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INTRODUCTION:
THE UNFLINCHING
GAZE OF SUSAN
SONTAG

In  a  world  saturated
with  digital  imagery,
where  conflict  and
c a t a s t r o p h e  a r e
broadcast  directly  to
our  palms,  few  works
of  crit icism  feel  as
u r g e n t  a s  S u s a n
Sontag's  Regarding
The Pain Of Others.
Published in 2003, this
seminal text serves as
a  profound meditation

on  how  we  perceive,
consume, and respond
to  images  o f  war ,
suffering,  and  atrocity.
Sontag,  one  of  the
m o s t  i n c i s i v e
intellectuals  of  the
twentieth  century,
c h a l l e n g e s  u s  t o
ques t ion  our  own
voyeurism  and  the
moral weight of looking
a t  t h e  p a i n  o f
strangers.  This  is  not
merely  a  book  about
photography;  it  is  a
deeply  human  inquiry
into empathy, memory,
a n d  t h e  e t h i c s  o f
representation.  As  we
navigate  an  era  of
deepfakes,  cit izen
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journalism,  and  viral
trauma,  revisit ing
Regarding  The  Pain
Of Others  is  not  just
a n  a c a d e m i c
e x e r c i s e — i t  i s  a
necessary  act  of  self-
reflection.

THE CORE THESIS:
THE LIMITS OF
PHOTOGRAPHIC
EMPATHY

A t  i t s  h e a r t ,
Regarding  The  Pain
Of Others  dismantles
t h e  c o m f o r t a b l e
a s s u m p t i o n  t h a t
viewing graphic images
of  war  naturally  leads
to  moral  outrage  or
political action. Sontag
pushes  back  against
the Platonic notion that
seeing is equivalent to
knowing.  She  argues
that while photographs
provide evidence, they
often  fail  to  provide
context,  and  without
tha t  con tex t ,  the
viewer  is  left  with  a

fleeting  sensation  of
horror  rather  than  a
lasting commitment to
justice.

The
"Shock"
Factor
and Its
Diminishi
ng
Returns
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
compelling  arguments
Sontag  makes  is  that
the capacity for shock
is  finite.  We  live  in  an
a g e  o f  v i s u a l
bombardment, and the
human  psyche  has  a
remarkable  ability  to
n o r m a l i z e  t h e
extraordinary.  Sontag
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explores how repeated
exposure to images of
carnage can lead to a
dulling of the senses, a
p h e n o m e n o n  s h e
describes as a form of
m o r a l  f a t i g u e .  I f
everything is shocking,
then  nothing  truly  is.
This concept is crucial
for  understanding  the
m o d e r n  m e d i a
landscape,  where
a lgo r i t hms  o f ten
priorit ize  the  most
extreme  content  to
capture  attention,
i n a d v e r t e n t l y
contributing  to  this
desensitization.

The "We"
and the
"They" in
the

Frame
S o n t a g  a l s o
i n t e r r o g a t e s  t h e
politics  of  the  gaze.
Who  is  looking,  and
who is being looked at?
She  highl ights  the
historical asymmetry in
war  photography,
where  the  suffering  of
distant,  often  non-
white  populations  is
frequently captured for
consumpt ion  by  a
Western audience. This
d y n a m i c  r a i s e s
u n c o m f o r t a b l e
questions about power,
pr iv i lege,  and  the
p o t e n t i a l  f o r
p h o t o g r a p h y  t o
reinforce  exist ing
hierarchies. The image
of  a  foreign  corpse
might evoke pity, but it
rarely fosters the same
sense  of  collective
responsibility  that  an
i m a g e  o f  a  l o c a l
tragedy might.  Sontag
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f o r c e s  u s  t o  a s k
w h e t h e r  o u r
c o m p a s s i o n  i s
conditional,  filtered
through  screens  of
culture,  geography,
and  race.

DISTINGUISHING
SONTAG FROM
EARLIER CRITICS

To  fully  appreciate
Regarding  The  Pain
O f  O t h e r s ,  i t  i s
n e c e s s a r y  t o
understand  how  i t
refines—and  in  many
ways,  rejects—the
arguments  of  earlier
thinkers. Most notably,
Sontag  engages  with
her own previous work,
O n  P h o t o g r a p h y
(1977), as well  as the
writings  of  Virginia
Woolf.

A

Dialogue
with
Virginia
Woolf’s
"Three
Guineas"
Sontag  ded icates
significant  space  to
analyzing Woolf's 1938
essay,  in  which  Woolf
famously declares that
for  a  woman,  "we"
cannot  identify  with
"our" country in times
of  war.  Woolf  argues
that  photographs  of
war  are  a  universal
language  that  can
transcend partisanship.
Sontag  largely  agrees
with  Woolf's  diagnosis
bu t  c r i t i ques  he r
prescr ip t ion .  She
argues  that  wh i le
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images  of  horror  can
indeed  speak  to  a
shared humanity, they
rarely  lead to  a  unified
political  response.  We
may  all  recoil  at  the
s a m e  i m a g e  o f  a
bombed  city,  but  our
interpretations  of  why
t h e  b o m b i n g
happened—and who is
to  b lame—remain
stubbornly  divided  by
ideology.

Moving
Beyond
"On
Photogra
phy"
In  On  Photography,
Son tag  was  more
cynical,  suggesting
that  photography
essentially  turns  the
world into a spectacle,

reducing  reality  to  a
collection of images. In
Regarding  The  Pain
Of Others, she softens
this  stance  slightly,
a l l o w i n g  f o r  t h e
possibility that images
can  inspire  genuine
compassion,  even  if
that  compassion  is
fleeting  and  imperfect.
She  moves  f rom  a
position of almost total
s u s p i c i o n  o f  t h e
photographic  medium
to  a  more  nuanced
understanding  of  its
potential,  while  still
maintaining  a  sharp
c r i t i q u e  o f  i t s
l im i t a t i ons .  Th i s
evolution  makes  the
la ter  book  a  more
mature  and  balanced
work.

THE ROLE OF
MEMORY AND
HISTORY

Can  a  photograph
preserve  memory,  or
does it replace it? This
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is  a central  tension in
Regarding  The  Pain
Of  Others .  Sontag
s u g g e s t s  t h a t
photographs  do  not
store memory so much
as they supplant  it.  A
n a t i o n  d o e s  n o t
r e m e m b e r  a  w a r
th rough  a  l i v i ng ,
breathing  oral  history;
it  remembers  through
the  handful  of  iconic
images that have been
reproduced  thousands
of times. These images
b e c o m e  t o t e m s ,
simplifying  complex
historical  events  into
digestible  symbols.

The
Danger of
the
"Iconic"

Image
While  iconic  images
like  the  "Napalm Girl"
from the Vietnam War
can  become  powerful
symbols  for  peace,
Sontag warns that their
very  fame  can  be  a
form of censorship. By
focusing  on  a  single,
dramatic  frame,  we
risk  forgetting  the
thousands  of  other
s m a l l e r ,  l e s s
photogenic  tragedies
that make up the fabric
of  war .  The  image
becomes  the  event,
a n d  t h e  e v e n t  i s
reduced to the image.
T h i s  p r o c e s s  o f
simplification  can  be
deeply  political,  often
serving  the  narrative
interests  of  the  victor
or the dominant media
class.

RELEVANCE IN THE
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DIGITAL AGE

It is almost impossible
to  read  Regarding
The  Pain  Of  Others
today without thinking
about  social  media.
P l a t f o r m s  l i k e
Instagram,  X,  and
T i k T o k  h a v e
fundamentally changed
the mechanics of  how
we  see  suffering.  The
"distant  suffering"  that
Sontag analyzed is now
often  captured  by
those who are suffering
themselves,  shared
directly  without  the
filter  of  a  professional
photojournalist.

The
Citizen
Journalist

and the
Viral
Atrocity
This democratization of
image-making  has
profound  implications.
On one hand, it breaks
the monopoly of state-
sanctioned media. Acts
of  police  brutality,
state violence, and war
c r i m e s  a r e  n o w
d o c u m e n t e d  b y
c o u n t l e s s
smartphones,  making
it harder for oppressive
regimes to hide. On the
other  hand,  the sheer
volume  of  content
creates  a  scroll ing
indifference.  Sontag's
w a r n i n g s  a b o u t
compassion  fatigue
feel  more  prophetic
t h a n  e v e r .  T h e
"algorithm of  outrage"
feeds  us  a  constant
stream of  pain,  but  it



8

8 Regarding The Pain Of Others By
Susan Sontag

2024-06-12

also  normalizes  it ,
turning tragedy into a
fleeting  stop  on  an
infinite  scroll.

The Rise
of
"Perform
ative"
Empathy
Fur thermore ,  the
digital space has given
rise to what we might
cal l  "performative
empathy." Users share
images of suffering not
necessarily  because
they  have  processed
t h e  t r a g e d y ,  b u t
because  they  wish  to
project  an  identity  of
moral concern. Sontag
would  likely  recognize
this as a new iteration
of the "spectacle" she
critiqued.  The  act  of

reposting  becomes  a
substitute for the act of
understanding.  We
"like"  a  post  about  a
disaster  and  feel  we
have  done  our  duty,
absolving  ourselves
from  the  harder  work
of political engagement
or material support.

CRITICAL
RECEPTION AND
ENDURING LEGACY

Upon  i t s  re lease ,
Regarding  The  Pain
Of  Others  was  met
w i t h  w i d e s p r e a d
acclaim  for  its  lucid
prose  and  rigorous
thinking. Critics praised
Sontag  for  making
complex  philosophical
i d e a s  a c c e s s i b l e
without dumbing them
down. Some, however,
argued  that  Sontag
was  too  pessimistic
about  the  uti l ity  of
images.  They  pointed
to  examples  where
pho tog raphs  had
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c lear ly  mot ivated
h u m a n i t a r i a n
intervention,  such  as
the  images  from  the
Bosnian  War  or  the
famine in Somalia. Yet
Sontag’s  response
would  likely  be  that
these interventions are
the  exceptions  that
prove  the  rule;  most
images  of  suffering
elicit  nothing  more
than a sigh before the
page is turned.
The  book’s  legacy  is
s e c u r e  a s  a
foundational  text  in
visual  culture,  media
s t u d i e s ,  a n d
p h i l o s o p h y .  I t  i s
required  reading  in
journalism schools and
a r t  h i s t o r y
departments  alike.  In
an era of "fake news"
and "alternative facts,"
S o n t a g ’ s  c a l l  f o r
context  and  critical
t h i n k i n g  i s  m o r e
resonant  than  ever.
She  reminds  us  that

seeing is not the same
as understanding,  and
that empathy must be
hard-won  through
effort and intellect,  not
s i m p l y  f e l t  i n  a
moment  of  passive
looking.

WHY WE MUST
KEEP LOOKING

Despite her skepticism,
S o n t a g  d o e s  n o t
advocate  for  looking
away. This is a crucial
point. She writes not to
numb us, but to make
us smarter about how
we look.  She  believes
that we have an ethical
responsibility  to  bear
witness to the suffering
of  others  precisely
b e c a u s e  i t  i s
uncomfortable.  The
goal  of  Regarding
The Pain Of Others is
no t  t o  p rove  tha t
photography is useless,
but  to  strip  away  our
na ive te  about  i t s
power.
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We must look
with
skepticism: Ask
who took the
photo and why.
What is left out
of the frame?
We must look
with history:
Understand the
context that led
to the moment
captured.
We must look
with action:
Use the image
not as an end-
point of
emotional
release, but as a
starting point for
inquiry and
engagement.

Sontag  challenges  us
to be critical citizens of
the visual world. In an
age of  deepfakes  and
AI-generated  imagery,
this  skill  is  no  longer
optional; it is essential
for  survival.  The  gaze
that  Sontag  describes

is  not  passive;  it  is
active,  questioning,
and  relentless.  It  is  a
gaze that refuses to be
satisfied  with  easy
answers  o r  cheap
catharsis.

CONCLUSION: THE
ENDURING POWER
OF A CAREFUL
GAZE

S u s a n  S o n t a g ’ s
Regarding  The  Pain
Of Others remains an
indispensable guide for
navigating  the  visual
chaos  of  the  modern
world. It is a book that
demands  we  grow up
about  our  relationship
with  images.  It  strips
away the fantasy that
a  photograph  can
s i n g l e - h a n d e d l y
change  the  wor ld,
while  simultaneously
affirming  that  looking
is  sti l l  a  moral  act.
Sontag teaches us that
the  pain  of  others  is
not a resource for our
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emotional edification; it
i s  a  r e a l i t y  t h a t
demands  respect ,
humi l i t y ,  and  the
difficult  work  of
understanding.  In  a
cul ture  that  of ten
mistakes  looking  for
doing, Sontag reminds
u s  t h a t  t r u e

compassion  is  not
found  in  the  image
i t s e l f ,  b u t  i n  t h e
thoughtful, critical, and
engaged response that
follows.  We  cannot
stop looking at the pain
of others, but we can,
and must, learn to see
it more clearly.


