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Chapter 1

The Construction and Interrogation of 
Visual Narratives through the Camera in 
Times of Crisis: An Introduction
Gambo Giles Duniya

Department of Fine Art, Faculty of Environmental Design, Ahmadu Bello University, 
Zaria, Nigeria

Abstract

The presence of cameras, at the forefront of crises, either in the hands of 
journalists, bystanders or passers-by and sometimes even parties to the cri-
ses, has inspired multiple visual notations, commentaries and perspectives. 
Thus, efforts and resources are channelled towards documenting crises, to 
help us better understand them and play a part in their resolution. Some-
times, the camera also participates in the adjudication of cases arising from 
crises or, indeed, even in the reconciliatory efforts after a crisis. The book 
aims to explore the multi-dimensional role of the camera in times of cri-
ses, with particular interest in how scholars view the camera as a [useful] 
tool in times of crisis in Africa. Hopefully, this book will help unravel the 
multi-layered tendencies of the camera as an instrument of documentation, 
history verification, (re)presentation of the other, and perhaps the legitimi-
sation of narratives. The camera’s subjective framings of crisis narratives, 
as a manipulative tool for influence, inference and power are also explored. 
The book is structured into three parts. The first part focusses on the visual 
narratives of crises. The second part of the book explores the camera’s ten-
dency to be a tool for representation and agency, while the third segment 
discusses the use of the camera as an entity for activism and advocacy in 
crises. These structured parts are intended to broaden the understanding of 
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readers about the greater possibilities that images and imageries from the 
camera as a tool possess.

Keywords: Camera in crises; visual narratives; editorial introduction; 
narratives of crises; crises in Africa; constructing crises narratives

Introduction
In today’s digital world of smartphones and hi-tech TVs, cars and homes, the 
camera has become an integral part of everything modern. It provides views, nar-
ratives, insights and sometimes even evidence, for and against ‘what is’ or ‘what 
should be’. According to Getlein (2002, p, 202), ‘the camera is a Latin word for 
“room”, and it is not far-fetched to think of any camera as being a little “room 
with a view”’. A camera, the author further opines, ‘is a subtle and versatile tool 
for image making, as is a pencil in the hands of a traditionally trained artist’ 
(Getlein, 2002, p. 225). It is, therefore, clear that even from a conceptual under-
standing of the camera and based on the Latin explanation of what it is, the 
camera always has a ‘particular view’. The manipulative tendency of a camera 
is further magnified by Getlein’s comparison of the camera to a pencil in the 
hands of an artist. Indeed, Buser (2006, p. 206) observes that ‘photographers are 
capable of rearranging, retouching, distorting and adjusting images that can pose 
as flawless reality or can be far from reality’. Hence, the capability of the photog-
rapher and the camera’s inbuilt components allow manipulation for and against 
humanity. Thus, we see the camera as a tool for both vision and obscurity – as it 
illuminates, so it also conceals.

In our consideration of the place of the camera in society, the concept of the 
griot is instructive. Often considered as a mere praise singer for the high and 
mighty, the role of the griot in terms of the sustainability of cultures and societies 
is quite immense. Griots are custodians of stories, histories, and genealogies of 
their societies. Due to their deep knowledge of history, they often play the role of 
diplomats, spokespersons and advisers to Kings and community leaders (Hale, 
1997). This is one of the ways we see the camera in this book. We regard the cam-
era as a technological griot, visually documenting peoples, places and histories 
with each click. On a trip to Onitsha, Anambra State, Nigeria in 2017, this author 
together with other esteemed academics, had a lunch break at Lokoja, Kogi State, 
Nigeria, knowing that we still had about five hours of journeying ahead. One of 
our colleagues, who prides himself  on being the ‘paparazzo’ of any event, had 
taken photographs of us engaged in different activities, documenting both the 
interesting and not-so-interesting images of our trip, using his smartphone. That 
would not have been possible some 20 years earlier in Nigeria. This illustrates how 
the camera has become a handy tool for both professional and non-professional 
photographers. It is in this sense that it has become and remained a constant 
and active spectator, participant and collaborator, both in normal times and in 
‘times of crisis’. Thus, the presence of a camera in such situations often means 
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that, depending on the number of cameras, there will be several narratives and 
counter-narratives that will be visually presented. Some of such presentations will 
corroborate the consensus narrative, while others will be challenging, depend-
ing on individual or group interests and affiliations. The camera has, therefore, 
become an instrument for (de)constructing visual narratives, representation and 
agency, as well as for activism and advocacy, both in times of calm and crises.

The presence of cameras, at the forefront of crises, either in the hands of jour-
nalists, bystanders or passers-by and sometimes even parties to the crises, has 
inspired multiple visual notations, commentaries and perspectives. In the words 
of Azoulay (2008, p. 137), ‘The photo acts, thus making others act’. This pre-
cisely summarises the power of photography and the camera in motivating people 
to act in response to visual documentation of rare situations. Thus, efforts and 
resources are channelled towards documenting crises, to help us better under-
stand them and play a part in their resolution. Sometimes, the camera also par-
ticipates in the adjudication of cases arising from crises or, indeed, even in the 
reconciliatory efforts after a crisis. It is all of these factors and even many more 
that necessitated the writing of this book. It is, therefore, in such dimensions that 
the chapters in this book have contemplated the place of the camera in crises. 
Thus, the book aims to explore the multi-dimensional role of the camera in times 
of crises, with particular interest in how scholars view the camera as a [useful] 
tool in times of crisis in Africa. Hopefully, therefore, this book will help unravel 
the multi-layered tendencies of the camera as an instrument of documentation, 
history verification, (re)presentation of the other and perhaps the legitimisation 
of narratives. This will also be achieved through its subjective visual framings of 
crisis narratives, using the camera as the manipulative tool for influence, inference 
and power.

Consequently, the book is structured into three parts. The first part focusses on 
the visual narratives of crises. The second part of the book explores the camera’s 
tendency to be a tool for representation and agency, while the third segment dis-
cusses the use of the camera as an entity for activism and advocacy in crises. 
These structured parts are intended to broaden the understanding of readers 
about the greater possibilities that images and imageries from the camera as a 
tool possess. Thus, for each part of the book, an editor will provide clear insights 
into the theme of that section. This introductory chapter, for instance, doubles 
as a review of the theme ‘Visual Narratives of Crises’. The review of this theme 
is thus presented in the next subsection. But before exploring the content and 
context of the book’s various segments, we must first offer our contextual framing 
of the term ‘crises’.

The Contextual Framing of Crises
When we think of a crisis, images of disorganised unrest, violence, tension and 
chaos often come to mind. According to Al-Dahash et al. (2016), crises, disas-
ters and emergencies are often viewed as synonymous. While crises can indeed be 
sudden events requiring urgent attention, similar to disasters and emergencies, 
they can also emerge subtly and progressively, such as in food and medical crises. 
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In this book, we adopt a broad interpretation of crises. We see them as unsta-
ble and extremely challenging situations that surpass the resources and coping 
mechanisms of individuals and (or) communities. Crises can manifest overtly or 
covertly through violence, leading to severe consequences including loss of life, 
property destruction, population displacement and widespread public violence 
and insecurity.

For instance, the ongoing conflict in the Sahel region of Africa (Akinola & 
Ramontja, 2023; Cold-Ravnkilde & Ba, 2022) exemplifies such overt and violent 
crises. Violent clashes among armed groups, compounded by extreme climate 
conditions, have devastated communities, forcing millions to flee their homes 
and creating a severe humanitarian emergency. On the flip side, an example of 
a nonviolent crisis is the severe drought in the Horn of Africa (Adloff et al., 
2022; Alasow et al., 2024). Prolonged periods of insufficient rainfall have led to 
widespread crop failures, water shortages and the death of livestock. This envi-
ronmental crisis has caused food insecurity for millions of people, forcing many 
to migrate in search of sustenance and stability. These scenarios highlight how 
sociopolitical, socioreligious and environmental factors can create a crisis by 
exceeding the coping mechanisms of affected communities, leading to varying 
degrees of direct and indirect repercussions for the affected. Thus, in its focus on 
situations such as environmental disasters, cross-border crises, political protests 
and communal clashes, this book takes a broad and multi-dimensional approach 
to understanding crises in Africa.

Visual Narratives of Crises Through the Camera
The first section of the book delves into the multifaceted role of photography in 
documenting and portraying crises in Africa. From conflicts and natural disas-
ters to social inequality and political upheavals, the camera has played a crucial 
role in capturing the harsh realities faced by communities across the continent. 
Thus, the section examines how the camera serves as a powerful tool for both 
bearing witness to and shaping narratives of crises. Additionally, it explores the 
ways in which photography can validate or challenge prevailing narratives about 
Africa’s crises.

This editor is tempted to engage in the academics of visual narratives as a 
concept, before highlighting the contents of the various chapters in this part of 
the book. Fortunately, some of the chapters have helped exemplify what it means, 
both literally and conceptually. For instance, Terkura Matthew Kunde’s chap-
ter discusses crisis events and how the camera has shaped narratives that affect 
Africa’s development. His methodology includes contemplative questions that 
require the reader to dig into their own experiences of the camera and its images 
during crises as answers to his questions. It is his submission that the camera, 
through its series of images and imageries, has contributed immensely to reveal-
ing facts about Africa’s crises. However, as observed by Kunde, some ensuing 
visual narratives do not promote Africa’s image positively and therefore, under-
mine development. Clear examples can be seen in plates 3 and 4 of his paper. 
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In the photographs, the camera frame caught a policeman brutalising a protesting 
citizen during the ‘EndSARS’ protest in Nigeria.

The introduction of new naira notes in Nigeria became a crisis that threat-
ened the country’s socioeconomic well-being. That situation is the visual nar-
rative Chukwuemeka Nwigwe articulates. His presentation features original 
photographs of crowd scenes around banks and point of sale outlets in Nigeria. 
While his chapter’s textual narrative argues that the naira redesign policy was a 
scam and, therefore, advocates for the prosecution of Nigeria’s former President 
(President Muhammadu Buhari), I find the visual narrative intriguing. The pho-
tographic narrative is that of despair, frustration and expectation at the same 
time – hopelessness and hope, ironically put together. This illustrates the power of 
the person with the camera. They decide which frame the viewer sees and which 
is not to be seen.

The manipulative tendencies of the visual frames of the camera are clearly pre-
sented in the chapter articulated by Hein Grové and Selma Schiller. The authors 
illustrate how the camera and its process can be used to conceptually package an 
image for subjective or objective advocacy or activism. This was achieved through 
a manipulative capture of Pretoria, the administrative capital city of South 
Africa, as a visual narrative of crisis using the camera. It is the submission of the 
authors that, through intentional interpretations, the visual [image] can catalyse 
personal narratives regarding crisis periods in African cities.

In their various and individual approaches, the chapters summarised here, 
and the scenarios illustrated, have helped in justifying the expressive, commu-
nicative, and manipulative propensities of the camera in creating framed images 
and visual narratives. In their distinctive expressions and collective narratives, 
the authors and this editor, have conveyed inferential as well as referential views, 
notations and documentations of periods, situations and places through unique 
visual frames.

Representation and Agency in Times of Crises
Representation refers to the depiction or portrayal of individuals, groups, com-
munities or ideas in various forms of media, culture and society. On the other 
hand, agency is the capacity of individuals and groups to act independently, make 
choices and exert control over their lives and circumstances. The second section 
of the book explores the transformative potential of the camera in challenging 
dominant narratives and amplifying the voices of marginalised communities. 
This section highlights how the camera has been used to tell obscured stories and 
empower individuals to reclaim their agency in times of crises, including personal 
medical crises and cross-border experiences.

For example, Folasayo Enoch Olalere’s chapter submits that representation 
and agency are interlinked. This, he argues, is because the way individuals and 
groups are represented in society can influence their sense of agency and abil-
ity to participate fully in sociocultural and political activities. He then gives an 
overview of the camera’s role and influence, and an understanding of its resultant 
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photographs or (and) videos. Olalere also enumerates the role of the camera in 
times of crises, with specific reference to Southern and Northern Africa.

The representation of marginalised voices forms the crux of Rhea M. Dehn 
Tutosaus’s chapter. The chapter examines the participatory practices of the film-
maker Irene Gutiérrez Torres with female cross-border workers at the enclave of 
Ceuta at the Moroccan–Spanish border. With the use of the camera as a doc-
umentary and participatory element, the chapter draws attention to the crises 
women experience in such cross-border contexts. The participatory filmmaking 
project explored the possibility of reenacting the agency of these women by offer-
ing them the responsibility of documenting their stories with the camera. Instead 
of being in the view of the camera, they used the camera as a viewfinder in their 
capacity as knowledge producers. This unorthodox approach to documenting 
narratives seeks to counter the colonial logic of superiority which often views the 
other as powerless. Within the context of participatory filmmaking, the camera, 
in this instance, served to represent and reinforce the agency of women in their 
uncertain and transitory realities.

In her chapter, Micaela Scholtz confronts the reader with the realities of a 
highly covert gynaecological crisis women grapple with – Endometriosis. The 
notion of believability is one of the factors that necessitates the presence of the 
camera in crisis. It is more like saying ‘If  we cannot see it, then it probably does 
not exist’. In response, Scholtz adopts an autoethnographic approach to confront-
ing this dismissiveness by bravely collaborating with the camera in constructing 
visual narratives to present the evidence of the existence of this gynaecological 
complication to the public. The images in this chapter confront the reader with 
the excruciating realities of this internal crisis. By so doing, Scholtz contributes 
to the representation, recognition and validation of this covertly violent and dev-
astating crisis, often suffered in shame, pain and silence.

The term ‘peace photography’ was used by Möller and Shim (2019). This term 
stems from their argument that if  photography, and by extension the camera, 
can be used in the portrayal of violence, war and unrest, then the same medium 
can and should be used in constructing narratives of peace. It is in this context 
that the chapter by Daniel Eromosere Omoruan, Sam Erevbenagie Usadolo and 
Tanya van der Walt has been structured. These authors focus on how the camera 
has been appropriated to uphold songs, dance and costumes. They cite examples 
of a cultural troupe performance in Benin City Nigeria meant to restore emo-
tions and express sociocultural and historical allegiance towards the promotion 
of peace. What is important to note in this regard is the duality of the camera. 
Though used to capture violence and despair, it also functions optimally in the 
documentation and propagation of peace and harmony.

Activism and Advocacy in Times of Crises
Historically, the camera has been used as both a weapon of warfare and a tool 
for resistance. The final section of the book delves into the use of photography 
as a tool for activism, social justice and advocacy in Africa and the Middle East. 
This section explores how visual storytelling can raise awareness of critical issues 
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and mobilise support for positive change through a thematic analysis of selected 
protest images. Additionally, it examines the ethical dilemmas faced by photo-
journalists and the media in times of crises, highlighting the responsibilities of 
documenting events accurately while also considering the potential impact of 
images on public perception, and recognising its tendency to inspire action.

For their part, Kehinde Christopher Adewumi and Samuila Rabo Ezra viewed 
the camera from the standpoint of activism and advocacy. It is their humble view 
that the involvement of photographers and the camera in conflict zones com-
mences as a form of personal therapy for the photographers. They also opine 
that the camera serves to document and share the harrowing realities they wit-
ness with others. Thus, they aver that these roles often evolve into offering thera-
peutic context for a wider audience. Photography, according to Adewumi and 
Ezra, plays a significant role in humanising those affected by conflict, encourag-
ing imaginative engagement, fostering empathy and inspiring individuals to take 
affirmative action.

For Chike Chinazom Obeagu and Blaise Gundu Gbaden, the camera was 
instrumental in the documentation of the nationwide #EndSARS protest in 
Nigeria in 2020. The authors opine that the proliferation of cameras on differ-
ent portable devices in collaboration with the presence and active participation 
of young photographers at the forefront of the protest as quasi-photojournalists 
sponsored a variety of protest photography. The chapter draws attention to a 
global reality of witnessing and visual documentation of critical and unexpected 
situations. In a similar pattern, Adiwu Talatu Onkala and Abdulkadir Aliyu 
Yakubu explore the use of protest photography for activism and advocacy in cri-
sis in their chapter. In this case, they focus on photo narratives with the aim of 
establishing protests as forms of resistance synonymous with the camera’s docu-
mentation of the visible demonstrations of the objections of a people. Thus, the 
visual narratives of two protests that took place in Nigeria in 2020 and 2023 
formed the scope of the discourse. The rapidly growing power, consciousness and 
agency of the younger generation – the Gen Z – to demand accountability and 
an egalitarian society in Africa is a major highlight of these two chapters. Indeed, 
Gen Z activism and advocacy have yielded unprecedented results and reforms in 
Kenya (Omweri, 2024).

Leaning on media theories such as the Framing Theory, the Agenda-setting 
Theory, and the Propaganda Model, the last chapter in this collection questions 
visual accounts of crises as entities which are usually laden with propaganda and 
manipulative subjectivities. As such, Kehinde Christopher Adewumi and Samuila 
Rabo Ezra’s chapter argues that mediatised images of crises are not without 
biases and manipulative intentions. Therefore, engaging with emotive and action-
provoking visuals of crises requires an awareness of potential propaganda. The 
disparity between reality and visual account is a major phenomenon explored in 
this chapter. The chapters in these sections give credence to the communicative 
and expressive qualities of the camera’s image as a visual narrative. Hence, it is 
from its expressive vaults that its emotive senses are activated, and then advocacy 
comes in, and perhaps later, activism. On the other hand, its communicative qual-
ity ensures representation, which usually inspires agency. The collective hope of 
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the editors of this book is that its chapters will spark new interests in the appre-
ciation and questioning of the place and significance of the camera to society, 
especially as it aids our navigation of the increasing complexities of our evolving 
existence.

Conclusion
Admittedly, we recognise the expectation that a book such as this would be illus-
trated with an abundance of images to reinforce its points. However, the owner-
ship of images presents another emerging crisis involving academic researchers, 
the media, the publishing industry and society. The authorship of images has 
been heavily contested, making it challenging for the contributors to this volume 
to obtain permission to publish some of the images central to their chapters. 
Acknowledging the legitimacy of this crisis, scholars like McCutcheon (2021) 
have highlighted the ambiguity surrounding the authorship of photographs. 
This situation raises questions about the viability of critical academic discourse 
when the very entities being critiqued must grant permission to use materials that 
would support such critique.

Since its creation, the camera has evolved from a cumbersome machine with 
a rather tedious [operating] process, to its current simple and handy [ubiquitous] 
form. Interestingly, its original character as a viewfinder has remained all through 
its evolutionary stages. This character of the viewfinder has been upscaled, how-
ever, as a result of modernity, to a highly manipulative level. Indeed, Getlein 
(2002) notes that the artist (the photographer in this case) has the freedom to 
choose their view and how they want to present this framed reality. Therefore, 
the photographer wields the power to include or exclude, to acknowledge or dis-
miss. For his part, Buser (2006, p. 206) simply observes that ‘contemporary pho-
tographers engage in the manipulation or control of photographic techniques 
of every kind’. Thus, images might be the photographer’s framed truths. It is 
in acknowledging this possibility of a ‘personal or group framed truth’ that the 
editors engaged the varied discourses from the perspectives of visual narratives, 
representation and agency, as well as activism and advocacy; thus, acknowledging 
the broader prism with which these ‘framed truths’ might be presented.
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