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Chapter 14

The Surface and the Soul: 
Purpose and Politics of the 
Terrorist Mugshot
Anne Hege Simonsen, Associate Professor, Department of Journalism 
and Media Studies, Oslo and Akershus University College of Applied 
Sciences, Norway

When terror strikes, the terrorist is more often than not portrayed in a mugshot, an 
ID-like photograph with references to police mugshots as well as the passport ID. This 
has developed into the common iconography where modern terrorists are concerned. 
But how are we supposed to perceive this visual statement from the media? Is the mug-
shot a portrait of an individual or a category of anti-social criminals? Through the case 
of Anis Amri, the Tunisian who drove a stolen truck into a Christmas market in Berlin 
on December 2016, this article discusses the genealogy of the terrorist mugshot. It evokes 
the legacy of the physiognomic tradition in photography, as well as the history of the 
photographic portrait. It further discusses the agency of the photographic frame in the 
wake of terror and other dramatic events, and asks what the media gain and lose by 
adhering to this visual convention.
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Introduction
On 19 December 2016, Anis Amri became the most wanted man in Europe for 
a few short days. The young Tunisian had driven a stolen truck into a packed 
Christmas market in Berlin, killing 12 and maiming more than 50 people. 
Within hours, his face was in every newspaper, on every news web page and on 
every television screen. His individual physiognomic features were on display 
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for anyone to see. Yet there was something generic about this exposure, as 
if  Amri’s individual features were just a minor modification of the mod-
ern  terrorist-as-archetype: a young man of Middle Eastern descent. On 
23 December, Amri was shot dead by Italian police and his face quickly disap-
peared from the news.

Amri’s trajectory through life may have ended there, but his face has been 
added to the steadily building terrorist hall of notoriety. He was not the most 
famous, his crime not the most cunning. In several respects, he was a nobody, 
and thus easily forgotten by all who were not directly harmed by his actions. In 
this chapter, I will nevertheless use his story as a point of departure to discuss 
and develop Mette Mortensen’s concept of the photographed face as a sym-
bolic battlefield, exposing the often ambiguous fault lines between the indi-
vidual as a private person and a political citizen (Mortensen, 2012, p.13).

When the media publishes an ID (or, ID-like) photograph, it may at first 
glance seem like a case of individual exposure. Yet, the physical shape and 
form of such photographs contribute to the shaping of a distinct and recogniz-
able terrorist iconography. Regardless of the face filling the frame, and regard-
less of the origin of the actual photograph, the visual form of the terrorist 
mugshot has become a familiar and easily understandable image, drawing, as 
Mortensen points out, on visual references such as the automatically generated 
ID photo and the police mugshot. It is, of course, not the only way to visualize 
terrorists, but it may seem as if this particular visual language is reserved for 
society’s most prominent social outcasts. But why do the media frame terror-
ists in this particular manner? How do these seemingly authorless portraits 
perform differently from other photographic portraits in the media? What is 
the purpose and politics of such apparently straightforward and artistically not 
very challenging depictions? While Mortensen elaborates the genealogy and 
multifaceted use of the ID photograph at large, my focus is limited to the ter-
rorist mugshot’s exposure in the news media. As Kress and van Leeuwen 
pointed out as early as in 1996, the newspaper (or digital web) page is not 
primarily a stage where the photograph is allowed to perform, but should be 
considered a semiotic space where numerous entangled relations simultane-
ously restrict and enable the way it performs. The processes behind such 
entanglements are sometimes labelled manipulation, but I will consciously 
avoid such language because it connotes a level of consciousness that is not 
necessarily relevant. To communicate quickly and efficiently the media play 
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with whatever tropes and conventions that work, or are available to them. It 
goes without saying that shortcuts and simplifications are part of these pro-
cesses, still I believe it is interesting to investigate how, and at what expense, a 
visual convention is formed.

Anis Amri’s faces
“Every person’s story is written plainly on his face, though not everyone can 
read it.” This quote is attributed to the German photographer August Sander, 
one of the founding fathers of modern portrait photography. Sander worked in 
the 1930’s and his aim was to create a catalogue of the German people in the 
Weimar republic (Clarke, 1992). To him, physiognomy meant an understand-
ing of human nature. As quoted in Clarke:

We know that people are formed by light and air, their inherited traits, and their 
actions, and that we recognise people and distinguish one from another by their 
appearance. We can tell from appearance the work someone does or does not do; we 
can read in his face whether he is happy or troubled, for life unavoidably leaves its 
trace there (ibid., p. 71).

When Anis Amri ran from the crime scene in Berlin, German police 
released two ID photos of him that were reproduced by European media 
(fig. 14.1). His ID had been found in the stolen lorry he used to crash into the 
Christmas market, and it later turned out that Amri had been under police 
surveillance until he disappeared a few months before he effectuated his 
crime (e.g. The Telegraph, 23.12.2016). These photographs were not meant to 
represent Amri as a person, but to identify the physical traits of a criminal 
fugitive. The media all over Europe used them. Yet, in the spirit of Sander, 
there is something to be learned from these photos. First, there is the obvious 
physical similarity between the two mugshots. The nose, the mouth and the 
rounded chin spell likeness. Second, and more interestingly, the person in 
the two images seems very different. The man on the left keeps his hair short, 
he has fancy glasses and his gaze may seem a little arrogant. The man to the 
right looks haggard, his hair is in disarray, he has shadows under his eyes, 
and he looks tired and maybe disillusioned. The two images obviously show 
the same man, but do they show the same person? Might his personality have 
changed over the years?
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Figure 14.1. Images of Anis Amri released by German police. Source: Agderposten, Norway, 23. 

December 2016. Facsimile reproduced in accordance with the Norwegian Copyright Act.
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We do not know very much about Amri’s life, but a compilation of several 
media sources tell us that he left Tunisia in the aftermath of the Arab spring, in 
2011 (e.g. BBC World, The Telegraph, VG.no, all from 23.12.2016). Some sug-
gest he had already been involved in minor criminal activities and that he may 
have wanted to escape Tunisian authorities. We know that he was 19 at the 
time he left his family; from interviews with his siblings it appears that he 
occasionally drank alcohol and that his dream was to make enough money to 
“buy a car and start a business”. He entered Italy at Lampedusa, arriving ille-
gally by boat, and in October the same year he was arrested for trying to set fire 
to a refugee reception centre. The circumstances behind this action are not 
clear, but he was sentenced to four years in jail. According to Italian authori-
ties, he did not behave well in prison. He had a reputation for being a bully, 
although not a particularly religious one. When he drove his stolen truck into 
the Berlin Christmas market, he had been released from prison for about one 
year, and he had moved to Germany where he applied for asylum in the wake 
of the refugee crisis in the Mediterranean. This was denied and at the time of 
his crime he was facing expulsion.

One of his brothers stated to the media that there were no signs that Anis 
Amri was about to commit violence. Another brother, however, claimed that 
prison had changed him. “He went into prison with one mentality and when 
he came out he had a totally different mentality,” he said to the BBC. Then he 
denounced his brother: “He doesn’t represent us or our family” (BBC World, 
23.12.2016).

The family further released their own photograph of Amri to the press 
(fig. 14.2). In this picture, he is visibly younger, more slender and he looks less 
certain of himself, like someone who does not like being photographed. His 
eyes meet the camera straight on, but his mouth is half open and a little twisted, 
as if he is about to say something or is considering a faint smile. But he also has 
a more open, attentive appearance; partly due to his half open mouth. This 
photo is not dated, but must have been taken before Amri left Tunisia.

Even a fourth photograph was circulated (fig. 14.3). It shows the young man 
in a tank top, displaying bulging shoulder muscles and sporting something 
that may look like a faint smile. The image is taken from below; it may actually 
be a smart phone selfie, to include not only the body but also the folded black 
cloth in a triangle shape with Arabic gold letters on the wall behind him, prob-
ably a quote from the Qu’ran.



334

chap ter 14

This image includes more detail and as a case of self-representation it sug-
gests that Amri wished to be remembered as a jihadist. Passport style photo-
graphs have a more limited purpose. They only register the physiognomic 
features, and are supposed to be void of emotions or other signs of personality. 
Interestingly, the photographs that are supposed to represent our truest self on 
our most important personal documents reveal very little about us, apart from 
the most prominent physical features. As Mortensen states (2012, p. 177), the 
security aspect in passport photographs is based solely on the relation between 
image and body, and a supposed correspondence between the two. Yet, it is 
illusory in today’s globalized society to assume that a person’s identity stays 
fixed when the body is mobile (ibid., p. 178). Actually, it is ancient knowledge 
that this relation is far from stable. Even Louis Bertillon, one of the founding 
fathers of physiognomy realised that resemblance is a fluid category somewhere 
between physical correspondence (the geometry of the face) and physiognomic 
correspondence (the face as an emblem of the character/type) (ibid., p. 265).

Together, Amri’s faces document a change, from young man to adulthood. 
They might also document his transition from petty criminal to jihadist, but 
they do not provide enough information for us to be able to connect the dots. 
What happened to the young Anis’ dreams and ambitions is, however, a 

Figure 14.2. Anis Amri as a young man. Photo released to the media by his family. Source: VG, 23 

December 2016. Facsimile reproduced in accordance with the Norwegian Copyright Act.
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question not only of academic (or human) interest, it may also be considered 
relevant from a security angle. It makes a significant political difference if we 
choose to understand Amri as inherently evil, if we blame his Christmas mar-
ket terror act on potential Islamist radical forces he met in prison or after, or if 
we bear in mind that the obviously harsh confrontation with the European 
border regime in Italy may have been a catalyst in this young man’s life.

It should be noted that to be open to such questions is not to relieve Amri or 
other terrorists of the responsibility for their actions. It is rather to acknowl-
edge that a personality is not something that develops in a vacuum, and that 

Figure 14.3. Anis Amri representing himself as a jihadist. Source: Dagbladet, 23 December 2016. Facsimile 

reproduced in accordance with the Norwegian Copyright Act.



336

chap ter 14

even extreme actions have relational aspects. The media’s choice of imagery, 
however, signals to the public that we are not going to go down that road.

The surface and the soul
In this article, I choose to discuss the terrorist mugshot as a portrait, simply 
because it displays a person’s face. But how does it differ from other portraits in 
the media? To answer this question it is worth taking a brief look at the history 
of the portrait. Central to this discussion is the heritage from the physiognomic 
works of Johann Caspar Lavater and his The art of knowing man by means of 
physiognomy from 1783. This was a pivotal work in the European history of 
ideas and it came to influence (among other things) our understanding of cer-
tain aspects of the photographic portrait. Lavater saw physiognomy as a way to 
systematically decode human nature. As an example, he believed that the shape 
of the eyes could reveal genius. According to Mortensen, Lavater was not as 
certain about his theories as it may appear from modern historical accounts, and 
he was also contested in his own time. Yet, with the advent of photography in the 
early 1800s his thoughts were revitalised in particular in police work, physical 
anthropology and colonial thought, because the mechanical photograph was 
considered a superhuman documentary tool (Mortensen, 2012, p. 38–43).

As Sigrid Lien points out, the belief in physiognomy as a science in its own 
right also came to influence the art world, in particular the modernist portrait 
with its ambition to unravel a person’s authentic self (1998, p. 24). Photography 
played an influential role in this development, because of the photograph’s 
ability to record the human body accurately. In art, however, the focus gradu-
ally shifted away from this fascination for the surface and was replaced by the 
idea of the human self as something hidden, something that needed uncover-
ing in a more complex manner. According to photography critic John Tagg: 
“The portrait is […] a sign whose purpose is both the description of an indi-
vidual and the inscription of social identity” (1988, p. 37). Little by little, the 
understanding of the portrait as a representation not only of the object in front 
of the camera, but also the person behind it, emerged.

Today’s photojournalistic portraits belong to this latter category. We may 
distinguish between type portraits and psychological portraits (Lien, 1998, 
p. 24–51), but the portrait is probably the photojournalistic genre where the 
distinction between art and journalism is the most blurred. Several 
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photojournalists are conscious and deliberate about leaving their personal 
mark on their portraits, as auteurs or even artists. The ID-portrait, on the 
other hand, is where the physiognomic tradition has survived. Also, physi-
cal features are almost overstated in such photos, thus creating a deficit of 
meaning left for the spectator to fill. Returning to Mortensen’s study, she 
makes a point about the ID photograph being without an author. The lack 
of an interpreting agent behind the lens has provided the ID photo with its 
aura of “true objectivity” when it comes to representing the person in front 
of the lens. It is worth noting, however, that the ID photo does not really 
transcend other contextual cultural codes, it has become a cultural code in 
its own right.

Terrorism as a battle of images
With more and more biometric technology available, the days of the ID photo 
may very well be numbered as a favoured guarantor of a person’s identity. In 
the media, however, this photographic genre is not likely to become obsolete 
any time soon. On the contrary, the ID-like photo resembles a so-called 
“kinder egg”, providing one solution to three different problems. It identifies a 
perpetrator, it symbolically contains him/her in a visual form that spells devi-
ancy and, as Lashmar (2014) points out, it humiliates the deviant other in a 
way that is calming and satisfactory to the public.

As a general rule, the role of the (Western) media changes when faced with 
major dramatic events that may tear society’s fabric apart (e.g. Dayan and Katz, 
1992; Kitch, 2000; Sumiala, 2013; Simonsen, 2015). Terror attacks belong to 
this category. Instead of contributing to rupture, it becomes vital for the media 
to perform damage control, to contain danger and insecurities, and to frame 
events in a way that signals that society, as we know it, is still in place and that 
the forces behind the attack can be controlled. Critical journalism kicks in in 
the later phases, when order has been restored. In the first phases it is more 
common for the media to concentrate on comforting the community, often by 
invoking easily understandable stereotypes of the deviant other.

In the case of terror attacks, visual strategies are particularly interesting as 
terrorism is usually strongly iconoclastic (e.g. Mitchell, 2005). Whether they 
are religiously motivated or not, what distinguishes terrorists from other mur-
derers is that they kill people-as-symbols, while most killers have a personal 



338

chap ter 14

relationship to their individual victims. Al Qaida did not target individual 
people working at the World Trade Center in 2001, their aim was to hit power-
ful representations of American supremacy, global capitalism and the (con-
spiratory) idea of Jewish world leadership. When the Islamic State (IS) 
beheaded James Foley in 2014 they were more concerned about the symbolic 
effect of killing an American journalist than who Foley was as a person. It 
should be noted, however, that strategic targeting of victims is nothing new in 
warfare, and it is not exclusive for Islamic terrorists. To the Norwegian right 
wing terrorist Anders Behring Breivik, it did not matter so much who was 
present at Utøya youth camp on July 22, 2011. He cared more about their 
Labour Party politics, their interest in multiculturalism, feminism and human-
ism, than their individual identities (e.g. Borchgrevink, 2012; Simonsen, 2015). 
Terrorism may thus be blind and arbitrary, but terrorist acts are seldom devoid 
of emblematic meaning.

From this angle, the terrorist mugshot may be read as a symbolic counter 
attack. In this form and shape, the terrorist is identified, but simultaneously 
reduced to a poster character. According to Mortensen, this legacy was accen-
tuated in its modern form by the massive suicide attacks on 11 September in 
2001 where 19 Al Qaida jihadists crashed two hijacked passenger airplanes 
into the World Trade Center in New York, a third into the Pentagon and a 
fourth, meant for targets in Washington DC, ended in a field in Pennsylvania. 
The media printed their ID photos side by side and, according to Mortensen, 
there is a certain irony in the fact that the same portraits that secured the ter-
rorists entrance into the US were the ones the media used to distinguish them 
as outsiders. One by one, each terrorist did not look deviant, and research has 
shown that they were actually conscious about not drawing any unwanted 
attention from border authorities. With their shaved chins and short hair, 
these 19 young men basically corresponded to American authorities’ physiog-
nomic ideas about what a good citizen should look like (Mortensen, 2012, p. 
173–177). Yet, as a group, these images shaped the visual stereotype of the 
modern terrorist, based on what they had in common; their gender, age and 
(more or less visible) ethnicity.

The media did have access to other photographs, but still preferred the ID 
photos. Mortensen explains this partly with reference to the visual legacy of 
the “Wanted Dead or Alive” posters in US popular culture, particularly 
American Western movies, but also to the ID photograph’s many 
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similarities to the police mugshot. The ID photo thus symbolically merged 
the police’s formal registration of a criminal’s physical appearance with the 
Wanted Poster’s not very subtle insinuations about the vile criminal person-
ality. One may even argue that the form has become the emblem and thus 
more important than the content in these cases. In later terror attacks, real 
ID photos have not always been accessible. In such cases, it has not been 
uncommon to crop portraits and to adjust their frames so that they look 
ID-like. In this way, the same effect is accomplished, and a similar visual 
statement is provided.

Offending and non-offending images
We know from the literature that the murderer is the ultimate “other”, and 
the more horrid the actions, the more the killer must be separated from soci-
ety’s “us”. As John Taylor notes, “Murder is essentially uncivil” (1998, p. 125). 
Concerning media images of murderers, it is not new that they are presented 
in headshots (e.g. police mugshots, entering or leaving a trial or private snap-
shots). According to Taylor, this is another remnant of the nineteenth cen-
tury physiognomic fascination for the relation between inner evil and its 
outward features:

Killers’ faces still stand for “evil”, as if killing is foretold in the shape or tilt of the head, 
or leaves its mark on brows or eyes. But these photographic revelations appear only 
after the events of murder detection or conviction (ibid., p. 116).

The terrorist is the worst of criminals. Criminal actions, and in particular 
terrorism, make the criminal less entitled to a soul, and as a consequence they 
are less entitled to a true portrait, exploring their personality and psychology. 
The terrorist mugshot thus becomes part of their symbolic punishment. As 
pointed out by Foucault, crime, spectacle and punishment are historically 
interconnected, and public humiliation often constitutes part of the punitive 
process (Lashmar, 2014, p. 66). We may ponder a terrorist’s human capacities, 
but in the wake of a brutal attack on innocent people, mostly as an anomaly. 
The ID photo coldly and mechanically focuses on a person’s surface, and as 
such it is reductive, compared to other types of portraits. This reductionist 
process is part of the punishment as it reduces the complexity of the perpetra-
tor’s person-hood.
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If the media act differently, they risk offending their public. This was the case 
in Norway in 2011, after the terror attacks in Oslo and Utøya, where the 
Norwegian right wing terrorist Anders Behring Breivik killed 77 people in a 
few hours. When his identity was known, there was no ID photo of him, apart 
from an airbrushed version on his Facebook profile. The media had to choose 
between the staged and idolized images he had left in his so-called political 
manifesto and a snapshot of him in a police car photographed a few days later. 
In this photo, he sports a curious Mona Lisa smile and it looks as if he is pleased 
to be photographed. The Norwegian news media, and in particular the tabloid 
Dagbladet, used this picture again and again to the growing anger of the public 
(Simonsen, 2015, p. 214–255). Several people complained that showing Breivik’s 
face was equivalent to promoting his ideology, and part of the audience launched 
a campaign against newspapers showing his face on the front page. They turned 
the papers in the newspaper stands with their backs to the public, as if they 
could punish the terrorist by way of punishing the newspapers.

The photograph of Breivik’s face was a case of what the iconologist WJT 
Mitchell calls ‘offending images’ where the image seems to be “transparently 
and immediately linked to what it represents” (2005, p. 127). According to 
Mitchell, people often respond to images instinctively rather than rationally 
and imbue them with magical thinking. When people react physically to an 
image (like destroying them, mutilating them or turning from them), they 
react as if the image may experience whatever is done to it, as if it is what it 
represents. Mitchell further states that people respond to offending images as 
if the image was a pseudo-person:

…the image possesses a kind of vital, living character that makes it capable of feeling 
what is done to it. It is not merely a transparent medium for communicating a mes-
sage, but something like an animated, living thing, an object with feelings, intentions, 
desires, and agency (ibid.).

For some, Breivik’s face was thus not properly contained. Whether the clas-
sic terrorist mugshot would have been more acceptable is, of course, hard to 
know. Breivik was Norwegian, blue-eyed and homegrown. He did not fit the 
established terrorist typology simply because he threatened society from the 
inside, and not from the outside. An ID photo may not have been enough to 
symbolically reduce and control him. With immigrant or foreign-born terror-
ists this process seems much more automatic and tacit.
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The communal reflex and the ultimate other
What, then, is the purpose of the terrorist mugshot? According to art historian 
Michael Baxandall (1985), any image (or visual artefact or product for that mat-
ter) is the answer to a question. Somebody produced it and/or displayed it in a 
certain manner within a certain context for a reason, no matter how seemingly 
insignificant it may be. In Baxandall’s wording this creates a “pattern of inten-
tion” that the analyst may explore. To find the correct question is not a straight-
forward process, since cultural production consists of entangled matters, and is 
continuously in transit and transition (see e.g. Svasek, 2007). Baxandall devel-
oped a method where he looks at three intertwined levels that he has labelled 
charge, brief and troc. Put in a rather simplified way, the charge refers to the 
overall purpose of the product, or even the family of products. One could claim 
that the intention of news photography is to convey timely visual material 
appropriate to the journalistic situation (e.g. Simonsen, 2015, p. 38–40). This 
transcends photojournalism, since plenty of news images were never photo-
graphed by a photojournalist, nor commissioned by a newsdesk. Yet we may 
deduce that an image we find in the news is considered newsworthy, and that it 
fulfils one or more of photography’s classic roles within news journalism, as 
illustration, documentation or proof. The charge behind the terrorist mugshot, 
then, is that it provides some element that suits the journalistic convention 
labelled as news, and that media audiences will understand it as such.

The brief asks for a closer scrutiny of the circumstances that justify a con-
crete image in a concrete situation. In this case, the terrorist mugshot answers 
to the need to document the features of the antagonist’s face. This need has 
several layers. While Anis Amri was on the run, the police investigation and 
the different authorities searching for him, of course justified the image. But 
there are also other needs involved. As humans, we have a deep psychological 
need to identify potential and real threats, and as media consumers we need to 
be informed (e.g. Shoemaker, 1996). As mentioned above, when it comes to 
dealing with an abrupt crisis, like a terrorist attack, the media play a soothing 
and repairing role in the initial stages. In this context, the ID-like photos seem 
to signal control over the situation, containment of the perpetrator as well as 
symbolic banishment.

To understand why this is, we have to search within what Baxandall calls 
troc, which corresponds to a broader context of culture and ideology, and 
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their conventions. In this particular case, the aesthetic conventions at play 
provide an interesting set of paradoxes that may help us deepen our under-
standing of the mugshot’s purpose on a larger cultural scene. I have already 
mentioned some active elements of the genealogy of the modern terrorist 
mugshot: the physiognomic heritage and the legacy of September 11th in cre-
ating a modern terrorist iconography. I also suggested that the frame (under-
stood as shape and form, not the process of framing a news story) plays a 
central role as the prime visual convention. We know from the literature that 
the frame is a vital element in photographic agency. To quote Hariman and 
Lucaites on the subject:

Framing […] whether by the theatrical stage or the rectangular boundaries of any 
photo, marks the work as a special selection of reality that acquires greater intensity 
than the flow of experience before and after it. As they are framed, photos become 
marked as special acts of display (Hariman and Lucaites, 2007, p. 31).

Hariman and Lucaites study photography as icons of public culture and thus 
as a means to define the relationship between citizens and the state. Their focus 
is on photojournalistic images, but I would suggest that even the apparently 
authorless terrorist mugshots are interesting in this respect. According to what 
I suggested above, that the terrorist mugshot is a way to symbolically punish, 
reduce and contain the terrorist, it is the frame, not the face, that is the active 
agent. It is the frame that creates the theatrical effect and the frame is not with-
out an author; it is an editorial tool of high efficiency.

As a telling example, let’s look at a Norwegian front page showing the so-
called “terror brothers” Said and Cherif Kouachi, responsible for the massacre 
of 12 cartoonists and journalists at the French satirical newspaper Charlie 
Hebdo in January 2015 (fig. 14.4).

Both images have been highlighted with a thick, black frame, much thicker 
than the ordinary picture frame. This accentuates the images’ status as terror-
ist mugshots and is confirmed by the headline (“The Terror Brothers”). What 
is particularly interesting in this case is that the sub-headings underneath the 
images invite us to read about the men’s childhood, their youth and radicali-
sation. The photographs, on the other hand, have already locked them into 
one particular interpretation that will affect whatever the text may tell us. 
This is theoretically interesting because it turns Roland Barthes’ observation 



343

the surface and t he soul :  purp ose and p ol it ic s  of  the terroris t  mug shot

about how the rational, unilinear text anchors the multivocal and polysemic 
image upside down (Barthes, 1964). Barthes is one of the most influential 
photo theorists, and one of his main claims in his early investigation of pho-
tography was that text anchors and “violates” the polysemy of the image. 
However, the linguistic violence Barthes describes as imposed on the photo 
seems not to apply in cases like this. On the contrary, these images anticipate 
and anchor the text.

Another theoretically interesting point is that it is the frame that imbues the 
image with a kind of “repressive” agency. The frame has robbed the original 
photograph of its potential polysemy, and the image is left with repeating only 
one thing: “Look, these are terrorist faces.”

The mugshot as anti-portrait
Maybe the terrorist mugshot should rather be seen as an anti-portrait than a 
portrait. The mugshot, whatever its origin, invokes, through the frame, the aes-
thetics of the photo booth image. It is a response to what Mortensen calls “a 
portrait hunger” that develops in the wake of a dramatic event, because we need 
to know who did it. Yet, the preferred iconography is reductionist, stripping 
the perpetrator of individuality. As mentioned above, this is an understandable 
response, but it comes at a price.

Even if they may share some commonalities, every crime is unique. There 
is no evidence to suggest that Anis Amri carried any personal grudge 
against anyone present at the market he crashed into in Berlin. The target 
must thus be understood symbolically, as an act of iconoclasm, linking him 
to other acts of terrorism. But he was also a person, and it would have been 
interesting to know how Amri interpreted the Berlin Christmas market as a 
symbol. His act may be interpreted in religious terms, since Christmas is a 
Christian holiday and Amri was a Muslim, or sociologically, as an attack on 
a society that explicitly did not want him. Or it might have been a combina-
tion. We may never know the full story, yet it does matter why people do 
what they do. In any court case, motive is vital to understanding the logic 
behind a crime. Understanding the “why” is not to excuse, but it may serve 
to prevent further criminal activity of the same kind. To do so, we need 
more images, not less.
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Conclusions
In this article, I have tried to untangle some of the codes and paradoxes that 
become apparent when we begin to investigate the terrorist mugshot, the way it 
is used and its aesthetic genealogies. It is a portrait, yet not. It denotes a fellow 
human being, yet not. As mentioned in the introduction, the ID-like mugshot 

Figure 14.4. Photographs of the Kouachi brothers, highlighted as terrorist mugshots by a thick, black 

frame. Facsimile of the Norwegian tabloid VG, 9 January 2015. Facsimile reproduced in accordance with 

the Norwegian Copyright Act.
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has become a favoured iconography for depicting modern terrorists. It has 
become a visual convention, a trope, and maybe a cliché. It does not tell us much 
about the terrorist as a person. We, the society, need it for other purposes.

News photography is supposed to talk to the public as citizens, and to pro-
vide us with relevant visual information (e.g. Hariman and Lucaites, 2007). In 
this respect, what Baxandall calls the charge is identical for all journalistic 
images, whether they are the product of a photojournalist or a layout person 
on the newsdesk adding a particular frame to a young man’s face. To under-
stand the politics of publishing news images it may be worthwhile to note that 
the terrorist mugshot has at least one thing in common with other portraits. 
The similarity is that the photographic representation (frame included) does 
not belong to the person in the picture, but to society. This is not always evi-
dent. Ariella Azoulay has written interestingly about how Florence Owens 
Thompson, the woman depicted in Dorothea Lange’s iconic “Migrant Mother”, 
felt misrepresented by it. To Lange, the photograph described the harsh condi-
tions for US migrant workers in the 1930’s, but Mrs. Thompson saw in it some-
one that was not her and subsequently tried to have the photograph put out of 
circulation. To paraphrase photo theorist John Roberts, Thompson failed to 
recognize “how this image of herself (not herself) has entered world history, 
and thus now functions well beyond her own control, or anybody else’s, as a 
space for the reconstruction of historical consciousness” (Roberts, 2014, p. 7).

Lange’s photo was a photojournalistic piece, openly and unambiguously pub-
lished as a political commentary. The terrorist mugshot has no identifiable author 
and its political tendency is tacit, as expressions of power often are. To compare 
these photographs may thus seem like a case of apples and pears, but the point 
here is not the content of the images, but the politics of how and why photographs 
are put on display. It is to remind us that ultimately, news journalism relates to 
ideas regarding “the greater good”, democracy and the needs of society.

To return to the framing of Anis Amri, we see that the ID photographs 
minimize empathy with the perpetrator as an affective option. We may be 
interested in his motives, but not in his individual psychology. It is always 
easier to seek refuge in stereotypes (e.g. “the foreign villain in Europe”) than 
to embark on the more complicated journey of analysing whether or not his 
character was shaped in relation to his experiences in Europe. As argued 
above, the modern terrorist iconography not only identifies a criminal, it 
helps us to symbolically contain evil. As such it contributes to dodging the 
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epistemological claims on news journalism; the who’s, what’s, when’s and 
why’s. However, in today’s complex and entangled reality, there might be a 
need to address the terrorist mugshot as an epistemological problem: When 
we visually group a multitude of individuals within the same frame, we sym-
bolically make Tunisian migrants (Amri), frustrated young men from 
Europe’s urban centre’s suburbs (the Paris perpetrators in 2015) and upper 
middle class Saudis (Mohammed Atta and his September 11th co-terrorists) 
one and the same. The problem is that even if the mugshot corresponds to 
the immediate need of the public in the direct aftermath of an abrupt crisis, 
this politics of the visual may also easily develop into intellectual laziness. It 
is not wrong for the news media to use rapidly understandable forms, but we 
need to follow up with more complex material to better investigate the 
underlying causes of the problem. More challenging imagery should be part 
of this process.

References
Barthes, R. (1977). Image, Music Text. London: Fontana press.
Baxandall, M. (1985). Patterns of Intention. On the Historical Explanation of Pictures. 

London: Yale University Press.
Clarke, G. (1992). Portrait in Photography. London: Reaction Books.
Dayan, D. & Katz, E. (1992). Media Events: The Live Broadcasting of History. Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press.
Hariman R. & Lucaites, J. L. (2007). No Caption Needed: Iconic Photographs, Public 

Culture, and Liberal Democracy. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Kress, G. & Van Leeuwen, T. (1996). Reading Images: The Grammar of Visual Design. 

London: Routledge.
Kitch, C. (2000). ‘A News of Feeling as well as Facts’. Mourning and Memorial in 

American News Magazines. Journalism, 1(2), 171–195. http://dx.doi.
org/10.1177/146488490000100202

Lashmar, P. (2014). How to Humiliate and Shame: A Reporter’s Guide to the Power of the 
Mugshot. Social Semiotics 24(1), 56–87, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10350330.2013.8273
58

Lien, S. (1998). “Slap-dash” og sterke bilder. En studie i punk- og postpunkperiodens 
portrettestetikk. PhD dissertation. University of Bergen.

Mitchell, J. W. T. (2005). What Do Pictures Want? The Lives and Loves of Images. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press.

Mortensen, M. (2012). Kampen om ansigtet. Fotografi og identification. Copenhagen: 
Københavns universitet. Museum Tusculanums Forlag.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10350330.2013.827358
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10350330.2013.827358


347

the surface and t he soul :  purp ose and p ol it ic s  of  the terroris t  mug shot

Sumiala, J. (2013). Media and Ritual: Death, Community and Everyday Life. London, New 
York: Routledge.

Svašek, M. (2007). Anthropology, Art and Cultural Production. London: Pluto Press.
Roberts, J. (2014). Photography and Its Violations. New York: Columbia University Press.
Shoemaker, P. (1996). Hardwired for News: Using Biological and Cultural Evolution to 

Explain the Surveillance Function. Journal of Communication, 46(3), 32–47. http://
dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.1996.tb01487.x

Simonsen, A. H. (2015). Tragediens bilder. Et prosessuelt perspektiv på nyhetsfotografier fra 
22 juli. PhD dissertation. University of Bergen.

Tagg, J. (1988). The Burden of Presentation. Essays on Photographies and Histories. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Taylor, J. (1998). Body Horror: Photojournalism, Catastrophe and War. Manchester: 
Manchester University Press.


