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 In her book, Regarding the Pain of Others, Susan Sontag discussed the power of images 

reflecting trauma and suffering.1 According to her, most times, images are meaningless to other 

people since the viewers have not experienced the same trauma. Thus, they are unable to fully 

understand the emotions inside the images. She also talked about how images can be used as the 

medium for remembering and memories. Several other scholars and writers have discussed 

similar topics. Frances Guerin, Roger Hallas, Marianne Hirsch, and Barbara Ching all write 

about their explanation to why viewers cannot fully empathise with the photos, while Catherine 

M. Soussloff, Bill Nichols, and Judith Butler develop their explanation on how photos and films 

can create bias. 

 Scholars Frances Guerin and Roger Hallas wrote about the use of images for memory and 

past trauma in their article, “The Image and the Witness: Trauma, Memory and Visual Culture.”2 

Many of their arguments coincide with Sontag’s idea, that images are useless unless the viewers 

actually take action after viewing them. Guerin and Hallas wrote that “there is usually no time to 

build a relationship with the image; if we are not in motion, then the image is designed to pass us 

by in an instant.”3 This statement perfectly supports Sontag’s idea in chapter 8, that in most 

times, people are unable to do anything to the pictures—war and slaughter have already taken 

place, and they can do nothing to change that.4 Thus, images somehow create indifference: they 

make people watch the suffering but do nothing at the same time. Thus, people cannot 

understand what the images want to convey, and they will soon forget about the emotions in the 

																																																								
1	Sontag, Susan. Regarding the Pain of Others. 1st ed. New York: Ferrar, Straus and Giroux, 
2003.  
2	Guerin, Frances, and Roger Hallas. “The Image and the Witness: Trauma, Memory and Visual 
Culture.” Wallflower Press, 2007. Vertigo Volume 3, Issue 8, Winter 2008. 1. 
3	Guerin and Hallas. 1.	
4	Sontag, 141. 
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images, because the emotions have nothing to do with them if they choose to do nothing, or can 

do nothing. Based on Sontag’s idea there, Guerin and Hallas elaborated more. In their article, 

they wrote that often, the “image fell short of what it claimed,” meaning that though the images 

document exactly what really happened in a slaughter, they fail to convey and keep the objects’ 

humanity and integrity in them.5 In other words, images can only reflect what happened, but not 

the humanity and soul behind them.  

 Wanted to testify Guerin and Hallas’ theory, scholar Marianne Hirsch used the method of 

postmemory to test whether images documenting trauma and suffering can re-traumatise and 

make distant viewers connect to the real victims, and whether they can enable memory and 

mourning in the viewers. Her results indirectly support both Guerin, Hallas, and Sontag’s idea, 

that most viewers are unable to connect to the images the objects in the images. In her article, 

“Surviving Images: Holocaust Photographs and the Work of Postmemory,” she wrote: “a group 

that shares an ethnic or national identity marking of victims, survivors, witnesses, or perpetrators 

have different experiences of postmemory, even though they share the familial ties that facilitate 

intergenerational identification.”6 This reflects that even the viewer is a direct descendent or 

friend of the victim or the witness of the trauma, their memory is still different from the real 

victim and witness’s. Thus, when seeing the images, it is still impossible for them to be fully 

connected to the images and the suffering behind them. Not to mention others who are more 

distant from the suffering and slaughter in the images—they are unable to understand and 

empathise with the images and the trauma behind them. This exactly supports Guerin and Hallas’ 

theory that images cannot reflect the humanity and soul behind their stories.  

																																																								
5	Guerin and Hallas. 3.	
6	Hirsch, Marianne. "Surviving Images: Holocaust Photographs and the Work of 
Postmemory." The Yale Journal of Criticism, 2001. 	
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 Besides Hirsch’s result that people are unable to empathise with images because of their 

distance to the real trauma, Barbara Ching provided another explanation. In her “Review: High 

Regard: Words and Pictures in Tribute to Susan Sontag,” she pointed out that most museums 

often ignore the images documenting torture, and they do not recognise them as pieces valuable 

enough to be put in museums.7 The direct result is that what they do actually turn viewers away 

from the proper way to “regard others’ pain.”8 People do not have enough chances to learn about 

the slaughters or holocausts, thus when they are looking at the images, it is hard for them to 

connect and empathise.  

 In chapter 4, Sontag introduced an idea that about how medias, films, and images create 

bias towards a truth. She wrote that “the camera brings the viewer close, too close,” which 

implied that people can easily be controlled by the photographers.9 They perceive what the 

photographers want them to perceive, and thus being so influenced by the bias. Focusing on a 

similar topic, scholar Judith Butler agrees with Sontag that photos and films are often shaping the 

viewers’ interpretation. In her “Torture and the ethics of photography,” she wrote that when 

looking at a picture, people often “come to interpret that interpretation that has been imposed 

upon them.”10 According to Butler, the photographer creates a restriction on the photos, and thus 

frames the whole story behind the picture for the viewers. Viewers will only understand and 

interpret the photo within the frames, and what they think will be restricted and shaped by the 

																																																								
7	Ching, Barbara. "High Regard: Words and Pictures in Tribute to Susan Sontag." American 
Quarterly, 2007. 162. 
8	Ching, 3.	
9	Sontag, 86. 
10	Butler, Judith. “Torture and the ethics of photography.” Environment and Planning D: Society 
and Space 2007, volume 25, pages 951 ^ 966.  
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photographer. Butler also defined the meaning of the frame, which is “not just a visual image 

awaiting its interpretation; it is itself interpreting, actively, even forcibly.”11 Her opinion 

corresponds well with the following example of how a film generates bias, and thus supports 

Sontag’s idea, that photography creates bias and shape the way viewers interpret the photos. 

Catherine M. Soussloff and Bill Nichols’s article “Leni Riefenstahl: The Power of the 

Image” provides a perfect example to support Butler’s idea.12 Soussloff and Nichols import a 

film—Riefenstahl’s autobiographical film about Fascism and Hitler—to illustrate how films and 

images can be influential, even propagandistic. Some reviewers in the article said that they felt 

Riefenstahl’s film was “telling them what to think.”13 Soussloff and Nichols wrote in the article, 

that Riefenstahl’s film “has consistently illustrated many themes of Fascist aesthetics.”14 This 

example supports Sontag’s idea that images and films can be deceiving and cause bias. The 

photographer and producer can inculcate their subjective ideas and believes to the audience and 

viewers through images and films. 

 It is clear that Sontag’s idea on viewing images has influenced lot of later scholars, and 

they also gave more in-depth explanation to her theories. The reason why viewers cannot fully 

understand and empathise with the pictures can be the lack of background information, the 

difference of memories, and the small number of chances to actually get to know about the 

stories. At the same time, images and films can create bias for the viewers, altering their 

understanding and perception to the photo itself even the background story behind it. 

 

																																																								
11	Butler, 952.	
12	Soussloff, Catherine M., and Bill Nichols. "Leni Riefenstahl: The Power of the 
Image." Discourse, 1996.25.  
13	Soussloff and Nichols, 25.	
14	Soussloff and Nichols, 25.	
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