
 

 

Representing Risk and Security: Visual Imaging From Kosovo to Iraq 

 In World Risk Society (1999) terrorism rates just one mention, as part of 
Ulrich Beck’s thesis of a world where ‘global threats’ embedded in ethnic, national 
and resource conflicts, have together ‘led to a world where the basis of established 
risk-logic has been whittled away, and where hard-to-manage dangers prevail instead 
of quantifiable risk’ (1999, 36). But for Beck writing in 2001, soon after the 
September 11 attacks in the U.S.A., terrorism assumes an altogether more looming 
presence, as he begins his article ‘The Cosmopolitan State’ with ‘Terrorism operating 
on a global scale has opened a new chapter in world risk society’ (2001, 14). 
Terrorism is in fact foundational to Beck’s developing contrast between the potentials 
of the cosmopolitan state and the transnational surveillance state as alternative 
outcomes of world risk society, and of the associated competing discourses of risk and 
security. 
 Emphasising this development in risk theory, some commentators have 
plausibly contrasted Beck’s reflexive ‘logic of cosmopolitan risk management’ with 
the ‘outmoded vocabularies of national security and sovereignty’ (Spence, 2004, 1) – 
and my attendance at three recent international Security conferences confirms this 
concern over the eliding of risk discourse beneath the critical assumptions of a new 
post-September 11 world order with its hegemonic discourse of ‘absolute security, 
terror and war’ (Spence 2004). Nevertheless, not all security debate is of this kind, 
and this paper focuses on work in the ‘new sources of insecurity’ academic field, 
which helps flesh out and challenge Beck’s quite vague and utopian notions of a 
cosmopolitan world order. In particular, the paper will look at recent analyses that 
rethink issues of media and the image, as well as looking my own current research on 
risk, media and ‘reconstruction’ in Kosovo. 
 Recent ‘sources of insecurity’ work discussed here will include analysis of the 
circulation of imagistic risk-events through visual culture, which is open to both state 
and terrorist ‘postmodern’ mobilisation; the recent foregrounding of visual imaging 
technologies through digital means of communication (as at Abu Ghraib), with both 
conservative collective identity and destabilising potential; and analysis of specific 
secessionist struggles, challenging their ‘ethnic in essence’ media representation, via 
claims that their modes of communication are abstracted, disembodied and global, 
even while interacting strategically with embodied and everyday relations of trust. 
 The paper will include reference to my current research on risk/security 
discourse and imaging from the 1999 war in Kosovo to the Iraq War, with an initial 
focus on representation of the riots in Kosovo in March 2004.  
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