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At fifteen second after 9:41 a.m., on September 11, 2001, photographer 

named Richard Drew took a picture of a man falling through the 

sky--falling through time as well as through space. . .One of the most 
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famous photographs in human history became an unmarked grave, and 

the man buried inside its frame--the Falling Man--became the Unknown 

Solider in a war whose end we have not yte seen. . .The picture is 

his cenotaph, and like the monuments dedicated to the memory of 

unknown soldiers everywhere. (9)
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On the one hand, I had not been in the Towers when they were destroyed, 

I was not worker called in deal with the catastrophe, and I did not 

personally know anyone killed in the attacks. Yet, the event had taken 

place very close to where I lived, it had a big impact on my daily 

life, and it triggered what had been a direct, earlier trauma. (4)
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ABSTRACT

The Definition of a Catastrophe as Trauma by Visual Media and 
the Resultant Problems: A Critical Analysis  of the 

“Antimimetic Theory"

Seoh, Gil-Wan

This essay begins by discussing the issue of the definition of a catastrophe 

as a trauma by visual media and the problems that result. We assume a concrete 

approach towards these problems by examining the process through which 9/11 

was defined as a “national trauma” in the exclusion of images of bodies falling 

from towers, which were some of the most shocking images in the media coverage 

of 9/11. The choice to exclude images of falling men from American visual media 

representations of 9/11 goes hand in hand with the tendencies of a contemporary 

trauma theory. This essay assumes that the representations in the U.S visual media 

depend on “antimimetic theory," one of the leading contemporary trauma theories, 

in order to validate its logic, and examines the limitations and problems of the 

theory.

This work aims to examine the issue of the definition of a catastrophe as trauma 

by visual media on the basis on the “antimimetic theory" and the danger that 

results. Because the antimimetic theory, which the visual media in the United 

States uses to define 9/11 as trauma, emphasizes literal and unmediated 

representation of an external event, it lacks an understanding of the human aspects 

of the event. There is no way to intervene in the construction and interpretation 

of the trauma. As a result, the theory discourages active attempts to find a solution 

to the problems of the people directly connected with the event. Thus, it provides 

an opening for manipulative intervention of an external power. This essay attempts 

to provide a critical analysis of the “antimimetic theory” in order to help people 

who witness catastrophic events through various types of visual media, and to 

seek an alternative means of experiencing and responding to the trauma, that 

does not stem from the perspective of specific media outlets or external powers.
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