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PREFACE

I was 18 years old, a freshman in college, cramming for some kind of test,
with the TV turned on and the volume muted. It was time for the evening
news, and when I glanced at the screen, I saw what seemed to be some
kind of Palestinian commando operation in the Occupied Territories. I
knew there was some serious unrest in the West Bank at the time, and the
screen showed an Israeli bus in the aftermath of a fedayeen attack with
two Israelis being carried out on stretchers, the rest of the bus passen-
gers disembarking in horror. At the time, the whole Middle East area was
extremely tense with the Lebanese civil war raging, numerous incursions
by Israel into Lebanon, and the Palestinians fighting for their survival in
Lebanon and existence in the Occupied Territories. I felt a considerable
joy that finally here was a minor victory, a successtul commando operation
by the Palestinians, and at least there were two Israeli soldiers or settlers
dead—compared to the hundreds of killed and displaced from the Arab
side.

I close my book and lean to turn the volume up. Immediately, it
becomes apparent that the two dead bodies were not of Israeli settlers or
soldiers. They were actually two Palestinian fedayeen who were attempt-
ing to hijack the bus but instead were killed by armed men on the bus.

All of a sudden, the exact same image of the two dead people, the bus
full of passengers trying to escape the scene, ambulance sirens hallowing
and waiting to take in the dead bodies, becomes a signifier of the exact
opposite significations it had just carried. Instead of the joy at the vic-
torious commandoes who were able to avenge themselves against those
occupying their land, I felt a deep sorrow for the failed operation and for
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the death of the two fellow Arabs. I was perceiving the exact same image,
but the meaning of what I was perceiving was the exact opposite of what
I had just felt only seconds ago. In semiotic terms, the same signifier car-
ried both a certain signified and its exact opposite almost at the same time.
But along with that reversal of signification and the emotional “flip-
flop” that I was in the midst of also came a profound sense of shame and
guilt. How can one be joyed for the death of another human being? I
realized that I was caught with my moral pants down, that I really was not
seeing the image on the TV screen for what it was: two human beings who
lost their lives; but that I was using some kind of a visual and ideological
filter that directed the way that I perceived and understood that image.
More than 20 years, and a whole lot of growing up, later, I was in
Orlando, Florida, dropping my first-grade daughter, Hannah, at her new
elementary school. It was my first day driving her to school, even though
she had been there a few days already. As we stay waiting for our turn in
the car line, Hannah gets excited and tells me, “Look that’s Dr. Grace,
our principal. She is very nice.” There were a lot of grown-ups standing by
the school entrance, so I couldn’t quite make out which one Hannah was
referring to. I asked, which one is Dr. Grace? Hannah said, “She’s the tall
lady right there.” I thought, hum, they all look the same height to me. I
said, “I am sorry, sweetheart, which one?” Hannah replied, “Yeah, it’s the
lady who’s talking to the kid right now.” They were all talking to kids. I
looked even more perplexed. Hannah said, “There she is, she is the lady in
the blue dress.” For some reason, I could not even detect anyone in just a
blue dress. At that moment, we had arrived to the front of the line. And, as
we stopped, one of the patrol students opened the car door, and Hannah
stretched her hand out and pointed to a lady right next to our car and said,
“That’s the one, that’s Dr. Grace, our principal.” Aha!! At that moment, I
realize that the principal was the African American lady, who was indeed in
a blue dress and stood taller than most in front of that elementary school.
Hannah gives me a warm kiss and leaves the car after wishing me a great
day at work. I drive off with the same sense of guilt and shame that I felt
watching the two Palestinians on stretchers twenty-some years before. The
only visual identifier that I was willing to accept for the principal was the
color of her skin—but that was the only visual difference that was com-
pletely invisible to my (much wiser) six-year-old daughter.
At that point, I started wondering, do two people, coming from dif-
ferent cultural backgrounds, see the same image the same way? Do we
employ technologies of seeing that embed visuality within relentless
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cultural and ideological frames? And, if so, when does visual difference
become a tool for inclusion and exclusion? Are we always implicated in
visuality as a form of confirmation bias? Is what we see shaped by preexist-
ing socio-ideological frames that can only be liberated through an active
and critical relationship with the act of perception? Could one claim that
the image itself, albeit ubiquitous, is never unimplicated—at once violated
and violating—with both its creator and its perceiver self-positioned as its
ultimate subject?

In June 2015, The Boston Globe reported that Emerson College pro-
fessor, Jabari Asim, was given a traffic citation because he was driving with
no valid license. The Winston, MA, officer who issued the citation testi-
fied that he saw a nervous Asim driving and that he could identify his
bald head and his beard. The problem was that Asim was at the College
all day and nowhere near his car. The person driving the car, in fact, was
Asim’s wife, who is not bald and certainly does not have a beard. The only
apparent visual similarity between Asim and his wife is that they’re both
African American with dark skin. Apparently, that was the only differentia-
tor that the officer needed to determine culpability. Sometimes, justice can
be blind indeed.!

This book attempts to engage questions about how are images per-
ceived within cross-cultural contexts, why and how does the same image
get seen in two opposing ways by people from different cultural back-
grounds, and why do cartoons, photographs, and videos become both the
cause and target of bloody political violence—as witnessed by the deadly
attacks against Charlie Hebdo in France and in the swift military response
by the United States and Jordan to videotaped violence by ISIS.

The book seeks to provide a timely and relevant commentary to recent
world events from a cultural studies perspective and attempts to connect
current manifestation of visual violence to a history of alienation and
humiliation between the world of Islam and the West in which the image
is used as a weapon of humiliation. As such, the book aims at filling a
gap in cultural and media studies (as well as political science) that ignores
many of the core causes of the violent performance of the image in the
relationship between Islam and the West. The book undertakes a critical
theory approach in order to tackle, beyond simplified media representa-
tions, questions that are both timely and evolving about ways of seeing,
Islamophobia, and new global cultural realities and challenges.

The book considers the possible ways in which Muslims view the way
they are being viewed, not viewed, or incorrectly viewed. As such, the
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book underscores a certain “will-to-visibility” whereby one may just wish
to be seen and counted as another human being worthy of being seen. I
relate the failure to achieve this visibility to a state of desperation that inex-
tricably and symmetrically ties visibility to violence. However, when Syrian
and Palestinian refugees recently started refusing to be photographed,
they clearly ushered the eventual but inevitable collapse of the image and
its final futility. The photograph has been completely emptied of its last
remaining possibility of signification. Enter ISIS, who violently, blatantly,
and sadistically, exploits the image to shock us in ways that literally rupture
our experience of both time and space.

If the grotesque ISIS Internet videos and the bloody Charlie Hebdo
events in France prove anything, it is that pictures can kill. The Visual
Divide argues that images have always been used as weapons of mass
humiliation. The book attempts to engage, if not answer, questions of
why and how images can perform such a powerful role. It investigates the
question of visual representation between the world of Islam and the West,
taking a close look at a list of subjects that include Internet images of ISIS
and the Syrian civil war, cartoons of Charlie Hebdo and Jyllands-Posten,
photographs of Guantanamo and Abu-Ghraib detainees, TV images of the
destruction of the Twin Towers on 9 /11, images from Nazi concentration
camps, the on-camera death of Palestinian child Mohammad al-Durra,
the photograph of the body of the Syrian child refugee Alan Kurdi wash-
ing ashore in Turkey, French postcards of nude Muslim women of North
Africa in the nineteenth century, and the spectacular humiliation of the
Syrian rebel queen Zenobia in the third century. The book’s central argu-
ment is that spectacularization has repeatedly been used as a form of politi-
cal humiliation by the West, leading to our current visual crisis of the total
collapse of the visual as a reliable means of communication.

The urgent impetus for writing this book, therefore, comes from a
desire to free oneself from the contamination of vision, to free oneself
from confirmation bias as a technology of seeing, and to identify ways of
perception that continuously question the assumed meaning of images
while encouraging a certain self-awareness to always see things as if we’re
seeing them for the first time. One may acknowledge, as has been already
explained by Laura Marks in Enfoldment and Infinity, that scientific exper-
iments in optics by Muslim polymath Ibn al-Haytham (Alhazen) over a
thousand years ago have shown that perception is always an embodied
experience and that memory and perception are directly and inextrica-
bly connected (62-63). In other words, we never see with our eyes only.
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Rather, our bodies, our brains, our thinking, and our memories are all
involved in giving meaning to the images we see. What we see is not what
we get. Therefore, it could be argued that more than ever, we are in need
today of a Brechtian Verfremdungseftekt, to exercise an ability to have
a fresh eye of perception, where we ask ourselves, what does this image
really mean? What does it mean for me? Now?
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

We are cornered by visuality. Not only that we have a need to be seen and
to count but also that what we see structures who we are and who others
are. The eye is quick to classify, isolate, and reconstruct meanings in what
it captures. This book is concerned with the question of how meaning gets
constructed and deconstructed within cross-cultural contexts, where the
image becomes an instrument of power, a technology for affecting social,
political, and cultural relations.

My inquiry attempts to ask questions like, “do two people, coming
from different cultural backgrounds, see the same image the same way?”
Do we employ technologies of vision that embed visuality within relent-
less cultural and ideological frames? And, if so, when does visual differ-
ence become a tool for inclusion and exclusion? When does it become an
instrument of war? I argue that we’re always implicated in visuality as a
form of confirmation bias and that what we see is shaped by preexisting
socio-ideological frames that can only be liberated through an active and
critical relationship with the image. The image itself, albeit ubiquitous, is
never unimplicated—at once violated and violating, with both its creator
and its perceiver self-positioned as its ultimate subject.

In a context where essentialist constructs like “the West” and “Islam”
are used abbreviately, I take as starting points a set of images, photographs,
video footage, cartoons, and news stories in order to investigate the image,
how it functions, how it communicates meaning, and what happens as it is
perceived. By deconstructing these images from their implications, I find

© The Author(s) 2016 1
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that I am left with a trace of hands that touched the image and eyes that
viewed the image, and as such the image is restructured and altered.

I follow a trace that takes the shape of a dichotomy between “Islam”
and “the West.” In this dichotomy, the image is implicated in its con-
struction, instrumentalization, betrayals, and incriminations. The trace
sometimes forks into multiple paths, and at times loops unto itself, but
eventually moves towards a traversal of a visual divide. I apply the trace
as my methodology in the sense suggested by Jacque Derrida, but also
as a technology for finding my way into and out of an epistemological
labyrinth. As such, I find myself applying an ad hoc methodology that is
more concerned with movement, observations, and making connections,
as opposed to grand theory making. The search is intended to be reflec-
tive not only of a new research culture brought about by hypertext and
the Internet but also of the nomadic movement of the immigrant, the
unsettlement of the refugee, the circulation of the postcard.

In Frames of War, Judith Butler draws attention to what she describes
as the “issue of framing.” She explains that the question of framing is both
epistemological and ontological in that it addresses the question, “What is
a life?” Butler points out that if the answer to that question is “selective”
in that only certain individuals or groups are deemed to have lives worthy
of living according to “certain epistemological frames,” then, it could be
said that certain lives “do not qualify as lives, or are, from the start, not
conceivable as lives” (Butler, Frames 1).

In The Visual Divide, 1 will work on conditions where a division of who
is deemed worthy of living and who is not is a question practiced in visual-
ity. I will investigate whether these epistemological frames are affected by
visual difference, cultural identity, or other factors. However, those who
are not seen as worthy of living, who are acceptable as collateral dam-
age, enemy combatants, and others with undesirable visual signifiers, may
assert a “will to visibility,” which they may violently deploy until they are
seen, and seen as humans whose lives are worthy of living.

The selectivity of where people stand relative to visibility and suffering
is a cause of unease and humiliation for many around the world, specifi-
cally in the Muslim world. One may witness this sense of double standard
applied within contexts where cultural difference is markedly visual and
where visual difference is perceived as an instrument of power that aims
at incrimination and destruction. I argue that much violence could be
viewed as an over-determination of this “will to visibility,” which may
have manifested itself in the violent spectacularity of the terrorist attacks
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of al-Qaeda on September 11, 2001, or even in the video films of the
so-called Islamic State (ISIS). When the question of visibility is consid-
ered to have been assaultive, as in the Jy/lands-Posten and Charlie Hebdo
comic images of Prophet Mohammed, which were viewed as a visual insult
against Islam, or when it shows up in the form of sexual humiliation as
in the Abu Ghraib prison photographs, the reaction to this visual assault
and assault on the visual becomes the cause of much anger and violence.
Almost in unison, one witnesses a remarkable and simultaneous rejec-
tion of visual difference in many countries where the public display of an
Islamic visual identity is seen as a cause for concern and reprobation. One
would count as instances, the hijab ban in France, the minaret vote in
Switzerland, the banning of burkinis and other conservative Islamic dress
at the French Riviera, and the controversy over the building of an Islamic
center in Manhattan. Could this duel of one image countering another
be seen as a war of images, where the image is used an instrument of war?

My attempt in this work is to expose the image, and by extension spec-
tacularization, as a vehicle for meaning, which is at once manipulatable and
manipulating and which has become a site for contention as well as a weapon
of choice. Like most weapons, this one aims at causing pain and humilia-
tion on as many adversaries as possible. By exposing the workings of the
image, I wish to invite a critical relationship with the image not as a sacred
evidentiary proof, nor as an unreliable system of knowledge, but as a way of
interrogating one’s existing prejudices and biases in relation to the image.

I am conscious that the track that I follow in this research has already
been paved by the work of many, including the pioneering and amaz-
ing scholarship of Edward W. Said in his masterwork, Orientalism. Said
changed the course of modern cultural studies (or founded it) by locating
the Orient, as it is known to the West through travel writing, literature, and
even academic writing, not in reality but in fantasy. Orientalism becomes
the ultimate self-referential imagining of Westerners who have viewed the
Orient as a feminized, virgin territory, with no ability or concept of orga-
nized rule and government; in other words, it is viewed as open and worthy
of colonialism. Drawing upon the work of Michel Foucault, Said was suc-
cessful in showing how this act of imagining the Other is a tool of power, in
as much as it fixes the other in the fantasy—itself a tool, a techne, to subor-
dinate and control the Oriental as an object of fantasy and colonial interest.

In The Visual Divide, however, I attempt to stray from Said in a few
points: for one, I am unable to confirm that there is a consistent notion
of the West’s Orientalist gaze. Although, the later Said makes it clear that
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there always existed a “counterculture” that did not conform to the offi-
cial narrative, the criticism against his earlier work (Orientalism) that it
attempted to show a comprehensive and unwavering Orientalizing gaze of
the West is not completely without merit. On the other hand, I also attempt
to focus on research on the question of visuality—specifically in the form
of photography and media images from the vantage point of the viewer’s
consumption, as opposed to the work performed by Said in Covering
Islam, where he focused on the media as a producer of images. Finally, it
is important to confirm that there is a counter-gaze to the “Oriental” that
does not always act in a way that contradicts the Orientalist view, but that
is also informed by an equally totalizing view of an “imagined-West.” One
can easily observe that the fundamentalist videos and literature of ISIS and
the like are replete with essentializing views of the West as an absolute evil.
1 copiously draw upon concepts and methods suggested by Edward
Said, but, at the same time, I stray from Said in my attempt to focus my
work exclusively on images, especially in video and photography in order
to locate the self-referentiality of power (also suggested by Rey Chow,
in The Age of the World Target). Second, my work strives to continue the
conversation started by Said (and picked up by many others) by bringing
it to a contemporary state of the image under neo-Orientalist conditions.
Of those who have continued Said’s conversation, my work has been
mostly informed by the postcolonial writings of Homi Bhabha, specifically
in his treatment of mimicry and hybridity. I quote from Bhabha’s work
as he explains the legacy of Frantz Fanon within a resistance vocabulary
that is at the same time anti-colonialist but not necessarily nationalist (in
the view that Fanon’s work went beyond a strict understanding of what
is national identity while affirming the need for anti-colonial resistance).
The question of mimesis and alterity, tackled by Bhabha, is also para-
mount in the works of Mark Taylor (Altarity), Rene Girard (10 Double
Business Bound), Michael Taussig (Mimesis and Alterity), and others. The
concept of one’s desire to be seen and count as a person is steeped in the
performative act of mimicry. Taussig locates this desire in the graphic rep-
resentation of an image (of others) that remains as an unconscious desire,
even as it is performed publicly. Taussig’s anthropological study of the
South American Cuna tribe shows how the tribe adopted a set of wooden
figurines, which seem to represent white colonists. When asked about the
similarities, the Cuna deny being aware of the figurines’ reference to rep-
resenting a white person. In a way, the Cuna were representing themselves
as a mimesis of the white man without ever noticing the difference or the
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relation. I find in these figurines a call for the white man to “see” the local,
but also to see the tribesman as a brother in humanity, a mimesis of the
white man himself.

The Visual Divide also builds up on an understanding of spectaculariza-
tion as suggested by Guy Debord (The Society of the Spectacle) and further
developed as theory in Simulation and Simulacra by Jean Baudrillard.
Debord’s emphasis is on the consumerist effects of modern capitalist soci-
ety, while Baudrillard stretches the concept to its limit where technology
ha