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In the foreword to his forthcoming book Long Story 
Bit by Bit: Liberia Retold award-winning documentary 
photographer and filmmaker Tim Hetherington 
plunges the reader among the shops and traders of 
downtown Monrovia, Liberia’s capital city in West 
Africa. Using the literary equivalent of a slow tracking 
shot, he then proceeds to name places and faces in a 
gesture that personalizes and evokes daily life in the 
city. This naming is, in itself, a form of witnessing of 
the people and events in Liberia during the years 
between 2003 and 2008 when the photographs in the 
book were taken. The act of witnessing is a theme 
that runs throughout the book’s intertwining of 
documentary photography, history, and oral 
testimony —many of the interviews, which he 
conducted, have been culled from 20,000-word 
interviews to 800 words “for clarity and perspective”.

 Hetherington spent a significant proportion of the 
eight years, during which he was living and working 
in West Africa, documenting Liberia—a country 
splintered by civil war. Following an eight-month 
stint embedded with a platoon of American soldiers 
in Afghanistan with reporter and journalist Sebastian 
Junger, (the duo recently received a duPont award—
given for excellence in broadcast journalism—for 
their investigative report), he’s been allowing 
himself “a bit of downtime”. His photograph of a US 
soldier in Afghanistan won last year’s World Press 
Photo of the Year and became a catalyst for heated 
debates within some of photography’s intellectual 
circles. Hetherington was drawn into the ensuing 
fracas: “I was delighted to win the World Press and 
that an image of mine was used as a keyhole through 
which to view the world for that period of time.  
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It caused debate and discussion about the business 
and ethics of witnessing, the aesthetics of witnessing, 
all those kind of things, and that’s fantastic. I welcome 
those debates, but I don’t welcome the impossibility 
of not being able to reach out to people... I understand 
that a single image is representative of a competition 
but to take one image as representative of me is stupid.
 “People are continually lumping things together,” 
he continues. “For example, people call me a ‘war 
photographer’ which I find quite interesting. I 
accept the need to put people into categories and 
give them labels for reasons of classification, but in 
many ways it doesn’t work. What I have a problem 
with is people putting me into the ‘photojournalist 
expeditionary core’ of someone who is moving 
round the world taking pictures of violence without 

thinking about what I’m doing. If you look at all  
my work, it comes out of a very particular set of 
circumstances where there’s personal involvement. 
I don’t work in groups of journalists - that’s not a life 
I know.” This distinction is key to understanding 
Hetherington’s motivation and working process.  
He is acutely aware of his “outsider” status 
acknowledging that, whilst in Liberia, he was  

“given a very privileged point of view”. Then, as  
if already contemplating criticism of his work,  
he asserts: “I challenge people to say that my 
viewpoint on Liberia is not well informed.” 
 Hetherington reveals that his curiosity “has 
nothing to do with being a photographer” and that 
he grew up moving around, adding that he doesn’t 
have a place he calls home. “I learnt how to be a 
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