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Abstract. In this paper, we report on interviews with 11 Shia content creators who create and
share graphic, bloody photos of Tatbeer, a religious ritual involving self-harm practices on Ashura,
the death anniversary of the prophet Muhammad’s grandson. We show how graphic images serve
as an object of communication in religious practices with the local community, the inner-self, and a
wider audience. In particular, we highlight how content creators appropriated, in their own words,
“ugly” photos to preserve the authenticity and beauty of their rituals while communicating their
own interpretation of such rituals to others. We suggest that ugliness may be regarded as a useful
resource to inform systems that seek to invite dialogue with marginalized or minority groups.
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1. Introduction

Mitchell (2005, p.14), a scholar of visual culture, said, “Pictures are not just
descriptions of events and practices but representations of events and practices.
Pictures are our way of gaining access to whatever these things are. Even more
emphatically, pictures are (as philosopher Nelson Goodman puts it) the ‘way of
world making,” not just world mirroring.”

From this perspective, picture-making conveys not only a subject matter but
something about the content creator. The photographer can depict what is impor-
tant to communicate, what we care about, what we desire, and what we want to
leave out. To understand the message behind photos, we can seek to understand
the motivations, needs, and values behind the photographer. In this, photos are not
always about representing acts in the world, but sometimes are themselves a way
to reflect back on the individual and society.

The practices of digital photography have certainly been studied in CSCW and
HCT research. Past work has examined the social use of personal photos (Van
House et al. 2005), image sharing across multiple disasters (e.g., the London
bombings, Hurricane Katrina) (Liu et al. 2008), how people shared, produced,
and appropriated images into the telling of a disaster event (Bica et al. 2017),
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how photo taking and sharing behaviors on Flickr encapsulate a “Snapr Cul-
ture” (Miller and Edwards 2007), and how people shifted their behavior from
telling stories about pictures to telling stories with pictures (Mikeli et al. 2000).
Although past studies have elucidated online photo-sharing practices, these prac-
tices often represent quotidian, everyday events that currently dominate social
media (e.g., food pictures, pictures with friends and family, and photos capturing
nature). The emphasis has been on the processes surrounding photo sharing rather
than the content of the photos themselves; when content has been the focus, it is
centered on the notion of privacy (Hoyle et al. 2015). In this work, we will focus
on practices of photo sharing but around photo sharing of a particular content, that
of a religious ritual.

Religious rituals represent one’s beliefs; it makes visible one’s religious needs,
values, and aspirations. We will examine the photos of a religious ritual that is
practiced by a minority group, Arab Shia Muslims (Sunni are the majority), out-
side Western society. While the most common characteristic of Arabs has been
described as the adherence to the Islamic faith, most socio-technical research
work on social media use of Arab populations have focused on their participa-
tion in political actions and crises (Wulf et al. 2013; Semaan and Mark 2012).
There is a small body of work on the role of Islam and culture norms in surveil-
lance, security, and identity (Vieweg and Hodges 2016; Abokhodair and Vieweg
2016; Abokhodair et al. 2017). These studies have informed us on how technol-
ogy is used by Arab Gulf Muslims while adhering to traditional cultural norms
and Islamic expectations. Interestingly, no prior work in CSCW or HCI, to the
best of our knowledge, has examined in detail how Arab populations use social
media for religious rituals and practices. In this paper, we uncover the values of
creating and using graphic images on social media for religion.

We describe a qualitative study analyzing semi-structured interviews with 11
Arab Shia content creators who create and share graphic photos to commemo-
rate the rituals of Ashura. Their rituals only gain meaning when there is physical
self-harm performed by participants. We sought to understand the motivations,
values, and experiences behind the creation and sharing of graphic photos on
social media. In this work, we show that content creators themselves describe
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their graphic photos with a particular term—ugly ( CN )—in a very particular con-
text. Although the nature of what makes a photo “ugly” might be influenced by
the subjective values held by both the sharer and the viewer, we see that ugliness
was something constructed by content creators to make their photos both more
digestible and authentic. We propose that examining ugliness as a resource is use-
ful in divisive contexts. Ugliness reflects the sensibilities of all groups who engage
in communication and serves to preserve and articulate an authentic way of living.

This study makes the following contributions. To the best of our knowledge,
we conduct one of the first studies examining content creators of a marginalized
community sharing graphic photos of religious rituals. We describe how content
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creators appropriated and shared what they called ugliness in their graphic photos.
We also explain how users were cognizant of the interpretative flexibility (Pinch
and Bijker 1984) of their photos—how the ugliness of their images was open
to interpretation by different groups; they deftly used this to articulate the truth
while inviting conversation about their rituals. Finally, we explore how the notion
of ugliness can be a useful resource in designing for interactions between content
creators, their community, and the public at large.

2. The Shia in Islamic history

To help readers better understand the context and terminology used in this paper,
we provide a brief summary of Shia, their historical origins and, more specifically,
details of the Ashura ritual they practice. We draw from Hazleton’s (2010) and
Braswell’s (1996) interpretation of Ashura and its rituals.

Shia and Sunni share fundamental Islamic beliefs such as the belief in the five
pillars of Islam that includes Shhada (the profession of faith), praying five times
a day, fasting for Ramadan, performing a pilgrimage (Hajj) and paying Zakat
(the giving of alms to purify wealth and help the poor and needy). Their differ-
ences date back to the death of prophet Muhammad. After Muhammad’s death,
Ali!, following an extended and lengthy dissent from the Sunni, was eventually
accepted as Muhammad’s successor. Shia regard Ali as a saintly figure, second to
Muhammad himself and the prophet’s rightful heir.

After the death of Ali, the oldest son of Ali was proclaimed his successor. He
quickly retired less than a year later, and his second son, Hussain, left Medina
with his family and followers for Kufa (to become the successor), counting on the
support of residents in the city of Kufa (southern Iraq). On the way, however, he
and his comrades were surrounded by Sunni forces and slaughtered (for various
complex reasons outside the scope of this paper) at Karbala, Iraq on the 10th day
of the Muslim month of Muharram (Ashura?) in the year 680. His head was taken
to Yezid ibn (son of) Mu’awyia in Damascus, and his body was trampled under
the feet of horses. That day has gone down in infamy, and the Shia hold the Sunni
responsible for his slaughter. This day is also called the Battle of Karbala.

2.1. The death of Hussain: Ashura

We now provide a brief overview of Ashura and Ashura’s rituals.
Hussain’s death creates movement, vision, and hope. His death condemns the
oppressor and provides commitment for the oppressed. In view of the Battle of

! The cousin and the only son-in-law of prophet Muhammad and father of Hussain.
2 In Arabic, Ashura simply means “tenth.”
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Karbala, Hazleton (2010, p.182), quoting Iranian sociologist, Ali Shariati, wrote
that:

Hussain’s death achieved a revolution in consciousness. .. Hussain appears
with empty hands. He has nothing. The Imam Hussain now stands between two
inabilities. He cannot remain silent, but neither can he fight. He has only one
weapon, and that is death. If he cannot defeat the enemy, he can at least dis-
grace them with his own death. If he cannot conquer the ruling power, he could
at least condemn it. For him, martyrdom is not a loss, but a choice. He will
sacrifice himself on the threshold of the temple of freedom, and be victorious.

2.1.1. Ashura rituals

For Shia, Ashura marks the death anniversary of Hussain. The murder of Hussain
on Ashura is a distinct feature of Shia faith and practices. Hussain is considered
a martyr, and the shedding of his blood has sacrificial value for Shia. Ashura is a
day of great sorrow due to the massacre of Hussain along with a small group of
his companions and family.

Each year, Shia mourning rituals commemorate the murder of Hussain.
Shia carry out memorial services, visit Hussain’s tomb in Karbala, hold plays
(Tashabih) to represent the Battle of Karbala, and participate in public mourning
processions. These public parades in the street demonstrate the details of Hus-
sain’s massacre. Shia men express mourning by slapping their chests (Latem)
and chanting, emulating the suffering of Hussain by flagellating themselves with
chains (Zanjeer) or cutting their foreheads until blood streams from their bodies
(Tatbeer). Shia give a distinctive name for an individual who practices Tatbeer,
calling him “Motaber.”

Within Shia communities worldwide, all, some, or none of these mourning
rituals may be practiced. Self-flagellation and Tatbeer are perhaps the most con-
troversial Ashura rituals. Some Shia religious leaders have condemned these two
practices, and they have been banned in some countries such as Iran.

2.2. Contemporary status of Sunni & Shia

To help the reader understand contemporary issues relating to Arab Shia, we draw
from work by Graham and Francke (1999). These issues underscore that Shia are
not only a minority in the Arab world because of their small membership but
due to deliberate marginalization by dominant groups. This context is important
to understand when reading our findings. Members of Sunni and Shia sects do
and have co-existed for centuries. Currently, all Arab Shia live in Sunni states
and the dominant power lies with Sunni. Most Sunni Muslims are opposed to
performing Ashura whereas Shia Muslims embrace the performance. Speaking of
Shia in the Arab world is a sensitive issue that most Muslims would rather not
discuss because it raises disturbing questions about Arab history and identity. Shia
themselves would rather avoid the topic (Graham and Francke 1999).
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In Arab countries such as Iraq, Shia constitute a clear majority; however, they
still suffer a minority status, and the Sunni dominate the political order and social
culture. There is a sense in the Arab world that Arab culture is somehow “inherently”
Sunni—that Sunnism is the natural state of Arabs. The discussion of minority issues
in Arab countries is carefully avoided or drastically oversimplified by the state.

In the Arab world, one of the most basic charges against Shia is whether they
are loyal to Sunni (Graham and Francke 1999, p. 33-51). Doubts about Shia loy-
alty have intensified with the formation of modern Arab states. Previously, Shia
received support from non-Arab converts to Islam; recently, this fact has been
used to accuse Shia for being anti-Arab.

3. Related work

Our work is informed by three lines of research: social media use in the Arab world,
religious studies examining ICT use, and social media disclosure of self-harm.

3.1. Social media and the Middle East

3.1.1. Social media in political sphere

Social media has been examined as a medium facilitating the participation of
Middle Eastern citizens in political action. Work has examined how Twitter is
used to shape political actions in the Middle East. Lotan et al. (2011) focused on
the dissemination of news on Twitter. They analyzed Twitter information flows
during the 2011 Tunisian and Egyptian uprisings. Their findings indicate that
Twitter recreates journalism as a conversation by the masses rather than as an
expert telling of a story. Other work investigated how technology enabled the Arab
Spring, a revolutionary wave of anti-government uprisings, and protests in North
Africa and the Middle East, “on the ground” (Wulf et al. 2013). Wulf et al. (2013)
discussed the significant role social media played, in conjunction with a number
of traditional media, to amplify the role of people in overcoming the limitation of
the national media systems, constructing political activism, and organizing polit-
ical action. Work by Howard et al. (2011) found that social media was used to
put pressure on governments. Their findings highlighted how online conversa-
tions were integral in the revolution that toppled the governments of Egypt and
Tunisia (Howard et al. 2011).

It deserves mentioning that there is a relation between legislative actions and
Shia practices. Originally, Shia arose as a political movement in support of Imam
Ali (Graham and Francke 1999). According to Hazleton (2010), Ashura is no
longer about explaining repression; it inspires one to rise up against repres-
sion. For Shia, “Everyday is Ashura, and every land is Karbala.” For Shia,
commemorating Ashura is a way to pursue justice in the face of oppression.

While acknowledging that religion and state are inexorably linked together, our
paper does not focus on politics in the Middle East. Indeed, rather than focusing
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on key, dramatic events as the past work above has, our goal is to examine the
more routine, mundane online practices and motivations of content creators who
capture an uninvestigated minority’s rituals.

3.1.2. Social media culturally situated

Researchers have studied how particular cultures have used social media from a
variety of perspectives; for example, studies examine how culture values shape the
use of social media (Semaan and Mark 2012; Abokhodair et al. 2017; Vieweg and
Hodges 2016). Semaan and Mark (2012) studied social media (Facebook) prac-
tices in a society experiencing conflict. They found that Iraqis used Facebook as
a tool during the Iraq War to support the recovery process and rebuilding of their
society (Semaan and Mark 2012). Studies have found that values among Arab
gulf users were enacted through the use of digital technologies (Abokhodair and
Vieweg 2016). Abokhodair and Vieweg (2016) offered culturally sensitive design
principles for designers and developers to apply to a broad audience. Another
study identified how social media was perceived and appropriated within Qatari
society to fit their lifestyle and ethos (Vieweg and Hodges 2016). They argue
that online surveillance studies should be expanded to include the cultural dimen-
sion of society. Another work found that Arabs used social media to construct
and form identity through shared photos (Abokhodair et al. 2017). In this work,
authors showed that the cultural norms and Islamic traditions of the Arabic gulf
dictated legitimate practices of sharing content in social media. Investigating the
usage of ICTs and identity, recent work examined how ICTs were integrated
within Iraqi households (Semaan et al. 2017a). They found that Iraqis appropri-
ated ICTs to “save face” and maintain a positive collective identity. Rajakumar
(2012) surveyed 100 Qatari women on the use of social media and other tech-
nology. She highlighted the “creative approach” to Facebook by participants that
allowed them to interact online but nonetheless adhere to the social norms as
Qatari women.

We expand on this line of research to offer insight into the motivations for a
sensitive group of people in the Arab gulf for posting photos that reveal facets
of religious rituals not ordinarily shared online. We seek to offer how values are
expressed and experienced through sharing social media content.

3.2. Digital religion studies

The study of the intersection of religion with the digital age is its own subdisci-
pline (Helland 2000; Brasher 2001; Campbell 2005a, b, 2010; Bunt 2000). This
body of work describes how ICTs are being re-purposed for religious activities.
Helland (2000) provides a useful distinction between “religion-online” (provid-
ing individuals with information about religion) and “online-religion” (adapting
religion to create new forms of networked spiritual interactions). In the same
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vein, Campbell (2005a) explored how the internet is conceived of as a “sacramen-
tal space” where religious practitioners can search for meaning and present their
beliefs. Only a few studies have examined alternate paradigms of technology in
religious activities. Exceptions include studies on how new technologies deliver
religious experiences (Bell 2006), how the adoption of technologies is a negotia-
tion among clergy and laity (Wyche et al. 2006), and how a religious community
adopts Second Life to offer virtual forms of worship and evangelism (Gelfgren
and Hutchings 2014).

Our research finds inspiration from Bell (2006) on religious or spiritual rela-
tionships to, and usages of, ICTs that seem to be marginalized in the realm of
technology (Bell 2006). We chose to explore the meaning behind photo-making
and photo-sharing for a religious setting. We seek to contribute a greater under-
standing of how photos that were taken ostensibly to capture religious rituals were
used to communicate to a wider audience.

3.3. Self-harm and HCI

While Tatbeer is a religious ritual that involves mostly superficial self-harm, the
photos of Tatbeer that are shared are graphic in nature. To the best of our knowl-
edge, no previous study has investigated sharing graphic photos online. Little
research has investigated the sharing of sensitive content. Research has inves-
tigated how transgenders manage digital artifacts such as photos, names, and
gender markers during gender transition on Facebook (Haimson et al. 2016).
They found that transgenders shape their digital footprints by editing self repre-
sentational data and editing the configuration of the network itself. Other work
investigated transition disclosure issues (Semaan et al. 2017b). In this work, the
authors uncovered the disclosure strategies of veterans and how they navigate
their transitions into civil society. Andalibi et al. (2017) focused on sensitive self-
disclosures about vulnerable, stigmatized, and negative experiences on Instagram.
They found that usage of social media enabled content creators to tell stories about
difficult experiences. Other work studied provocative and revealing images online
to discuss the digital identity and expectations about risks that are associated with
provocative, controversial personal images (Gulotta et al. 2012).

There is growing literature exploring self-harm, an act that causes physical
harm to the self without intention for suicide. It encompasses cutting/scratching,
burning, picking, substance abuse, eating disorders (EDs), bone breaking, head-
banging, eye enucleation, and limb amputation (Osuch et al. 1999). Researchers
have used large-scale quantitative techniques to investigate pro-ED communities
on Instagram (Chancellor et al. 2016a) and predict future mental illness sever-
ity in users who share pro-ED content on Instagram (Chancellor et al. 2016b).
Another study examined self-harm photos posted on Flickr to provide automated
self-harm content detection to monitor health and offer help once such content
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is posted (Wang et al. 2017). Work has explored the challenges and opportu-
nities in designing technology for those affected by self-harm. Birbeck et al.
(2017) involved a variety of stakeholders, such as individuals with lived expe-
rience of self-harm, health researchers, technologists, and medical trainees, to
create designs and prototypes to provide support to people who self-harm and/or
for the people around those that self-harm.

Researchers have explored the dynamic relationship between ED networks
across several social media platforms. Pater et al. (2016) analyzed the presenta-
tion of eating disorders in multiple social media platforms. In their analysis of
eating disorder-related content and activities based on associated hashtags and
media, they found that members of ED networks used social media to circumvent
censorship. Another study examined the accessibility and scope of nonsuicidal
self-injury videos online (Lewis et al. 2011). Pater and Mynatt (2017) focused on
the understanding of digital self-harm activities.

The above work has mostly focused on self-harm from a mental and wellbeing
perspective. Although self-harm and Tatbeer have dramatically different motiva-
tions and cannot be directly compared, both can nonetheless be seen as modes of
expression. We explore individual’s belief, practices, and values of sharing images
on social media relating to self-harm as a religious ritual.

4. Methodology

We conducted semi-structured interviews to understand the motivations, percep-
tions, and values of users who share photos of religious rituals. In our interviews,
we utilized photo elicitation methods. Photos served as an anchor point in our
study to understand the values of self-harming photos. Because our study explic-
itly deals with photos created and shared by participants, this technique allows
informants to situate discussions of their practices, thus going beyond the limi-
tations of spoken word (Collier 1957). Photo elicitation also reduces the power
differential between the researcher and informant where the researcher becomes
a listener as the informant interprets the photograph for the researcher. Our
interviews foregrounded the photographs rather than the research participants.
Participants were given freedom to choose and talk about any aspect of the photo
such as its content, context, and social meaning (Loeffler 2004).

4.1. Field sites

Our research is a multi-sited study (Marcus 1995). In the course of our field-
work, we traced a local phenomena of interest—shared photos of a religious
ritual—through a diverse connection of people, associations, and perspectives
across space. We detail this tracing of digital footprints in our recruitment section
below. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with informants across differ-
ent interests, professions (e.g. photographers, religious reciters, clerics, etc.) and
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geographies. This study was conducted primarily in two localities, Bahrain and
Saudi Arabia.

4.2. Participant recruitment

We were interested in identifying and understanding the values and practices rep-
resented through the sharing of photos capturing the physical harm mourning
rituals of Ashura on social media (Instagram and Twitter). We directly contacted
the owners of accounts who posted public photos of Ashura’s rituals. These pho-
tos were found through hashtag searches on Instagram and Twitter; this method
for identifying participants has been successful in surveyed Twitter users to probe
how social tagging was viewed for SNS questions and understanding personal
and health activities in social media (Rzeszotarski et al. 2014; Teodoro and Naa-
man 2013). We decided to contact informants through these two social media
services because, according to our first interviews with our informants, these ser-
vices are popular among others for sharing photos. We carried out searches in

Arabic of Ashura (“ j"'“u'#) Shia (“-"'H”# ), the branch of Islam that practices
i) a4
Tatbeer (% e ), the expression (U=~ LME’E) for endorsing a reli-

gious practice (roughly equivalent to “bless you”), and the religious rituals of Shia
that we were focused on: Tatbeer (J}?-“J#), Zanjeer (J-‘-'-g J#), and chest beating

((“'u#). We recruited six Instagram users and three Twitter users. Later informants
were recruited via a snowball sampling approach.

While we contacted users from several countries, informants for this study
came from two Arab countries: Bahrain and Saudi Arabia. All informants have
an active presence sharing photos on social media of Ashura ritual practices,
sharing an average of about 4,055 photos (only two participants focused solely
on sharing photos of their religious belief). The occupations of our participants
varied. Some were photographers, reciters, social media managers, writers, and
engineers. Detailed information on our participants is listed in Table 1.

The studies covered in our related work section have primarily focused on Mus-
lims or the Middle East, but here we focus on participants from the Arab world.
We do this for two reasons. First, according to Graham and Francke (1999), iden-
tity in the Middle East is as often linked to ethnicity more than religion. Second,
although Shia exists as a faith within the faith of Islam, only Iran (a Middle East-
ern country) is overwhelmingly composed of Shia. In two or three other Islamic
countries, Shia only has a slight majority. In the rest of the Muslim world—aka
the Arab world—Shia live as minorities or are not found at all (Kramer 1987).
Thus, these participants are an information-rich source for studying practices of
marginalized groups’ use of online media. However, we acknowledge that an
alternative study focused on Shia as majority in countries like Iran may provide a
different, valuable perspective.
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Table 1. Informant demographics (N = 11).

ID Occupation Practiced rituals
P8 Social media manager Zanjeer
P10 Photographer Zanjeer
P14 Engineer Tatbeer
P16 Reciter Zanjeer
P18 Photographer None

P19 - Tatbeer
P20 Student Tatbeer
P21 - Tatbeer
P22 Student Zanjeer
P23 Photographer None

P24 Photographer and Writer Did not say

Conducting a qualitative inquiry in the Arab world is challenging as the concept
of discussing one’s personal life with strangers is uncomfortable and typically
avoided (Abokhodair and Vieweg 2016). For many Shia, oftentimes the minority
(and sometimes oppressed) branch of Islam in their countries, their ritual prac-
tices are a sensitive topic. While the ability to converse in Arabic was an asset in
conversing with our informants, we were asked to identify our religious identities.
Since the first author identifies as Sunni, which gives some distance and sense of
being “the other doctrine,” it was a challenge to recruit informants who, under-
standably, were concerned that our research might seek to judge their beliefs. As
a result, recruitment often happened in a longitudinal matter before the actual for-
mal interview—messages were sent back and forth over time over social media
clarifying our research aims and, in particular, that our work was not examining
the validity of their religious beliefs. Overall, we found that our Shia informants
appreciated our interest in their religious rituals. However, we cannot claim that
our religious identities did not impact successful recruitment; some social media
users may have refused to participate with us due to the sensitive nature of the
topic.

4.3. Interview procedure

We conducted semi-structured interviews (28 — 120 minutes) with 11 participants.
Tatbeer rituals are typically performed by Shia Muslim men. The majority (N =
9) of interviews were conducted online using voice or video chat apps such as
WhatsApp and Google Duo.

We received an invitation from one participant to interview him face-to-face
in Bahrain. In that visit, one of our previous informants acted as a sponsor and
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introduced us to other informants who agreed to be interviewed for this study.
During the visit, the first author’s sponsor also arranged a visit to a Hussynia,
a congregation hall for Shia commemoration ceremonies that is intended mainly
for mourning during Ashura. Although audio recording was not allowed during
our visit to Hussynia, we were allowed to take photos of the pictures of Ashura’s
rituals that were hung on the Hussynia’s wall. We also took some photos of
technology that has been used to broadcast Shia’s rituals during Ashura.

Each interview began with warm-up questions that asked informants about
using social media in general. Our questions centered around Ashura experi-
ences including preparation, ritual practices, the meanings they ascribed to their
experiences, and the value of sharing photographs of ritual practices.

In addition to our interview protocol, we used photo elicitation techniques as
the images evoke a deeper element of people’s experiences (Harper 2002). We
created a personalized online binder for each participant containing their photos
of ritual practices they shared online. We shared the link of the binder during the
interview. For some informants who did not have a stable connection, we sent
them the photos via email and WhatsApp.

The images in our binder were chosen to facilitate a discussion on a broad range
of Ashura activities. The binder consisted of images in the following categories:
the Ashura procession, Ashura-specific practices, self-harming performances, and
self-harm tools. During the interviews, informants were asked to reflect on the
photographs from their personalized binder; we prompted questions focused on
the value and meaning of the photos such as: what in the photo is worth seeing?
What was important in the photo? Why it was taken? What do you like about
this photo and why? Why did you share it? What does this photo mean to you?
What does it mean to you to share it and why? Due to the sensitivity of the topic,
we organized images in order from more innocuous (Figure 1) and “in-between”
images (Figure 2) to more sensitive images (Figure 3) to help us gain rapport with
interviewees (McCracken 1988). To protect our informants’ identities, the figures
in this paper use exemplar photos, not the actual photos shared by our content
creators (and were used in our interviews). We obtained consent for all photos
published in this paper; the figures’ captions detail information about the photog-
raphers. The first author is a Saudi native and fluent in Arabic. All interviews were
conducted in Arabic and translated into English. A select number of interviews
were reverse-translated and verified by another Saudi native to ensure accuracy.

4.4. Analytic approach

We draw from empathy by Gair (2012) to deeply listen, feel, and value the stories
of our informants and to convey that felt empathy and understanding back to our
informants. Rogers (1957) described empathy as sensing people’s private world
“as if” it were our own but without losing the “as if.” Although we recognize
empathy as an internal frame with reference to another person, in our capacity
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Figure I. An example of an innocuous image [Muhammad Ali, Flickr: Raghib Ali].

to imagine and empathize our informants’ stories and values, we did not lose the
awareness of our role as outsiders and that such stories are not our own.

We adopt a constructivist grounded theory approach (Charmaz 2006) to ana-
lyzing our qualitative data. We are interested in content creators’ construction
of meaning and how they interpret their own actions to the values they adhere.
We pay close attention to how photos and the action of sharing photos are sit-
uated in social and cultural contexts. We iteratively asked questions around the
categories that emerged from explicit and implicit findings (Charmaz 2011).
All authors discussed the codes throughout several meetings and collaborated in
an iterative coding process to generate higher level code units around Ashura,
ritual practices, photos sharing, and photo processing of ugliness. In the last

Figure 2. An example of an “in-between” image [Boaz Rottem, Flickr: Boaz].
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Figure 3. An example of a sensitive image [Muhammad Ali, Flickr: Raghib Ali].

theme (ugliness), we have subcategory themes such as minimizing (i.e., down-
playing, filtering) the practice (Tatbeer), criticizing the practice, communicative
means (i.e., how the photos communicate), accommodating tensions, advocating
practice, and provoking emotions.

Constructivist grounded theory fosters reflective thought during the research
process to support a researcher in the task of favoring the data over any other input,
and thus ensure groundedness. We iteratively compared the data, codes, cate-
gories, and memos—which involves writing down thoughts, feelings, or questions
that arose from the analytic process—among themselves. Through the process
of reflexivity, researchers should continually be aware that their positionality is
always situation and context dependent. We identified keys factors that influenced
our position as researchers which allows us to both present and possibly limit our
findings. First, our analysis positions content creators as a vulnerable population
that is often under great scrutiny from others. Second, our view is that religious
ritual is a form of truth for our participants. For them, commemorating the tragic
events of Ashura is an important way of worshipping God in a spiritual or mys-
tical way. Third, we view the Ashura rituals as a member practice that supports
the social solidarity of our participants. Lastly, the first author’s status as a Sunni
may have shaped the responses that were given (we mention this in more detail in
Section 4.2).

5. Findings

Content creators created and shared photos of religious rituals for a number of
reasons. First, we show that graphic images were created and shared to reflect
localized community interest around Tatbeer. Second, we illustrate that creating
and sharing significant moments to commemorate religious rituals were not only
for external audiences but also to speak to the content creator’s own inner-self;
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that is, these photos helped users reflect on their own religious and spiritual val-
ues and this reflection itself was communicated to a wider audience. Thus, social
media provided users an opportunity to assert authority and present to new audi-
ences. Last, we explain how content creators shaped their photographic practices
and photos, implicitly drawing on the notion of ugliness, to attract a potential
audience.

5.1. Being responsible: Action towards community

Our data shows that informants created and shared photos that commemorate
Ashura rituals to show a sense of responsibility. In particular, commemorative
photos serve to voice the value of the community and to make what is considered
a minority community visible.

5.1.1. Speaking for the community / Giving voice to the minority

Posting and creating graphic photos required content creators to have a sense of
responsibility to voice interests that benefited the society as a whole even if there
was a tension between the interests of the individual and the interests of the group.
This voicing of community interest over the individual one was prominent in the
response by P18 when he was asked why creating and sharing graphic photos was
important to him despite not supporting those religious rituals himself:

Posting photos are a bit sensitive and serious . .. I post a ritual practiced in my
community to show our community inside-out and outside-in. Posting photos
is a little sensitive not for the community but for me as Bahraini. [But] I have
to represent my city and culture to other countries and communities.

P18 explained that Ashura graphic photos were posted to social media to acknowl-
edge that he should be publicly accountable for presenting what was happening in
the community regardless of his self-interest. People should represent their com-
munity as they experience Ashura together. Sharing graphic photos allowed him
to reflect on the shared value of the community. It might be true that graphic
photos were made and shared by particular members of the group, but together,
photos represent the group as a whole.

Similarly, P10, who is no longer practicing Tatbeer after seeing one of the BBC
reports that was about Tatbeer in Lebanon and Afghanistan, asserted that his own
stance on Tatbeer is in conflict with the community’s interest. He put this aside for
the sake of community to use his photographs to commemorate the ritual side of
Tatbeer. He described a photo showing a small group of people practicing Tatbeer
together:

This photo is to show the ritual side [of Tatbeer]. We cannot deny the fact that
there’s a ritual side for this practice [Tatbeer]. My philosophy is, “How can we
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make the ritual aspect of Tatbeer more salient and speak for itself?” We are not
ashamed of this ritual even though we may not accept it. I mean as a person I
cannot accept it, but this is the way it looks like.

For the sake of the community, P10 posted these photos. He sought to actively
manage his own reaction against Tatbeer. Although he does not personally
practice Tatbeer, he nonetheless took the photo to demonstrate that “we are
not ashamed.” Thus, it was important for P10 that these photos communicate
something about his society, despite not entirely adopting his society’s rituals.

Not all informants have internalized a conflict of interest between themselves
and the community interest. Speaking for the community interest means being
responsible to voice what is misunderstood or neglected within the community of
other Shia. Users choose graphic photos to inform their community. Informants
mentioned that it was their responsibility to capture the bloodiness of the ritual
and those who observed Tatbeer. P24 said, “The most attractive thing in the reli-
gious commemoration is the blood”. He further noted that the content creator has
the responsibility to make visible what is easily missed within the community in
his photos. P24 elaborates below on a photo he produced. This photo captures a
woman looking at people practicing Tatbeer:

I do not capture Tatbeer itself but instead people’s reaction when watching
someone practice Tatbeer . .. I guess the most interesting thing is when people
see blood, the other things that are in that environment would be difficult to
notice.

For him, his photos are not simply a reflection of what is obvious to the
Shia community (the bloodletting ritual) but also what is “difficult to notice”
in his community during Ashura (women who can not practice the bloody
rituals).

Informants also spoke of a responsibility to show the diversity of practitioners
of Tatbeer. P23 noted that his images are “ ... photos of Ashura rituals [that]
can be seen as a way of thinking ”—this thinking reflects his views on diversity
of Tatbeer. So P23 was showing this neglected side of Tatbeer—that it is prac-
ticed beyond certain ethnic groups. During his interview, P23 explained a photo
of his that captured a Pakistani procession practicing the self-flagellation ritual in
Bahrain with an international group of spectators.

Mostly I don’t focus on the rite itself. Instead, I concentrate on the community
who observe the practice. In most of the time, that community is neglected.
So, we have Indian people, people from eastern Asia, the Philippines, and also
European people. [I] also focus on the elderly who are interested despite their
physical weakness. So, I usually attempt to show this side.

Thus, these images do not reflect the rite itself but rather reflect a neglected part
of the Shia community and informs others about them.
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5.1.2. Expanding the community’s visibility
Beyond the local community, some informants have examined their own position
of power in social media and expressed their willingness to seek opportunities
to grow community visibility by expanding its online presence to introduce the
community and deliver Ashura to everybody.

To make what is considered a minority community visible, P22’s sense of
responsibility led him to sharing photos to expand the visibility of the community:

[Social] media is so important to spread these ideas and these rituals to people
who do not know about it. Media and social media are so important, as they
reach the farthest point on the earth . . . Sharing pictures is useful, actually more
than useful. So it’s more useful for the ritual itself. So the people can know
about [us] and [that] there is a branch called Shia. And this branch includes
these rituals and commemorating them.

P22 described that using social media for his graphic photos is beneficial for the
rituals, and that it is the way for people to know about a community that is not
part of mainstream religious groups. For him, sharing photos expands community
presence in the platform. This notion of expanding through social media has fre-
quently been found in past work as social media affords users the ability to make
their behaviors, preferences, and communications that were once invisible (or at
least very hard to see) visible to others (Treem and Leonardi 2012).

Making the community visible for some informants was achieved by conveying
Ashura to the online sphere. P14 explained that sharing graphic photos enabled
him to communicate the experience of Ashura to others, unrestrained by temporal
and geographic boundaries.

My goal is to deliver the idea of Ashura and the practice of Ashura. How to
do our practice and who we are. This is something that should exceed the geo-
graphical location. This should not be constrained to a temporal and a location
boundary. But it should be everywhere.

Similarly, P19 said “I am interested in sharing some photos of Ashura to deliver
Ashura to anyone in the world who might ask, ‘Where was this photo taken from?
Why? And what is the story behind it?’ ” Both informants believed that the content
of the photos they posted on social media gave online users insight into the lives
of the Shia community.

5.2. Showing suffering: The action towards the self

Suffering was a constant topic of our interviews. Content creators discussed their
attempt to make sure that significant moments of commemorating Ashura were
always captured. Suffering is a significant moment of Ashura—it characterizes
and defines the religious event. Through the creation and sharing of photos,



The Beauty of Ugliness: Preserving while...

informants were able to look inwardly, reflecting upon the experience of suffer-
ing in Ashura. This reflection allowed content creators to recognize their own
limitations and what they can or cannot control. In suffering, people see life as
a series of moral situations, placing difficult experiences in a moral context and
transforming it into something sacred (Brooks 2014).

Tatbeer is the lived experience of suffering in a form of public communication.
Self-harm and bloodletting symbolically provide an opening to inner emotions.
Our informants’ motivation in using graphic images on social media is to speak
about the self. Photos enabled informants to pursue their agency through them.
Photo’s affordances enabled content creators to capture particular perspectives on
the religious significance of pain when marking the body and wounding it. Here
we detail how graphic images were utilized to speak of the pain inside the other
and thus reflecting on the self.

5.2.1. Reflecting on the self
Capturing one’s suffering to see the world of others allows informants to reflect
on themselves. In our interviews, we found that content creators put their self-
reflection into the graphic photos for others to view.

In a conversation with P23 to discuss suffering in his photos, he said that shar-
ing photos not only enables self-injured parties to present their grievance but also
to make them comprehensible to other people who do not support their rituals.

I am trying so that my society [would] eventually accept freedom in any rites
even if I do not believe in it or my society does not like it. We all have some-
thing that we do not believe in. But I need to try to understand why somebody
hits or harms himself as I don’t have the courage to do so . . . I shared this photo
to understand how much that person is in pain when he hits himself before they
[others] criticize it. That person does not need any more pain that could come
from that scrutinizing.

P23’s statement indicates that he used suffering to enable reflection on the self
to understand why people are in pain. He is aware of the scrutiny that religious
groups face because of their rituals, so he saw that his graphic photos could miti-
gate that tension if he shared photos that captured one’s suffering. By viewing the
photos he took himself, P23 was able to better understand the suffering and deep
emotional significance that Tatbeer had on their practitioners.

P23 further illustrated that taking photos of people suffering was a way for
him to understand himself in a larger context. P23 shared photos of self-harm to
reconcile an inner conflict about Tatbeer:

Sometimes you find yourself taking photos of something that you do not like
[Tatbeer and its suffering] as a way of self-discipline to accept the thing that
you do not like. I see taking photos of the things that you do not like as a way
of avoiding the disagreement with the things that you do not agree with. It is
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an attempt to understand the whole scene and its meaning, even though you do
not agree with it.

He acknowledged his stance of not accepting religious rituals (Tatbeer), but he
found himself taking graphic photos of people suffering during Tatbeer rituals as
a way of self-discipline. For him, taking photos that convey people’s suffering
could help one reach an agreement with the self.

For some informants, this reflection was only achieved after the posting of
graphic images. P24, upon being asked why he posted graphic photos that cap-
tured suffering, replied, “I very much like the things that I do not like.” He
described the reason for sharing photos of one’s pain as:

[It is] a story [that] shows on people’s bodies. .. the tattoo on this guy was
about a story in his life, and he was hitting it . .. to express that he has gotten
over it. The way he is hitting it to deform it shows how he does not care about
it anymore.

Upon seeing one of his photos, he further noted that capturing graphic photos that
convey others’ pain provided insights about himself as a Motaber. He said:

I see myself just like “Motaber” but I use a camera instead of Zanjeer ... |
used to tell myself that. I mean, it has become a habit that I must attend Ashura
to take pictures [of Tatbeer] ... I was just telling myself that I was doing
something on that day like them [people perform Tatbeer] but with different
tools.

P24’s reflection underscores that graphic photos allow him to communicate
the world of others while also seeing himself as one of them with different
tools.

5.3. Ugliness: Action towards the audience

Photos, despite their outwardly objective nature, do not simply capture reality.
The reality that the photographer captures is constructed through the selection
by the photographer of what to show and, perhaps more importantly, what not
to show. Photos do not offer an objective view of an object but a very specific
way to see it or the idea of it (Christmann 2008). Especially in the case of photos
shared on online media, these images are not only viewed on the screen of the
photographer’s device but by their audience (Villi 2007).

During our interviews, informants deliberately emphasized what aspects of
photos were worth the effort to show for their audience. A particularly remarkable,
consistent aspect highlighted by participants was the importance of the ugliness

(““'L""‘~~‘-J ‘) in their photos. Content creators have come to appreciate the ugliness
because it provides a dynamic range of representations and different interpretations
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and meaning. In our findings, ugliness only exists when they talk to an audience.
Also, we found that some of our informants showed interest in getting ugliness
right in their photos, but some relied on rendering ugliness using after-market
software. Thus, although ugliness conveys a certain rawness and authenticity of
the subject, it is nevertheless actively constructed.

We detail how ugliness was used to have an intellectual conversation with the
audience. Content creators used ugliness first to spark attention, introduce the
meaning behind the ugliness, and to keep the conversation going.

5.3.1. Ugliness: Approaching an audience
Informants selected the content of photos to elicit conversations with the pub-
lic audience. To evoke conversation, content creators had a high awareness
of their audience and often thought of who would be consuming their shared
photos.

In discussing graphic photos, P14 said that an “ugly” photo showing some-
one whipping himself on the face was to generate curiosity and to initiate a
conversation with the audience.

This photo would cause the curiosity in people and wonder what this photo is
about. They would ask me questions, and I would love to answer their ques-
tions. I don’t target Shia who practice the Zanjeer ritual; I target other people
who are against it. I would love to have some comments such as “why do you
share this photo that is ugly and inappropriate.” That would give me a chance
to explain why I posted that photo and why people do this ritual.

P14 discussed how a graphic photo might attract people’s attention to the topic
of the content, spurring them to ask about it. He carefully targeted opponents
who would identify that photo as an ugly photo. Only through the ugliness can a
conversation start. Ugliness is the catalyst that leads a potential audience to ask
about the reason for sharing this “inappropriate” content. P14 was then willing to
tell the story behind the photo to this audience.

Not all informants agreed to a conversation with the purpose of having an argu-
ment with opponents. For example, P20 used graphic images as a means to get
people curious but was not willing to discuss the legitimacy of the actions shown
in the photos. P20 said that:

I share photos to get people curious so they would come to me and ask me
about the photos and the reasons behind them. Tatbeer photos are not to argue
on something that I believe in. We are like this whether they ask me why or not.
We are done with this type of conversation. This type of argument is useless.
So I would say sharing these photos is to prove my existence and I want to
show the world that we live these days like this.

Here, ugliness was simply part of the truth, to show a way of living.
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5.3.2. Ugliness: Constructing meaning

Once the content creators use ugliness to pique the audience’s curiosity, they must
then interpret the meaning behind the ugliness of their photos. Ugliness was care-
fully constructed by those content creators that themselves took part in Tatbeer
while taking photos (three of the participants). They carefully selected what to
wear, how to walk, and what to hold. Ugliness was necessary to recall and reenact
what historically happened and to honor the act.

Content creators took pride in owning and interpreting “ugliness.” For some
informants, ugliness is delivered through the preparation of getting it right. That
act of preparation was in choosing the clothes and holding tools in the hands.
For example, for P16, the ugliness of a moment in his photo was depicted
through black clothes and holding the Zanjeer: “I was wearing black and hold-
ing the Zanjeer and walking with the procession.” For him, the ugliness in
his photo was appreciated as it was planned carefully beforehand and was
necessary to represent mourning. He further illustrated that ugliness involves
performing violent scenes such as repeatedly striking the back with a chain
dramatically: “So here I am walking and beating my back with the Zanjeer
and listening to the ‘Radood’, reciting some poems and leading the proces-
sion.” For him, ugliness captured the rhythm that accompanies lacerating the
back.

In the conversation with P14, ugliness was found in the reenactment. Recalling
what happened in a particular time is ugly. Thus, the reenactment should deliver
the same intensity of ugliness.

Maybe some people would see these photos as ugly. In fact, these photos are
ugly, because these photos embody what happened in the Battle of Karbala.
And what happened in that Battle is ugly. If a painter gives me a pencil and asks
me to draw what happened on Ashura, do you think I will draw rivers, trees,
and flowers? No, I will only draw blood. That is what happened in Ashura.
Tatbeer is a very tiny thing of the embodiment of what happened in Ashura.
Tatbeer is to make a slight head injury and [have] blood flowing around it. The
point of Tatbeer is when you see your blood flowing around your whole body,
and also you are surrounded by others who are covered by their own blood; this
is to embody what happened in Ashura.

The moment of striking the head with a sword or knife until blood gushes out
was selected to share what is in his heart. For him, the ugliness that was repre-
sented through Tatbeer was “I will only draw blood” and that was important to be
depicted in those photos because the Battle of Karbala itself was ugly. Ugliness
allows the Motaber to recall and reenact details of the battle. He further noted that
this ugliness allows him to join the past, saying, “I practice Tatbeer. 1 felt that the
Ashura battle was embodied in front of me. I felt that I was in Ashura that time.”
This echoes findings by Al-Din (1985) on the meaning of Ashura’s rituals— they
allow the mourner not only to weep over the suffering of Hussain but also to be
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invited to join the past with the present by linking Hussain’s experience to the
individual in his lifetime. Only through these rituals, can the individual protest
against injustice as he experiences it around himself.

For another informant (P19), ugliness in his photos proved the value of the
moment: “I took a photo of myself while practicing Tatbeer. I shared that photo
despite the fact I do not like to share any photo of me [in general]. My photos
practicing Tatbeer are an exception.” Ugliness in P19’s photo was to prove the
worth of the act as one way of honoring the martyr’s sacrifice. He said:

Hussain’s sacrifice is epic. The way he sacrificed himself and his blood is
iconic and epic despite the fact that what happened to him and his captives was
very ugly. The thing is, how you can deliver the ugliness and terrifying things
that happened to people in a beautiful way? The first thing I need to deliver is
the ugliness of that battle. Tatbeer has an ugly side, and I cannot deny it. Tat-
beer has a part of the ugliness of what happened in that battle. The second point
is related to giving. I believe that Hussain delivered the religion to us. So in
my case, I wanted to provide something very special. That I can honor him or
commemorate him is the best way as he sacrificed himself for us. So I see that
all that blood that appeared is nothing compared with what Hussain did a long
time ago.

The ugliness that is represented visually in P19°s photos was also an act of pride:
“I was showing pride and not submitting to our enemies. The way I was hold-
ing the sword and the blood delivered that notion” (P19). He emphasized in this
excerpt that the selection of the object and his pose were important to deliver the
photo’s intended meaning.

Ugliness was found in the authenticity of telling the truth for P18. In a conver-
sation with P18 about his photos, he said that the “blood” in his photo was the
showstopper:

Blood in my art, especially the color red, represents something very vivid, and
its ability to capture the attention of the viewer is very important. When you
relate that color to the blood, there is dynamic in the color’s attraction. It is
violent, but what has happened in blood must be shown in blood, and it demon-
strates how important the message is. From the artistic point of view, the color
and its liquidity just shows how important it is to the audience

In this quote, ugliness has been carefully selected and represented in photos to
show the authenticity as it was illustrated in “what has happened in blood must be
shown in blood.”

5.3.3. Ugliness: Towards the audience

Here we are concerned with what is shown in graphic images as with what is
avoided and not shown. One way of being indirect is to avoid showing or showing
nothing at all.
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In our data we found a particular pattern of using technology as a way for our
informants to position themselves in regards to Tatbeer and other self-harming
rituals. Informants accepted that people may be shocked by the ugliness and
graphicness of their photos but did so anyways in favor of keeping the con-
versation going. Technology was used to alter the ugliness in the photos of
the Ashura rituals as “informal temporary practices for handling exceptions to
workflow” (Kobayashi et al. 2005). These alterations allowed our informants
to reflect upon the value of Tatbeer in Shia society while asserting their own
agency to communicate disapproval of Tatbeer. The alteration serves the “needs”
of informants (Norman 2008).

P18 illustrated that his photos also show the cultural and social aspect of
Ashura. These photos were shared to communicate culture: “/My photos] send
a message of Shia culture” (P18). He took particular care to emphasize that the
sadness in Ashura communicates his local, cultural values of care, loyalty, and
compassion:

For me, I see all the sadness and grief in Ashura as something beautiful. We
hear stories and learn from them how to love and care for one another, and also
how to be loyal, compassionate, and cooperative. I see Ashura as a dramatic
and tragic event, and it should not be something less.

Ugliness in P18’s photos can be altered to communicate the meaning instead of
the representation of the brutality of the action. P18 described that:

On social media, I do not represent my opinion but rather the opinion of the event in
general. And [photos] represented that part of that event. This photo, photographi-
cally, has a beauty on its own . . . Probably when you look at it, [it] does show noth-
ing but the brutality of the situation of that moment but isolating the background
and the lighting as well as the composition artistically gave it a meaning.

P18’s comment reveals that his altered photo of Tatbeer is a composite of many
different elements and distancing some elements from the photo by isolating what
is not part of the story he was trying to tell would give it a concrete meaning.

As a further illustration on the self-harm rituals and how they reflect local
values, P10, who no longer practices Tatbeer, said, “Tatbeer, Zanjeer, or chest
beating, all these things are rituals. All these rituals have a spiritual side and a
huge emotional inventory.” P10 explicitly made a clear distinction between the
ugliness of an action and the ugliness in the photo, saying, “If you see the pho-
tos of Tatbeer, they are different than when you see it happening in front of you.
Photos of Tatbeer only communicate small parts of it, but the reality of Tatbeer
is something else” (P10). Interestingly, for Motaber, viewing ugliness in photos
influenced him to stop practicing Tatbeer.

Later on, I became against it. That happened because the media got involved
in broadcasting this practice. The first time I saw Tatbeer in the media was in
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the 90s on the BBC channel. The report was about Tatbeer in Lebanon and
Afghanistan. I was like, “Wow. Wow, this is how we look.” During Tatbeer, you
do not see things. That report was an alert for us and caused a shock to us.

Although he no longer practices Tatbeer, he still takes photos of Tatbeer. He
explained that his role is to decide what should be shown in his photos and what
should not be there.

For me, I have to find an alternative way to defend my doctrine. I belong to the
doctrine, and I cannot stop all people from doing this, but at least I can show it
from a different angle.

P10 described altering the ugliness of his graphic images:

I purposely make the Tatbeer photos blurry. By doing this, I send a message to
those who are doing Tatbeer: “I cannot take a picture of you. You look ugly. So
I will make it blurry.” This is my philosophy ... The idea is that I do not have
the power to let all people stop doing Tatbeer, but what I can do is that I can
influence people to minimize the practice. I wish that Tatbeer would not exist
anymore.

For P10, his opinions about Tatbeer are communicated in his photos. Such behav-
ior has been illustrated in Sontag (1977) where the author explains that taking a
photograph is to appropriate the things photographed. It means putting oneself
into a certain relation to the world that feels like knowledge and power (Sontag
1977). P10 indicated that he interpreted the photo as an object of communica-
tion that communicates something to somebody. Altering ugliness simultaneously
addresses two types of audience:

Instead of sharing an ugly photo, I share a photo that is oriented to people who
are here and outside of Bahrain. For outsiders, this photo sends a message that
we have Tatbeer, and we do not deny it. For the Shia here, I try to minimize the
practice by not showing people, and if the photo shows people performing Tat-
beer, I control how people are shown, in a certain way that won’t be disgusting
to other people.

P10’s reflection explicitly underscores that he has two specific goals and values
in sharing photos of Ashura’s rituals involving what should be captured in the
photos but also who/what is going to be communicated.

Although P10 is no longer practicing Tatbeer, he practices Zanjeer; however,
that did not stop him from altering photos with Zanjeer by taking photos from
behind and hiding people’s faces:

For Zanjeer, it may look as something harmful [to someone] who does not
practice it, but if you live in that environment and practice it, you would know
that this kind of practice is not harmful at all. Instead, it is something that has
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a sentimental meaning . . . [I] intentionally share [photos showing people from
behind] because that looks sad in some way.

P10 hid faces because the facial expressions, for him, were unnecessarily ugly.
He could still deliver his brand of ugliness without showing the graphic facial
expression of Tatbeer participants.

Another informant (P24), when asked about altering ugliness in his photos,
elaborated:

At that time people started sharing many photos of that kind, violent images,
and I used black and white colors to decrease the level of its intensity. I consider
myself as an “intensity decreaser” when using black and white colors. And my
intention is to have it with no colors so the viewer will not get distracted by the
color of the blood and focus on the person’s expression in the photo.

P24 spoke about his realization that altering ugliness gave him the ability to talk
about photos from two different views:

What I see is that when a photographer takes a photo in a black and white style,
[he] would be able to speak about the photos from two different points of view
once he views his photos. He would be able to speak about the photo now and
the photo when it was taken. He would see the photo as black and white, and he
would be able to see the black and white photo as a colored one too. He would
be able to give a meaning for the photo by not only looking at it right as part
of the past but also by remembering the details that were there when the photo
was taking.

In this excerpt, P24 was able to both see the photo as color (by recalling the
moment he took the photo) and in black and white. For the content creator, the
black and white would force him to remember the details of when he took the
photo but would hide the audience from the visceral moment. The black and white
alteration was also to emphasize to the audience that this was a photo in the past
(when he took the photo). More importantly, he made the photo black and white
to de-emphasize the blood in the picture.

6. Discussion

We have shown how digital artifacts were used to capture self-harming practices.
Research has examined graphic photos in social media and how digital self-harm
behavior manifests in online communities (Pater et al. 2016; Pater and Mynatt
2017). This body of research has examined graphic content in the context of health
and wellbeing. For this line of research, the content is uncontroversially labeled as
problematic. However, in our work, we highlight the case where graphic content
should be seen in a positive light.
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To explain the motivation and values of creating and sharing graphic photos, we
focused on one central aspect, labeled by our informants themselves—ugliness.
We consider how content creators have appropriated ugliness and considered
ugliness as an important aspect to highlight in graphic photos. From a design per-
spective, what we argue is that ugliness can be seen as an invitation to see and
understand the beauty and the values of users. In other words, ugliness, because of
its graphic nature, provides an impetus for users to interact. We describe the inter-
pretative flexibility of ugliness and how users took advantage of this flexibility
to, in parallel, achieve their own means while communicating to both their local
community and the public at large. Ugliness’s broad appeal, provocative nature,
and openness to interpretation gives it great power to bring together members of
an online community.

Although our study focuses on why ugliness was desirable for shared digital
photographs, we believe our research sheds light more broadly on the practices
and motivations behind graphic content. While literature has often focused on
the processes surrounding digital photography (Van House et al. 2005; Miller and
Edwards 2007; Mikeld et al. 2000), our work looks squarely at the content of
the photos themselves. In particular, our work contributes to CSCW by explor-
ing how the notion of ugliness can serve an important role in designing with
ambiguity (Shipman and Marshall 1999; Sengers and Gaver 2006; Gaver et al.
2003).

6.1. The interpretive flexibility of ugliness

Importantly, our participants saw ugliness as valuable precisely because of the
ambiguity with its interpretation. This ambiguity may be regarded as analogous
to the notion of interpretive flexibility (Pinch and Bijker 1984) in studies utilizing
the social construction of technology (SCOT) viewpoint. An ugly artifact (such
as the photos created by our participants) has interpretive flexibility—it has a
different meaning for different actors. For example, for the general public, ugly
photos involve graphic, displeasing content that includes bloodiness and suffering.
The ugliness of these photos, for those not exposed to Shia, Ashura, and Tatbeer,
will shock these people. However, for the photographer, the graphicness presents
an opportunity for self-reflection of one’s beliefs and society. For the community
of Shia, these photos represent solidarity as encapsulated by the deep meaning
behind Hussain’s death.

Interpretive flexibility as used in SCOT is used to label social facts about how
and why people act with artifacts. In this paper, we turn to how our informants
actually understand, albeit in different terms, that their artifacts have interpretive
flexibility and use that fact powerfully for their own means. In other words, our
informants knew that the ugliness of photos would hold different meanings for
different actors and used this knowledge. The utilization of interpretive flexibility
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is a powerful strategy—one photo can simultaneously convey several different
desired meanings.

We propose that the appropriation of interpretive flexibility, in our case—
ugliness, can be thought of as offering two ways for marginalized groups to
communicate—a way to communicate the truth and an invitation. First, ugliness
served to present the truth, the necessity to emphatically communicate Hussain’s
horrific death with blood and the powerful emotional responses Tatbeer evokes
in participants and parade on-lookers. Second, ugliness was driven by a common
desire to speak to the non-Shia audience—to provide the invitation for possi-
ble conversation—by getting it right (Section 5.3). Moreover, ugliness was an
invitation for the content creators themselves (who do not practice Tatbeer and
Zanjeer) to accept people who practice these rituals. Ugliness was also an invi-
tation to show the general Shia community that there is a diverse group of Shia
who observe (e.g., women) and participate (e.g., Pakistani) in Tatbeer. We now
describe these two facets’ interpretive flexibilty with respect to ugliness.

6.1.1. Ugliness for the truth

Cultural critic and architectural theorist Cousins (1994) noted a long philosoph-
ical tradition relegating ugliness to the status of the “negative.” This tradition
focuses on beauty, not ugliness, as possessing a privileged position with truth
(universal truth that never changes over time). Ugliness should not exist and
belongs to the “hell of error.” Thus, ugliness is regarded as a mistake, an
object of representation that has gone wrong. Cousins (1994) argued that ugli-
ness achieves an ambiguous status; it is excluded from beauty and, at the
same time, occupies a “moment” in the unfolding of beauty. Paradoxically,
ugliness—despite being the opposite of beauty—draws attention to beauty. In
our study, participants saw ugliness as a “moment” that draws in beauty. This
beauty is made apparent by being grounded in, for the practitioners of Tat-
beer, the ugliness of truth (the singular event involving the ugly death of
Hussain).

In our study, we found that ugliness was created by recognizing the good
behind it that honors the truth. Ugliness serves to “bring into presence” a reduc-
tive scene of a particular time. Ashura speaks only through ugliness. However, for
our participants, ugliness was not simply about reenacting a historically signifi-
cant scene but accessing and joining with the truth. By accessing and joining with
the truth, we mean going beyond a staged event and actually living and experi-
encing the “true” event phenomenologically. Indeed, Tatbeer and Zanjeer are not
entertainment, but a reliving.

Our participants found that ugliness is a profound way for them not only to
communicate themselves and reveal what is inside them (i.e., express their com-
mitment to a past event) but also to show that the truth is unforgotten. Ugliness
re-told older, well-known stories by evoking suffering, blood, pain, and loss. Yet,
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creating ugliness in graphic photos was important to not articulate what “is” but
to tell us “what is important” to keep and remember.

We found that ugliness was carefully evaluated and crafted to assert the truth.
Thus, ugliness—through the post-processing of photos (e.g., by blurring portions
of the photo)—became a representation to the world of what truth the content
creators desired. In other words, content creators selectively show and hide when
creating ugly photos. It also was used as a mode of argument to protect the truth.
Of course, there is no single thought on how to best maintain the truth; however,
our informants did not reduce visual images in hopes of distorting the truth. They
instead altered the photos because simply mirroring the scene was inadequate to
convey a truth that had meaning for them.

6.1.2. Ugliness as invitation

As our findings describe, content creators carefully captured particular dress,
movement, and actions during Ashura to communicate ugliness in their online
photos. Importantly, this ugliness was employed to foster others’ interactions with
their digital artifacts. Ugliness was treated as a “ticket to talk” (Sacks and Sche-
gloff 1995) that can be seen as visual representation of a topic that content creators
would be eager to discuss with others. Ugliness was thus an invitation for the
community to think about unnoticed members and to promote tolerance. Ugliness
reveals not only what is invisible but intensifies what has been captured.

With ugliness, content creators brought snapshots of the Shia community’s life
to the public with the aim of making themselves understandable. Ugliness impels
the audience to study a photographic scene for more details about Shia and to
discover the meaning behind their actions. Viewers are invited to both consider
ugliness itself, as represented by the content creator, and through their judgment.
Also, photos that capture Shia practicing Tatbeer demonstrate how ugliness con-
veys solidarity and, in this case, religious commitment. This solidarity may inspire
people who were previously reticent to engage with Shia practicing Tatbeer.

Participants recognized that ugliness, due to its ambiguity, is limited in what it
can convey, while at the same time realized it would invite conversation. While
ugliness may make the story more interesting, there is no guarantee that the con-
tent creator’s intended meaning will be understood by other actors (who will likely
come up with their own interpretations). Thus, ugliness, by virtue of its aesthetic
qualities, is a compelling invitation to others to seek out and discover the meaning
that the content creators had behind their photos.

6.2. Designing with ugliness

For sometime, CSCW and HCI have been interested in utilizing ambiguity for
design. Classic work by Shipman and Marshall (1999) may be regarded as a pre-
cursor to ambiguity in design. They note that excessive formalism in systems
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make them ill-equipped to have results (e.g., a document) that satisfy multiple
users who have different goals, saying, “The best one can hope for ... is a result
sufficiently vague that it can be interpreted in an acceptable way to all participants;
ambiguity and imprecision are used in a productive way.” Gaver et al. (2003)
describe several types of ambiguity that may be enhanced in digital artifacts—
ambiguities of information, context, and relationship. And, Sengers and Gaver
(2006) argue for designing for multiple interpretation, allowing, for example, sys-
tems that support a space of interpretation around a topic, offer new opportunities
for interpretation and downplay a system’s authority.

We see ugliness, with its interpretive flexibility, as fitting well within the param-
eters described above. Ugliness in photos enhances ambiguities of information
(e.g., the rituals), context (e.g., the intent of the photo taken), and relation-
ship (e.g., how might we subjectively experience Tatbeer ourselves). In addition,
ugliness when coupled with online social media certainly provides spaces of
(new) interpretation around Shia, and its ability to invite conversation through its
ambiguity is a form of downplaying the system’s authority—the system does not
interpret nor explain the photo’s ugliness.

However, ugliness is not simply equivalent to ambiguity. In the context of past
work, ambiguity is seen as a boon to the individual users of the system. Ambiguity
here may foster interaction between multiple users of the system (e.g., to discuss
and explore interpretations (Gaver et al. 2010)). However, ugliness is as much
about the content creator as it is its “users.”

Ugliness provides a useful lens in particular to understanding how content creators
can create digital artifacts that empower marginalized groups. This empowerment
comes in the form of both conveying the truth, the values and practices of a group,
and inviting others to engage and interpret their digital artifacts. For one to con-
sider something ugly, they must be aware of the alternatives (Bayley 2013). Thus,
unlike ambiguity in design, ugliness can not be perceived in isolation; rather, con-
tent creators must be aware of what is not ugly to articulate something ugly. What
we mean is that, as with our informants, ugliness means being aware of how
ugliness is flexibly interpreted by multiple, relevant actors (e.g., one’s self, local
community, the general public) and capitalizing on this fact. For instance, ugliness
may push people to explore the scene of a photo looking for details to understand.

The intent of our paper is to point future work to consider how ugliness or
graphic photos can be integrated into social systems to support interpretive flex-
ibility among heterogeneous groups. We suggest future systems investigate the
following. First, systems will need to encourage user to confront the unfamiliar-
ity of ugliness. That is, despite its aesthetic, designs will need to consider how
to encourage users to view these digital artifacts. Second, systems will need to
support content creators in constructing ugliness. In other words, designs need to
consider how to create digital artifacts that convey the depth of emotion and signifi-
cance attributed to events or other phenomena. Such systems will need to balance
between excessive ugliness and a watering down of the truth. Third, studies may
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investigate how to foster the “ticket to talk” (Sacks and Schegloff 1995) that are
embedded in digital artifacts. What kinds of ugliness are most effective in elicit-
ing engagement between viewer and content creator? Importantly, our informants
inspire us to consider the dialectical properties behind ugliness. Content creators
used ugliness to invite everyone to consider the juxtaposition of the present with
the past, the truth with the false, the parade and its spectators, and what to remem-
ber and what to forget. There is a need to think of configurations that include the
voice of the content creators and the viewers in a similar context.

To be clear, we are not suggesting that the values we discussed are sufficient
for identifying the beauty of ugliness, nor do we regard our discussion of ugliness
appropriation as definitive and complete. Nonetheless, we see this as a first step
to reconsidering how seemingly graphic pictures actually go beyond its super-
ficial aesthetics into real engagement with multiple stakeholders. Ugliness also
goes beyond ambiguity for design by proposing that we see ambiguity, or mul-
tiple interpretations, as not merely of benefit to the user(s) but to the content
creator or designer who wishes to invite dialogue about differing interpretations
while not sacrificing their own motivations, explorations, and interpretations for
constructing artifacts.

7. Limitations

We acknowledge that our study has limitations. One is related to the small sam-
ple due to the unique challenges of recruiting this demographic. We cannot claim
that content creators in our study are representative of Shia in general. Although
our participants are from Arab countries and have created contents for their faith
(Shia Islam), they show a wide range of adherence to their faith. Future work
may also investigate the digital photography of Tatbeer and self-flagellation prac-
ticed in countries outside the Arab world. In addition, we acknowledge our study
did not seek out potential participants sharing photos of Tatbeer over other plat-
forms (e.g., WhatsApp, Facebook). We note, however, Twitter and Instagram
are—as of writing—the 3rd and 4th most popular social media platforms in
Bahrain and Saudi Arabia (Arab Social Media Influencers Summit 2015) and
are commonly used for sharing photography to a wide audience. Lastly, our
interview data only captures the data of content creators and how their motiva-
tions relate to the ugliness of their photos. Our finding did not explore viewers’
reactions.

8. Conclusion

We have shown that creating and posting graphic photos on social media for
religious rituals involve different modes of communication and were shaped
by different values revolving around the local community, inner-self, and audi-
ence. Through the “ugliness” of graphic photos, we saw how content creators
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communicate a raw and curated truth of their faith and create a platform to com-
municate the deep meaning Tatbeer holds for them with an audience. Ugliness is
not merely a visual aesthetic but represents the depth of emotion and dedication
that drives people to practice Tatbeer. We described the interpretative flexibility
of ugliness and how our users realized the flexibility of ugliness to articulate the
truth and invite conversation. We suggest that seriously considering ugliness as a
resource to construct and appropriate may pave a way towards designing systems
that level the playing field for all those involved in a dialogue with marginal-
ized groups or controversial topics. We close by remarking that the Shia we
interviewed show a remarkable adeptness at understanding how ugliness, despite
its name, is a nuanced yet powerful technique to both show the deep commit-
ment they have to reflecting on their faith while seeking to communicate that
commitment for all to see and feel.
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