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Sontag Regarding The Pain Of Others

Introduction: The Unflinching Gaze
of Modern Spectatorship

In an era defined by constant visual bombardment—where images of
war,  famine,  and  catastrophe  scroll  endlessly  across  our
screens—few works remain as urgently relevant as Susan Sontag’s
final full-length book, Regarding the Pain of Others. Published in
2003,  this  slim  yet  profound  volume  confronts  the  uneasy
relationship  between  spectators  and  the  suffering  they  witness
through photography and media. Sontag, a philosopher, critic, and
novelist, turned her sharp intellect toward a question that has only
grown more pressing: What does it  mean to look at the pain of
others, and what responsibility does that looking entail?

Unlike her earlier,  more polemical On Photography  (1977), which
famously  argued  that  photographs  anaesthetise  feeling,  Sontag
Regarding  the  Pain  of  Others  offers  a  more  nuanced,  even
ambivalent,  meditation.  She refuses easy moralism.  Instead,  she
dissects the politics of visual culture, the historical uses of atrocity
images, and the psychological  mechanisms that allow us to turn
away—or compel us to look. For anyone interested in media ethics,
war photography, or the limits of empathy, this book is essential
reading.  This  article  explores  Sontag’s  core  arguments,  their
contemporary relevance, and why her voice remains indispensable
in an age of viral humanitarian crises.

Behind the Lens: The Historical
Context of War Photography

Sontag begins Regarding the Pain of Others not with a grand
theory, but with history. She traces the evolution of depicting war,
from Goya’s harrowing prints of the Napoleonic Peninsular War in
The Disasters of War (1810–1820) to the first battlefield photographs
of the Crimean War and the American Civil War. These early images
aimed to inform a distant public, but they also introduced a new kind
of  moral  witness.  Sontag  insists  that  photographs  of  suffering  are
never neutral.  They are framed, captioned, and circulated within
specific ideological contexts.

The Photograph as a Slice of Reality

A key point in Sontag Regarding the Pain of Others is that a
photograph is not the same as the event it depicts. It is a fragment,
a selection,  a composition.  Sontag reminds us that  to look at  a
picture  of  a  starving child  or  a  bombed city  is  to  experience a
mediated reality—one that can evoke pity, outrage, or numbness.
She  cautions  against  believing  that  images  alone  can  produce
justice. Instead, they are tools that can be used for propaganda,
mobilisation, or mere voyeurism.

Sontag also examines the aestheticisation of  suffering.  How does a
photographer  make  horror  beautiful?  She  notes  that  certain
compositions—the Pietà-like pose of a dead soldier,  the dramatic
backlighting  of  a  refugee  camp—can  transform  atrocity  into
spectacle. This aesthetic pleasure, she warns, risks desensitising the
viewer. Yet she does not condemn all such imagery outright. Rather,
she calls for a critical awareness of the photograph’s double nature:
it can inform and it can numb.

Compassion Fatigue: Does the
Camera Really Lie?

One of the most common critiques of mass-mediated suffering is the

concept of compassion fatigue—the idea that repeated exposure
to images of pain eventually dulls our capacity for empathy. Sontag
addresses  this  directly,  but  with  characteristic  subtlety.  In
Regarding  the  Pain  of  Others,  she  acknowledges  that
overexposure can indeed lead to a form of emotional saturation. Yet
she  pushes  back  against  the  cynical  view that  photographs  are
useless because they are too many.

The Problem of the “Armchair Sympathiser”

Sontag  is  deeply  suspicious  of  what  she  calls  “the  armchair
sympathiser”—the viewer who feels a momentary pang of pity but
does  nothing.  This  passive  looking,  she  argues,  is  a  form  of
consumption. It turns suffering into a commodity. But she also insists
that  some images  can  still  shock  us  out  of  indifference.  The  key  is
not to stop looking, but to look with a more informed, questioning
eye. She writes: “To set aside the sympathy we extend to others
beset by war and murderous politics is a routine, created by the very
images  that  demand  our  attention.”  In  other  words,  the  sheer
abundance of images does not automatically deaden; it is the way
we consume them, often casually and without context, that erodes
meaning.

Here, Sontag’s argument has profound implications for our current
digital  landscape.  Social  media feeds are saturated with clips  of
devastation. Scroll fatigue is real. But Sontag Regarding the Pain
of Others implies that the solution is not to scroll away, but to slow
down, to question the source, and to connect the image to a broader
political reality.

The Ethics of Looking: Can We
Really Identify with Suffering?

A central  ethical  question in Regarding the Pain of Others  is
whether we can ever truly “feel” the pain of another person through
an  image.  Sontag  is  skeptical  of  the  rhetoric  of  identification.  She
notes that looking at a photograph of a distant war is not the same
as being there. The spectator remains safe, often comfortable. This
distance can breed a false sense of solidarity, a kind of tourism of
sorrow.

Against “Suffering by Proxy”

Sontag critiques the well-meaning sentiment that photographs allow
us  to  “bear  witness”  in  a  meaningful  way.  She  argues  that
representing suffering is always a political act. The decision to show
certain  images—and  to  hide  others—reflects  power  structures.  For
example,  Western  media  often  shows  images  of  non-Western
suffering  in  ways  that  reinforce  stereotypes  of  helplessness,  while
downplaying  the  role  of  Western  governments  in  creating  those
conflicts.  In  Sontag  Regarding  the  Pain  of  Others,  she  insists
that ethical spectatorship requires more than a tear.  It  demands
critical thinking about the systems that produce the suffering.

She also examines the gender  dynamics of  war  imagery.  Often,
women and children are depicted as passive victims, while men are
shown as  soldiers  or  aggressors.  This  gendered  framing  shapes
public understanding of conflict. Sontag urges us to question whose
pain is made visible and whose remains hidden.

The Politics of Memory: Why We
Choose to Remember

Another  vital  theme in  Regarding the Pain  of  Others  is  the
relationship between photography and memory. Sontag argues that



images of atrocity serve as a form of collective memory, but they
can also  be  used to  justify  further  violence.  She examines  how
nations use war photography to build narratives of martyrdom or
heroism. For instance, the iconic “Falling Soldier” photograph from
the Spanish Civil  War has been interpreted as both a symbol of
tragic death and a call to arms.

Photography as a Tool of War

Sontag does not shy away from the uncomfortable truth that war
photographs  can  function  as  propaganda.  The  same image that
elicits sympathy in one context can fuel revenge in another. She
points  out  that  the  Israeli-Palestinian  conflict,  like  many  others,  is
fought partly through images. Each side produces its own archive of
suffering,  hoping  to  win  the  battle  for  global  public  opinion.  In  this
visual arms race, truth often becomes a casualty.

Yet Sontag does not despair. She believes that photography can still
contribute  to  historical  understanding,  provided  we  resist  the
temptation to treat images as transparent windows onto reality. She
calls  for  a  “visual  literacy”  that  would  allow  viewers  to  read
photographs  critically—to  ask  who  made  the  image,  for  what
purpose, and whose interests it serves.

Contemporary Resonance: Sontag in
the Age of Social Media

Though written before the rise of Instagram, Twitter, and TikTok,
Sontag  Regarding  the  Pain  of  Others  feels  remarkably
prescient.  Today,  anyone with  a  smartphone can become a war
photographer. Citizen journalism has democratised the production of
images, but it has also blurred the lines between documentation and
propaganda.  Sontag’s  warnings  about  the  consumption  of  suffering
are more relevant than ever.

The Viral Economy of Pain

In the attention economy, images of tragedy go viral in seconds.
Algorithms amplify the most emotionally charged content. Sontag
would likely be wary of this. She understood that sharing a photo
with the hashtag #PrayFor… can become a hollow gesture, a way to
signal moral virtue without engaging with the underlying politics.
Her work challenges us to move beyond the click. She would ask:
What happens after we share? Do we donate? Do we protest? Or do
we simply move on to the next post?

Moreover,  the  phenomenon  of  “doom-scrolling”  aligns  with  her

earlier observations about the addictive quality of disaster imagery.
Sontag might  see  it  as  a  modern  iteration  of  the  “spectacle  of
suffering”  that  she  analysed.  The  key  lesson  from  Regarding  the
Pain  of  Others  is  that  looking  is  not  enough.  It  must  be
accompanied by thought, and sometimes by action.

Criticisms and Controversies: Is
Sontag Too Distant?

No  examination  of  Sontag’s  work  would  be  complete  without
acknowledging its critics. Some argue that Regarding the Pain of
Others is too intellectual, too detached from the visceral reality of
suffering.  They  claim  that  Sontag,  who  never  served  as  a  war
correspondent,  writes  from  a  position  of  privilege.  Others  find  her
skepticism about  empathy unhelpful  in  a  world  that  desperately
needs compassion.

Yet Sontag would likely reject the charge of coldness. Her book is
not a call to stop caring, but a call to care more intelligently. She
distinguishes between genuine solidarity and the cheap gratification
of feeling moved. Her goal is to sharpen our moral vision, not to dull
it.  If  she seems skeptical, it  is because she has seen how easily
images of pain are exploited—for fund-raising, for political ends, for
aesthetic pleasure.

Conclusion: The Responsibility of
the Spectator

In the end, Sontag Regarding the Pain of Others is a book about
responsibility.  It  does not offer easy answers, but it  poses essential
questions.  How should we look at images of  suffering? What do we
owe the people depicted? And how can we avoid turning their pain
into a spectacle for our consumption?

Sontag’s  final  message  is  both  sobering  and  hopeful.  She  believes
that images can move us, but only if we allow them to challenge us.
The danger is not that we will see too much, but that we will see too
little—that we will let the torrent of pictures wash over us without
truly seeing the human beings at the centre of the frame. As we
navigate a world of endless visual crisis, her voice remains a vital
guide. To read Regarding the Pain of Others is to accept that
looking is never neutral. It is a choice, an act, and a moral decision.
And  in  that  choice  lies  both  the  risk  of  indifference  and  the
possibility  of  awakening.
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