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 In March 1993 an ambitious photojournalist decided to take a break from his grueling 

work photographing the famine in Sudan that lasted for years due to the civil war that plagued 

the country in the 1990s. While lingering in some bushes nearby the UN feeding station, he came 

across a starving child attempting to crawl to the station. While Carter quickly started framing a 

picture of the child, a vulture landed right behind it and immediately expanded the power of 

Carter’s image tenfold. Carter waited in hopes that the bird would spread its wings, for that was 

the picture he desired, but after twenty minutes he settled on the famous photograph the world 

knows now. After he was done, he shooed the bird away, “sat under a tree, talked to God and 

cried.” He said that he thought about his own daughter.   1

Immediately after he returned home, his image was purchased by the New York Times, 

who ran it in March of 1993. A year later he would win a Pulitzer Prize. Even though Carter was 

thrilled with his win and loved the attention it got him, he was still struggling with his life. His 

girlfriend had left him, he had a daughter from a previous girlfriend who he could barely pay 

child support for, and his best friend and former colleague, Ken Oosterbrook had been killed 

while on an assignment in Tokoza. To deal with his pain and guilt, Carter turned to his old drug 

habits consisting of marijauna and white pipe, a potent drug outlawed in South Africa. Carter 

still continued to struggle and gaffed a couple of high profile assignments. He eventually started 

talking about suicide and pouring his troubles out to anyone he talked with. On the final day of 

his life he spoke with Oosterbrook’s wife about his pain and then subsequently drove to a park in 

Johannesburg where he played as a kid and gassed himself to death inside his car. His suicide 

note explained his pain dealing with his experiences witnessing death and destruction, saying, 

1 Scott MacLeod, “The Life and Death of Kevin Carter,” TIME Magazine 144, no. 11 
(September 12, 1994): 4 
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“The pain of life overrides the joy to the point that joy does not exist.” He finally stated that he 

wished to join Oosterbrook if he was “lucky.”  2

In addition to his own struggles, Carter also faced extreme criticism from the world 

around him following the publication and subsequent Pulitzer Prize win for the image of the 

vulture and the little girl. While many of his peers congratulated him on his fantastic image, 

others in his field questioned his intentions. The public outcry was even worse. Hundreds of 

Times readers wrote to the publisher asking what happened to the little girl and criticizing 

Carter’s decisions.  Many also questioned why Carter took twenty minutes waiting for the bird to 3

spread its wings. The St. Petersburg Times (Now the Tampa Bay Times) published an article 

titled “Were His Priorities Out of Focus?” in which they almost immediately stated, “The man 

adjusting his lens to take just the right frame of her suffering might just as well be a predator.”  4

These criticisms took a toll on Carter’s psyche and combined with his own failures and 

self-criticism, many believe that it cost him his life.  

In the years since the first publication of Carter’s image, many have written about 

Carter’s photograph and the impacts and ethics of photojournalism, and many of these writings 

are far less incendiary and far more willing to engage in the type of work Carter was doing. The 

comments being thrown around at Carter in the period immediately following the image’s 

publication amounted to no more than headlines, but once the shock of the image had subsided, 

2 MacLeod, 7 
 
3 Sean Thomas Dougherty, “Killing the Messenger,” Massachusetts Review 47, no. 4 (Winter 
2006): 609. 
 
4 Reena Shah Stamets, “Were His Priorities Out of Focus?,” St. Petersburg Times, April 14, 
1994, 1 



3 

many realized the depth of the conversations that could be had over images like Carter’s. A study 

conducted in 2013 attempted to gauge the current public’s views on the photo by answering two 

basic research questions: Was Kevin Carter’s decision to make a photograph of the situation 

instead of providing immediate assistance to the girl ethically appropriate? And, do 

photojournalists rationalize the actions of a photojournalist differently from readers? The study 

asked a series of questions regarding the image to both news readers and photojournalists. The 

study found that both news readers and photojournalists thought that Carter’s choice to make the 

photo was ethical, however readers mostly disapproved of Carter’s decision to wait twenty 

minutes to take the photo. Photojournalists, on the other hand, thought that taking twenty 

minutes to “aestheticize” the photo wasn’t uncalled for. The study also found that 

photojournalists were more eager to defend Carter’s actions than news readers, however, for the 

most part the two groups agreed that his actions were ethical. The study shows that public 

reaction to the image has relaxed in the decades following its initial publication, yet much of the 

public has a hard time justifying Carter’s decision to “aestheticize” the image.  5

Furthermore, in analyzing the public’s response to the photo, the St. Petersburg Times 

article actually makes an interesting point. Past its accusatory title and provocative statements on 

the first page, the article is far more rhetorical and insightful than the storm of criticism in 1994 

made it out to be. It poses the question about whether journalists can and should intervene when 

they are covering subject matter regarding the suffering of others. The article presents arguments 

for the photojournalist with quotes from experts on the subject saying “There were, ideally, lots 

5 YungSoo Kim and JamesD. Kelly, “Photojournalist on the Edge: Reactions to Kevin Carter’s 
Sudan Famine Photo,” Visual Communication Quarterly 20, no. 4 (October 2013): 205–19 
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of other people there to give aid, medicines, care, but nobody is going to replace the role of the 

photojournalist… He got the message out to the rest of the world.”  The article goes on to 6

describe how an image has the power to arrest an audience from the nonstop media storm about 

tragedies; they can inspire response. The article concludes with an introspective rhetorical 

statement: “Maybe pictures like the one of the starving Sudanese girl tell us more about 

ourselves as citizens of the world than they do about the indifference of a single photographer.”  7

The article is examining the possibility that the photo might say something about viewers' 

relationships to the little girl in the photo more than it says something about Carter’s actions.  

An article published in 2006 followed in the vein of the final statement in the article 

published in the St. Petersburg Times, communicating what images like Carter’s might say about 

us. The article, written by Sean Thomas Dougherty, is aptly titled “Killing the Messenger,” as 

Doughtery argues that because most viewers are powerless to ease the suffering of those in 

photographs, they lash out against the photographers for taking the photo, and aestheticizing 

someone else’s suffering. He says that the world powers have created a system that does not 

prevent famine or war, instead, it extends it. Therefore, despite all of Carter’s efforts, his photo 

had little actual political effect alleviating the long term suffering of those in need, and we lashed 

out at him for it, ultimately causing his death.  8

Giving one possible explanation to the cause of our powerlessness in the face of these 

images of suffering, is an article from 1999 titled “The Atrocity Exhibition.” The article, written 

6 Shah Stamets, 4 
 
7 Shah Stamets, 5 
 
8 Dougherty, 609 
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by Charles Paul Freund, is very critical towards Western response to atrocities committed across 

the world, particularly in Africa. Freund states that we must be cautious when responding to 

these images, for too vigorous a response can lead to militaristic and political action, as it already 

has in many places. The article isn’t condemning action, rather warning large nations to be 

cautious, saying, “In fact, attempting to respond to such images is entirely appropriate; if the 

United States can alleviate suffering with aid, sanctions, or even military action, then it should 

debate doing so…  But misunderstanding and sentimentalizing these images is an invitation to 

disaster… One cannot "stop" them without accepting the inevitable political consequences of 

intervention. The United States cannot pretend that it is the Red Cross with a Pentagon, though a 

succession of presidents have acted as if it were.”  Through these political and militaristic 9

conflicts, powers like the US have only extended suffering. Echoing Dougherty, the article 

states, “When he [Carter] sat by the tree and wept, it was beneath a burden of futility.”  10

Although he may seem powerless amidst warmongering and power hungry governments , 

Carter still gifted the world with his incredible spirit and talent and his outstanding photograph 

that haunt the minds of everyone who has ever had a glimpse of it. Despite the outrage against it, 

Carter was right in aestheticizing and taking the photo for only the most gripping shot could have 

grabbed people in the way that it did, providing for the most horrifically beautiful portrayal of 

the famine in Sudan. Furthermore, Carter’s character shows that his intentions were genuine 

when taking the photo, and that he did not intend to exploit or profit off of the child’s suffering.  

9 Charles Paul Freund, “The Atrocity Exhibition,” Reason 31, no. 2 (June 1999): 46. 
 
10 Freund, 44 
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Before an argument for Carter’s actions can be made, one must establish what it means to 

aestheticize an image, and differentiate between a photo being aestheticized and a photo being 

staged. In the art world aestheticization primarily means making something visually agreeable or 

beautiful. ,  If one happened to stumble across the scene pictured in Carter’s image, chances are 11 12

he or she would not consider it beautiful. However, the image that Carter captured is beautiful, 

even if the reality behind it may not be. As Susan Sontag states in her seminal 2003 book, 

Regarding the Pain of Others, “Photographs tend to transform, whatever their subject; and as an 

image something may be beautiful--or terrifying, or unbearable, or quite bearable--as it is not in 

real life.”  Carter’s image transforms its subject, into one of horrific beauty. The image itself is, 13

for one, absolutely striking upon first viewing. Carter has framed the two subjects of the image 

right in the center, grasping the viewers attention. He puts the vulture right at our eyeline, with 

its bleak, empty eye staring right at us. The vulture looks skeletal, almost as if it is the 

embodiment of death itself. As we stare into its eye, we realize that just as it watches this horrific 

scene, so does Carter, and so do we. Our eyes now dart to see what this creature could be so 

ominous looking. We recoil in horror as we see the child laying on the ground, too weak to even 

lift its head. The purposeful aestheticization of this scene into the image we know today is what 

makes it so tragically beautiful and hauntingly powerful. 

Of course the aestheticization of tragic images in order to capture the emotions of the 

viewer were nothing new to photography at the time when Carter shot the photo of the vulture 

11 “Aestheticize,” Webster's Third New International Dictionary, Unabridged. 
 
12 “Aesthetic,” Webster's Third New International Dictionary, Unabridged. 
 
13 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003). 76 
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and the little girl. This practice dates back to the beginning of wartime and journalistic 

photography as an art form. As Sontag points out in Regarding the Pain of Others many early 

wartime photographs followed in the tradition of painting, as a lot of them were staged. Sontag 

gives the example of “The arresting photo [Felice] Beato took in Lucknow of the Sikandarbagh 

Palacem gutted by the British bombardment, shows the courtyard strewn with rebels’ bones.”  14

However, Beato’s image was primarily staged. While the massacre did happen, the bones were 

not actually left there and Beato hired natives to pour bones across the ground to capture the 

shot. For this image, Beato created a false reality in order to try and portray a very real one.  15

Soon, the art of photography began to be seen as depicting reality more truthfully than any other 

art form, and thus spontaneous, un-staged, “real” images were preferred. However, many artists 

still blurred the lines between “real” and “staged.”  

Famous photographer and photojournalist, Dorothea Lange, blurred these lines when she 

captured her now iconic image of the migrant mother during the Great Depression. Lange 

captured six pictures of the mother, each framing the mother and her children in just the right 

position to maximize emotional response from viewers. With a background in portrait 

photography, Lange knew exactly what she was looking for when framing the migrant mother 

and her children and she knew exactly to what in the frame middle-class American viewers 

would respond. On the final shot, Lange knew what she had to do. After failing to capture the 

right facial expressions of both the mother and her children, Lange asked the children to lay their 

heads on the mother’s shoulder and asked the mother to reach her hand to her chin. Quickly, 

14 Sontag, 51 
 
15 Sontag, 54 
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Lange captured the now famous image.  Although Lange instructed the positions of her 16

subjects, Lange’s image is not so much staged as it is aestheticized. Unlike the early war images 

Sontag described, Lange’s subjects were captured as they lived, only with a bit of purposeful 

framing to maximize their aesthetic quality. Kevin Carter employed a similar tactic when he 

photographed the photo of the vulture and the little girl. While he didn’t direct the girl’s pose, he 

did wait for the perfect moment to capture the image, framing the scene perfectly for the highest 

possible artistic standard. The authentic realities of images like Carter’s and Lange’s are 

obviously very important, however these realities can be aesthetically enhanced to maximize 

emotional response, without being staged or sacrificing photojournalistic integrity.  

In the context of the socio-political and artistic climate in the early 1990s, Carter needed 

to aestheticize the image of the vulture and the little girl for his image to truly capture audiences’ 

attention. As Sontag states in her book, the very common modern thought is that the onslaught of 

these images of pain and suffering through news media, television, the internet, and now 

smartphones are making viewers numb to the effects of each image. When she ponders a solution 

to this problem of oversaturation, she concludes that “No Committee of Guardians is going to 

ration horror, to keep fresh its ability to shock. And the horrors themselves are not going to abate

 In some respects, she is right, nobody can filter these images so that each one feels new; but 17

was that not inevitable from the dawn of photography? Humans have always proved themselves 

able to inflict horrific atrocities onto each other; the invention and subsequent improvement of 

16 James C. Curtis, “Dorothea Lange, Migrant Mother, and the Culture of the Great Depression,” 
Winterthur Portfolio  
21, no. 1 (1986): 1–20. 
 
17 Sontag, 108 
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photography only made these atrocities visible across the entire world. The only way to remedy 

the modern affliction of oversaturation is to frame an image so powerful that it grabs the mind of 

the viewer and demands attention. Kevin Carter set out to do exactly that.  

Growing up in the suburbs of Johannesburg, South Africa, with devoutly religious 

parents who accepted apartheid, Carter would always become angry when he couldn’t do 

anything about the violence and inequality he saw in his own city. When he eventually dropped 

out of school, Carter was drafted into the South African Defense Force, where he faced internal 

conflict about the regime he was forced to support and he was ridiculed for being supportive to 

his black colleagues. When he left the service, he found a love for photography and soon joined a 

band of white photojournalists dedicated to exposing the brutality of apratheid to the rest of the 

world. This group soon became known as “The Bang Bang Club.” Carter eventually found 

himself on his way to South Sudan with fellow club member, Joao Silva, to document the famine 

that they believed was being overlooked by the world.  Carter’s image of the girl taken during 18

that outing was not a vacation photograph; it was not an exploitative photograph meant to 

tokenize the pain of the child. It was a legitimate piece of art that sought to show to the world the 

atrocities happening in Sudan.  

The only reason why the world crucified Carter the way they did, as Sean Thomas 

Dougherty stated in Killing the Messenger, was because viewers had no way to step in and help 

the girl in the photograph; Carter’s photograph had reduced them to the role of the vulture.  19

Viewers were trapped in a system that prolonged suffering like the girl’s by promising relief aid, 

18 MacLeod, 2-4 
 
19 Dougherty, 609 
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but also promising Western political and militaristic involvement. While the Western powers are 

able to provide temporary relief aid, the world has watched again and again as they get 

themselves involved in another military or political conflict across the globe. They can put 

bandaids on the world’s bloody sores, but they can’t eradicate the source of the disease; or in 

some cases realize that they have more of a role in the disease than they first thought. Carter 

knew this from years of experience in the field, and he died giving the little relief he could, 

however accepting that by the time this is in writing, suffering will still continue in the places he 

visited.  

So what, then, is the purpose of images such as Carter’s? If the viewer is rendered 

powerless, then these images should cause moments of reflection. Images of suffering still have 

the ability to bring awareness to atrocities, and possibly relief, but they should always bring 

about careful thoughts over the reasons why the images exist in the first place. Possibly, viewers 

should ponder how their reactions are connected to the prolonging of ailment across the world. 

As Sontag says, “There is nothing wrong with standing back and thinking. To paraphrase several 

sages, ‘Nobody can think and hit someone at the same time.’”   20

20 Sontag, 118 
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