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GRAPHIC IMAGES 

CASE STUDY:  THE MADRID BOMBING, 11 MARCH 2004 

On March 11, 2004, a coordinated series of 10 explosions on four commuter trains coming into Madrid, 

Spain during the morning rush hour killed 190 people and injured over 1,800.  The Spanish government 

first charged the Basque separatist group ETA with the attacks, but later Al Qaeda claimed 

responsibility. On March 14, Spain's Socialist Party won an upset in the country's general election—

voters turned on the government' in part for its handling of terrorism. 

A photograph taken by Pablo Torres Guerrero of El Pais the morning of the bombing appeared on front 

pages around the world. El Pais, Madrid’s hometown paper, ran it as-is, huge, across the entire front 

page. (see below) 

But editors elsewhere struggled with what to 

do about a bloody severed arm visible on the 

train tracks in the image (circled in red in the 

photo on the left).  

In London, the Times, the Daily Telegraph, 

the Sun and the Daily Mail airbrushed the 

body part out, replacing it with stones.  The 

Guardian (see below) changed its color from 

red to grey, making it almost impossible to 

identify.  The Independent and the Daily 

Mirror, got around the problem by printing 

the image in black and white. “For most of 

us,” noted The Guardian, “the true awfulness 

of these scenes were edited out, deemed unfit 

to view.”   

The Digital Journalist, the premiere online magazine for photographers, was appalled by the 

manipulation of Guerrero’s image.  An editorial in its April edition said:   

 

“Newspapers are supposed to present the news in 

an honest context.  This was a news photograph.  

It was not a photographic illustration.  If the 

newspapers felt that the photograph might cause 

readers distress, they had the option of using 

another one.  This is a massive breach of 

journalistic ethics.  You may not ‘clean up’ a 

news photograph to suit your audience…. If 

these newspapers are serious about credibility 

the editors who authorized this manipulation 

should be fired on the spot.” 



 

The News Photographer, the publication of the American National Press Photographers Association, 

also wrote an editorial about the manipulation of  Guerrero’s photograph: 

 

“An image must establish the truth and context of a newsworthy moment. An altered 

image is a lie. 

We believe that the public is ill served when elements within the frame are 

reduced or removed in an attempt to soften the horror of the moment. If one unaltered 

image is too graphic for public consumption, find another. One must not alter a graphic 

image in an attempt to protect public sensibilities. 

Removing a bloody body part from a photograph sends the public an untrue and 

unfortunate message. Removing a victim's remains from a photograph sends the message 

that someone who died is anonymous. Removing a person's blood-soaked limb from a 

photograph tells the public that someone who died is invisible. 

The victims of terrorism must never be anonymous. The victims of terrorism must 

never be invisible."
 
 

Other papers debated over running other photos.  Different papers from different countries made 

different choices. 

A very few felt the image that included the 

severed arm did not speak as powerfully to the 

terror of the event as a photograph of a dead 

woman, lying face up in the unrecognizable debris 

of a train car. (see left) 

Others chose to focus on the survivors, and 

showed their readers images of  young and clearly 

injured victims.  (see below) 

Other papers felt the scale of the attack was what 

mattered and they tried to emphasize the number 

of those killed by showing the mass of body bags 

lined up in a long row. (see above) 

Still others were uncomfortable with focusing on 

either the survivors or the dead and instead 

highlighted the damage to the trains.  



Take a look at these next-day front pages.  Which images did the editors select?  What choice of 

picture would you have made?  Why is it unethical to manipulate a news photograph? 
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1. El Pais, Madrid, Spain 
2. Die Welt, Berlin, Germany 
3. Het Belang Van Limburg, 

Belgium 
4. The Globe and Mail, Toronto, 

Canada 
5. Al-Nahar, Beirut, Lebanon 
6. The Guardian, London, UK 
7. The New York Times, USA 



 

As these front pages demonstrate, editors from around the world made different choices about which 

photographs to run. Opinions differed about what to tell and show the public—and even about what was 

ethical to show.  What one news outlet believed was appropriate or sufficient differed from what another 

believed was appropriate or sufficient. 

Much of what the media cover in the news is violence and trauma—both the daily, pedestrian-level 

violence that rumbles constantly as well as the extreme brutality that can erupt, engulfing its victims, 

and at times entire nations and regions.  Stories of awful pain and sadness need not only to be told but 

have to be seen and heard.  Holding one’s hands over one’s ears and singing “La, La, La,” when 

learning of a diagnosis of cancer is not ultimately the best approach.  It is far better to hear the diagnosis 

of the doctor and find out what she will prescribe for the best quality of life going forward. 

Graphic coverage of violence needs to be tempered with thoughtful explorations of ways the public can 

manage their fears. 

As the Madrid bombing shows, outlets struggle with how to tell these stories.  How should they 

balance what their audiences can bear with what their audience needs to be told? 

 

                     EXERCISE 

Role-play exercise:  Consider that you are an editor at a local 

newspaper or a producer at a local television station.  One of your 

news outlet’s reporters comes back to the newsroom with the 

story of a horrible accident that happened in your town.  A bus 

full of people has crashed, killing 10 and injuring 12.  Another 8 

people were uninjured.   

The reporter took photos (or videotape) of a wide range of scenes.  

Some of the images show just the crumpled bus.  Some show the survivors—some of the 

photos of the survivors show close-ups of them keening in grief over the bodies of their dead 

or injured relatives; other photos of survivors are from a greater distance and show the 

destruction of the entire scene.  Some photographs show the wounded—some show the 

wounded bloodied and crying off by themselves, others show the wounded receiving medical 

attention by emergency personnel who arrived on the scene.  Some images show the dead—

some show the dead in sufficient close-up that the fatal injuries can be clearly seen and the 

people can be recognized, other images show the dead from a distance—in fact the only way 

to really tell that they are dead is through a photo caption saying that those people are dead. 

The story is to run in your news outlet.  You need to decide: 

1. What single photo should be used to illustrate the story or what selected footage 

should run on TV as the story is being reported?   

2. Do you show the dead or the wounded?   

3. Do you show close-ups of the grief of the survivors?   

Be sure to consider who is the audience for your news outlet. 



After selecting the type of news image you think is appropriate consider if the story was 

slightly different.  Would you make the same choice?  Why or why not? 

• Does it make a difference to your choice if this accident didn’t happen in your town, 

but occurred in the nearest big city? 

• Does it make a difference to your choice if this didn’t happen in your country, but 

happened in the country next door? 

• Does it make a difference to your choice if this was the third major accident of a bus 

in your town in the last 6 months? 

• Does it make a difference to your choice if those who were traveling on the bus were 

school children? 

• Does it make a difference to your choice if you know that this was not a random 

accident—the driver was drunk and he was the cause of the tragedy? 

• Does it make a difference to your choice if the tragedy was not caused by an accident, 

but was caused by a suicide bomber? 

ANALYSIS CRITERIA 

1. When editors and producers select what images of violence and trauma to show their audiences, why 

do they need to pay attention to how people ACCESS media?  What are the differences between 

seeing a photograph in a newspaper or watching the same event on TV?  Does it make a difference if 

children have access to the news medium?  How might news outlets adapt their coverage if children 

might be seeing a news story about violence? 

 

2. Images in the news have 

the capability of 

capturing our attention 

more than print—that’s 

why so many people talk 

about pictures being 

“worth a thousand 

words.”  Yet often we do 

not take conscious notice 

of the images all around 

us.  What kinds of 

pictures should we be 

especially AWARE of?  

What kinds of pictures 

are powerful—politically 

or emotionally?  Why are 

they powerful? 

 

3. Take another look at the front pages from the Madrid bombing. ASSESS both the photographs the 

editors picked as well as the size of the images (and the headlines too, if possible).  Why do you 

think that some of the papers used a single image and others ran several?  Which photographs were 

published very large?  Do you think that had to do with the kind of image or did that have to do with 

some other factor?  If you were to make up the front page of your local newspaper what are all the 

factors you would have to consider as you decided how to lay out the stories and the photographs? 

 



4. In order to actively participate in civil society, the public needs access to information.  What kinds 

of information are photographs and video good at telling?  What kinds of information are 

photographs and images poor at giving?   Do you think words or pictures are better at helping to 

create civil societies?  Why?  How can the public be taught to APPRECIATE the value of both words 

and images in giving everyone a chance to participate in their communities? 

 

5. “Whether right or wrong, . . . imagination is shaped by the pictures seen. . . Consequently, they lead 
to stereotypes that are hard to shake,” wrote Walter Lippmann in his famous book, Public Opinion, 

written in 1922.  Name three kinds of images that lead to stereotypes.  What kind of ACTION could 

you take to help reverse those stereotypes?  

 

 

 RESOURCES 

 

• http://www.dartcenter.org/ 

• http://www.dartcenter.org/training/selfstudy/3_photojourn

alism/00.php 

• http://www.dartcenter.org/training/selfstudy/index.php  

• http://www.dartcenter.org/articles/books/tragedies/00.php 

• http://www.digitaljournalist.org/issue0404/editorial.html 

• http://www.unaoc.org/ 

• http://www.ncptsd.va.gov/ncmain/ncdocs/fact_shts/fs_me

dia_disaster.html 
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CREDITS:  

• Photo of Madrid train station, taken by Pablo Torres Guerrero, El Pais  



• Photo of body bags in Madrid, Peter Dejong, AP 

• Photo of dead woman in Madrid, as found in Het Belang Van Limburg, Belgium 

• Photo of injured man in Madrid, Jose Huesca, AP 

• Newspaper front pages, as identified.  See http://www.newseum.org/todaysfrontpages/  

• Rodin’s Thinker from www.quotesthink.net/quotes/   

• Photo from Qana, Lebanon by Lefteris Pitarakis, AP 

• Dart Center publication Reporting War cover.  

• Photo of Dani Parnass, courtesy of Dani Parnass 

• Photo of Susan Moeller, courtesy of Susan Moeller  
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