermath of war into two 

phases: the event-as-aftermath (following John Roberts) and the aftermath-as-event, the 

one pointing back to the original violent event that it visually prolongs and the other 

establishing some distance to this event, thus opening new spaces of possibility for 

reconciliation and peacebuilding. 

It is the purpose of this chapter to exemplify selected merits and limitations of aftermath 

photography, to disaggregate the concept into a photography of the event-as-aftermath and 

a photography of the aftermath-as-event, and to make the step from aftermath 

photography to peace photography. At the same time, aftermath photography and peace 

photography should not be understood in binary or mutually exclusive terms, as there is too 

much overlap to clearly separate one from the other. The boundaries between these genres 

are fluid, and some photographers oscillate rather freely between different genres. By 

discussing the complexities of the aftermath, visual and otherwise, this chapter addresses 
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both aftermath photographers, including aspiring ones, and audiences exposed to such 

photography. 

 

The Aftermath: Surviving the Peace 

Aftermath is an umbrella term for hugely complex non-linear and multidirectional social and 

political processes on both the collective and the individual level following (what seems to 

be) the end of organised, large-scale physical violence.2 Aftermath photography is a 

photographic genre that tries to capture these processes, acknowledging that conventional 

photojournalism, by focusing on violence, war, destruction and human suffering (see 

Linfield 2010), represents ‘only half the story’ (Terry 2005: 10). However, the belief that 

‘what happens in the aftermath of war is as newsworthy, if not more so, than the 

destruction and horror of war’ (Terry 2005: 10) cannot easily be translated into visual 

representation; Henri Cartier-Bresson’s decisive moment,3 fundamental to photojournalism, 

is often absent from the aftermath, which can better be understood as a process than as a 

moment. Nor does every visual representation of the aftermath automatically qualify as a 

representation of peace. In the epic book War/Photography: Images of Armed Conflict and 

Its Aftermath (Wilkes Tucker and Michels with Zelt 2012), for example, the section on the 

aftermath is subdivided into SHELL SHOCK, EXHAUSTION; DEATH; GRIEF AND BATTLEFIELD 

BURIALS AND MEMORIALS; and DESTRUCTION OF PROPERTY. Here, the peace dimension of 

the aftermath is conspicuous mainly by its absence. 

The aftermath references a non-linear spatial and temporal configuration between war and 

peace where all sorts of things can happen and all sorts of dynamics can be unleashed – 

dynamics from war to the aftermath and from the aftermath to peace but also regression to 

more violent forms of dealing with conflict, stagnation (as in protracted conflicts) or the 

simultaneous occurrence of dynamics pointing in different directions. For example, 

attempts at peacebuilding at the state level may clash with traumatic memories at the 

individual and group levels, which may render such attempts difficult. Thus, the war ‘may 

finish in the country. But inside us, the war will never end’ (Couto 2006: 105). What happens 

during the aftermath is complex and, like every complex situation, to some extent 

unpredictable (see de Coning 2020). To capture it visually requires a sophisticated 
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photographic approach, both aesthetically and ethically. In the absence of such an 

approach, aftermath photography may contribute to victims’ re-traumatisation and their 

exploitation in terms of what Mark Reinhardt, Holly Edwards and Erina Duganne (2007) call 

‘beautiful suffering’ thus gratifying distant observers and fixing the people depicted in the 

subject position of a victim, devoid of agency and in need of help. In contrast, focusing 

photographically on joy, happiness or everyday life may conceal underlying traumas on the 

part of individuals and groups of people resulting from the preceding experience of 

violence. 

Aftermath photography directs the viewer’s attention to the continuation of violence at the 

individual and group levels in post-war conditions. It engages, for example, with traumatic 

memories of civilians – surviving the peace is indeed an important challenge for many 

people who survived the war (see Terry 2005: 15). For many civilians, the war continues 

even after the formal cessation of fighting. Likewise, ‘[f]or some soldiers returning from war, 

the battlefield is not left behind’ (OIdfield 2019: 90). Thus, an important function of 

aftermath photography is to show the impossibility of peace for many people emerging 

from war; it problematises the notion of ‘post’ in post-war and complexifies viewers’ 

understanding of what happens after war’s end. 

As a  photographic genre, aftermath photography emerged in the 1990s as a critique of 

photojournalism that, for a variety of reasons, had found itself ‘at the dock’ (Solomon-

Godeau 1991) from the 1970s onwards and as a response to the ‘disappointed belief in a 

straight line between perception, affection, comprehension and action’ (Rancière 2009: 

103) experienced by many photographers in contexts such as the Rwandan genocide and 

the wars in former Yugoslavia where the international community (in the opinion of many 

photojournalists) inadequately responded to the conditions revealed in photojournalistic 

images (see Lowe 2014: 218). This disappointed belief necessitated a search for new forms 

of representation if photography were to maintain or regain political saliency and 

effectiveness.4 Aftermath photography emerged in parallel with other photographic 

approaches – for example, forensic, participatory, post-conflict, aerial, and citizen 

photography – all of which diversify both the representation and the viewer’s vicarious 

experience of war and its aftermath. This diversification of forms of representation 

challenges photojournalism’s privileged position as regards the visual representation of war 
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and violence. Among the new forms of representation, aftermath photography emerged as 

one of the most visible and aesthetically appealing ones, shown to a wider audience.5 

 

Aftermath photography 

Representing the transition from war to its aftermath is among photography’s major tasks if 

photographers wish to visually capture violent conflict more comprehensively and, thus, 

more adequately than conventional photojournalism with its focus on destruction and 

human suffering. Rather than leaving the conflict when large-scale violence has stopped, 

aftermath photographers stay on location – or even arrive at the end of violence – and 

visually document the legacies of violent conflict, very often focusing on the continuation of 

violence as traumatic memories, the absence of justice, material destruction and ruined 

landscapes. Alternatively, they may focus on reconstruction and reconciliation, thus 

assuming a pro-active position toward peace.6 Aftermath photography cultivates an 

aesthetics that is different from the one inspiring most photojournalistic work. Such 

photography ‘make[s] oblique visual references to the traces of past violence rather than 

explicit depictions, and produce[s] extended projects rather than singular dramatic images 

favoured by the news media’ (Oldfield 2019: 179). Its attitude vis-à-vis spectators also 

deviates from the photojournalistic attitude in that it acknowledges visual ambivalence and 

images’ intrinsic plurality of meaning, thus involving viewers in the process of meaning 

making. As a complex process, the individual components of which interact with one 

another in unpredictable, uncontrollable and often surprising ways, the aftermath is 

immensely difficult to show photographically in its entirety; it is especially difficult to 

capture by means of a single photograph, thus challenging photojournalism’s search for 

iconic photographs. 

For aftermath photography to qualify as peace photography, showing the legacy of violent 

conflict needs to be combined with the visualisation of forward-looking perspectives so as 

to avoid the creation of visual and emotional memory bubbles from which it is difficult to 

escape. As will be argued below, aftermath photography tends to visually prolong or 

continuously return to the violent event rather than showing the aftermath as an event in 

its own right or as a building block for peace. Aftermath photography, too, often shows only 
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half the story. Showing the aftermath as a building block for peace by, for example, 

depicting attempts at reconciliation and peacebuilding need not ignore prevailing traumatic 

structures. To show both at the same time is difficult but necessary if photographers wish to 

capture the complexity of the aftermath adequately. Aftermath photography as peace 

photography has both to look back at the preceding violence, depicting its ongoing 

relevance for the people affected by it, and to visualise or visually anticipate peace, while 

simultaneously acknowledging that processes from the aftermath to peace are shaped by 

very complex and ambiguous social and psychological dynamics that can revitalise or even 

trigger conflict rather than resolve it. These dynamics affect different people and groups of 

people differently and are both difficult to predict and difficult to visualise. 

Due to its specific aesthetics, aftermath photography often requires text to ensure that the 

photograph is understood as intended, thus acknowledging that the photographer’s vision 

may not be fully there in the image (see Adams 1994: 33). It is indeed one of the paradoxes 

of aftermath photography that it does not always trust its own aesthetics to communicate 

the intended meaning and, rather, relies on language, thus undermining ‘the genre’s 

radically open character and constrain[ing] the possibilities for viewers to create alternative, 

surprising, and potentially oppositional interpretations’ (Lisle 2011: 885). Furthermore, as 

Anuk Arudpragasam suggests in the context of postwar Sri Lanka, trauma can become ‘part 

of … ordinary life,’ hidden behind the appearance of everydayness and thus invisible, 

‘something that ha[s] to coexist with all the various exigencies of daily existence.’ Not all 

people suffering from trauma can ‘afford to treat it with the same weight or seriousness’ 

that outside observers, such as photographers, do (Arudpragasam 2021: 172); photographic 

representation of trauma may even impede individual coping strategies. As different people 

experience and remember violent conflict differently, aftermath photography requires 

differentiation between different individuals and their individual strategies of coping with 

loss, trauma, memory, and forgetting. One prominent photographic approach to the 

aftermath is addressing it in terms of the event-as-aftermath. 

 

The event-as-aftermath 
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The transition from what John Roberts calls the event-as-aftermath to what I call the 

aftermath-as-event is a crucial step on the trajectory from war to peace and its visualisation 

(Möller 2019: 105–58), reflecting the need for ‘new ways of understanding time in relation 

to post-conflict processes of peacebuilding’ as articulated in the post-conflict literature 

(Wale, Gobodo-Madikizela, and Prager 2020: 5; see also Baker and Mavlian 2014). Without 

doubt, the ‘event-as-aftermath’ (Roberts 2014: 107) is more prominently featured and 

better explored in photographic history, theory and practice than the aftermath-as-event. 

For Roberts, for example, ‘there is a clear sense that photography has arrived after-the-

event to record what remains of the event, or what can be reconstructed from evidence 

that an event of significance or import has taken place.’ Such a photography celebrates 

slowness and, in particular, lateness7 – ‘the thing that digitalisation and video-fication are 

unable or unwilling to secure, and indeed that they abhor’ (Roberts 2014: 107). According to 

Roberts: 

in the late photograph the subordinate function of the photodocument finds a new cultural 

function, unifying reportage, photojournalism, and documentary practice in a ‘posttraumatic’ 

account of history and the event, as in the ‘war’ photography of Luc Delahaye and Simon Norfolk. 

For, in arriving late to the scene of conflict, the bodies have largely gone (2014: 107).8 

While the bodies may have gone, the trauma has not. A photography of the event-as-

aftermath, therefore, engages as much with ‘the temporality of the event’ (Roberts 2014: 

108) as it does with the ‘post’ not only with regard to war (see above) but also in connection 

with trauma. Such an engagement is not without risks: aftermath photography, inasmuch as 

it aims to represent human beings and their traumas (rather than landscapes, built 

environment or the scale of war), must carefully avoid both dispossessing the subjects 

depicted of their traumas (see Wieviorka 2006: 129) and moving the viewer’s interest from 

the subjects depicted to the photographer and her visual ingenuity. After all, the experience 

of violence is ‘an experience that is fundamentally owned by someone’ (Bennett 2005: 3), 

and this someone is not the aftermath photographer who encroaches on a space that is not 

hers (although the photographer may be traumatised herself). Does such a photography 

picture peace or is it better understood as a variation of photojournalism with its traditional 

representational strategy of alluding to (the need for) peace negatively by showing its 

absence? 
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Event-as-aftermath photography has established a specific visual approach that is defined as 

much by what it does not show as it is by what it does show. What it does not show is what 

photojournalism conventionally shows, and to the extent that it does engage with 

photojournalism’s conventional subject matter, it does so differently, ‘trying to reposition 

its relationship to the event in order to establish a new reportorial role for itself by making a 

case for the necessary lateness of the photograph’ (Roberts 2014: 107). Event-as-aftermath 

photography cultivates ‘the photograph as a site of “glacial” contemplation’ (Roberts 2014: 

110) devoid of anything resembling action: portraits, material objects, landscapes, built 

environment.9 Crucially, such a photography relies on slowing-down both image production 

and image reception: if viewers do not spend some time with an event-as-aftermath 

photograph, they will not see much; if they do spend some time with such a photograph, 

however, they may start thinking about ‘the ways in which habits of seeing shape the 

pleasure and knowledge offered by photographs’ (Campany 2013: 48). Event-as-aftermath 

photography invites self-reflection on the part of viewers about their patterns of viewing 

and often unacknowledged expectations and prejudices viewers bring with them to the 

encounter with an image. With its emphasis on ambiguity and interpretive openness, event-

as-aftermath photography offers ‘critical potential as an ethical viewing relation’ (Lisle 2011: 

883) by ‘creat[ing] the space for more contradictory, surprising, and oppositional readings of 

conflict’ (Lisle 2011: 888) in which photojournalism is not particularly interested. 

In one of the most compelling engagements with aftermath photography, Roberts discusses 

it within larger political and cultural configurations, looking at photography’s potentialities 

as an agent for change. As the state is determined to ‘decouple where necessary the 

“singular event” from the political process,’ it is also interested in suppressing ‘the critical 

and cognitive link between the photodocument and the transformation of social experience’ 

(Roberts 2014: 111). To counteract the de-politicisation of the original event, Roberts 

recommends aftermath photography: such photography is a space where the event can be 

discursively reconstructed, extended and, thus, re-politicised during the ‘time-of-the-event’ 

which encompasses both the original event and its subsequent reconstruction (Roberts 

2014: 112). Roberts moves from ‘the event-before-the-aftermath’ to the ‘event-as-

aftermath’ (Roberts 2014: 111–12; italics added) and connects the photodocument with 

reading practices characteristic of the archive. This clever move enables the 



 

10 
 

‘retemporalis[ation]’ (Roberts 2014: 115) of the original event ‘through a continuous 

process of symbolic construction and reconstruction’ (Roberts 2014: 114–15). Both visual 

approaches focus on the event, but they do so differently: photography of the ‘event-

before-the-aftermath’ aims at critical interrogation of the event when it takes place; 

photography of the ‘event-as-aftermath’ focuses on ‘discursive reconstruction and 

extension’ of the event after the event (Roberts 2014: 112). However, neither seems to 

offer an escape from the event: the original event continues to dominate the aftermath 

without offering forward-looking perspectives. Aftermath photography creates or 

strengthens memory loops or memory bubbles from which escape is difficult – memories 

revolving around themselves in closed and impenetrable mnemonic systems that have both 

a mnemonic function and an identificatory function in that they help individuals and groups 

of people define who they are and who they are not. As such, it is difficult – 

photographically and otherwise – to replace them or to add other dimensions such as 

reconciliation or recovery to a photograph of the event-as-aftermath. For such dimensions 

to become apparent, a qualitative step is necessary: the step from the event-as-aftermath 

to the aftermath-as-event. 

 

The aftermath-as-event 

During the aftermath-as-event, spaces of possibility (for peaceful adjustment, reconciliation, 

peacebuilding, recovery, material reconstruction and so on) emerge that had not been 

available in the event-as-aftermath. A photography of the aftermath-as-event understands 

and depicts the aftermath as an event in its own right rather than regarding it merely as an 

accessory to the original, violent event. Standard dictionary definitions of ‘event’ pay 

insufficient attention to the fact that different people, based on their collective and 

individual experience and memories of experience, may assign importance to different 

occurrences: what to one group appears as an ordinary occurrence, another group may 

define as an extraordinary event. In conflict-affected situations, seemingly ordinary events 

may appear extraordinary. The establishment of such extra/ordinariness requires skills – 

‘considerable innovation, creativity and improvisation’ (Mac Ginty 2014: 555). Such skills, 

however, often remain unphotographed owing to photographers’ and the industry’s 

interest in events conventionally defined in terms of ‘war, conflict, or atrocity’ (Lisle 2011: 
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877) and in ‘great’ pictures, with photographic ‘greatness’ often derived from the tradition 

of war photography (see Wilkes Tucker and Michels with Zelt 2012). Claiming that aftermath 

photographers ‘arriv[e] after the decisive moment’ (Cotton 2009: 167; italics added) locates 

the decisive event before the aftermath, thus denying the aftermath eventness and 

decisiveness and obscuring that in conflict-affected societies, the absence of events, 

traditionally understood, may define the decisive moment. Indeed, seen in the 

photojournalistic tradition, the one thing most aftermath photographs are not is great. 

However, photographic greatness is a social construction and, thus, contingent, changeable 

over time and adaptable to changed circumstances. 

Aftermath photography as a photography of the aftermath-as-event, then, moves from 

representing the legacies of the violent past to the representation and visual anticipation of 

peace, thus regarding and depicting what happens during the aftermath as a building block 

for peace. It is hoped that such photography both depicts in the documentary tradition and, 

as a pro-active intervention, contributes to peaceful adjustment by showing that such 

adjustment is possible in adverse circumstances, including in post-conflict societies. As 

Roger Mac Ginty writes in connection with what he calls everyday peace, ‘events that are 

apparently ordinary’ are actually ‘extraordinary’ – ‘given the conflict-affected context’ 

(2014: 552). A photography of the aftermath-as-event documents such 

ordinary/extraordinary events. As noted above, such events, and such photography, need 

not indicate the evaporation of traumatic memories. Indeed, while ‘eking out safe space in a 

conflict context and allowing a façade of normality to prevail’ (Mac Ginty 2014: 555) may be 

an indicator of peaceful adjustment and while photographs of such a façade may qualify as 

peace photographs, we should carefully avoid jumping to conclusions: what seems to be 

everyday normality may coexist with and even hide trauma – ‘the emotions of the 

experience of violence, both of the survivors and of the perpetrators, need to be walled-off 

in the service of life going on’ (Kagoyire, Vysma, and Richters 2020: 245) – hidden in 

everyday life and extremely difficult to unearth photographically: people seem to be 

capable of coping with post-conflict conditions but this need not mean that they are not 

traumatised; appearances may be misleading and everyday behaviour might serve to 

protect individuals from being overwhelmed and incapacitated by trauma. 
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Aftermath-as-event photography, however, suggests that coping strategies do exist enabling 

trauma-affected individuals and groups of people peacefully to go about their day-to-day 

business and, by doing so, challenge the logics and dynamics of violence rather than 

succumbing to these very dynamics or naturalising them by repetition or habituation. 

Simplified, then, the main statement of aftermath-as-event photography is that peace is 

possible and that some distance to the preceding violence can be established – trivial 

insights for people in peaceful societies but a crucial reminder and important 

encouragement for people in less peaceful societies. However, in light of postmemory 

(Hirsch 1997, 2012; see below), the notion of the aftermath’s increasing detachment from 

the original event must be carefully interrogated: the intergenerational transfer of 

memories, which the concept of postmemory references, seems to render the 

establishment of distance to the original event difficult. Photographic representation of the 

original event contributes to such a transfer that mostly takes place within family structures 

but also (especially in the absence of family structures) within larger cultural constellations 

of which photographs are an important part. Thus, even in the aftermath-as-event, the 

event-as-aftermath may suddenly reappear and assume dominance. The challenges that 

photographers of the aftermath-as-event are facing are daunting. 

If the past event is all there is and if all acting and thinking in the present is dominated by 

the past event, revolving constantly around it, then there is no future: ‘For the inheritors of 

traumatic historical experience,’ Eva Hoffman notes, ‘the ability to separate the past from 

the presence – to see the past as the past is a difficult but necessary achievement’ (2005: 

279). Importantly, seeing – and visualising – the past as past is different from forgetting, 

recommended by Susan Sontag as a path to peace (Sontag 2003: 115; see also Rieff 2017). It 

implies both acknowledging the past and relativising it and its continuing importance to 

present activities; it requires, in other words, the step from the event-as-aftermath to the 

aftermath-as-event (while recognising that regression to the event-as-aftermath is always 

possible). Indeed, within a complexity frame, constructing forgetting and remembering in 

dichotomous or mutually exclusive terms is misleading; rather, forgetting and remembering 

exist simultaneously, negotiating with one another coping strategies in everyday life. The 

plurality of meaning that photographs always carry with them – their non-coherence (see 

Bellmer and Möller 2023) – implies that both dimensions may appear in the same image, 
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depending on who regards it. Photography is ambivalent, and ‘pictures alone cannot make 

for us the discriminations that we might like to make’ (Hirsch 1997: 71): photographs may 

help people remember, but they may also replace memories (Elkins 2011: 114–15); they 

may help people move on, but they may also activate memories that the observer wants to 

forget. It is not the purpose of a photography of the aftermath-as-event to ignore such 

potentialities but, rather, to acknowledge them and to understand that photography is as 

complex as the social reality it (cl)aims to represent. Thus, a photography of the aftermath-

as-event aims to complexify post-conflict narratives by showing the As-well-as of post-

conflict conditions (for example, trauma and spaces for reconciliation) rather than 

simplifying such narratives in terms of seemingly simple but ultimately misleading Either-or 

constructions (for example, either trauma or reconciliation) (see Bellmer and Möller 2023). 

Postmemory is a part of post-conflict conditions; in a media-saturated world, post-memory 

is perhaps a larger part of such conditions today than ever before.10 While a photograph of 

the aftermath-as-event requires the establishment of some distance to the original event, 

postmemory makes the establishment of distance difficult. It describes a specific form of 

transfer of memories from one generation to the next. It is not a new idea. In Tolstoy’s 

novel War & Peace, for example, it appears as pre-memory: ‘I think you can go on 

remembering, remembering and remembering until you can pre-remember things that 

happened before you were ever in this world…,’ Natasha reflects (Tolstoy 2006: 572).11 

Postmemory, as developed by Marianne Hirsch, describes remembering something through, 

or mediated by, the memory of another person; the transfer of memories within families; 

the narrative character of such transfers; and the difficulty of distinguishing one’s own 

memories from another person’s memories. Originally developed in connection with 

children of Holocaust survivors (Hirsch 1997: 22), this concept – or structure (Hirsch 2012: 6) 

– suggests that the ‘generation after’ remembers the experiences of the preceding 

generation through ‘imaginative investment, projection, and creation’ (Hirsch 2012: 5) 

derived from constantly repeated, frequently fragmented narratives, often within families. 

Characterised by both ‘generational distance’ and ‘deep personal connection,’ postmemory, 

rather than being based solely on recollection, is connected to its object through 

imagination: people remember others’ experiences through ‘imaginative investment and 

creation’ (Hirsch 1997: 22); they create for themselves a role and space within these 
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narratives that they subsequently claim for themselves and communicate to others as their 

own. 

Hirsch, in her second book on the subject, separates postmemory from deep personal 

connections within family structures. Now, it is said to strive also ‘to reactivate and re-

embody more distant political and cultural memorial structures by reinvesting them with 

resonant individual and familial forms of mediation and aesthetic expression,’ thus involving 

‘less directly affected participants … in the generation of postmemory’ (Hirsch 2012: 33). 

Thus, the ‘post’ in postmemory describes the continuation of an other’s past into, and its 

infringement upon, one’s own present: an other’s past becomes one’s own, conditioning 

one’s present and encroaching on one’s future. Such appropriation of others’ memories 

implies expropriation of an other’s memories and domination of one’s own memories by 

appropriated memories, both affecting one’s sense of identity.12 

Memory requires ‘associations between things in the present and things in the past’ 

(Arudpragasam 2021: 226) – associations derived from family ties or, in their absence, from 

survivors or material, ‘testimonial objects’ substituting for survivors (Hirsch 2012: 176–99).13 

Hence, there is a focus on material objects in many aftermath projects: a wedding ring, a 

stove, a hat and a comb in Rafiki Ubaldo’s post-genocide photography in Rwanda (see 

Möller and Ubaldo 2013: 138–40), ‘personal effects found on the bodies of the victims of 

Srebrenica after they were exhumed from mass graves’ in Ziyah Gafić’s work in post-war 

Bosnia and Herzegovina (Lowe 2014: 226–7; see Gafić 2015).14 The material objects 

depicted are never only material objects; they are linked to the people who originally 

possessed them in diverse and complex ways, not all of which are visible and identifiable in 

the photographs. Thus, the very idea that photography would be capable of visualising such 

complex mnemonic patterns appears preposterous. It is indeed an important ingredient of a 

photography of the aftermath-as-event as peace photography to acknowledge its limits – 

the impossibility of representing – and comprehending – the aftermath in its entirety. Such 

photography would reflect complexity theory with its insistence on non-linearity, 

unpredictability and the limits of knowledge production, visual and otherwise – yet another 

challenge to photojournalism. 
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Figure 1. Complexity frame of aftermath photography, an example using concepts 

discussed in this chapter (© Frank Möller) 

 

As noted in the introduction, aftermath photography takes place within a non-linear spatial 

and temporal configuration between war and peace where all kinds of things can, and do, 

happen and all kinds of dynamics can be unleashed – including dynamics pointing 

simultaneously or successively in different directions, emergent spaces of possibility that 

can be used or missed, and movements in different directions on the ideal-typical trajectory 

from war to peace. Peacebuilding at the state level may clash with traumatic memories at 

the individual and group levels, which may make such attempts difficult; seemingly normal 

everyday activities may hide traumatic memories, and traumatic reenactment may make 

everyday activities difficult. While no single photograph can capture all dynamics, a 

photography of the aftermath-as-event can cover several dimensions thus, taken together, 

visualising the complexity of the aftermath rather than reducing this complexity to simple 

and one-dimensional notions such as trauma or peace process. Indeed, it seems that many 

aftermath projects are still under-complex, focusing on one of the concepts depicted in 

Figure 1 at the expense of both other concepts and the always emergent interrelationships 

among concepts. Indeed, the concepts included in the figure should not be thought of as 

mutually exclusive. Their exact relationship is context dependent, just as is the degree of 

traumatic 

reenactment
forgetting

everyday life
reconciliation and 
peace processes

AFTERMATH-
AS-EVENT
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importance individual people may attach to any of them at any given point in time. Some 

concepts may overlap while others may be clearly separated from one another. The 

deliberate lack of arrows in the figure indicates that it is not possible to establish a priori the 

exact relationship among the concepts; however, in complex situations, the exact 

relationship cannot completely be established a posteriori either, as complex situations by 

definition defy complete understanding. Not all concepts will occur in every situation, and in 

many situations, concepts may be observed that are absent from the figure. 

 

Conclusions 

By moving from the event-as-aftermath to the aftermath-as-event, aftermath photography 

redefines the temporality of the event as it appears photographically. The aftermath-as-

event requires some distance to both the original, trauma-inducing event and its 

prolongation in the event-as-aftermath. As a building block for peace, such distance renders 

possible the emergence of new spaces of possibility for reconciliation and peacebuilding. 

Aftermath photography is a balancing act – acknowledging violence without reproducing it; 

showing suffering without reducing the subjects depicted to victims without agency; 

referencing past violence while also visualising paths to peace. Some photographers may fail 

while others succeed, but there is no universal standard for the success and failure of 

aftermath photography, and perhaps there can be no such standard. 

Rather than reducing the aftermath to seemingly simple but ultimately misleading visual 

narratives in terms of, for example, traumatic memories, peacebuilding or everydayness, a 

photography of the aftermath that follows complexity thinking refrains from visual 

simplification. It acknowledges both the complexity of the aftermath and the impossibility of 

representing it photographically in its entirety. Disaggregating the aftermath into two 

distinctive phases as suggested in this chapter – the event-as-aftermath and the aftermath-

as-event – while acknowledging overlap and movement in both directions (or stagnation in 

one phase) is an auxiliary tool to complexify both our understanding and the visual 

representation of the aftermath. However, complexity theory alerts us to the limits of 

disaggregation in complex situations (see Byrne and Callaghan 2023: 12). Ultimately, much 

more is going on during the aftermath than can be represented. That the aftermath is 
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complex also implies that the event-as-aftermath may already contain or anticipate 

elements of the aftermath-as-event and that the aftermath-as-event may retroactively 

affect the event-as-aftermath. 

A photography of the aftermath-as-event acknowledges that ‘“the past” of mass violence is 

never really past’ (Wale, Gobodo-Madikizela, and Prager 2020: 8) – in other words, the 

‘now-ness’ (Hoffman 2005: 54) of traumatic memories – but it also shows, or visually 

anticipates, peace or peaceful adjustments that are, to some extent, decoupled from the 

legacies of the past. The message that peace is possible even in adverse circumstances is an 

important one, all too often ignored in the media. However, the trajectory from war to its 

aftermath and from the aftermath of war to peace is a complex social process; its success is 

never guaranteed, and the event-as-aftermath may – visibly or invisibly – linger on even 

during the aftermath-as-event. 

Peace is more than the mere absence of large-scale physical force. Over time, many 

ingredients have been added to basic definitions of peace, including on the everyday level. 

Many people are not at peace as long as they feel visually misrepresented. Aftermath 

photographers may contribute to such misrepresentation just as anybody else using a 

photographic recording device to represent other people. However, adequate visual 

representation is not normally included even in extended understandings of peace. What 

qualifies as adequate representation is for the subjects depicted to decide, not for 

photographers or scholars. Hence the close cooperation between photographers and the 

subjects depicted in many aftermath projects. What matters, then, is the truth of the 

subjects depicted, and this is in accordance with photography’s evolution from 

verisimilitude to the photographer’s truth to, finally, the truth of the subjects depicted (see 

Thompson 2003). Positive peace photographs must show not only peacemakers but also the 

local people in conflict-affected societies for whom peace is being made. Participatory 

photography as peace photography offers many possibilities to directly involve local people 

in the production and dissemination of photographs – not as objects of the photography of 

others but as agents of their own image (see Bellmer, Fairey and Möller, forthcoming). 

Scholars can develop theoretically and empirically informed concepts with which such 

positive identification can potentially be achieved. The concept suggested in this chapter – 
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the aftermath-as-event – refers to the aftermath as an event in its own right and a building 

block to peace that can be visualised even if it does not show anything extraordinary. In 

societies with a violent past, the lack of the extraordinary may define the aftermath as an 

event. The step from the event-as-aftermath to the aftermath-as-event offers new 

perspectives for an aftermath photography that, rather than permanently looking back, 

includes a forward-looking perspective of peace or peace as a potentiality with which the 

subjects depicted may identify and from which they may benefit. 

 

 
1 The literature has tentatively identified ‘formal,’ ‘symbolic,’ ‘accompanying,’ ‘fragile,’ ‘minimalist,’ 
‘anticipatory’ and ‘mnemonic’ peace photographs (see Möller and Bellmer 2023, Table 1). 
2 The term is also used in connection with the consequences of natural or human-made disasters other than 
war, but this chapter focuses on post-war conditions and the transition to peace. 
3 The decisive moment references ‘the instantaneous identification of that which is worthy of a photograph 
and its transformation into a perfectly composed and aesthetically appealing image’ (Möller 2017: 328). 
4 For a typology of new forms of photographic representation emerging at the time and the lines of thought 
underlying them, see Bellmer and Möller (2022; 2023: 81–106). 
5 See, for example, Tate Modern’s exhibition CONFLICT ▪ TIME ▪ PHOTOGRAPHY, 26 November 2014 – 15 
March 2015. 
6 It is often difficult to define exactly when the aftermath starts. Photojournalists in the documentary tradition 
may therefore choose to depict the signing of peace accords and official celebrations of war’s end. While such 
photography may be useful in that it can be read as a ‘sign of momentum toward peace’ (Holbrooke 1999: 
139), it can also be profoundly misleading. For example, with the benefit of hindsight we know that 
photographs of the signing of the Arusha peace agreement, seemingly ending the civil war in Rwanda, did not 
document the transition from war to peace; just the opposite: in the aftermath of the civil war, genocide took 
place. 
7 Accordingly, Debbie Lisle (2011) addresses aftermath photography as ‘the Late Photography of War.’ 
8 If bodies still appear in the late photography of war, Roberts continues to explain, ‘their presence is 
absolutely incidental to the evidential force of the photograph, indeed, they are invariably there simply as 
markers of scale and of the “void” produced by bombing, or of the devastating impact of natural disasters’ 
(2014: 108). 
9 For the ‘long history’ of such melancholic, ‘elegiac and mournful photography,’ see Roberts (2014: 107). 
10 In this context, the literature on post-conflict hauntings seems relevant, too, as it deals with ‘the haunting 
power of histories of mass violence,’ transmitted through memories and traumas and maintained through 
political, social, and economic structures – ‘an intertwining of the psychic and the material’ (Wale, Gobodo-
Madikizela, and Prager 2020: 1, 3). 
11 Digitisation makes the visualisation of pre-memory possible by artificially connecting people with things that 
happened before they were born. 
12 In the context of post-genocide Rwanda, it has been shown that mothers also transfer to the next 
generation the healing experience resulting from social therapy and conversational life history reconstruction 
thus sharing with their children diverse coping strategies and improving the mother–child relationship. While 
the children contribute to such improvement by means of inquisitiveness (in appropriate moments), 
knowledge of the genocide and their mothers’ experiences also burdens them. It replaces their search for 
truth with a ‘struggle to give meaning to what they learned’ ((Kagoyire, Vysma, and Richters 2020: 235). 
Through ‘empathic identification’ (p. 248), it may also make them ‘re-experienc[e] something that was never 
experienced in the first place, because it took place before [they were] born’ (p. 241). And in response to such 
re-experience (or postmemory), the children (now young adults) may exhibit the same behaviour (silence and 
anger) towards their own children that their mothers had shown towards them. 
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13 The 1994 genocide in Rwanda, for example, aimed at the complete extermination of the targeted group and 
people associated with it (see Des Forges 2002) but material objects did survive. 
14 Here, aftermath photography joins hands with forensic photography, another relatively new form of 
photographic representation aimed to witness atrocity and to serve as evidence in criminal tribunals. 


