
Readings: Regarding the Pain of 
Others, Susan Sontag (2003) 
In June 1938 Virginia Woolf published Three Guineas, her brave, unwelcomed 
reflections on the roots of war. Written during the preceding two years, while she 
and most of her intimates and fellow writers were rapt by the advancing fascist 
insurrection in Spain…

… photographs of the victims of war are themselves a species of rhetoric. They 
reiterate. They simplify. They agitate. They create the illusion of consensus.  

No "we" should be taken for granted when the subject is looking at other people's 
pain. 

WHO ARE THE "WE" at whom such shock-pictures are aimed? That "we" would 
include not just the sympathizers of a smallish nation or a stateless people 
fighting for its life, but—a far larger constituency—those only nominally 
concerned about some nasty war taking place in another country. The 
photographs are a means of making "real" (or "more real") matters that the 
privileged and the merely safe might prefer to ignore. 

…

But is it true that these photographs, documenting the slaughter of noncombatants 
rather than the clash of armies, could only stimulate the repudiation of war? 
Surely they could also foster greater militancy on behalf of the Republic. Isn't this 
what they were meant to do? The agreement between Woolf and the lawyer seems 
entirely presumptive, with the grisly photographs confirming an opinion already 
held in common. Had the question been, How can we best contribute to the 
defense of the Spanish Republic against the forces of militarist and clerical 
fascism?, the photographs might instead have reinforced their belief in the 
justness of that struggle. 

The pictures Woolf has conjured up do not in fact show what war, war as such, 
does. They show a particular way of waging war, a way at that time routinely 
described as "barbaric," in which civilians are the target. General Franco was 
using the same tactics of bombardment, massacre, torture, and the killing and 
mutilation of prisoners that he had perfected as a commanding officer in Morocco 
in the 1920s. Then, more acceptably to ruling powers, his victims had been 
Spain's colonial subjects, darker-hued and infidels to boot; now his victims were 
compatriots. To read in the pictures, as Woolf does, only what confirms a general 



abhorrence of war is to stand back from an engagement with Spain as a country 
with a history. It is to dismiss politics. 

…

But the case against war does not rely on information about who and when and 
where; the arbitrariness of the relentless slaughter is evidence enough. To those 
who are sure that right is on one side, oppression and injustice on the other, and 
that the fighting must go on, what matters is precisely who is killed and by 
whom. To an Israeli Jew, a photograph of a child torn apart in the attack on the 
Sbarro pizzeria in downtown Jerusalem is first of all a photograph of a Jewish 
child killed by a Palestinian suicide-bomber. To a Palestinian, a photograph of a 
child torn apart by a tank round in Gaza is first of all a photograph of a 
Palestinian child killed by Israeli ordnance. To the militant, identity is everything. 
And all photographs wait to be explained or falsified by their captions. During the 
fighting between Serbs and Croats at the beginning of the recent Balkan wars, the 
same photographs of children killed in the shelling of a village were passed 
around at both Serb and Croat propaganda briefings. Alter the caption, and the 
children's deaths could be used and reused. 

…

To photographic corroboration of the atrocities committed by one's own side, the 
standard response is that the pictures are a fabrication, that no such atrocity ever 
took place, those were bodies the other side had brought in trucks from the city 
morgue and placed about the street, or that, yes, it happened and it was the other 
side who did it, to themselves. Thus the chief of propaganda for Franco's 
Nationalist rebellion maintained that it was the Basques who had destroyed their 
own ancient town and former capital, Guernica, on April 26, 1937, by placing 
dynamite in the sewers (in a later version, by dropping bombs manufactured in 
Basque territory) in order to inspire indignation abroad and reinforce the 
Republican resistance. And thus a majority of Serbs living in Serbia or abroad 
maintained right to the end of the Serb siege of Sarajevo, and even after, that the 
Bosnians themselves perpetrated the horrific "breadline massacre" in May 1992 
and "market massacre" in February 1994, lobbing large-caliber shells into the 
center of their capital or planting mines in order to create some exceptionally 
gruesome sights for the foreign journalists' cameras and rally more international 
support for the Bosnian side. Photographs of mutilated bodies certainly can be 
used the way Woolf does, to vivify the condemnation of war, and may bring 
home, for a spell, a portion of its reality to those who have no experience of war 
at all.. However, someone who accepts that in the world as currently divided war 
can become inevitable, and even just, might reply that the photographs supply no 
evidence, none at all, for renouncing war-^except to those for whom the notions 
of valor and sacrifice have been emptied of meaning and credibility. 



…

Photographs of an atrocity may give rise to opposing responses. A call for peace. 
A cry for revenge. Or simply the bemused awareness, continually restocked by 
photographic information, that terrible things happen. 

…

And the pity and disgust that pictures like Hicks's inspire should not distract you 
from asking what pictures, whose cruelties, whose deaths are not being shown. 

…

Being a spectator of calamities taking place in another country is a quintessential 
modern experience, the cumulative offering by more than a century and a half's 
worth of those professional, specialized tourists known as journalists. Wars are 
now also living room sights and sounds. Information about what is happening 
elsewhere, called "news," features conflict and violence— "If it bleeds, it leads" 
runs the venerable guideline of tabloids and twenty- four-hour headline news 
shows—to which the response is compassion, or indignation, or titillation, or 
approval, as each misery heaves into view. 

How to respond to the steadily increasing flow of information about the agonies 
of war was already an issue in the late nineteenth century. 

…

Awareness of the suffering that accumulates in a select number of wars happening 
elsewhere is something constructed. Principally in the form that is registered by 
cameras, it flares up, is shared by many people, and fades from view. In contrast 
to a written account— which, depending on its complexity of thought, reference, 
and vocabulary, is pitched at a larger or smaller readership—a photograph has 
only one language and is destined potentially for all. 

In the first important wars of which there are accounts by photographers, the 
Crimean War and the American Civil War, and in every other war until the First 
World War, combat itself was beyond the camera's ken. 

…

The Spanish Civil War (1936-39) was the first war to be witnessed ("covered") in 
the modern sense: by a corps of professional photographers at the lines of military 
engagement and in the towns under bombardment, whose work was immediately 
seen in newspapers and magazines in Spain and abroad. The war America waged 
in Vietnam, the first to be witnessed day after day by television cameras, 
introduced the home front to new tele-intimacy with death and destruction. Ever 



since, battles and massacres filmed as they unfold have been a routine ingredient 
of the ceaseless flow of domestic, small-screen entertainment. Creating a perch 
for a particular conflict in the consciousness of viewers exposed to dramas from 
everywhere requires the daily diffusion and re-diffusion of snippets of footage 
about the conflict. The understanding of war among people who have not 
experienced war is now chiefly a product of the impact of these images. 

…

Nonstop imagery (television, streaming video, movies) is our surround, but when 
it comes to remembering, the photograph has the deeper bite. Memory freeze-
frames; its basic unit is the single image. In an era of information overload, the 
photograph provides a quick way of apprehending something and a compact form 
for memorizing it. The photograph is like a quotation, or a maxim or proverb. 
Each of us mentally stocks hundreds of photographs, subject to instant recall. 

…

The hunt for more dramatic (as they're often described) images drives the 
photographic enterprise, and is part of the normality of a culture in which shock 
has become a leading stimulus of consumption and source of value. 

…

The image as shock and the image as cliche are two aspects of the same presence. 
… The ultra-familiar, ultra-celebrated image—of an agony, of ruin—is an 
unavoidable feature of our camera-mediated knowledge of war….picture- taking 
acquired an immediacy and authority greater than any verbal account in 
conveying the horror of mass-produced death. 

…

Those who stress the evidentiary punch of image-making by cameras have to 
finesse the question of the subjectivity of the image- maker. For the photography 
of atrocity, people want the weight of witnessing without the taint of artistry, 
which is equated with insincerity or mere contrivance. Pictures of hellish events 
seem more authentic when they don't have the look that comes from being 
"properly" lighted and composed, because the photographer either is an amateur 
or—just as serviceable— has adopted one of several familiar anti-art styles. By 
flying low, artistically speaking, such pictures are thought to be less manipulative
—all widely distributed images of suffering now stand under that suspicion—and 
less likely to arouse facile compassion or identification. 

…



Photography is the only 
major art in which 
professional training 
and years of experience 
do not confer an 
insuperable advantage 
over the untrained and 
inexperienced— 

… 

"Land Distribution 
Meeting, Extremadura, 
Spain, 1936," the much- 
reproduced photograph 
by David Seymour 
("Chim") 

The memory of war, however, like all memory, is mostly local. 

The photographer's intentions do not determine the meaning of the photograph, 
which will have its own career, blown by the whims and loyalties of the diverse 
communities that have use for it.  

…

What does it mean to protest suffering, as distinct from acknowledging it?  

It seems that the appetite for pictures showing bodies in pain is as keen, almost, 
as the desire for ones that show bodies naked. For many centuries, in Christian 
art, depictions of hell offered both of these elemental satisfactions. 



But there is shame as well as shock in looking at the close-up of a real horror. 
Perhaps the only people with the right to look at images of suffering of this 
extreme order are those who could do something to alleviate it—say, the surgeons 
at the military hospital where the photograph was taken—or those who could 
learn from it. The rest of us are voyeurs, whether or not we mean to be. 

…

The practice of representing atrocious suffering as something to be deplored, and, 
if possible, stopped, enters the history of images with a specific subject: the 
sufferings endured by a civilian population at the hands of a victorious army on 
the rampage. It is a quintessentially secular subject, which emerges in the 
seventeenth century, when contemporary realignments of power become material 
for artists. 

Goya's art, like Dostoyevsky's. seems a turning point in the history of moral 
feelings and of sorrow—as deep, as original, as demanding. With Goya, a new 
standard for responsiveness to suffering enters art. (And new subjects for fellow-
feeling: as in, for example, his painting of an injured laborer being carried away 
from a building site.) The account of war's cruelties is fashioned as an assault on 
the sensibility of the viewer. The expressive phrases in script below each image 
comment on the provocation. While the image, like every image, is an invitation 
to look, the caption, more often than not, insists on the difficulty of doing just 
that. A voice, presumably the artist's, badgers the viewer: can you bear to look at 
this? 

it has always been possible for a photograph to misrepresent. 

That the atrocities perpetrated by the French soldiers in Spain didn't happen 
exactly as pictured—say, that the victim didn't look just so, that it didn't happen 
next to a tree—hardly disqualifies The Disasters of War. Goya's images are a 
synthesis. They claim: things like this happened. In contrast, a single photograph 
or filmstrip claims to represent exactly what was before the camera's lens. A 
photograph is supposed not to evoke but to show. That is why photographs, 
unlike handmade images, can count as evidence. But evidence of what? The 
suspicion that Capa's "Death of a Republican Soldier"—titled "The Falling 
Soldier" in the authoritative compilation of Capa's work—may not show what it 
is said to show (one hypothesis is that it records a training exercise near the front 
line) continues to haunt discussions of war photography. Everyone is a literalist 
when it comes to photographs. 

…



Photographs that everyone recognizes are now a constituent part of what a society 
chooses to think about, or declares that it has chosen to think about. It calls these 
ideas "memories," and that is, over the long run, a fiction. Strictly speaking, there 
is no such thing as collective memory— part of the same family of spurious 
notions as collective guilt. But there is collective instruction. 

All memory is individual, unreproducible—it dies with each person. What is 
called collective memory is not a remembering but a stipulating: that this is 
important, and this is the story about how it happened, with the pictures that lock 
the story in our minds. Ideologies create substantiating archives of images, 
representative images, which encapsulate common ideas of significance and 
trigger predictable thoughts, feelings. 

…

The problem is not that people remember through photographs, but that they 
remember only the photographs. This remembering through photographs eclipses 
other forms of understanding, and remembering.  

…

Narratives can make us understand. Photographs do something else: they haunt 
us.  

…

There now exists a vast repository of images that make it harder to maintain this 
kind of moral defectiveness. Let the atrocious images haunt us. Even if they are 
only tokens, and cannot possibly encompass most of the reality to which they 
refer, they still perform a vital function. The images say: This is what human 
beings are capable of doing—may volunteer to do, enthusiastically, self- 
righteously Don't forget. 

This is not quite the same as asking people to remember a particularly monstrous 
bout of evil. 

Perhaps too much value is assigned to memory, not enough to thinking. 
Remembering is an ethical act, has ethical value in and of itself.  

… 

It is not a defect that we are not seared, that we do not suffer enough, when we 
see these images. Neither is the photograph supposed to repair our ignorance 
about the history and causes of the suffering it picks out and frames. Such images 
cannot be more than an invitation to pay attention, to reflect, to learn, to examine 



the rationalizations for mass suffering offered by established powers. Who caused 
what the picture shows? Who is responsible? Is it excusable? Was it inevitable? Is 
there some state of affairs which we have accepted up to now that ought to be 
challenged? 

…

Space reserved for being serious is hard to come by in a modern society, whose 
chief model of a public space is the mega- store (which may also be an airport or 
a museum). 


