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INTRODUCTION: WHY SUSAN
SONTAG’S “ON PHOTOGRAPHY”
STILL MATTERS

In  1977,  Susan  Sontag  published  a
collection of essays that would forever
change  the  way  we  think  about  the
photographic  image.  Titled  simply  On
Photography,  the book emerged at a
time when the medium was transitioning
from  analog  film  to  a  more  ubiquitous
presence  in  everyday  life.  Nearly  five

decades  later,  Sontag’s  insights  have
proven remarkably prescient. In an age
of Instagram, TikTok,  and AI-generated
imagery, her exploration of the power,
ethics,  and psychology of  photography
feels  more  urgent  than  ever.  On
Photography  Susan  Sontag  is  not
merely  a  work  of  crit icism;  it  is  a
fundamental  inquiry  into  how  images
shape our perception of reality, memory,
and morality. This article delves into the
core  arguments  of  Sontag’s  seminal
work, examines its continued relevance,
and explores why anyone interested in
visual  culture  should  revisit  this
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landmark  text.

THE GENESIS OF “ON
PHOTOGRAPHY”

Originally published as a series of essays
in The New York Review of Books,  On
Photography Susan Sontag compiles
six  major  pieces,  each  examining  a
different  facet  of  photography’s  cultural
influence.  Sontag  wrote  at  a  time  when
photography was becoming increasingly
democratized.  The  rise  of  affordable
cameras and the proliferation of images
in  magazines,  newspapers,  and
advertisements meant that the average
person  was  encounter ing  more
photographs  than  ever  before.  Sontag
saw  this  as  both  a  liberation  and  a
profound danger.
Her  writing  is  characterized  by  a

distinctive  blend  of  moral  seriousness
and  intellectual  adventurousness.  She
does not simply analyze photographs as
aesthetic objects; she considers them as
ins t ruments  o f  power ,  too ls  o f
surveillance,  and  vehicles  for  shaping
collective  memory.  The  book  was
awarded the National Book Critics Circle
Award for Criticism, cementing Sontag’s
reputation as one of the most formidable
thinkers of her generation.

Photography as a
Tool of
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Appropriation
One  of  the  central  arguments  in  On
Photography Susan Sontag is that to
photograph something is to appropriate
it. Sontag writes that photography turns
the world into a collection of  potential
images,  effectively  reducing  complex
experiences  to  consumable  objects.
When we take a photograph, we are not
merely  recording  a  moment;  we  are
claiming ownership over it.  This act of
appropriation,  Sontag  argues,  is
inherently  aggressive.
She  draws  a  parallel  between  the
camera  and  a  gun.  Both  are  used  to
capture, to frame, and to exert control.
The  photographer  becomes  a  kind  of
hunter,  stalking  the  world  for  images.

This metaphor extends to tourism, where
travelers  often  experience  places
primarily  through  the  lens  of  their
cameras, turning cultural landmarks into
souvenirs.  Sontag’s  critique anticipates
the  modern  phenomenon  of  “photo-
taking”  as  a  substitute  for  genuine
experience—a behavior  now ubiquitous
in the age of smartphones.

Photography and
the Erosion of
Reality
Another key theme in On Photography
Susan  Sontag  is  the  relationship
between  photographs  and  reality.
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Sontag challenges the naive assumption
that  photographs  are  transparent
windows onto the world. She argues that
every  photograph  is  a  selection,  a
framing, and therefore an interpretation.
The  camera  does  not  simply  capture
reality; it creates a new reality—a reality
mediated by the photographer’s choices
and the viewer’s expectations.
Sontag  famously  suggests  that
photography  has  contributed  to  the
“atrophy of experience.” When we rely
on images to know the world,  we risk
losing  direct,  unmediated  engagement
with  it.  Photographs  can  make  the
familiar  seem  exotic  and  the  horrific
seem ordinary. They compress time and
space,  and  in  doing  so,  they  can
desensitize us to the very events they
depict. This line of thought is particularly

relevant  in  an  era  of  digital  imagery,
where  images  of  war,  disaster,  and
personal  life  circulate  endlessly,  often
numbing rather than informing.

THE ETHICS OF LOOKING:
SONTAG ON SUFFERING AND
SPECTATORSHIP

Perhaps the most challenging section of
On Photography Susan Sontag deals
with  photographs  of  suffering.  Sontag
wrestles  with  the  ethics  of  looking  at
images  of  pain  and  atrocity.  She
questions whether such images serve to
mobilize action or merely provide a safe,
distant form of voyeurism. Her analysis
is  deeply  uncomfortable  because  it
implicates  the  viewer  in  the  act  of
looking.
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Sontag  writes  that  photographs  of
suffering can create a sense of intimacy
with distant  events,  but  they can also
reduce those events  to  spectacle.  The
viewer, safely removed from the scene,
can gaze upon horror without any real
risk or responsibility. This dynamic, she
warns,  can  lead  to  a  kind  of  moral
complacency.  We  may  feel  that  by
looking, we have done enough—that our
attention substitutes for action.
At the same time, Sontag acknowledges
the  power  of  such  images  to  bear
witness and to create historical memory.
She  cites  photographs  of  war  and
genocide  as  examples  of  images  that
have shaped public consciousness. The
t e n s i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e s e  t w o
poles—compassion  fatigue  versus
historical  witness—remains  one  of  the

most  debated  issues  in  visual  ethics
today.

The Camera as
Surveillance Tool
Long  before  the  age  of  CCTV,  facial
recognition,  and  metadata  collection,
Sontag understood that photography is a
f o r m  o f  s u r v e i l l a n c e .  I n  O n
Photography  Susan  Sontag,  she
argues that the camera is an instrument
of social control. By recording images of
people and places, photographs create a
permanent record that can be used to
monitor, categorize, and discipline.
This insight has become a cornerstone of
contemporary  critiques  of  digital
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surveillance.  The  proliferation  of
cameras  in  public  and  private  spaces,
combined  with  the  vast  databases  of
images  held  by  governments  and
corporations,  echoes Sontag’s  warning.
The camera does not merely document;
it watches. And being watched changes
behavior.  Sontag’s  analysis  provides  a
crucial  historical  foundation  for
understanding  the  privacy  debates  of
the twenty-first century.

PHOTOGRAPHY AND MEMORY:
THE DOUBLE EDGE

Sontag  also  explores  the  complex
relationship  between  photography  and
memory.  On  one  hand,  photographs
serve as powerful aids to memory. They
preserve moments that would otherwise
be  lost  to  time.  A  photograph  of  a

childhood home, a family reunion, or a
histor ic  event  can  tr igger  v iv id
recollections  and  emotions.
On the other hand, Sontag warns that
photographs can replace memory. When
we rely on images to remember, we risk
losing  the  living,  fluid,  and  subjective
nature of memory. A photograph freezes
a moment, but memory is not static. It
evolves, shifts, and reinterprets. Sontag
suggests  that  the  photographic  image
can  actually  inhibit  true  remembrance
by imposing a single, fixed version of the
past. This tension is especially relevant
in an era of digital photo libraries, where
our  personal  histories  are  increasingly
stored  as  image  files  rather  than  lived
experiences.
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The Photographic
Image in
Consumer
Society
A n o t h e r  m a j o r  t h r e a d  i n  O n
Photography  Susan  Sontag  is  the
connection  between  photography  and
consumer capitalism. Sontag argues that
photography  has  become  a  way  of
consuming the world. Every image is a
potential  commodity,  a  thing  to  be
collected,  shared,  and  traded.  The
tourist who photographs a landmark is,
in  Sontag’s  view,  consuming  that

landmark—taking  it  home  as  a  trophy.
This  crit ique  extends  to  the  way
advertising and media use photography
to  create  desire.  Images  of  perfect
bodies,  exotic  vacations,  and desirable
products  fuel  a  cycle  of  longing  and
acquisition. Sontag’s analysis anticipates
the influencer  economy,  where  personal
branding and the curation of a perfect
image have become central to social and
economic  life.  The  democratization  of
photography,  she  suggests,  has  not
freed us but rather entangled us more
deeply in the logic of consumption.

THE LEGACY OF “ON
PHOTOGRAPHY” IN THE DIGITAL
AGE

I t  i s  i m p o s s i b l e  t o  r e a d  O n
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Photography  Susan  Sontag  today
without thinking about the internet. The
book was written before the World Wide
Web,  before  digital  cameras,  before
social media. Yet Sontag’s insights seem
to  predict  the  digital  image  economy
with  uncanny  accuracy.  The  sheer
volume of  images,  their  instantaneous
circulation,  and  their  role  in  shaping
identity and politics are all themes she
addresses, albeit in an analog context.
Contemporary  photographers,  critics,
and  scholars  continue  to  engage  with
Sontag’s  work.  Her  concept  of  the
“image-world”—a  world  in  which
photographs mediate our relationship to
reality—has  become  a  central  idea  in
visual culture studies. The phrase “there
is  an  inverse  proportion  between  the
growth  of  photography  and  the

shrinkage of reality” captures a dynamic
that has only intensified since she wrote
it.
Moreover,  Sontag’s  ethical  questions
remain unresolved. How should we look
at  images  of  suffering?  What
responsibility  do  photographers  and
viewers bear? Can photographs ever tell
the  whole  truth?  These  questions  are
debated in newsrooms, art galleries, and
social  media  platforms  every  day.
Sontag’s framework provides a rigorous
starting point for these conversations.

Criticisms and
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Counterargumen
ts
No critical work is without its detractors,
and On Photography Susan Sontag
has been challenged on several fronts.
Some critics  argue  that  Sontag  is  too
pessimistic,  that  she  overlooks  the
empowering and democratizing potential
of  photography. The ability of  ordinary
people to document their own lives, to
bear witness to injustice, and to share
perspectives  outside  dominant  media
narratives  can  be  seen  as  a  positive
development that Sontag underplays.
Others have noted that Sontag’s analysis
is  sometimes  overly  broad.  She  treats
photography  as  a  monolithic  practice,

when  in  fact  there  are  many  different
kinds of photography—art photography,
documentary,  family  snapshots,
scientific  imaging—each  with  its  own
conventions and purposes. Critics argue
that  a  more  nuanced  approach  would
acknow ledge  the  d i ve r s i t y  o f
photographic  practices.
Nevertheless, Sontag herself was aware
of these complexities. In later writings,
including her 2003 book Regarding the
Pain of Others, she revisited and refined
some  of  her  earlier  arguments.  She
acknowledged  that  photographs  can
serve as powerful tools for empathy and
social change, even as she maintained
her  skepticism  about  their  limitations
and dangers.
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PRACTICAL LESSONS FROM “ON
PHOTOGRAPHY” FOR MODERN

AUDIENCES

For  anyone  navigating  today’s  image-
saturated  world,  On  Photography
Susan  Sontag  offers  several  practical
lessons.  First,  be  aware  of  the  power
dynamics at play in every photograph.
Who is taking the picture? Who is being
photographed?  Who  controls  the
distribution  of  the  image?  These
questions  matter,  whether  you  are  a
professional  photographer,  a  social
media  user,  or  a  consumer  of  news
imagery.
Second, cultivate a critical eye. Not all
photographs are true, and even the most
seemingly  objective  image  carries  a
point of view. Sontag encourages us to

ask what is being left out of the frame,
what  assumptions  the  photographer  is
making,  and  how  the  image  is  being
used.
Third,  resist  the  urge  to  let  images
replace  experience.  Put  the  camera
down sometimes. Engage with the world
directly,  without  mediation.  Sontag’s
critique is ultimately a call for presence
and  authentic i ty  in  a  world  that
increasingly  substitutes  images  for
reality.

Sontag’s Style
and Influence
Beyond  its  content,  On Photography
Susan Sontag  is notable for its style.



On Photography Susan Sontag 11

11

Sontag writes with aphoristic clarity. Her
sentences are dense with meaning but
neve r  obscu re .  She  comb ines
philosophical  depth  with  a  journalist’s
eye for concrete detail. This accessibility
is one reason the book has endured as a
classic of cultural criticism.
The  book  has  influenced  generations  of
writers, artists, and thinkers. Authors like
John  Berger,  whose  Ways  of  Seeing
covers similar terrain, and contemporary
critics like Teju Cole and Rebecca Solnit
have  drawn  on  Sontag’s  insights.  Her
work is taught in universities around the
world  and  remains  a  touchstone  for
anyone studying photography, media, or
visual culture.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING

RELEVANCE OF SONTAG’S VISION

In  On  Photography  Susan  Sontag
created  a  work  that  transcends  its
original  context.  The  book  is  not  just
about photography; it is about how we
know the world, how we remember, and
how we relate to others. Sontag’s voice
is both critical and compassionate, her
arguments rigorous and deeply humane.
As  we scroll  through endless  feeds  of
images, as we document our lives with
ever-greater  frequency,  and  as  we
confront photographs of distant suffering
and  joy,  Sontag’s  work  offers  a
framework  for  understanding  what  we
are doing and why. She does not provide
easy  answers,  but  she  asks  the  right
questions.  For  anyone  seeking  to
navigate  the  complexities  of  visual
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culture  with  greater  awareness  and
integrity,  On  Photography  Susan

Sontag remains an indispensable guide.
Its lessons


