
Communication, Society and Media 
ISSN 2576-5388 (Print) ISSN 2576-5396 (Online) 

Vol. 7, No. 2, 2024 

www.scholink.org/ojs/index.php/csm 

118 

 

Original Paper 

How Photojournalism Avoids Visual Violence 

Lu hanxin
1*

 

1 
Sichuan University, Sichuan, Chengdu, China 

* 
Lu hanxin, Sichuan University, Sichuan, Chengdu, China 

 

Received: July 27, 2024         Accepted: August 5, 2024        Online Published: August 15, 2024 

doi:10.22158/csm.v7n2p118                     URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.22158/csm.v7n2p118 

 

Abstract 

Photojournalism stands as one of the primary means of visual communication, wielding a profound 

social impact. It serves not only as a recorder of events but also as a catalyst for evoking public 

sentiment. However, in the pursuit of maximizing news value, many images have sparked considerable 

societal debate due to their depiction of violence. This so-called “visual violence” can not only 

psychologically impact audiences but also incite moral discussions within society. The emergence of 

visual violence is often intended to capture attention, enhance media click-through rates, and boost 

visibility, yet this practice can, to a certain extent, overlook the psychological resilience and moral 

boundaries of the audience. Thus, how to avoid visual violence in photojournalism has become a 

critical issue that the modern news industry must confront. 
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1. Introduction 

With the rapid advancement of news media, the prominence of visual imagery in journalism has 

steadily increased. However, an overemphasis on visual impact has led to an influx of sensationalist 

images across various media platforms, resulting in what is termed “visual violence”. Visual violence 

encompasses not only the direct depiction of violent images but also those that may provoke discomfort 

or emotional upheaval in viewers. As news photographers capture the realities of the world, they must 

also bear responsibility for the potential societal effects of their work. When images transcend mere 

information dissemination to become instruments influencing public psyche, visual violence emerges. 

While news photography serves to reveal the truth, it also bears the duty of safeguarding the audience’s 

emotional and psychological well-being, rather than merely pursuing shock value. To prevent the 

proliferation of visual violence, media professionals must adhere to stricter ethical scrutiny and 

professional standards regarding image usage to avoid unnecessary societal harm. 
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2. Concept and Characterization of Visual Violence 

Visual violence refers to the phenomenon in news photography where images, through their depiction 

of violence, bloodshed, or extreme situations, impose a profound psychological impact or discomfort 

upon the audience. This form of violence is not merely reflected in the content of the image itself but is 

also embodied in the emotions and values conveyed by the image. Visual violence often employs 

intense realism or deliberate exaggeration to place the audience in a passive position, compelling them 

to confront brutal realities and thereby inducing psychological tension, fear, or even numbness. Visual 

violence is characterized by several prominent features. Firstly, it exerts a profound emotional shock. 

Such images frequently contain overt elements of violence, such as scenes of war, disaster, or crime, 

with the aim of enhancing the news appeal by eliciting strong emotional responses from the viewers 

(Lucaites & Hariman, 2001). Secondly, this form of violence often transcends the actual requirements 

of the event, becoming a tool for emotional manipulation. In the pursuit of “truth”, news images may 

selectively present or excessively magnify certain details with the intent of provoking specific 

emotional reactions in the audience. Finally, visual violence is frequently accompanied by moral 

dilemmas. Photographers capturing reality may face conflicts between ethical standards and 

professional integrity: whether to present the truth as it is or to consider the psychological tolerance of 

the audience. Visual violence is not merely a matter of “violent imagery” but represents a deeper level 

of emotional manipulation, involving a profound understanding of the audience’s psychology and 

moral responsibility. When an image transcends the mere facts of the news and becomes a means of 

inciting emotions, visual violence is thus created. Avoiding visual violence is crucial not only for 

protecting the audience but also for upholding the objectivity and fairness of journalism. For news 

photographers, understanding and preventing the intrusion of visual violence is key to fulfilling social 

responsibility and professional ethics. 

 

3. Problem Analysis 

3.1 Overpresentation of Violent Images 

The excessive depiction of violent imagery in news photography has become a grave issue, challenging 

the public’s psychological endurance and sparking extensive debate on media ethics. The prevalence of 

such imagery is driven by complex factors. Modern media, often driven by competition, prioritizes 

sensationalism to capture viewers’ attention, resorting to violent images as a means to this end. 

However, the frequent display of such content can render audiences passive recipients, leading to a 

diminished sensitivity to violence over time and potentially causing emotional numbness or 

psychological issues. News photography should fundamentally aim to reveal the truth, but when the 

pursuit of visual impact overshadows this goal, the use of violent imagery frequently loses its 

journalistic value, shifting towards mere sensory stimulation. This overexposure not only distorts the 
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reality of events but may inadvertently romanticize violence, even offering a dubious rationale for such 

behavior. Moreover, the proliferation of violent imagery can have broader societal repercussions, 

particularly when sensitive incidents or vulnerable groups are involved, with impacts that are both 

profound and complex. The excessive portrayal of violence also reflects an ethical dilemma within the 

news industry. Media outlets often grapple with the challenge of balancing truth and ethics when 

reporting on violent events. Yet, when violent images are frequently used without adequate editorial 

oversight, this balance is often compromised, reducing news reporting to mere sensory consumption 

rather than responsible public information dissemination. In this context, the overuse of violent 

imagery not only undermines the credibility of news but may also exacerbate social instability and 

violent tendencies. For audiences, repeated exposure to such imagery can lead to desensitization to 

violence and a loss of fundamental respect for life and morality. This overabundance of visual violence 

challenges not only journalistic ethics but also societal moral boundaries. Addressing this issue requires 

a profound reflection within the field of news photography to navigate the delicate balance between 

journalistic value and social responsibility (Hoebel, Reichertz, & Tuma, 2022).  

3.2 Ethical Issues in Image Editing and Processing 

Images is the cornerstone of news reporting, wield a profound influence and possess remarkable 

communicative power. However, with the advancement of digital technology, image editing and 

manipulation have become increasingly facile and prevalent, raising a host of ethical concerns. Striking 

a balance between the authenticity of images and the psychological resilience of the audience is a 

significant challenge faced by news photographers and editors. In news photography, image editing and 

processing are often employed to enhance visual impact or convey specific messages. Yet, excessive 

manipulation may distort the original intent of an image, potentially creating a biased or misleading 

narrative. Such practices not only compromise the integrity of news reporting but also risk misleading 

the public’s understanding of events. This distortion, particularly when dealing with violent incidents, 

can exacerbate societal unease and panic. Furthermore, ethical issues in image processing also pertain 

to the violation of human dignity. News photography frequently captures scenes of disaster, violence, 

and death; improper editing may inflict secondary harm on victims or their families. For instance, 

overly magnifying or accentuating a photograph with violent elements not only amplifies the 

psychological impact on viewers but also potentially infringes upon the privacy and dignity of those 

involved. In their pursuit of news value, media outlets often overlook the negative consequences of 

such violations. Additionally, image editing and processing may blur moral boundaries. Some editors, 

in an effort to enhance visual impact, may delete or add elements, or even recompose the image, 

thereby stripping it of its original objectivity. Such artificial alterations undermine the credibility of 

news photography and destabilize the ethical foundation of news reporting. Particularly when dealing 

with images of socially sensitive events, such editorial practices may provoke broader societal 
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controversy. In contemporary journalism, the ethical dilemmas of image editing and processing reflect 

the moral quandaries media face when balancing informational authenticity with visual impact. This 

not only challenges professional ethical standards but also has profound implications for public trust. In 

light of these issues, it is imperative for journalists to engage in deep reflection to ensure that news 

photography maintains an appropriate balance between truthful representation and moral responsibility. 

3.3 Lack of Harmonized Standards for Processing 

With the advent of media globalization, the disparities in cultural backgrounds, social values, and 

media regulations have made it challenging to reach a consensus on the treatment and presentation of 

imagery in photojournalism. This absence of standardization has engendered a lack of uniformity in the 

handling of violent content within news photography, thereby giving rise to various ethical and societal 

concerns. Firstly, there is a noticeable disparity in the acceptance of violent imagery across different 

nations and societies. While some areas may exhibit a greater tolerance towards such content, others 

may enforce stricter regulations against it. This divergence in cultural and societal backgrounds leads to 

vastly different portrayals of the same images across various media platforms. The lack of a unified 

standard results in viewers potentially receiving contrasting information and emotional experiences, 

consequently leading to misinterpretations of the events. More gravely, this disparity may be exploited 

by certain media outlets to manipulate public opinion or cater to the needs of specific audience 

segments, thereby deviating from the objective and impartial nature of news reporting. Furthermore, 

the commercial pressures exerted within media organizations and the variability in editorial autonomy 

further exacerbate the challenge of establishing a standardized approach to image manipulation in 

photojournalism. Photographers and editors, while processing violent imagery, are often motivated by 

commercial interests aimed at enhancing the news’s appeal and market competitiveness. This 

commercialization not only corrodes the authenticity of news reporting but may also negatively impact 

the public’s mental health and societal morality. In the absence of a unified standard, the ethical 

boundaries of photojournalism become blurred. The inconsistent way in which different media outlets 

handle the same stories not only casts doubt on the credibility of news but may also intensify societal 

distrust, particularly in the context of processing sensitive events or groups through violent imagery 

(Sun, Liu, & Mao, 2019). 

3.4 Insufficient Sensitivity of Audiences to Visual Violence 

The audience’s sensitivity to visual violence is insufficient, a phenomenon increasingly evident in the 

contemporary media landscape and influenced by various factors. Firstly, the frequent appearance of 

violent images in the media has led to a gradual desensitization among viewers. As audiences 

repeatedly encounter similar scenes of violence, their psychological impact diminishes over time, 

eventually leading to a form of blindness to such images. This phenomenon is not only a latent concern 

in media reporting but also a significant challenge to societal mental health. In the quest for higher 
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click-through rates and viewership, media outlets often indiscriminately use violent imagery to capture 

attention. However, this excessive exposure normalizes violence and leads to a habituation effect, 

reducing the audience’s sensitivity to visual violence. When violent images cease to provoke emotional 

response or reflection, viewers may lose their necessary vigilance and critical perspective towards 

violence. This sensory numbness not only undermines the audience’s understanding of social realities 

but also diminishes the societal function of news reporting. Additionally, some argue that the decline in 

sensitivity is also related to shifts in social and cultural climates. In certain cultural contexts, violence 

may be perceived as normal or even “heroic”, and audiences raised in such environments naturally 

exhibit lower sensitivity to violence. When violence is romanticized or seen as a solution to problems, 

the negative impacts become less apparent. In extreme cases, some viewers might subconsciously 

endorse such violent behaviors, further diminishing their sensitivity to visual violence. This 

phenomenon indicates that in modern society, the insufficient sensitivity to visual violence has become 

a pressing issue that requires urgent attention. 

 

4. Strategies to Circumvent Visual Violence 

4.1 Development of and Adherence to Norms for Image Use 

In contemporary news photography, establishing and adhering to image usage guidelines has become 

crucial in mitigating visual violence. However, the effectiveness of this strategy hinges not only on the 

formulation of these guidelines but also on their practical implementation. Image usage guidelines are 

not merely constraints for journalists but a reaffirmation of the ethical boundaries for media institutions. 

As societal demands for authenticity and ethical conduct in journalism increase, the regulated handling 

of images by the media becomes all the more imperative. These guidelines should serve as a safeguard 

for photographers and editors, preventing them from inadvertently crossing ethical lines in their pursuit 

of news value due to a lack of standards. When reporting on violent events, image usage guidelines can 

provide clear direction, aiding in the balance between truthful documentation and moral responsibility. 

Achieving this balance not only helps maintain the mental well-being of the audience but also prevents 

the media from becoming a promoter or glorifier of violence. Nonetheless, the role of image usage 

guidelines extends beyond this. They also serve as a guarantee of media credibility. In an age of 

information overload, media credibility often faces severe challenges. Without stringent image usage 

guidelines, news reports might lose impartiality and objectivity due to excessive sensationalism, 

ultimately eroding audience trust in the media. Rigorous adherence to these guidelines helps maintain 

the neutrality and objectivity of reporting, thereby upholding the authority and reliability of the media 

in the public eye. However, the formulation and enforcement of these guidelines are not without their 

challenges. On one hand, media organizations, in their pursuit of commercial interests, may 

intentionally or unintentionally overlook these guidelines to cater to market demands. While this may 
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temporarily boost attention, it undeniably compromises media credibility and social responsibility in 

the long run. On the other hand, news photographers face significant challenges in capturing truth 

while avoiding ethical breaches in the fast-paced, ever-changing news environment. Therefore, image 

usage guidelines need not only to be established on paper but also to be rigorously enforced in practice. 

They represent not only a requirement for journalists but also a self-regulation and social commitment 

for the entire media industry. Only through continuous refinement and adherence to these guidelines 

can news photography genuinely achieve a balance between the pursuit of accurate reporting and the 

prevention of unnecessary visual violence, thus fulfilling both social responsibility and journalistic 

value. 

4.2 Transparent Editing and Realistic Presentation 

In news photography, transparent editing and realistic portrayal are crucial strategies to mitigate visual 

violence. At the heart of this approach lies the challenge of ensuring the authenticity of news reporting 

while avoiding unnecessary psychological distress for the audience. Transparent editing not only 

demands a high level of professional integrity from the news photographer during both the shooting 

and post-processing stages but also requires accountability for the authenticity of the presented images. 

In an era of rapid information dissemination, there is an elevated expectation from the audience 

regarding the truthfulness and completeness of news content, and any opacity or intentional distortion 

in editing can severely undermine media credibility. Transparent editing is not merely a technical 

requirement but an ethical commitment. This means that news photographers must avoid exaggerating 

or distorting facts in pursuit of visual impact when dealing with violent or conflict scenes. They must 

exercise careful editing to ensure an accurate representation of images, avoiding the incitement of 

social panic or misleading public opinion due to excessive portrayal of violence. Throughout this 

process, photographers and editors must remain acutely aware of their social responsibilities, 

recognizing that they are not just documenting history but also providing valuable information to the 

public. Realistic portrayal is similarly a key factor in evading visual violence. The mission of news 

photography is to authentically represent the essence of events, and this authenticity should extend 

beyond visual aspects to convey the deeper significance of the events. This requires photographers to 

capture not only the conflict of the events but also the human elements and emotional depth. In 

reporting violent events, merely displaying graphic scenes can not only discomfort the audience but 

also detract from the depth and reflective value of the report. Conversely, by focusing on details and 

human aspects, photographers can mitigate the negative impacts of visual violence, thereby enhancing 

the substance and significance of the reportage. The combination of transparent editing and realistic 

portrayal not only ensures the ethical propriety of news photography but also enhances the persuasive 

and emotive power of the reports. Implementing this strategy requires not only technical expertise but 

also profound ethical standards and a strong sense of social responsibility. In the era of information 
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overload and fierce competition in news environments, only those who truly adhere to transparency and 

authenticity in their reporting can earn the trust of the audience and avoid the negative impacts of 

visual violence. Through this approach, news photography can faithfully record and convey events 

(Noble, 2015). 

4.3 Promoting Industry Standardization 

At the heart of industry standardization lies the establishment of clear operational guidelines and ethical 

norms for photojournalism, ensuring that the use of images in the reporting of violent events balances 

authenticity with social responsibility. This concern not only pertains to the credibility of the media but 

also directly impacts public mental health and social stability. Standardization encompasses not only 

technical regulations but also the collective enhancement of ethical awareness among media 

practitioners. By formulating and implementing industry standards, we can provide journalists and 

editors with a shared set of behavioral guidelines when navigating complex scenarios. This initiative 

not only contributes to elevating the professional caliber of the industry but also mitigates the societal 

controversies and public distrust that may arise from the inappropriate actions of individual media 

outlets. The enforcement of standardization requires media to relinquish the temptation of short-term 

attention-grabbing tactics in favor of a more profound commitment to long-term social responsibility 

and public interest. However, advancing industry standardization is no simple task. It necessitates deep 

collaboration and broad consensus among media organizations, as well as active engagement from 

regulatory bodies to ensure the formulation and implementation of standards are both binding and 

practical. This process may involve adjustments of interests and shifts in perspectives, yet its ultimate 

aim is to achieve the sustainable and healthy development of the media sector. In an era where visual 

violence is increasingly prominent, the significance of industry standardization extends beyond merely 

avoiding ethical risks; it fundamentally relates to the core values of the media as purveyors of public 

information. By promoting industry standardization, photojournalism can achieve a new equilibrium on 

both technical and ethical fronts, further solidifying its positive influence within society. The 

implementation of this strategy will ultimately guide photojournalism towards a more responsible and 

healthy trajectory, ensuring that the media finds the optimal intersection between truthful reporting and 

social responsibility. 

4.4 Public Education and Warnings 

Public education encompasses not only the dissemination of news ethics but also the enhancement of 

overall media literacy within society. Through education, the public gains a more profound 

understanding of the essence of news photography and the potential presence of violent elements, 

enabling them to remain rational and composed when confronted with graphic imagery. In the modern 

information age, audiences no longer passively receive news but increasingly seek information through 

various channels. However, due to a lack of in-depth understanding of media content, many individuals 
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struggle to discern whether the depiction of violence in news photography is justified. This underscores 

the importance of public education. By promoting knowledge of the ethics and principles of news 

photography, the public can develop critical thinking regarding image content, recognizing which 

visuals represent a legitimate portrayal of reality and which might be gratuitous depictions of violence. 

Additionally, public education should include warnings about the potential psychological impacts of 

violent imagery. Many viewers may experience negative emotions or even psychological trauma when 

confronted with shocking visuals, impacts often overlooked (Lord & Burfoot, 2006). Therefore, media 

organizations and educational bodies bear the responsibility of using various forms of outreach and 

education to prepare the public psychologically and provide necessary support and counseling 

mechanisms. This approach not only helps mitigate the harm of visual violence on individuals but also 

contributes to broader societal mental well-being. Another crucial function of public education and 

warnings is to foster interaction and trust between the media and the public. When audiences possess 

higher media literacy and awareness of visual violence, their expectations of news reporting become 

more defined. This interaction not only enhances the quality of news reporting but also encourages 

media to be more cautious and responsible in content creation, avoiding harm to public interests 

through gratuitous violence. In turn, this increased trust in media institutions promotes a positive 

feedback loop. 

 

5. Conclusion 

In this era of information overload, news photography must not only convey information but also 

remain mindful of the boundaries of social ethics. The proliferation of visual violence not only 

undermines the credibility of the journalism industry but also poses potential risks to the psychological 

well-being of the audience. Establishing clear guidelines for image usage, promoting industry 

standardization, and enhancing public education are crucial measures to mitigate visual violence. News 

photographers, while striving for a balance between realism and impact, should always remember their 

social responsibility. Reducing visual violence will not only elevate the ethical standards of the news 

industry but also contribute to maintaining societal harmony and stability. News photography should 

responsibly document and disseminate the world, serving as a bridge between truth and the public, 

rather than igniting societal issues. 
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