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Just a ‘Stupid Reflex’?

Digital Witnessing of the Charlie Hebdo Attacks and the Mediation of Conflict

Johanna Sumiala, Minttu Tikka and Katja Valaskivi

Witnessing with a Mobile Camera

A particularly significant and symbolic moment in the 2015 Charlie Hebdo attacksi was the

killing of police officer Ahmed Merabet, a Muslim of Algerian origin. Merabet was in his

forties when he was shot on 7 January 2015 by the Kouachi brothers, the two perpetrators of

the attacks, while patrolling the neighbourhood near the Charlie Hebdo newspaper office.

This shooting soon became the most visible testimony to the violence of these attacks. First

gunned down to the ground, Merabet was then executed by a gunshot to the head.

A key witness to Merabet’s killing was an accidental bystander, Jordi Mir, who was at

home sending e-mails when the sound of gunshots interrupted him and drew him to the

window. As an accidental eyewitness, Mir captured the shooting on his mobile phone and

uploaded the video to Facebook. He later testified in an exclusive interview with the

Associated Press (Satter 2015) that, at first, he had no idea what he was documenting on his

phone; the thought of a bank robbery crossed his mind. When the police arrived on the scene,

he handed over his amateur video as a piece of recorded eyewitnessing material. In the

interview, Mir expressed regret about his decision to post the video online. He removed it

from his Facebook page, on which he had 2,500 friends, only fifteen minutes later, but he

could not prevent its circulation in the digital media environment. According to the

Associated Press, someone picked up the video and uploaded it to YouTube. Less than an

hour after he had taken down the video, Mir saw it broadcast on television (for a full account

of the Associated Press interview, see Satter 2015). This was the first step and prerequisite of
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the complex dynamics of digital witnessing in the global media in the case of Merabet’s

killing in the Charlie Hebdo attacks.

In this chapter, we analyse digital witnessing as a media-oriented practice (Couldry

2004) and examine how Jordi Mir’s amateur piece of digital witnessing and related responses

in digital media shaped the Charlie Hebdo attacks as a violent media event triggered by

religiously inspired terrorist fury (see Sumiala et al. 2018). By media-oriented practices, we

refer to Nick Couldry’s (2004) work on media as practice and offer a practice-centred reading

of the Charlie Hebdo attacks as a violent media event (Sumiala et al. 2018). In his approach,

Couldry (2004: 117) focuses specifically on ‘the open set of practices relating to, or oriented

around, media’. Instead of looking at media as a text or a process of production, Couldry

(2004) theorizes on how people orient their lives towards media. Although media-oriented,

this type of adaptation towards media, Couldry maintains (2012), does not happen without

human agency. Hence, it should not be perceived as a deterministic process that is simply

defined by the latest developments in media technology. This said, Couldry (2012) advances

a media-oriented practice theory to better grasp its non-media-centric character. According to

this line of thought, human agency, as something that is socially formed, is credited for its

individual and collective abilities to create and modify social lives lived in relation to

practices that are relevant for media. However, these practices are not created in a vacuum;

they should be viewed in connection to the categorization and ordering in which media are

deeply involved (see e.g. Couldry 2012: 33–58; on further discussions of media-oriented and

media-related practices, see also Bräuchler and Budka in the introduction to this volume;

Bräuchler and Postill 2010; Couldry and Hobart 2010: 77–82; Hobart 2010).

In this chapter, we elaborate Couldry’s (2004) argument and maintain that media-

oriented practices play, not a deterministic but a nonetheless privileged, role in anchoring

people in violent media events and shape their social construction as events of conflict

(Sumiala et al. 2018). This is how media-oriented practices also contribute to people’s lived
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experiences in the context of the Charlie Hebdo attacks (see also Bräuchler and Budka in this

volume). Furthermore, media-oriented practices impose media event power (Rojek 2013)—

that is, the idea of media (event) as the centre of society in mediating conflicts and,

consequently, as creating mediated communities around such violent incidents of global

appeal (cf. Couldry 2003). In the age of digital media, this myth of media centrality can also

be discussed as ‘a myth of us’ (Couldry 2015). In this myth, digital media—namely, social

media—is established as a ‘natural’ access point for social participation in such violent

conflicts.

Daniel Dayan and Elihu Katz, who developed media event theory in 1992, argue that

a media event is a special genre that is powerful enough to interrupt the everyday media flow,

bring the viewer in touch with society’s central values and invite the audience to participate

in the event (Dayan and Katz 1992: 5–9). In their lexicon, media events have (a) their own

grammar, (b) their own meaning structure (story form or script) and (c) their own practices

characterized by live broadcasting: the interruption of daily media rhythms and routines, the

scripting and advance preparation of the event, a huge audience (the ‘whole world’ is

watching; see e.g. Gitlin 2003), social and normative expectations attached to viewing (‘must

see’), the ceremonial tone of media narration and the intention to connect people through this

experience of shared viewing (see also Scannell 1996). Dayan and Katz (1992) indicate that

the significance of media events lies in their ability to reach a larger audience than any event

that requires physical presence. In so doing, they take the question of a media event pointing

beyond itself to a new media saturation level. From their perspective, the audience is well

aware of this as they follow the unfolding media event in different locations, which may be

private, semi-public or public, local, national or transnational, and even global.

Today, the debate on media events is very much alive, and new theoretical angles are

being introduced into the discussion around those spectacular moments of history in which

something exceptional and unique breaks the flow of ordinary and mundane life and calls for
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mediated participation (see e.g. Sonnevend 2016). Today, many scholars of media events

agree that while the media environment has changed radically since the time of Dayan and

Katz’s original work, the interest in making and shaping media events, whether ceremonial

and/or disruptive in nature, remains undiminished. The phenomenon of the media event still

exists in the contemporary social reality and can be studied as a category that has been

reformed in the context of digital media.

Currently, the research on media events is placing more emphasis on the growing role

of new global communication technology in enabling today’s media events and on the

complex relationships between the actors and media platforms involved in making and

participating in those events on a global scale (Vaccari, Chadwick, and O’Loughlin 2015).

These changing conditions also pose a major challenge for rethinking not only what today’s

media events are but what they do in telling the story of ‘us’ and ‘them’ in these global high

moments of ceremony and/or disruption (for a more detailed discussion of contemporary

media events, see e.g. Sonnevend 2016; Sumiala et al. 2018).

Thus, we investigated digital witnessing as a practice oriented towards a media event

and examined how, by whom and with what kinds of implications for digital media

witnessing was undertaken in the case of the Charlie Hebdo attacks. We assert that the

practices of digital witnessing in this case are profoundly embedded in implementations of

visuality and related visibility in conflict (see also Bräuchler and Budka, Kummels, and Meis

in this volume). These practices of digital witnessing include (a) taking videos and pictures

on mobile phone cameras; (b) sharing these testimonies online via a range of different media

platforms; (c) remediating such testimonies from social media to online news media and vice

versa; and (d) morally engaging with such witnessing by commenting, negotiating and

critiquing testimonies (Bruns and Hanusch 2017; Chouliaraki 2015; Mortensen 2015a).

Furthermore, these practices are most frequently adopted by ordinary media users, such as

Jordi Mir; hence, we discuss digital witnessing in this chapter primarily within the framework
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of amateur digital witnessing (see e.g. Chouliaraki 2010, 2015; Mortensen 2015a; see also

Meis and Mollerup in this volume).

In our analysis, we applied a digital media ethnographic approach to study the

practices related to the digital witnessing of the Charlie Hebdo attacks as a violent media

event. We carried out fieldwork on several online media platforms, including such online

news media as the New York Times, Le Monde, the Guardian, BBC and CNN and such social

media sites as Twitter, YouTube and Facebook. The internet fieldwork was conducted

between 2015 and 2017.ii

This chapter is divided into four parts. First, we provide a theoretical outline of the

idea of media witnessing as a media-oriented practice in a violent media event. Second, we

briefly discuss our methodological approach (i.e. digital media ethnography) and its

implications for analysing the digital witnessing of this media event. Third, we present an

empirical examination of the practices related to the digital witnessing of this media event in

the case of the killing of police officer Ahmed Merabet. Fourth, we conclude by reflecting on

how digital witnessing as a media-oriented practice contributed to the mediation of conflict in

the Charlie Hebdo attacks as a violent media event.

On Witnessing Violent Media Events

Recent theories of media witnessing of violent media events connected to conflict, war and

disaster centre on three key debates. The first and most conventional debate addresses the

issue of eyewitnessing versus media witnessing (see e.g. Frosh and Pinchevski 2009a, 2009b;

Ong 2014; Peters 2001, 2009). The key aspect concerns the distinction between

eyewitnessing—that is, physical presence or ‘being there’ in both time and space at a violent

event (Mortensen 2015a: 14–17)—and witnessing violent events ‘vicariously’ (Ashuri and

Pinchveski 2009: 133–5) in and via the media. Following the insight of communication

philosopher John Durham Peters (2001: 720), compared to eyewitnessing, media witnessing

can be organized into three subcategories: (a) witnessing of live transmissions of violent
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events (present in time, but removed in space); (b) media witnessing related to mediated

historical events associated with violent events (present in space, but removed in time); and

(c) media witnessing that contributes to the witnessing of recorded violent events (removed in

time and space) (see Mortensen 2015a: 16; for a divergent discussion on media and place-

making, see also Mollerup in this volume). Another question related to eyewitnessing versus

media witnessing violent events concerns the issue of who counts as a legitimate witness of

such events. Given journalists’ traditional task of witnessing the world’s violent events

through conventional news reporting, much of the research on media witnessing and violent

events has focused on journalism (e.g. Zelizer 2002, 2007, 2010). However, in recent years,

more research has been conducted on ordinary people’s media witnessing (see e.g.

Chouliaraki 2006, 2015; Gregory 2015; see also Markham and Meis in this volume).

The second debate on media witnessing concerns the meaning of media

representations as witnessing evidence during violent events. Tamar Ashuri and Amit

Pinchevski (2009) introduce the concept of ‘vicarious witnessing’ as ‘indirect’ witnessing.

They expand the idea of witnessing and argue that, in addition to human testimonies, media

representations can provide testimonies about violent events (see also Frosh and Pinchevski

2009b). In this interpretation, visual media, such as film, TV news clips, YouTube videos and

mobile videos, play an important role in providing pictorial testimonies of such events (see

also Mortensen 2015a).

Finally, the third, most recent, thread in theorising media witnessing of violent events

is linked to the role and place of the audience in such events. John Ellis’s (2000) work on

‘mundane witnessing’ is particularly relevant here. Ellis (2000) underlines witnessing as an

everyday practice carried out on our TV screens. The role of the audience in mundane

witnessing is to passively consume news of violent events including conflicts, war and terror.

As mentioned previously, more recently, ordinary citizens’ use of visual mobile technologies,

such as mobile cameras, to record videos and images has gained increasing interest among
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scholars theorizing about witnessing in the digital condition (e.g. Allan 2013; Andén-

Papadopoulos 2013; Chouliaraki 2015). The idea of amateur digital witnessing (e.g. Andén-

Papdopoulos 2013; Chouliaraki 2015; Mortensen 2015a, 2015b) has been developed to better

address these new aspects in the present-day mediated witnessing of violent events. This new

condition has shifted the categories of media witnessing production, representation and

reception in new ways. It has also challenged the idea of a passive audience and has invited

scholars (cf. Peters 2001, 2009) to view audience members as potentially active participants

(and witnesses) in today’s violent events. As Mette Mortensen (2015a: 16) describes, while

television and journalism have the capacity to turn media viewers into witnesses, digital

media has turned witnesses into producers of witnesses.

Lilie Chouliaraki (2015: 1364–5) argues that this rise in ordinary media users as

witnesses in digital media has had at least two implications for the issue of truth value in

violent events. First, the development of ordinary media users as witnessing agents has

broken the professional monopoly of news and journalism as the only legitimate producers of

media witnessing. This has democratized media witnessing and made it a more explicitly

bottom-up activity (i.e. from ordinary people to professional media institutions). It can be

considered a fragile practice that gives suffering a human face through the voice of an

ordinary media witness. Second, questions of doubt emerge. This disbelief associated with

ordinary media users’ truthfulness as witnesses relates both to their motivations and to the

doubt associated with digital technologies as tools that ordinary people apply for witnessing.

The use of such technologies (e.g. mobile cameras) and digital media practices (e.g. the

instant circulation of visual evidence in digital media) have also been criticized for

dehumanizing the process of witnessing and the victims to whose suffering they provide

witness. From this perspective, the digital contents of witnessing have been critiqued for

concealing more truth than they reveal (Chouliaraki 2015: 1365; see also Meis in this

volume).
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In the following, we demonstrate how we applied these theoretical ideas regarding

digital witnessing in our empirical analysis. In particular, we explore (a) how amateur digital

witnessing worked as a media-oriented practice in the Charlie Hebdo attacks as a violent

media event, (b) the role of visual representations as vicarious pieces of witnessing the

violent event, (c) how amateur practices of digital witnessing are connected to professional

news media and (d) the implications of digital witnessing for mediating the Charlie Hebdo

attacks as a violent media event and the social construction of victimhood in this event.

Digital Media Ethnography

In this chapter, we discuss the application of digital media ethnography as an interdisciplinary

research approach to study digital witnessing as a media-oriented practice surrounding a

violent media event. Digital media ethnography typically draws on digitally oriented media

anthropology and internet studies inspired by digital sociology (see e.g. Boyer 2012; Hine

2015; Postill and Pink 2012). As a research site, we considered the digital media dispersed

across the internet, which is best characterized as a fluid research environment for conducting

fieldwork (Postill and Pink 2012: 125). We tracked and traced practices of digital witnessing

on several digital media platforms and gave special attention to those practices that travelled

across these platforms. Our objective in following this flow of practices was to grasp

circulations between different actors (witnessing agents and their audiences) and media

representations (witnessing pieces). Our research approach, thus, owes much to Latour’s

(2005) work emphasizing the complex interplay between human and non-human agency and

the practices created in those encounters. We argue that this research orientation enabled us

to better explore the ‘messy web’ (Hine 2015: 13; Postill and Pink 2012: 125); the ways in

which media-oriented practices, and specifically digital witnessing, are carried out in the

present digital environment; and how the actors, actions and messages of witnessing circulate

and are made meaningful in the digital context (see also Hine 2015: 1–6). We took field

notes, provided documentation (e.g. on newspaper articles and tweets) and recorded data (e.g.
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YouTube videos addressing Mir’s video) using the various digital technological means

available. In our empirical work, we saved links and took screenshots and printouts. We

followed and traced various digital platforms, including the websites of the Guardian, the

New York Times and Le Monde, as well as Twitter, Facebook and YouTube. In addition, we

followed Mir’s video and such actors as Mir himself, Merabet’s family members (namely, his

brother, mother and spouse) and politicians (e.g. François Hollande) via their media

representations.iii The analysed period covered the vivid circulation of the event via digital

media from Mir’s eyewitness of Merabet’s killing on 7 January 2015 until the reporting of

Merabet’s public funeral on 11 January. However, the time frame of the digital media

ethnography concerning the debates surrounding Merabet’s death was much longer, spanning

2015 to 2017. The first phase of the project was during the attacks, but the remaining phases

began six months after the attacks took place, when the big data material of more than five

million tweets was gathered. As fieldworkers of digital media, we acknowledge the fluid

nature of our research sites and recognize that some materials may have disappeared between

the first and subsequent phases of the ethnographic fieldwork. By visiting and revisiting our

digital sites of research, we aimed to gather the different testimonial layers constructed

around the digital witnessing of the given violent media event.

Shooting Merabet’s Killing on Video as Digital Witnessing

A key practice of digital witnessing of the Charlie Hebdo attacks was Mir’s graphic

testimony (in the form of a video clip) of Merabet’s shooting. For this witnessing act to take

place, many ordinary, almost banal, details had to align. For example, had Mir (or someone

else) not been at home at the time of the attacks, Merabet’s killing would have been left

unrecorded. What oriented this act of witnessing (i.e. shooting a video on a mobile camera)

towards the media was that it resonated with other practices typical of social media use. It has

become a common practice to record events and incidents on mobile cameras and then share

them on social media (see e.g. Meikle 2016). In this sense, Mir’s actions perfectly fit the
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logic of social media and its related search for attention and the spectacular. Mir himself later

described in news media interviews that his actions had been motivated by a ‘stupid reflex’

(Satter 2015): an almost automatized practice. The spectacular oddity of witnessing a police

officer being killed on the street in the middle of the day caught Mir’s attention and he

immediately began to film it (see also Mortensen 2015a).

A deeper analysis of Mir’s action as a media-oriented practice of witnessing raised the

question of the motivation behind this act of witnessing. Initially, Mir did not know what he

was filming; thus, he was an unintentional witness. However, he did not carry out his

subsequent actions by accident. He gave the material to the police and put it into circulation.

These actions made his video a precarious piece of witnessing representation (Ashuri and

Pinchevski 2009), and although Mir later removed the video from his Facebook page, his

actions could not be undone. The video immediately went viral and began to circulate on

social media platforms, including YouTube, Twitter and Facebook, and the websites of

various news media, including the New York Times, Reuters and the Guardian. The following

day, a picture of Merabet being shot in the head appeared on the front pages of The Times, the

Daily Telegraph, the New York Times, the Daily Mirror, The Sun, the Daily Mail and other

newspapers. The Associated Press described the reactions in the global news media as

follows: ‘The video unleashed a worldwide wave of revulsion’. British tabloids described it

as ‘shocking’ and ‘sickening’. France’s Le Figaro ran a still from the footage on its front

page over a caption reading ‘War’. CNN’s Randi Kaye called it ‘an unforgettable image

forever associated with this horrible attack’ (Satter 2015).

Due to his unique position as a key witness to Merabet’s death, Mir also gained

considerable publicity in the aftermath of the attacks. This can be interpreted as another

example of how digital witnessing is connected with other media-oriented practices in a

violent media event. We may call this the celebrification of digital witnessing of today’s

media events. Mir was interviewed by various news media outlets, but his actions were also
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criticized in and by the digital public, making his status somewhat ambivalent and

challenging his position as a ‘morally pure’ digital witness to Merabet’s suffering and death.

We will return to this issue and examine it in more detail when we discuss the fourth media-

oriented practice of digital witnessing: moral engagement.

Sharing and Circulating Visual Evidence

The second media-oriented practice in the digital witnessing of Merabet’s death was created

around the sharing and circulation of Mir’s video as a piece of visual evidence of this media

event. To function as an object of digital witnessing and have moral meaning for the public,

this piece of vicarious witnessing (Ashuri and Pinhevski 2009) had to be given a narrative

framework. This task was undertaken primarily by the online news media and professional

journalists. Many national and international online news media outlets created storylines

around Merabet’s life. They stated that he had grown up in Livry-Gargan in the north-eastern

suburbs of Paris and graduated from the local lycée in 1995. Paris Match reported that

Merabet’s father, Kaddour, had migrated from Algeria to France in 1955 and that his mother,

Houria, had migrated in 1962 (Lallement 2015). Merabet was said to have fulfilled his

responsibility as the family’s eldest son to look after his mother and siblings after his father’s

death. Like many other newspapers, Le Figaro (Mareschal 2015) portrayed Merabet and his

family as good, hard-working citizens. He was praised as a devoted officer who worked hard

to earn promotions in the police force (Graham-Harrison 2015). Malek, Merabet’s brother,

described him in a 10 January news story in the Guardian as follows: ‘Through sheer

determination he had recently passed the CID [Criminal Investigation Department] entrance

exam and was due to come off the beat. His colleagues describe him as a man of action who

was passionate about his job’ (Graham-Harrison 2015).

The online news stories associated with this witness portrayed Merabet as a good

man, a Muslim, a police officer and a French citizen. He was said to have come from a

relatively humble Maghreb Muslim background in one of the banlieues of Paris. He
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nonetheless carved out a life for himself as a son, partner, brother and respected colleague

and died defending the very people who offended his religion. His tragic fate was to die only

one day before he was due to be promoted to detective, which would have relieved him of his

patrolling duties. In short, the online news media portrayed Merabet as a tragic, masculine,

Muslim hero—a dramatic contrast to the killers, who were depicted as bad Muslims. In other

words, the news media narrativized Merabet’s life into a heroic story of a good Muslim who

had not only adjusted to French society but had even internalized its (secular) values. As the

Guardian reported, Malek, who became a prominent witness to his brother’s character as a

good Muslim and French citizen, described Merabet as follows:

My brother was Muslim, and he was killed by two terrorists, by two false Muslims, he

said. Islam is a religion of peace and love. As far as my brother’s death is concerned,

it was a waste. He was very proud of the name Ahmed Merabet, proud to represent

the police and of defending the values of the Republic liberty, equality, fraternity.

(Graham-Harrison 2015)

Merabet’s partner, Morgane Ahmad, also appeared in public to comment on his fate.

The family’s message called for calm and unity, and their comments, statements and

interviews were circulated from one news media platform to another. In Ahmad’s words

published in the Guardian, ‘What the family and I want is for everyone to be united. We

want everyone to be able to demonstrate in peace. We want to show respect for all the victims

and that the demonstration should be peaceful’ (Graham-Harrison 2015).

As a media-oriented practice of digital witnessing, the sharing and circulating of

vicarious witnessing played an important role not only in telling the truth about what had

happened to Merabet but also in providing a broader narrative frame for what Merabet’s

death meant and how the audience should morally engage with and respond to it in the digital
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media. Here, the online news media took over social media and, in so doing, began to give

the digital witnessing of Merabet’s death global attention (e.g. Sumiala et al. 2018). As a

ritualistic and symbolic practice, digital witnessing, thus, sustained the social meaning of this

mediated conflict and helped participants anchor the moral framework of this globally

mediated community momentarily established around digital media.

‘#JesuisAhmed’—Remediation in Digital Witnessing

The wide circulation and sharing of the video of Merabet’s killing is closely connected with

the third media-oriented practice of digital witnessing: remediation (Bolter and Grusin 1998)

of the digital witnessing of Merabet’s death. Here, the initial emphasis was on social media.

On Twitter in particular, the public, who had become morally engaged with Merabet’s death,

began to react to this testimony by expressing sentiments of collective mourning over the

conflict. Different versions of the slogan, hashtag and message Je suis Charlie (‘I am

Charlie’), the most-tweeted message in the immediate aftermath after the attacks (Sumiala et

al. 2018), were converted into the slogan and hashtag Je suis Ahmed (‘I am Ahmed’) and

widely circulated on different platforms.

A particular tweet received significant attention. It stated, ‘I am not Charlie. I am

Ahmed the dead cop. Charlie ridiculed my faith and culture, and I died defending his right to

do so. #JesuisAhmed’ (@Aboujahjah, 8 January 2015). This tweet became one of the most

retweeted messages after the attacks and signalled explicit solidarity over Merabet and what

he represented as a Muslim and a French citizen. The Daily Mail offered the following

headline: ‘He died defending the right to ridicule his faith: France unites behind

#JesuisAhmed on Twitter in tribute to Muslim officer slain by fanatics as he begged for his

life’ (Bentley et al. 2015). The story described how thousands of people paid tribute to the

dead Muslim police officer by using the rallying cry ‘Je suis Ahmed’ in street demonstrations

and on Twitter and interpreted these activities as expressions of admiration for Merabet’s

sacrifice while defending the right to freedom of speech. The story also reproduced several
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tweets to illustrate these performances of solidarity. The New York Times interpreted the

expressions of solidarity around ‘Je suis Ahmed’ by stating that ‘users praised him as a hero

and, in some cases, a potent symbol in the debate about free speech and religious tolerance’

(Breeden 2015).

The remediation of digital witnessing in this violent media event can be interpreted as

a media-oriented practice that determined the value of Merabet’s death and made him a

symbolically significant victim in this mediated conflict. The remediation of digital

witnessing also provided means for the audience to morally engage with Merabet’s death and

demonstrate solidarity in posting such tweets as ‘Je suis Ahmed’ and related versions. The

practice of remediation in digital witnessing, thus, resonates with other media-oriented

practices, such as ritualized mourning (Sumiala 2013), which also confirms moral norms and

what can be called ‘appropriate’ ways of responding to such violence in real-time violent

media events carried out in digital contexts.

Moral Engagement—Controversy over the Digital Witnessing

As discussed earlier in this chapter, Chouliaraki (2015) maintains that digital witnessing

paradoxically both humanizes and dehumanizes death and suffering in violent media events.

The fourth media-oriented practice in the digital witnessing of Merabet’s death as part of a

violent media event involved moral debates triggered by the very act of the witnessing of the

shooting. In particular, Mir’s position as a key eyewitness became publicly contested. Mir’s

video clip and related still images of Merabet’s killing deeply disturbed and upset Merabet’s

family. Morgane Ahmad, Merabet’s partner, testified on BBC News (10 January 2015) that

she had first learned of her partner’s death on television, although she did not recognize him

in the video: ‘I was in a restaurant and a television was on. ... I didn’t recognise him. I only

saw the picture of a man on the pavement. I tried to call him, sent messages. I went back to

work, and then his sister called me’. In interviews, Mir responded to the critique and

apologized to the family and the general public for sharing his video on social media. As a
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Time headline printed on 11 January 2015 states, ‘Man who filmed terrorists shooting Paris

cop says he regrets sharing video’ (Linshi 2015). In his first interview with the Associated

Press, Mir described his actions as a ‘stupid reflex’:

‘I was completely panicked’, he said in an exclusive interview across from the

Parisian boulevard where the officer was shot to death by terrorists Wednesday

morning. … ‘I had to speak to someone’, Mir said. ‘I was alone in my flat. I put the

video on Facebook. That was my error’. Later in the same interview, he reflects on his

decision to publish the video as part of the wider social media culture: ‘There’s no

answer’, he [Mir] said. (Satter 2015)

The journalist interviewer commented as follows:

… Perhaps a decade of social networking had trained him to share whatever he saw. ‘I

take a photo—a cat—and I put it on Facebook. It was the same stupid reflex’, he said.

… ‘On Facebook, there’s no confidentiality’, he said. ‘It’s a lesson for me’. (Satter

2015)

In this public disapproval of Mir’s actions (concerning his decision to publicly share his

video), the main concern was Mir’s moral reliability. He was accused not of not telling the

truth about Merabet’s death but of seeking questionable attention in doing so. In putting the

video of Merabet’s killing into digital circulation, Mir also contributed to the public exposure

of Merabet’s body, thereby robbing him of his dignity as a dying human being. From this

perspective, it is worth noting that digital witnessing as a practice (carried out here by Mir)

can also become a morally questionable public practice if it is too closely associated with
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other media-oriented practices (e.g. self-promotion) that enforce the power of media events in

social life (Couldry 2003).

Digital Witnessing and the Issue of Mediating Conflict in a Violent Media Event

In this chapter, we endeavoured to demonstrate how media-oriented practices of digital

witnessing, such as taking pictures, sharing and circulating visual evidence, remediating

digital witnessing and morally engaging with the digital witnessing of Ahmed Merabet’s

death played a part in shaping people’s lived experience of the conflict (Bräuchler and Budka

in this volume) and contributed to the mediation of the Charlie Hebdo attacks as a violent

media event. There are three insights that we wish to discuss in our conclusions. The first

concerns the finding that digital witnessing in this violent media event, particularly with

respect to Ahmed Merabet’s death, was experienced and carried out in a complex web of

communicative networks involving amateur digital witnesses, witnessing representations and

the dynamics between online professional news media and social media.

The second observation involves the relationship between digital witnessing and the

mediation of this violent media event. We argue that the digital witnessing of Ahmed

Merabet’s killing during the Charlie Hebdo attacks played an important role in shaping the

social construction of victimhood in this violent media event triggered by religiously inspired

terrorist violence. In digital witnessing, these two aspects are strongly related. Without Mir’s

action, there would be no visual evidence of Merabet’s death; however, it was the practice of

circulating and sharing this visual evidence that provided the narrative frame necessary for

the remediation of the digital witnessing and related solidarity to emerge in the event.

Elsewhere (Sumiala et al. 2018), we have argued that Merabet’s body became a ‘mediating,

masculine, Muslim body’ in the digital construction of this violent event; thus, it was used to

minimize the explicit conflict between the narrative of the ‘radical, terrorist Islam’ and the

‘peaceful, secular, West’. The digital witnessing of Merabet’s death was central in this

process.
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Third, we wish to reflect on our findings concerning digital witnessing as a media-

oriented practice and how it impacts the power that a media event wields and the idea of the

media as an imagined centre of society (e.g. Couldry 2003) and, hence, its conflicts. The

filming of Merabet’s killing and subsequently sharing and circulation of the video on various

digital media platforms make a case for what Mortensen (2015b) calls ‘connective

witnessing’, in which eyewitnessing and media witnessing as media-oriented practices

become closely connected through the actions of a witness—in our analysis, Jordi Mir, an

ordinary bystander. While this action can be seen as humanizing Merabet’s suffering and

taking digital witnessing to the level of ordinary people (i.e. not monopolized by professional

journalism), it also gives rise to suspicions. Such reservations concern the moral position and

motivation of the amateur witness, in the logic of contemporary digitally saturated violent

media events, as well as the moral implications of circulating the visual evidence of the

killing in question. We may argue that the logic of digital witnessing in the mobile and rapid

digital circulation of today’s violent media events not only calls for the ‘right to look’ but

also makes it difficult to avoid bearing witness to such events, creating an ‘obligation to be

seen’ (Chouliaraki 2015: 4). Hence, we may acknowledge that such media-oriented practices

of digital witnessing of violent media events involve an element of exploitation. Amateur

digital witnessing of the killing of victims, thus, is never an innocent or singular practice; it is

always embedded in broader questions of the power of violent media events to mediate

conflicts in the current age of digital saturation.
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