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ABSTRACT

This thesis focuses on images of war atrocities. It takes its cue from the fact that news, television
and social media constantly expose us to images of war. Yet, these images seem to attract the
spectator rather than cause horror and repulsion. Building on Susan Sontag’s work Regarding
the Pain of Others (2003), this thesis aims to study the human attraction to the sight of pain and
death. To analyse this phenomenon, I am taking as my case-study the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict, looking at images of the conflict that are circulating in Western media.

The thesis is structured in three parts. The first chapter looks at the history of the human
attraction to the pain of others and tries to explain the reasons behind it, drawing on various
scholars such as Susan Sontag, Edmund Burke, and Georges Bataille. The second chapter
moves to my case study: the war in Palestine. By looking at images coming from Gaza, the
chapter offers an analysis of war photography, considering the main issues that surround the
topic of photographs of atrocities. The last chapter aims to understand how distant wars can be
instrumentalised by the media to the point that the public becomes indifferent to them. Staying
on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the chapter discusses how images of the war are presented
by Western media.

This thesis, argues that there is, in fact, in the human being an attraction to the macabre and

the repulsive, and that images of war satisfy this attraction.



SUMMARY

Questa tesi nasce dal fatto al giorno d’oggi siamo circondati da immagini di guerra, morte e
distruzione. E sufficiente accendere la televisione, aprire un giornale o un social media per
venire sommersi da immagini di questo tipo. Queste immagini sembrano essere ovunque ¢ la
cosa interessante ¢ che la maggior parte delle persone le guarda senza provare repulsione. Basti
pensare, per esempio, a quante persone guardano i telegiornali ogni giorno durante i pasti.
Telegiornali che sono un continuo di notizie tragiche (femminicidi, omicidi, incidenti, disastri
naturali, e ’'unica notizia che ¢ sempre presente in ogni telegiornale e in ogni giornale: la
guerra). Per le persone che guardano queste notizie durante 1 pasti, le tragedie che vedono non
sono niente di piu che un “intrattenimento”, come riconosce la filosofa Statunitense Susan
Sontag.

Questo ci fa intuire due cose: la prima, che la guerra fa “notizia”, che attira 1’attenzione del
pubblico e che i media lo sanno bene, per questo non mancano mai di includere notizie di guerra.
La seconda cosa ¢ in realta una domanda, che dovrebbe sorgere spontanea a questo punto:
com’¢ possibile che le persone siano attratte dalle notizie di guerra? Non dovrebbero essere
disgustate di fronte a immagini cosi violente e tragiche, di fronte a tanta morte e dolore? Susan
Sontag, nel suo ultimo libro dal titolo Regarding the Pain of Others (tradotto in italiano come
Davanti al dolore degli altri ) (2003), parla di un’attrazione dell’essere umano per il dolore
degli altri. Sontag sostiene che ci sia nell’essere umano una vera e propria attrazione, un
desiderio, di guardare le sofferenze altrui. Il libro esplora proprio questo tema, abbinandolo ad
un’analisi delle fotografie di atrocita. Questa tesi si ispira al lavoro di Sontag e si propone di
studiare questa attrazione dell’essere umano per le sofferenze altrui e, in particolare, il rapporto
tra questa attrazione e le immagini di guerra che vediamo in grande quantita ogni giorno.
Quello che si vuole capire con questa tesi ¢ il modo in cui I’attrazione per il macabro e le
immagini di guerra si sostengono a vicenda, perché, se ¢ questo desiderio che ci spinge a voler
vedere immagini tragiche, e se queste immagini soddisfano effettivamente il nostro desiderio
di vedere cose macabre, questo spinge i media a proporre sempre piu tragedie per soddisfare il
desiderio del pubblico di vedere queste tragedie. In altre parole, le due cose sono collegate, e
questo spiega sia perché siamo sommersi da immagini di guerra, sia perché le persone non ne
sono disgustate.

La tesi, dunque, prende come punto di partenza il pensiero di Susan Sontag, sia espresso in
Regarding the Pain of Others, ma anche in un libro precedente dedicato alla fotografia intitolato

On Photography (Sulla fotografia) pubblicato per la prima volta nel 1973. Le immagini di



guerra che vengono analizzate in questa tesi sono immagini dell’attuale confitto Israelo-
Palestinese, e i media considerati sono quelli Occidentali.

La prima parte della tesi studia I’attrazione umana per le sofferenze altrui: da dove viene,
cosa la provoca e perché proviamo questa attrazione. Lo studio parte dal pensiero di Platone
che in La Repubblica propone un aneddoto interessante per provare la sua teoria che nella mente
dell’essere umano esiste una parte che spinge a voler guardare scene macabre e disturbanti.
L’aneddoto racconta di Leontius che, camminando per la citta, nota dei cadaveri stesi a terra e
vorrebbe avvicinarsi per guardarli meglio. Questo da vita ad una lotta interna in lui, in quanto,
mentre una parte dentro di lui lo spinge ad avvicinarsi per guardare quella scena orribile, ¢’¢
anche una parte razionale che invece lo trattiene. L’aneddoto dimostra due cose importanti: che
c’¢ effettivamente nell’essere umano la voglia di vedere cose raccapriccianti, ma anche che non
si tratta di un piacere puro. Di fronte a situazioni del genere, infatti, 1’essere umano si sente in
colpa per provare questo desiderio e si vergogna di sé stesso. Nonostante cid, come 1’esempio
proposto da Platone dimostra, questo desiderio alla fine ha la meglio e I’essere umano si ritrova
a guardare scene di dolore, non senza un pizzico di piacere.

Il motivo di questo piacere ¢ spiegato dal filosofo inglese Edmund Burke all’interno del suo
saggio A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (in
Italiano, Un’indagine filosofica sulle origini delle nostre idee sul Sublime e Bello) (1757). 1l
saggio, come suggerisce il titolo, ¢ una vera e propria analisi sull’origine delle nostre emozioni
e delle nostre passioni, su come definiamo cio che ¢ “bello” e cio che non lo €. Qui Burke si
sofferma anche sul sentimento della compassione (“symaphty”). Secondo Burke, il piacere che
proviamo nel vedere le sofferenze degli altri non ¢ un piacere perché gioiamo delle loro
sofferenze ma ¢ un piacere che deriva, prima di tutto, dal riconoscere che noi siamo al sicuro
(Burke, infatti, afferma che il prerequisito per poter guardare le sofferenze degli altri ¢ che la
nostra vita sia fuori pericolo). In secondo luogo, Burke sostiene che questo piacere sia una cosa
necessaria perché ¢ cio che ci permette di non ignorare 1 nostri simili che stanno soffrendo e
che hanno bisogno, appunto, della nostra compassione. Burke, fa ricorso a Dio, dicendo che ¢
Dio che ha voluto che noi provassimo piacere (“delight”) nel guardare le sofferenze altrui,
perché altrimenti di fronte a tanta sofferenza ci saremmo semplicemente voltati dall’altro lato,
ignorandola.

Un’altra spiegazione interessante circa 1’attrazione umana per le sofferenze altrui ¢ quella
proposta dal filosofo francese Georges Bataille. Nel 1961 Bataille pubblica il suo ultimo libro,
The Tears of Eros (Le lacrime di Eros). 1l libro contiene una foto scattata in Cina all’inizio del

Novecento che mostra un uomo mentre viene sottoposto alla tortura cinese dei “Mille Tagli”;



una tortura che consisteva nel legare il prigioniero ad un palo mentre gli venivano amputati gli
arti con un coltello. Bataille afferma di essere sempre stato affascinato da questa foto, ma non
perché fosse attratto dalla crudelta o dal sangue. Cio che lo attirava, spiega, ¢ 1I’espressione della
vittima. Per Bataille, infatti, gli istanti prima della morte sono quelli che permettono
all’individuo di raggiungere una sorta di estasi divina. Seguendo questa spiegazione, dunque,
Bataille sosteneva che anche chi guarda questo dolore e queste sofferenze possa raggiungere
una sensazione di estasi. Inoltre, per Bataille, guardare il dolore altrui ¢ un modo che I’essere
umano ha per rendersi conto della propria mortalitd. E per questo che abbiamo bisogno di
vedere spettacoli di morte.

I1 secondo capitolo si sposta su un’analisi delle fotografie di guerra. Sontag fa notare come
le fotografie di guerra siano 1’unico modo per rendere “reali” queste guerre a noi che non le
stiamo vivendo, rimarcando, pero, I’importanza di non cadere nella trappola della
generalizzazione (cio¢, prendere una foto precisa e considerarla come rappresentativa di
un’intera guerra o, ancora peggio, di tutte le guerre). Questo comportamento ¢ fortemente
criticato da Sontag, che sottolinea come le fotografie non siano mai di vittime anonime ma
ritraggano persone reali con una storia che non puo essere ignorata.

Ugualmente importante ¢ anche la discussione tra chi sostiene che le fotografie da sole siano
sufficienti a trasmettere un massaggio e chi sostiene che invece abbiano sempre bisogno di una
spiegazione (scritta o orale). W. J. T. Mitchell, uno dei maggiori esponenti della visual culture
propone una teoria interessante nel suo libro Picture Theory (in Italiano, Scienza delle
Immagini) (1994) arrivando a sostenere che fotografie e testo siano inseparabili: il testo spiega
quello che si puod vedere nella fotografia, e la fotografia fa vedere quello che dice il testo.
Secondo Mitchell ¢ quindi controproducente utilizzare le fotografie senza un testo, in quanto il
testo non puo che dare una visione piu completa della situazione ritratta nella foto.

Un altro argomento delicato quando si parla di fotografie di guerra ¢ quello dell’abbellimento
delle sofferenze, ovvero fotografie di guerra che grazie alla loro composizione artistica possono
risultare belle. La critica che viene mossa ¢ che essendo belle distolgono 1’attenzione dalle
sofferenze che ritraggono e, percio, le fotografie di guerra non dovrebbero essere belle.

Tutti questi problemi sono visibili nella foto che vinse nel 2024 il riconoscimento come “foto
dell’anno” della World Press Photo Foundation, un’organizzazione non-profit che si propone
di approfondire e fare luce sui piu importanti temi mondiali attraverso le fotografie. La foto
vincitrice, “A Palestinian Woman Embraces the Body of Her Niece” (“Una donna Palestinese
abbracia il corpo di sua nipote”’) di Mohammad Salem, fotografo Palestinese, ritraec una donna

in ginocchio mentre stringe in un ultimo abbraccio il corpo senza vita della sua nipotina di 5



anni, Saly, uccisa da un attacco israeliano. La foto evidenzia tutte le problematiche appena
menzionate. Innanzitutto, il fatto che i volti della donna e della bambina siano nascosti porta ad
una generalizzazione della foto, esattamente cio che Sontag critica. La stessa giuria della WPPF,
ha dichiarato che la foto racchiude in sé la sofferenza di tutti i Palestinesi. Inoltre, la foto ha una
composizione artistica chiara, che richiama il soggetto della Pieta di Christo. Questo fa si che
la foto venga ammirata come opera artistica invece che come denuncia della guerra. Infine, ¢
possibile vedere come una foto del genere, se presa da sola e senza una spiegazione, in realta
dica poco allo spettatore: ¢ il testo, infatti, che in questo caso fornisce dettagli importanti per
comprendere la tragedia e la situazione a Gaza.

11 terzo capitolo riparte da qui; in particolare dalla bellezza di questa foto e da cosa significa
il riconoscimento ricevuto dalla WPPF. 1l fatto che questa foto sia celebrata per la sua bellezza
e la sua artisticita porta la sofferenza in secondo piano. Ma non ¢ solo la composizione visiva
della foto a permettere questo; ¢ soprattutto 1’essere trattata come opera d’arte (in primo luogo
dalla WPPF) che spinge il pubblico a percepirla come tale. Il terzo capitolo analizza infatti
come il modo in cui le foto vengono usate dei media influisce sulla percezione che il pubblico
ha della tragedia mostrata nella foto.

Le fotografie sono infatti al centro di un paradosso irrisolvibile, tra chi sostiene che debbano
essere pure rappresentazioni della realta, quindi documentare la realta, e chi rimarca la
soggettivita del fotografo e la capacita della fotografia dia abbellire “tutti i suoi soggetti”
(Sontag, On Photography 116). Il modo in cui vengono presentate al pubblico, percio, gioca un
ruolo fondamentale nell’accentuare 1’una o 1’altra caratteristica della fotografia. In questo
senso, viene proposto 1’esempio della famosa rivista Statunitense TIME Magazine che
nell’ Agosto 2025 ha utilizzato una foto che ritrae delle donne Palestinesi nell’attesa di ricevere
del cibo, come foto di copertina. L’esempio mostra come la foto, usata in questo modo, non
diventi altro che uno strumento usato, da un lato, dalla rivista per attirare il pubblico, e,
dall’altro, usato dallo spettatore come fonte di intrattenimento. E importante notare, inoltre che
la foto utilizzata in copertina € un ritaglio della foto originale, che ¢ piu ampia. Nella foto
originale sono infatti visibili piu persone che si spingono e si accalcano per ricevere del cibo, e
questo rende la situazione piu caotica. Mentre nella foto utilizzata dal TIME, gran parte di
questo caos ¢ stato lasciato fuori. Questo dimostra anche come i1 media spesso modifichino le
foto che usano per trasmettere un’idea della tragedia che ¢ diversa dalla realta. Come dice
Sontag, le immagini vengono usate come simboli per portare avanti cause che il governo, la

societa, gli editori, considerano importanti.



Quello che ¢ importante tenere a mente, alla luce di tutto questo, ¢ che la nostra posizione ¢
una pozione privilegiata, perché noi possiamo permetterci di usare queste immagini come
intrattenimento, di ammirarne la bellezza, o, quando invece sono troppo crudeli, di girarci
dall’altra parte, di spegnere al tv o di cambiare canale. Le persone che in questo momento stanno
vivendo la guerra a Gaza, invece, non hanno il privilegio di poter spegnere le sofferenze quando

diventano tropo atroci.



“There’s nothing wrong with standing back and thinking.
To paraphrase several sages: ‘Nobody can think and hit

at the same time.’”

- Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others, 104
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INTRODUCTION

In Regarding the Pain of Others (2003), the last book written by Susan Sontag one year
before her death, she asserted herself in the wide academic debate surrounding war
photography, and she did so directly and without holding back any criticism. In the book she
makes strong statements which characterise her unique, and slightly polemical, view on war
photography and on the human attraction for the pain of others. When I read the book for the
first time, there was one sentence in particular that caught my attention and made me think.
The sentence is: “war was and still is the most irresistible — and picturesque — news”
(Regarding the Pain 41). Two things should make us think in this citation: the first, that
Sontag is stating that war is a “news”; and the second one, that it is “irresistible” and
“picturesque”. To call war a “news” seems offensive when there are thousands of people
dying and suffering everyday around the world because of wars. For them, war is not a “news”
but an horrific reality. But for us, who are safe and who get to know about distant wars only
through television, newspapers, and social media, war is indeed a “news”. Or at least, this is
how it is presented to us. Micheal Griffin writes that, “conflict is routinely considered to have
maximum ‘news value’ and is, in fact, explicitly recognised in journalism textbook as a
primarily criterion for defining news” (9, emphasis in original). For journalists and television
enterprises, war is not only some news but the most valuable one. And, indeed, Sontag affirms
that war is “the most irresistible” and picturesque news; and if we think about it, the main
topic in every television news program, the one that is always present, every day, is war.

As a matter of fact, the idea for the topic of this thesis came to me while watching the news
on television. In a thirty-minutes long newscast, the spectator receives almost thirty minutes
of bad news: femicides, murders, disappearances, robbers, but also natural disasters,
accidents, and so on. However, the most important, ever-present news, is war. With multiple
wars happening at the same time around the world, at least half of the time in any news
program is dedicated to war — who attacked whom, with what weapons, what has been
destroyed, how many deaths, how many injured, where is the frontline etc., and with the news,
the spectator is offered a continuous of tragic images and videos showing these things. The
interesting thing is that people are not bothered by them. Quite the opposite. Every day,
thousands of people turn on the TV to watch the news, even though, every day, they are going
to see the same wars, the same footage of dead and destruction. Nonetheless, people turn on

the TV and watch the news. This gave rise in me to two questions. The first one: why are we
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shown so many tragic images? The second one: why do people keep watching them? These
are the question that sparked the idea for my thesis.

Regarding the first question — why does television broadcast so much tragic news? —
Professor D. K. Thussu, scholar in Media communication, observes:

Good news simply does not make for compelling television, which thrives on
violence, death and destruction — be that from natural causes (earthquake, floods,
hurricanes) or human causes (wars, riots, murders). Television news requires
visual impact and a dramatic story. (...) Wars and civil conflicts are, therefore,
good news for 24/7 networks. (qtd. in Griffin 9)
Thussu clearly states that good news is not “compelling”. Dramatic stories are, because they
engage the viewer. However, this simple explanation does not completely solve my question,
and this is because my two questions are interconnected. If tragic images attract the viewer
more than good stories, it means that the viewer wants to see tragic images. Why? This is the
core question of this thesis.

The answer I was looking for came to me while reading Sontag’s book Regarding the Pain
of Others, and that answer is that people enjoy watching the pain of others. This is what she
means when she says war is an “irresistible” news (Regarding the Pain 41). People are
attracted to images of war; people want to see pain, death, and destruction. She is not the only
scholar to support this idea. Other scholars affirm this as well. Griffin, for example, writes:

The attention paid to war-related news photography and video, the reproduction
and sale of large numbers of war photography books, the long popularity of the
world movie genre (...) and even the popularity of the contemporary war-themed
video games, confirm a widespread public fascination with depictions of warfare.
(...) Images originating in war zones, by definition, potentially offer glimpses of
life-threatening conditions and events. For many, such portrayals of violence or
threats seem to excite an estranged, fearful and yet persistent curiosity. (8)
It is a strange affirmation that war images “excite” the viewer or that the public is “fascinated”
by “depictions of warfare”. However, [ think, it is enough to look at how many people watch
the news every day to have a proof that this affirmation is to some extent true.

This is exactly what my thesis wants to explore: the human attraction for the pain of
others, in particular when seen through images of war. More precisely, I am taking the on-
going Israeli-Palestinian conflict as my case study as it is a conflict of which we see horrific
images on TV, in newspapers, and on social media on a daily basis. For reasons of space, I

am limiting myself to Western media. The analysis will be carried out taking as a starting
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point Susan Sontag’s thoughts expressed in Regarding the Pain of Others (2003), and
particular importance will be given to her previous work On Photography (1973) as well. In
addition to Sontag’s works, reference will be made to leading scholars in the field of
photography and visuality, such as W. J. T. Mitchell, Judith Bulter, Hariman and Lucaites,
and attention will be placed on the thought of important philosophers such as Georges Bataille
and Edmund Burke. The aim of this thesis is to investigate how the argument raised by Sontag
— the attraction of people for “the pain of others” — is part of our society, by looking at images
of wars that fill our news every day.

The thesis is divided in three parts. The first chapter explores the human attraction to the
macabre and to the sight of pain and death, to understand where this desire comes form and
why do we feel it. Drawing on Plato’s philosophy it is possible to understand that it is a desire
that is innate in every human being, and that it comes from a part of our mind that he calls
“appetite”. Interestingly, Plato, as well as other many other scholars including Sontag,
recognises that this desire is not a pure source of pleasure; the human being has an
uncontrollable attraction to the sight of disturbing scenarios but, at the same time, he feels
guilty for having this desire. It is as if the human being, when in front of a macabre scene, is
aware that he should not be looking, but he looks anyway, because his appetite wins against
his reason (Saldafia 16). Chapter one also analyses Burke and Bataille’s philosophy and their
respective explanations of this desire. In short, Burke’s idea, expressed in 4 Philosophical
Engquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757), is that the human
being feels a pleasure in looking at the misfortunes of others, but that this pleasure is necessary
so that we do not ignore their suffering. Bataille’s explanation, on the other hand, is more
connected to the divine. Bringing the example of the famous photo of the man undergoing the
torture of the Hundred Pieces contained in The Tears of Eros (1955), which fascinated Bataille
his whole life, I explain how, for him, the pleasure that can be found in looking at the pain of
others is not a pleasure for the pain in itself. In Bataille’s view, pain is an intermediary
“between life and death” (The Tears 4), and by looking at it, Man can reach an ecstasy that
brings him closer to God. The first chapter of this thesis, therefore, is dedicated to the study
of this strange attraction that pushes us to look at the pain of others.

In chapter two the focus shifts to images of atrocities and to my case study — the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. Starting with a more theoretical part, I consider the main issues
surrounding war photography. The first is that with images of war there is the risk to
generalise them, i.e. that a single image ends up being used as representative of a whole war

and of the suffering of hundreds of people. These images can become so famous and widely-
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recognise that they gain the status of “iconic” images. But generalisation, as Sontag explains
in Regarding the Pain commenting on Virginnia Woolf’s Three Guineas, needs to be avoided.
Secondly, I am looking at the importance of captions, also offering an explanation of
Mitchell’s theory, expressed in Picture Theory: Essays on Verbal and Visual Representation
(1994), that text and image are inseparable and can complement each other. Lastly, the chapter
considers one of the major issues surrounding war photography: the beauty of war
photographs. Even though it appears inappropriate or heartless to find beauty in photographs
of atrocities, some of these photographs are beautiful. I am proving this point by analysing
four images coming from Gaza — the winning photo of the World Press Photo context in
2024, “A Palestinian Woman Embracing the Body of Her Niece”; “Ramadan Preparations on
Gaza in the Shadow of War”; a Palestinian family breaking the Ramadan’s fast among the
rubble of their destroyed house; and an injured boy treated at al-Agsa Hospital. Chapter two,
therefore, focuses on an analysis of photographs and of the role of war photography.

Finally, chapter three wants to connect everything that has been said in the previous two
chapters offering a complete view of how the human attraction for the pain of others can
influence the images we see and, vice-versa, of how images of atrocities can serve as a
satisfaction of this desire. This connects to what I said at the beginning of this introduction:
that media show an infinite flow of tragic news but, the reason why they do it, is that the
public want to see them. The chapter considers, firstly, the main problem of beauty in war
photographs to understand how this beauty can change the way in which we perceive the
tragedy depicted. Findings show that beauty can indeed “neutralise” to some degree the
atrocity we see; however, I argue, attention needs to be placed also on the way in which these
images are presented to us by the media. For this reason, the chapter also looks at how images
of atrocities are used by the media and how these images are, for the media, just contents that
need to hold the viewer’s attention. I am bringing here the example of the 7TIME Magazine
and of how it used a photo of the famine in Gaza as a front cover, highlighting the problems
that follow. Lastly, I explain how the apparent indifference that people could have in front of
images of atrocities is also a consequence of our inability to help those who are suffering.

In short, this thesis wants to demonstrate that the immense number of images of war and
tragedies we can see very day on the media is connected to, and supported by, a much deeper

and macabre desire that we all have: that of seeing the misfortunes and the pain of others.
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CHAPTER 1

FINDING PLEASURE IN THE PAIN OF OTHERS

The idea for this thesis sparked form the fact that the media show to the public a great
amount of tragic images and stories; yet the public does not seem to be bothered by it. On the
contrary, it seems that people want to see these tragic images as they keep looking at tragic
stories on television news every day and they keep reading about them in newspapers. It
makes one think that there should be a sort of innate attraction in people for the suffering of
others. This is exactly what I am going to analyse in this first chapter.

I want to understand whether it is possible to really speak of an “attraction” for the sight
of the pain of others. My analysis starts from Susan Sontag’s book Regarding the Pain of
Others (2003), one of the major works in the field of war photography and in which Sontag
goes deep into the human desire to look at the pain and misfortunes of others. In addition, in
order to prove that this attraction is a real thing, rooted in every human being, and not just the
product of the wide circulation of tragic stories provided by contemporary mass media, [ am
going to bring the testimonies of ancient philosopher and poets, such as Wordsworth and
Baudelaire, and even going back to Plato’s philosophy.

I am also providing some relevant examples to show how atrocities and tragedies have
been a constant in the history of art and photography. In particular, I am bringing the examples
of Goya’s series of etchings Los Desastres de la Guerra (The Disasters of War) (1810-1820)
as it has been the first attempt in art history to present sufferings and war without
spectacularising them; then, I am offering a brief history of war photography and of how it
started to document atrocities in the name of realism; ending with a look at what was probably
the most photographed tragedy in contemporary history: the 9/11 terrorist attack on the World
Trade Centre in New York City. This last example is useful to me to show how, when people
find themselves in front of a tragedy, they feel a desire, a need, to capture it in a photograph.

All of these examples seem to confirm that there is in the human being an attraction for
tragedies and death; therefore, the last part of this chapter looks at the reasons behind this
attraction, summarising the thoughts of two important philosophers of the last centuries,
Edmund Burke (1729-1797) and Georges Bataille (1897-1962). They offer different
explanations as to why the human being is attracted to the pain of others — according to
Burke it is something that has to do with the need to feel sympathy for other human beings

who are suffering; according to Bataille suffering and death are tools to bring the human being
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closer to God, closer to the divine — but both their explanations, to the degree that they are
different, are also equally interesting and inspiring.
This is what this first chapter is going to be about: a study of the human attraction for the

pain of others — where does it comes from, why do we feel it and how it manifests itself.

1.1 Why Are Humans Attracted to the Suffering of Others?

Images of war seem to be everywhere nowadays. From television news to social media,
our screens are filled with terrible images of destruction, pain and death. We are constantly
exposed to a flow of news showing us wars and suffering and we may find ourselves
overwhelmed by the number of tragedies taking place every day in the world. The constant
and uninterrupted circulation of tragic news gives us the impression that only terrible things
are happening around the world, and that there is nothing good left. Furthermore, people may
become accustomed to this news, and, as a consequence, to the horrors that they show. One
may think that this is a recent phenomenon, linked with the invention and the spread of the
television first, and the internet later. But it is not. Even before the invention of the television,
news about the horrors of the world were already filling people’s lives. As Susan Sontag
rightly noticed in her book Regarding the Pain of Others (2003), even before the invention of
the television, newspapers were already filled with tragic news (even before photographs were
contained in newspapers). Baudelaire and Wordsworth were criticizing this phenomenon
already in the 19'" century. In the early 1860s, Baudelaire wrote that “every newspaper, from
the first line to the last, is nothing but a tissue of horrors. Wars, crimes, thefts, lecheries,
tortures (...); an orgy of universal atrocity. And it is with this loathsome appetizer that civilized
man daily washes down his morning repast” (qtd. in Sontag, Regarding the Pain 94).
Baudelaire’s critique is clear and strong, as it is possible to see from the words he chooses.
He calls this whole of tragic news “an orgy of universal atrocity” and defines it as a
“loathsome appetizer”, underlying, particularly with this last metaphor, both the unpleasant
nature of the news but also the fact that they have become something normal in people’s lives.
I would argue that the similarity with our news programs is clear; Baudelaire noticed how
men used to read their newspapers during breakfast, thus accompanying their meal with the
most recent horrors they were reading about on the page, in the same way as people today use
to watch the news during their meals.

Some years before Baudelaire, in the preface for his book Lyrical Ballads (1800),

Wordsworth was criticizing newspapers for publishing tragic news, but he also noticed how
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men seemed to be attracted by them and wanted more. He wrote that “the uniformity of
[men’s] occupations [in the cities] produces a craving for extraordinary incident, which the
rapid communication of intelligence hourly gratifies” (qtd. in Sontag, Regarding the Pain 93).
It is interesting to notice how Wordsworth used the word craving, which, according to the

Oxford English Dictionary, can be defined as an “urgent desire”!

. What he is saying here,
therefore, is that people have a desire to know about incidents, probably as they represent
something new and different interrupting the monotony of their routines in the cities. Incidents
become a source of entertainment, and the more tragic they are the more entertaining they are.
The “rapid communication of intelligence hourly gratifies” (Wordsworth qtd. in Sontag,
Regarding the Pain 93) this desire of people to know about tragic events. The poet is saying
that the means of communication capitalize on people’s wish for exceptional incidents by
providing a constant flow of tragic news. It could be said that the two things go together; on
the one side people who are always willing to read about the latest catastrophe, and, on the
other side, the means of communication which never exhaust their terrible news and happily
offer them to the public.

Today things do not seem different; the majority of news we are given during television
news programs is news about accidents, wars, and deaths. Susan Sontag focuses on this point
writing that “ever since [the Vietnam war], battles, and massacres filmed as they unfold have
been a routine ingredient of ceaseless flow of domestic, small-screen entertainment”
(Regarding the Pain 16). She clearly states that distant wars become a source of entertainment
for people watching them from the safety of their homes and who are not directly exposed to
danger. Newspapers and television become accomplices in turning other people’s suffering
into spectacle and entertainment. The questions that arise, then, are why do people find these
distant sufferings to be entraining? Why are they not repulsed by them but, instead, keep
looking at them? Is it because humans are attracted to the suffering of others? These are the
questions that I will try to answer in this first chapter.

What I have said to this point can be summarized by saying that people seem to have an
interest in tragic events happening around them and that television and newspapers satisfy
their interest by providing tragic news on a daily basis. However, in the majority of the cases,
the news we are given on television are of distant suffering and, naturally, we see them
through a screen. For this reason, I would like to take the argument a step forward by asking:
what happens when we see a tragedy in real life? Do people still have a desire to look at the
horror when it is close to them? In my opinion, the answer to these questions could still be

positive; people seem to have a desire to see tragic accidents, even though they might be
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disturbing, or precisely because they are. This may seem like an illogical statement; however,
it appears to be to some extent true, and Susan Sontag brings a perfect example to prove this
point. She uses the example of how, when going past a car accident, people tend to slow down
as they are looking at the accident, perhaps trying to see something disturbing (Regarding the
Pain 83). She writes:
Everyone knows that what slows down highway traffic going past a horrendous
car crash is not only curiosity. It is also, for many, the wish to see something
gruesome. Calling such wishes ‘morbid’ suggests a rare aberration, but the
attraction to such sights is not rare, and is a perennial source of inner torment.
(Sontag, Regarding the Pain §83)
She recognises that there is an attraction to gruesome and she even says that it is not rare; it
is normal to feel attraction for such things and a lot of people do feel this attraction.

In addition to this, Sontag raises another important issue in the passage cited above; she
points at how the will to look at macabre and horrendous things is for many “a perennial
source of inner torment” (Regarding the Pain 83). It seems that the human being is drawn to
disturbing scenarios and cannot resist looking at them, but, at the same time, he feels guilty
for looking or is really disgusted by the sight. This internal conflict that we experience when
we find ourselves in front of atrocities is a fundamental point in the literature of human
attraction for the pain of others and it is worth looking at if one wants to better understand
how this attraction works. Sontag is not the first to mention this internal conflict; in fact, it is
a topic that has interested scholars since ancient times. Plato had already understood in his
time that this internal conflict was a source of torment for human beings, but he wanted to
understand the reason why it happens. Studying the different levels of the human mind, Plato
had developed a theory according to which there are three levels in our mind — the rational
part, the appetite and the spirit (Saldafia 1) — and he understood that these parts can be in
contrast with each other. In The Republic, book IV, Plato® brings therefore an anecdote to
support his reasoning. He tells he once heard the story of Leontius who, while walking through
the city, noticed some corpses of people who had just been executed laying on the ground;
immediately, he turned away and covered his face but at the same time he had a desire to look
at them:

On his way up from the Piraeus outside the north wall, he noticed the bodies of
some criminals lying on the ground, with the executioner standing by them. He
wanted to go and look at them, but at the same time he was disgusted and tried to

turn away. He struggled for some time and covered his eyes, but at last the desire
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was too much for him. Opening his eyes wide, he ran up to the bodies and cried,

‘There you are, curse you, feast yourselves on this lovely sight’. (Plato qtd. in

Sontag, Regarding the Pain 84)
The anecdote clearly shows how there are two opposing emotions within the human mind
when facing a disturbing scene. The first impulse is that of looking, but something happens
in our mind that makes us turn away and restrain us from looking, and this gives rise to anger.
Eduardo Saldafia proposes an interpretation of this precise passage in his article “The Struggle
with(in) Leontius’ Soul” (2021). In particular, he raises interesting points with regard to
Leontius’ feeling of disgust. Saldafia says that the disgust that Leontius feels could arouse
because of two reasons. The first option is that “the emotion of disgust is related to noxious
objects, i.e. it is a ‘rejection response’ to protect the body and soul from the threat of harm”
(Saldana 15); the corpses arouse disgust in that contact with them could be harmful to the
body because corpses could carry diseases. In this case, the disgust for the corpses falls within
the rational part of the brain (Saldafa 15) — the corpses should be avoided because they can
be harmful for my well-being. The second interpretation is not directly linked to the well-
being of the body. Saldafia explains how the disgust could be also linked to an ancient Greek
belief; death was seen as a source of pollution that was both contagious and dangerous, thus
coming into contact with death would expose you to this pollution (Saldana 16). Even though
it did not represent direct physical harm it was still seen as something harmful and, therefore,
that had to be avoided (Saldafia 16). Once again, the disgust is generated by the rational part
of the brain (Saldafia 16) as a way to keep Leontius safe from danger. On the other hand, what
pushes him towards the body is his appetite (Saldafia 16). The appetite generates Leontius’s
desire to look at the bodies, but his rational element draws him back. In the end, Leontius’
appetite wins against his reason (when he eventually looks at the corpses). His anger against
himself is therefore caused by the spirit because the spirit is in contrast with the appetite and
does not want to look (Saldafia 23). This conclusion proves Plato’s point that the different
parts of the human mind can be in contrast with each other, giving rise to contrasting emotions
within us.

Furthermore, Plato’s example is important because it confirms that there is in fact a part
within the human mind that wants to look at disturbing scenes and that pushes us to look, and
that this part — the appetite, the desire — often wins against our rational part. Sontag recognized
the importance of Plato’s theory as well, calling it “the very first acknowledgment (...) of the
attraction of mutilated bodies” (Regarding the Pain §3). I entitled this section with a question:

“are humans attracted to the suffering of others?”’; with this statement, Sontag seem to confirm
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that we are. She acknowledges that “Plato appears to take for granted that we (...) have an
appetite for sights of degradation and pain and mutilation” (Regarding the Pain 84), and she
uses Plato to support her own theory that humans are attracted to violence, pain and death.
The examples that I have mentioned at the beginning of the chapter have shown the same
thing; even though Wordsworth and Baudelaire were not offering an analysis of this
attraction, they both seemed to acknowledge its existence by noticing how men are drawn to
tragic news. It is possible to affirm, therefore, that humans are attracted to the suffering of
others; however, further study is needed to understand the nature of this attraction. This is

what I intend to explore in the following pages.

1.2 Natural Death vs Violent Death

Attraction to death is not always equal and seem to change depending on the death. Natural
death does not exercise the same degree of attraction on human beings than violent death.
Simply saying that there is an attraction to death would be incorrect, as a death from natural
causes give rise to little curiosity. As Susan Sontag writes:

The sufferings most often deemed worthy of representation are those understood

to be the product of wrath, divine or human. (Suffering from natural causes, such

as illness or childbirth, is scantily represented in the history of art; that caused by

accident, virtually not at all —as if there were no such thing as suffering by

inadvertence or misadventure). (Regarding the Pain 34)
Sontag is talking about the representation of death in art history, but I think that the point
remains in a wider vision which does not include only death represented in art but the sight
of death in general. People are not interested in death from natural causes, and they do not
have any desire in seeing it, neither in art — hence the fact that it is little represented in the
history of art — nor in real life. It seems that what attract us, therefore, is not simply death
itself, but rather the violence of death — the gruesome and bloody spectacle of an unnatural
death.

A study of the human attraction for violent death has been offered by the English
anthropologist Geoffrey Gorer (1905-1985). In his 1955 article entitled “The Pornography of
Death” Gorer analyses how death was perceived in English society during the Victorian Era
and how it is perceived the early 20" century. His analysis sparked from the fact that he noted
in the English society an increasing attraction for violent and unnatural death. Gorer explains

how in the 18™ and 19" century death was something normal. Natural death was a common
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experience (he mentions how nearly everyone in the 19" century had witnessed at least one
known person dying from natural causes), funerals were an occasion for the display of a
person social status, children were encouraged to think about death, cemeteries were the
centre of the village (Gorer 50). In short, death was not a mystery but rather something normal
that was part of everyone’s lives. It is in the 20" century that death start to become a tabu
(Gorer 50). Or at least, death from natural causes. Gorer attributes this change to the progress
of medicine and the improvement of the public-health system (51). Thanks to medicine and
healthcare, deaths form natural causes decreases and natural death becomes more uncommon
among young people. “Simultaneously, violent death increased in a manner unparalleled in
human history” (Gorer 51). If, on the one hand, death from natural causes was diminishing
thanks to healthcare and better living conditions, on the other hand, violent deaths were
increasing due to wars, revolutions, and the diffusion of the automobile, which was a
continuous cause of fatal accidents. People start to become more accustomed to violent deaths
than natural deaths. This is the reason why people do not seem to be repulsed anymore by
violent deaths. Instead, they are attracted by them, as it is possible to see from the fact that
violent death starts to become the topic of fantasies and stories (such as detective stories,
thrillers, science fiction and horror comics) (Gorer 51). On the other hand, natural death
becomes more and more a sensitive topic, not mentionable “before the children” or in a polite
society (Gorer 52). This explains, at least in part, why people still today enjoy reading about

or watching representations of death mainly when it is violent.

1.3 Showing Atrocities

Up to now I have looked at people’s attraction to atrocities in real life, but the concept of
a human attraction for the pain of others does not only apply to real life suffering. Images of
suffering exert the same effect on people’s minds. Perhaps, an even stronger effect, since the
suffering we see through images are far away from us and do not affect us directly. Sontag
writes “that the appetite for pictures showing bodies in pain is as keen, almost, as the desire
for ones that show bodies naked” (Regarding the Pain 34). Suffering, pain, death, accidents,
and so on, exercise an attraction on the human mind, regardless of how and where we see
them. Whether it is in real life, through photographs or videos, whether we read about them
in a newspaper or look at them in a painting, human pain attracts us in every form.

But when sufferings or tragedies are represented in art or captured in a photograph, they

can be for a variety of reasons. Something may be represented with the intention of
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denouncing a certain situation and spread awareness, or, as in the case of wars, photographs
might become a call for peace. There are other situations, however, in which a tragedy could
appear so big and surreal that people want to take pictures of it just as a testimony that they
have witnessed it. Photographs can become proof that something has happened, a way to make
something “real” for distant people who are not experiencing the tragedy. Whatever the
reason, what remains is the fact that suffering and tragedies are one of the main subjects in
both art and photography. I will offer a more in-depth analysis of these aspects and of the role
of photographs of suffering in the next chapter. Here my intention is to give an overview of
different kinds of representations of suffering, in order to demonstrate how human suffering
has always been a topic that attracts people and that it can attract them in a variety of ways. |
will be doing so by looking at three different examples. Firstly, I will offer the example of
suffering in art, with the Spanish painter Francisco de Goya and his war scenes in The
Disasters of War. Then, 1 will remain on the topic of representation of war but by looking at
war photography. And lastly, moving away from scenes of war, I would like to offer the

example of photographs of the 9/11 terrorist attack.

1.4 Suffering in Art: The Disasters of War

In Regarding the Pain of Others Sontag offers an overview of the long history of the
iconography of suffering. From the sculpture of Laocodn and His Sons to Christian art, she
explains how for many years the representation of suffering hold no moral meaning, just a
provocation to the viewer: “can you look at this?” (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 35). She
explains, “there is the satisfaction of being able to look at the image without flinching. There
is the pleasure of flinching” (Regarding the Pain 35). Representations of atrocities were
intended as provocations, and people would want to look at them because of the “satisfaction”,
as Sontag puts it, of having been able to bare the sight of the atrocity depicted. She writes:

The gruesome invites us to be either spectators or cowards, unable to look. (...)
Torment, a canonical subject in art, is often represented in painting as a spectacle,
something being watched (or ignored) by other people. The implication is: no, it
cannot be stopped. (Regarding the Pain 36)
This trend changes as the representation of suffering starts to become a way to denounce those
who caused it and a way to develop in people the awareness that the atrocities they see
represented must be stopped (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 36). This happens with the

introduction of a new subject: the cruelties perpetrated by enemy troops on civilian
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populations (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 36). Sontag makes here the example of Goya’s Los
Desastres de la Guerra. 1 would like to offer an analysis of the series because Goya is probably
one of the first artists to offer a denunciation of war through the representation of its atrocities.
I am going to focus on four etchings in particular, which can, with their particularities, give a
general idea of the whole series and of Goya’s critique of war.

Los Desastres de la Guerra (The Disasters of War) is a series of eighty-tree etchings that
Goya made between 1810 and 1820, representing scenes form the War of Independence which
took place in Spain between 1808 and 1814 against Napoleon’s rule. Goya was invited, along
with some other Spanish artists of the time, by a Spanish general to visit the battlefield “with
the aim of ‘representing the glories of [the] natives’ (Aguillera-Mellado 494). The scenes
depicted in this series, therefore, were witnessed personally by the artist, who remarks this in
the captions of his works with sentences like “Yo lo vi” (I saw it)’. Goya represented the
atrocities committed by Napoleon’s troops against the Spanish civilian population; however,
he did not leave out the violences committed by the Spanish people as well. This is the
distinctiveness of The Disasters of War; Goya refuses the traditional narrative of the heroic
natives who fought to free the country from an evil enemy (Aguillera-Mellado 502). Instead,
he wants to represent, and in this way criticize, violence and the brutality of war in general.

This critique is particularly visible with two etchings: the second and the third one of the
series. The first of the two is entitled Con razon o sin ella (Rightly or Wrongly) and represents
the popular uprising of Madrid against the French in 1808. The etching shows Napoleonic

soldiers on the right who are opposing with their rifles two men in front of them (figure 1).
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3 on razen o - sie ella

Figure 1. Francisco de Goya, Con razon o sin ella. Ca. 1810-1820. Los Desastres de la Guerra,
Etching No.2, Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando, Madrid, Museo del Prado.

Reproduced on wove paper.

Goya entitles it “with or without reason” but, as Shaw noted, it is left to the viewer to decide
whether the statement applies to the attackers or the defenders (482). Goya leaves the question
open; it does not tell us anything about their fight, and, most importantly, it does not tell us
who is “right” or who is “wrong”. Goya is not taking a position; he is showing us what he
witnessed. The following etching in the series, entitled Lo mismo (the Same), shows two

Spanish peasants attacking two French soldiers (figure 2).
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Figure 2 Francisco de Goya, Lo mismo. Ca. 1810-1820. Los Desastres de la Guerra, Etching No.3,

Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando, Madrid, Museo del Prado. Reproduced on wove

paper.

The first peasant, in the foreground of the image, is attacking with an axe a French soldier,
who has fallen on the ground. On the left side of the image, a second peasant is on top of
another soldier while attacking him with a knife. With this etching Goya is acknowledging
the resistance of the Spanish people (Aguillera-Mellado 501), but this image is not less brutal
than the previous one. As it is possible to see, Goya seems to make no distinctions between
the brutalities that were committed by the French and those that were committed by his
compatriots. He focuses on the overall brutality of war and on the suffering that war always
causes, without focusing much on who is right and who is wrong, and without justifying any
type of violence. This makes Goya’s work universal and shows “the human condition in its
very initial will for survival” (Aguillera-Mellado 496). Lopez-Alos wrote that “by not exalting
the merits of war, nor glorifying triumphs or military virtues, Goya moved away from a
canonical style of representing the war” (162) and that this “grants the works a universality”
(162).

As I have mentioned above, for a long period of time suffering was represented in art just
as a provocation to the viewer; scenes of atrocities did not hold any moral aim, they were just
depicted for the pleasure of seeing them. Goya’s work represents a novelty in this sense.
Sontag defines Goya’s art “a turning point in the history of moral feeling and of sorrow”

(Regarding the Pain 38). Goya’s art seems to have the opposite aim of traditional
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representations of pain; he does not make these etchings for them to be admired, but precisely
the opposite. His intention is that of awakening and wounding the viewer (Sontag, Regarding
the Pain 38). The images are not eye-pleasing, they just show the violence that is taking place.
In this way, the viewer does not look at the image to find pleasure. Furthermore, Goya actively
encourages the viewer to think about what he is seeing and to question the moral implications
of it through the use of provocative captions. Images’ captions are not neutral — they are not
used to give information about the place or the date (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 39). Instead,
they are a direct provocation to the observer, as in the case of etching no. 26 — No se puede
mirar (One Can’t Look) — or in another etching entitled Por qué (Why), just to mention a few.
With this last one in particular, Goya is asking a direct question to the viewer. Thus, the
receiver of the image is not a passive receiver; the viewer is invited to interrogate himself
about the causes of the violence that he is seeing (Aguillera-Mellado 508). The painter seems
to be asking “what’s the reason for all this violence?”, but his question remains unanswered.
In the case of etching no. 26, No se puede mirar (One Can’t Look), the painter is not asking
a direct question but the interaction with the public is still strong. The image shows the instants

before an execution (figure 3).

Figure 3. Francisco de Goya, No se puede mirar. Ca. 1810-1820. Los Desastres de la Guerra,
Etching No. 26, Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando, Madrid, Museo del Prado.

Reproduced on wove paper.
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At the centre of the image is a woman wearing a white vest on her knees and with her arms
open, as if she is waiting to be executed. Around her there are other women crying and men
begging. The French soldiers who are about to commit the executions can only be perceived
from the tips of their bayonets assembled on the right side of the image. Goya entitles this
etching “one cannot look at it”, and this is where his contradiction lies; he is representing a
scene for it to be seen but at the same time he is saying that it is impossible to look at it. As
Susan Sontag says, “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 in the difficulty of doing just that” (Regarding the Pain 38). With this
plate, Goya wants us to look at the tragic scene that he represented but he is telling us, through
the caption, that looking at it is not easy.

With another etching, entitled Tampoco (Not [in this case] either), Goya is showing a dead

man hanging from a tree (figure 4).

Campoce

Figure 4. Francisco de Goya, Tampoco. Ca. 1810-1820. Los Desastres de la Guerra, Etching No.
36, Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando, Madrid, Museo del Prado. Reproduced on

WOove paper.

Even though the dead man is at the centre of the scene, the particularity of this image, and
what attracts the viewer’s attention, is the soldier on the right. Peacefully seated and with his

head resting on his hand, the solider is looking at the corpse hanged in front of him. His facial
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expression suggests that he is experiencing pleasure, and even pride, at that sight. Aguillera-
Mellado wrote, “it seems as if Goya intended 7ampoco to be a warning about the
transformation of war into spectacle” (512).

Goya’s critique is made clear with the soldier in Tampoco, nonetheless, the whole series
was made with the aim of criticizing the spectacularizing of violence. Every image is ruthless
and cruel, showing just the violence that took place and nothing more. Every other artistic
element has been eliminated; there is no colour, just black and white images, and no landscape
— the scenes seem to be taking place into a sort of nothingness (“the landscape is an
atmosphere, a darkness”, as Sontag wrote (Regarding the Pain 38)). Without these artistic
elements attracting the attention, the focus cannot be anywhere if not on the brutality of war.
By eliminating “all the trappings of the spectacular” (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 38) Goya
is saying that “war is not a spectacle” (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 38).

1.5 War Photography

In Regarding the Pain of Others Sontag offers an interesting reflection on the evolution of
war photography. She explains how the first cases of war photography were very different
from what we now expect to see from war photography. War photographers were not there to
give the public a report of the war; most of the times they were “official” photographers,
chosen by the government, and their aim was that of showing the soldier’s sacrifice, helping
to create a consensus or to increase the popularity of the war at home (Sontag, Regarding the
Pain 41). The firsts war photographs — in part due to the limitation of the first cameras which
needed a high exposure time and in part because of the instructions received from the
government not to photograph the dead — were not capturing the atrocities of the battlefield.
Instead, they were showing either everyday military life or landscapes after the battle (Sontag,
Regarding the Pain 42). The first attempt to document the brutalities of war happened with
the photographs of the American Civil War taken by Mathew Brady (Sontag, Regarding the
Pain 44). Alongside, “conventional subjects”, as Sontag defines them (Regarding the Pain
44), of soldiers’ camps, ordnance, and so on, Brady started to take pictures of the dead as well.
“The first justification for the (...) pictures of dead soldiers, which clearly violated a taboo,
was the simple duty to record” Sontag explains (Regarding the Pain 44). When the first
photographers started to photograph the atrocities of war, they justified it with the need to
record reality: “in the name of realism, one was permitted — required — to show unpleasant,

hard facts”, Gardner said (qtd. in Sontag, Regarding the Pain 45).
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However, the “duty to record” needs then to deal with the public response at home. In most
cases, the identity of the victims photographed plays a crucial role in how the photos will be
perceived at home. People do not seem to have any problem with photographs of distant,
unknown victims. But the closer to home, the more they seem to worry about the rightness of
showing the dead. I would like to focus on this distinction, trying to understand whether the
identity of the victims really plays a role in our will of looking at images of atrocities.

We have asserted that people want to look at images of war, of suffering, and of death, but
most of the times, if not always, these images show distant and unknown victims. Would
people still be looking at these images if they were to show a victim known to the viewer?
Sontag claims that what allows us to watch the suffering of others is the fact that there is a
certain distance between the viewer and the victim captured in the image. She writes that:

Victims, grieving relatives, consumers of news all have their own nearness to or

distance from war. The frankest representations of war, and of disaster-injured

bodies are of those who seem most foreign, therefore least likely to be known.

With subjects closer to home, the photographer is expected to be more discreet.

(Regarding the Pain 53)
When photographs of war show foreign, distant victims, people seem not to question much
whether it is right or wrong to photograph, and then display and circulate, the suffering of
others. But if there is a possibility that the victims could be recognized by the viewer, because
the tragedy is closer to home, the question seems to acquire a lot of importance. I mentioned
above that the first attempt to document the brutalities of war was with the American Civil
War. Photographs of the war were then organized and displayed in exhibitions. In this case
the war was taking place at home — for American citizens visiting the exhibition in the New
York about a war taking place on USA soil — and it represents a perfect example to analyse
who these images of suffering were received by the public.

In October 1862 photographs of the battle of Antietam taken by Gardner and O’Sullivan’s
were exposed at Brady’s Manhattan gallery. The photographs show after-battle scenes (such
as damaged buildings and the visit of President Lincoln weeks after the battle) but also the
battlefield covered with dead bodies and lines of corpses that had been carefully aligned ready
for burial*. The two photographers reached their aim of showing to the American people the
tragic consequences of war and raising awareness on the great number of losses suffered, but
they have done so by putting at the centre of their photographs the victims of the battle. The
New York Times commented on the exhibition, prising the photographers for haven been able

to transit the reality of war through their photographs, but criticising the choice to photograph
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dead soldiers at a distance that could still permit them to be recognised. The New York Times
wrote that:

These pictures have a terrible distinctness. By the aid of the magnifying-glass, the

very features of the slain may be distinguished. We would scarce choose to be in

the gallery, when one of the women bending over them should recognize a

husband, a son, or a brother in the still, lifeless lines of bodies, that lie ready for

the gaping trenches. (qtd. in Sontag, Regarding the Pain 54)
There is a concern for the fact that the photographer “brings the viewer close, too close”
(Sontag, Regarding the Pain 54). The victims in the pictures are hardly recognisable, but still,
the New York Times wrote, with the aid of a magnifying-glass they could be, and this is enough
to rise concern. The journalist clearly states that no one would like to look at these images if
there was a risk that a viewer could recognise a relative among the victims. As a conclusion,
it can be said that a certain distance — personal and emotional distance - from the subject
depicted seem to be necessary for us to be able to look at the image. When we look at other
people’s suffering it is because we feel safe and the tragedies we see in the image are not
affecting us directly (even in the way that we could recognise a person in the image we are
looking at). Further analysis on this topic will be offered later in the chapter with the study of
the English philosopher Edmund Burke.

1.6 Photographing 9/11

Up to now I have looked at the representations of war, both in art and photography.
However, sometimes there are tragedies that are photographed just as much, if not more, than
wars. The 9/11 terrorist attack on the World Trade Center is one of them. What I want to
analyse with this example is the reason why, when a tragic event happens, it attracts us so
much that we want to take a picture of it. The 9/11 attack, therefore, is the perfect example to
analyse this phenomenon since it is probably “the most photographed single event in history”
(Orvell 661). In particular, I will be looking at one exhibition that opened in New York just
some weeks after the attack.

Following the attack, newspapers and televisions all over the world were filled with images
of it. Some months after the attack, a variety of photographic exhibitions were organized. The
biggest one was probably an exhibition that opened in New York just two weeks after the
attack, on 25 September 2001, which remained open for months and eventually ended up being

converted into a permanent memorial museum given its great success. Entitled “Here is New
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York: A Democracy of Photographs™, the aim of the exhibition was to collect photographs
and testimonies of the attack and the days following. In order to do so, the organizers invited
everyone who has any photos of the event to bring them in (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 22).
As the subtitle suggests, the “democracy of photographs” consist in the fact that no distinction
was made between photographs taken by professional photographers and normal citizens — or
“amateurs” as they can be defined (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 22). The photographs were all
displayed in the same way, hanging from wires above the visitors, printed the same size and
without the name of the person who took it. The idea was to offer an overall view of the event
in which all the photographs together formed “a whole” that could be bigger than the single
photographs themselves (Cacouris). “It would not have worked had it just featured
professional journalists” Traub, an American photographer, commented, adding that
“sometimes these so-called amateurs’ pictures were better than the [professionals]” because
“there’s a different kind of sincerity” (qtd. in Cacouris). This comment is interesting because
it led me to what Sontag says in Regarding the Pain of Others with regard to photographs
taken by amateurs:

Pictures of hellish event seem more authentic when they don’t have the look that

comes from being ‘properly’ lighted and composed, because the photographer is

(...) an amateur. By flying low, artistically speaking, such pictures are thought to

be less manipulative. (Regarding the Pain 21-22)
She noted how the artistic composition of a photo alone can change the way people perceive
it; a non-artistically-perfect photo is perceived as “less manipulative”, and this imply that a
well-composed photograph of a tragedy is perceived as “manipulative” just because of its
artistic composition. Traub spoke indeed of “sincerity”, confirming with his observation what
Sontag says. He thinks that (at least some of) the photographs taken by amateurs are more
“sincere” than those taken by professional photographers, and this probably has to do only
with the artistic composition of the picture, since both amateurs and professionals were
photographing the same event. Overall, however, pictures taken by professionals were hardly
distinguishable from those taken by amateurs. This was the strength of this exhibition, where
the anonymity of the photographs contributed to offer the visitor a full experience of the
tragedy with all its details, without paying attention to who took which photo.

The exhibition showed photographs of the attack and of the following days and there

seemed to be photographs of almost everything surrounding the tragedy. Besides, obviously,
images of the falling towers, there were photographs of people escaping covered in dust,

firefighters, injured people, ambulances, rubble, signs praying for peace and flowers left on
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the place of the tragedy, the skyline before and after the attack, and so on. The exhibition could
displayed from 400 to 500 images in one time (Cacouris), but people had sent so many
photographs that as “new photographs came in, older photographs [were] swapped out for new
ones”, Cacouris explained. In total, the exhibition presented “nearly five thousand images
from nearly three thousand contributors” (Cacouris). Thinking about these numbers, the
question arises almost spontaneously: why, while the catastrophe was happening, so many
people stopped to take a photograph of it? With photographs of signs and flowers, or, in
general, photographs of the days after, it is easier to think of an answer, since the life of the
person taking the photo was not in danger when they took it. But with photographs showing
the tragedy as it was taking place? Pamela Griffiths, a photo editor and artistic consultant who
was among the volunteers who helped organize the exhibition, was there when the attack
happened and commented, “people were in shock, but everyone was running to get a camera”
(qtd. in Cacouris). Some of the photographs displayed were showing the scene from afar,
maybe with the smoking towers faraway in the background, and in this case, someone could
argue, the life of people taking these pictures was not in danger either (and they could not have
done anything to stop the tragedy anyway). In any case, however, I think the answer to my
question lies in what Sontag says in her essay On Photography (1973): that “photography has
become one of the principal devices for experiencing something” (7). When people are
experiencing something and they are unsure of what to do — which is especially true in the
case of a major event like this — “they take a picture. This gives shape to experience”, Sontag
explains, “stop, take a photograph, and move on” (On Photography 7). To photograph
something is a way to “posses” something, and perhaps a way of felling like having some
control over the situation. In this case especially, it is not difficult to imagine the feelings of
the people who happened to witness the event. They were probably confused about what was
going on, or scared, or worried. Therefore, taking a picture could have been a way to try to
gain some control over the situation. After all, when we take a picture, it is us who decide how
to take it and what to show in the picture. In addition, people probably felt that they were
witnessing a significant event, and therefore to stop and take a picture of it was a way of having
a testimony that they were really there. “It is an Event”, Sontag writes, “something worth
seeing — and therefore worth photographing” (On Photography 7). It seems as if it doesn’t
depend much on what kind of event it is, it could be a birthday party or a terrorist attack; when

people perceive that something is important, they take a photograph of it.
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1.7 An Inquiry into our Feeling of Delight

So far, I have questioned whether a human attraction for the pain of other exists and proved
it by looking at different examples of representation of suffering. One main question however
remains unanswered, and that is: why do people find pleasure in the suffering of others? A lot
of scholars and philosophers have investigated this human attraction for tragedies and for
other people’s suffering, proposing different interpretations. I will present the theories of two
scholars who, with their works, gave an important contribution in the field. The first one is
Edmund Burke (1729-1797) and the second one is Georges Bataille (1897-1962). The
thoughts they offer on the topic have little in common since the two scholars analyse the
phenomenon from different points of view, coming from different backgrounds, and the
conclusions they reach are far from each other. But it is precisely for this reason that I chose
to study these two thinkers; it is a way of proposing different interpretations of the same
phenomenon, where one does not necessarily exclude the other.

Edmund Burke (1728-1797) was an English stateman and politician, he was engaged in
politics and in 1765 he was elected member of the Parliament. Besides his political life, Burke
had also been a writer and literal critic, becoming in 1758 the director of The Annual Register,
a political and literary magazine. In 1757 he published his book A Philosophical Enquiry into
the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, which was his first, and only,
philosophical work. With this book Burke wants to prove that human Taste is based on some
standards that are the same for all human beings. What he is trying to prove is that human
Taste is not completely subjective but there are some principles, that are at the origin of our
emotions and feelings, that are common to all human beings. As the title suggests, Burke
investigates and analyses a wide range of human passions, focusing mainly on the causes of
delight, pleasure, and beauty, but not without excluding negative feelings like pain and
sadness. The book starts with an in-depth analysis of the feeling of pleasure and of its contrary
— pain — taking into consideration the pleasure of all the senses and of the mind. He then
argues that all the other human passions (love, grief, anger, joy, etc.) arise from a primary
sensation of either pleasure or pain (or from a removal of pain or pleasure).

What interests me for the purpose of this thesis is Burke’s analysis of the feeling of
sympathy. First of all, sympathy is considered “as sort of substitution, by which we put into
the place of another man” (Burke 71), and he says that it is by this principle that arts are able
to transmit passions form one person to another (Burke 71). Burke says that something that

in reality would shock us can become a source of pleasure in fictional representation. But he
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wants as well to understand how sympathy works in front of real distress and suffering, not
just in fiction. He writes:

I am convinced we have a degree of delight, and that no small one, in the real

misfortunes and pains of others; for let the affection be what it will in appearance,

if it does not makes us shun some objects, if on the contrary it induces us to

approach them, if it makes us dwell upon them, in this case I conceive we must

have a delight or pleasure of some species or other in contemplating objects of

this kind. Do we not read the authentic histories of scenes of this nature with as

much pleasure as romances or poems, where the incidents are fictional? (Burke

72)
He is convinced that we have a delight in watching other people’s suffering. He also believes
that this is something instinctive, which we cannot control or avoid (I will better elaborate on
this concept later). Burke therefore explains why, according to him, people have this feeling
of delight in front of real horrors. To better illustrate Bruke’s thoughts, I thought that his
reasons could be summarised into two main points.

The first explanation he gives is that we look at other people’s misfortunes because they
do not affect us directly and we feel safe from them. Burke clearly states that “terror is a
passion which always produces delight when it does not press too close” (73), and that what
give us satisfaction is that by looking at other people’s pain we can appreciate our freedom
and the fact that the evils we see are not affecting us. It is a widespread idea that what allows
us to enjoy the suffering of others is the fact that we are distant from them — I could cite again
as an example Baudelaire and Sontag’s words I cited at the very beginning of the chapter;
people enjoy reading about strangers’ tragedies in newspapers and watching wars and
massacres on live television to the point that terrible wars become an entertainment, as Sontag
said (Regarding the Pain 16). In both cases people can consume this kind of news because
they do not have a connection with the victims; if a tragedy of this kind would happen to
affect someone closely, it would be impossible for this person to consume news about the
tragedy as entertainment. Think for instance to the example I cited earlier of the American
Civil War exhibition.

I found, however, that with his book Burke enunciates a concept that is often omitted or
overlooked. Surely, he recognizes that we look at other people’s tragedies because they are
distant from us, but he states that our delight is not produced by our feeling of safeness. We
do not feel delight or pleasure in the pain of others because it is not affecting us directly. It is

not our “immunity”, as he calls it (78), that is the source of our pleasure. According to him,
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our feeling safe is just the prerequisite for being able to watch the tragedy, but it is not for this
reason that we experience pleasure. He writes:
So it is certain, that it is absolutely necessary my life should be out of any
imminent hazard, before I can take delight in the sufferings of others, real or
imaginary (...). But then it is a sophism to argue from thence, that this
immunity is the cause of my delight. (Burke 78)
Burke says it is “absolutely necessary” that our lives should not be in danger for us to wanting
to look at the suffering of others. It is an intuitive reasoning, because if my life is in danger
I will not have a desire to look at the misfortunes of others since they are affecting me
personally. Sontag mentions in her book Regarding the Pain of Others that she once met a
woman in Sarajevo who told her she remembered seeing on the evening news footage of the
destruction in Croatia after the Serbs invaded it (87); even though the tragedy was taking
place just two hundred miles away from her, she still felt safe, and this is what allowed her
to see the news and switch channel with indifference. She thought that what was going on
was “horrible” (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 87), but she still felt like it was not something
close to her. People are able to watch the tragedies that are before their eyes because they
feel at a certain distance from them. This does not mean that we feel completely indifferent
and we are not moved or touched by this kind of terrible events, but just that we can look at
them because we are safe. However, as Burke said, it is not for this reason that we experience
pleasure. To briefly summarize this first point it can be said that, according to Burke, we are
able to watch other people’s suffering because we feel safe and these sufferings are not
touching us directly; however, what produces our delight when se look at them is not simply
our being safe.

Moving on to the second point, I mentioned earlier in this section that for Burke the delight
we feel when watching other people’s pain is something instinctive that we cannot control.
This is the second explanation that Burke offers on the topic. As I said, Burke is presenting
his analysis of the feeling of sympathy, and, for him, it is precisely in this feeling that lies the
explanation of our delight. When we see other people suffering, we feel pity and, he says,
“pity is a passion accompanied with pleasure, because it arises from love and social affection”
(74). Therefore, pity is a positive emotion, a desirable one. The explanation he offers is that
the feeling of sympathy is something innate, that is part of the human nature — i.e. that we
should feel sympathy for our fellows — and the moment when our sympathy is most needed

is when they are suffering. Hence, he says, the feeling of sympathy is accompanied by some
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degree of delight because otherwise, if looking at people’s suffering was just painful, we
would turn away and simply ignore their pain. I quote:
As our Creator has designed we should be united by the bond of sympathy, he has
strengthened that bond by a proportionable delight; and there most where our
sympathy is most wanted, in the distresses of others. If this passion was simply
painful, we would shun with the greatest care all persons and places that could
excite such a passion; as some (...) actually do. But the case is widely different
with the greater part of mankind; there is no spectacle we so eagerly pursue, as
that of some uncommon and grievous calamity. (Burke 74)
This is what explains our delight, according to Burke. If we find ourselves feeling pleasure at
the sight of some terrible incident or at the view of someone in pain it is not pleasure because
we enjoy the fact that they are suffering but, perhaps, this strange pleasure is necessary to
make us look, so that we do not ignore their pain. If, as I said, pity is a desirable emotion,
there needs to be something which allows us to feel pity, and this something is the pleasure
we find in the misfortunes of others. Without this pleasure, we would not look at their pain
and we would not feel pity.

In his complex explanation, Burke does not fail to recognize that this is not pure delight; it
is mixed with “no small uneasiness” (75), precisely like in Plato’s story, when Leontius
looked at the bodies while his rational part was trying to restrain him from looking. And Susan
Sontag noticed this as well when she wrote that “there is shame (...) in looking at the close-
up of real horror” (Regarding the Pain 35). It seems to be commonly accepted, both the fact
that men feel attracted by the view of pain, but also the fact that this attraction — which has
been hitherto associated with pleasure and delight — is always something that gives rise to a
feeling of discomfort in us.

To conclude, I think that Burke’s view is perfectly summarised when he writes that “the
delight we have in such things, hinders us from shunning fences of misery” (75). According
to Burke, delight we feel is because we need to look, and we need to look in order to feel
sympathy and not turn away when other human beings are suffering.

Before moving on to the next philosopher, there is another point connected to the topic that
Bruke raises in his book and that I found of interest since I did not find, at least during my
research, many scholars addressing this topic openly as he does. For this reason, I would like
to briefly explain it here. I quote:

I believe that this notion of our having a simple pain in the reality, yet a delight in

the representation, arises from hence, that we do not sufficiently distinguish what
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we would by no means choose to do, from what we should be eager enough to see

if it was once done. (Burke 77)
Here, Burke is saying that the reason why we find delight in the representation of tragedies —
in this passage, he is talking specifically about fictional tragedies — is because we do not
distinguish between things that we would never do in real life, because they are extremely
terrible or evil, from things that, besides being terrible or evil, we would enjoy to see if they
had already been done. Burke offers a good example; no man would be so evil as to desire
the city of London to be destroyed by an earthquake or a fire but, he says, should such a
terrible thing happen, crowds of people would gather from all parts to look at the ruins of the
city (77). It means that just because we are attracted to - and we feel pleasure when looking
at - an image of a tragedy, of a war, of death and so on, it does not mean that we are happy
about the fact that other people are suffering. The same concept could be applied to today’s
news. It is not that people enjoy wars or that they want wars to happen and people to die in
wars (indeed, the majority of people would like wars to end and never happen again, |
believe); nonetheless, everybody keep watching images coming from war zones and footage
of destruction and death that news programs show to us every day. What Burke is saying is,
we need to remember that the human desire to look at the pain of others — which is a desire

that is innate and uncontrollable — does not mean that we want others to suffer.

1.8 Bataille and Sacrifice

Beside Edmund Burke, in Regarding the Pain of Others, Sontag also mentions another
philosopher who worked on the issue of the human attraction for the pain of others: Georges
Bataille. Bataille’s philosophy follows a completely different path than Burke’s one but, as |
have already said above, my intention is to highlight the fact that different answers are
possible, since the issue [ am analysing is a complex one and a single “correct” answer cannot
be provided.

Georges Bataille (1897-1962) was a French Philosopher and intellectual. His works
spaced form essays to novels and poetry, exploring topics of eroticism, sexuality,
transgression, violence and sacrifice. His thoughts have been largely influenced by the new
twentieth-century artistic movements of Dadaism and Surrealism, and by the psychoanalysts
who preceded him, namely Hegel, Nietzsche and Freud. Bataille’s peculiar vision of the
human experience made him one of the most influential thinkers in European culture and

philosophy of the last fifty years, and he became a reference for many other scholars after



Peschiutta 28

him. With his last book The Tears of Eros (Les Larmes d’Eros) published just one year before
his death, in 1961, Bataille wants to give a conclusion to all the themes he worked on during
his life — eroticism, sacrifice, sacred, and death. The book explores eroticism connected to
suffering and violence; starting from the birth of erotic desire in the prehistoric man, which
he connects to development of a consciousness of death, moving on to a study of the
representation of eroticism from antiquity to the present day, and ending with two
photographic representations of sacrifice to prove his point that horror can be linked to
eroticism. It is on this last part of the book that my study focuses.

Bataille’s vision of death and pain, and his explanation of our attraction for the pain of
others, is completely different from Burke’s one. Bataille is not so much interested in death
as such, but rather his interest is all on the last instant before death. For this reason, his gaze
is mainly attracted by victims of torture. His focus is all on the concept of human sufferings
but as something that goes beyond mere suffering; he sees human suffering as something that
brings the human close to eternity by entering a sort of ecstasy, which can even be understood
as divine ecstasy. As Lo Duca writes in the preface for Bataille’s book The Tears of Eros
(1989), “pain appears to [Bataille] as a mediator — an intermediary and go-between — between
life and death” (4). It is a vision that connects horror to sacrifice and to ecstasy.

In the last chapter of the book, Bataille proposes the photograph of a man undergoing the
Chinese torture of the Hundred Pieces. The torture consisted in tying the prisoner to a pole
while his limbs were being cut off with a knife. In order to prolong the torture, victims
received a strong dose of opium to bear the pain longer. The photograph (figure 5), taken in
China in 1905, shows a man tied to the pole when some of his limbs had already been cut; the
man’s chest had been open, showing his ribs, and the blood is dripping down his body. Around

him, a crowd has gathered to look at the execution.
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Figure 5. The photograph shows the execution of Fou-Tchou-Li trough the torture of the

Hundred Pieces, 10 April 1905. The man was found guilty of the murder of the Prince (Bataille, The
Tears 204). The photograph is printed in Bataille’s book The Tears of Eros (1961).

What captured Bataille’s attention was not so much the blood or the atrocity of the torture,
but instead he was obsessed with the expression on the victim’s face. This photo exercised a
so strong attraction on the philosopher that he kept a copy of it on his desk so he could see it
every day (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 85). In The Tears of Eros, Bataille admits that he has
“never stopped being obsessed with this image of pain, at once ecstatic and intolerable” (206).
I would like to quote Susan Sontag to better explain Bataille’s feeling towards this photo:

Bataille is not saying that he takes pleasure at the sight of this excruciation. But

he is saying that he can imagine extreme suffering as something more than just

suffering, as a kind of transfiguration. It is a view of suffering, of the pain of

others, that is rooted in religious thinking, which links pain to sacrifice, sacrifice

to exaltation. (Regarding the Pain 86)
For Bataille this photograph is not a source of pleasure; he did not keep it on his desk because
he enjoyed the view of the suffering but because the image transmitted something to him that
is more than just the pain of the prisoner in the picture. Important to understand Bataille’s
thought is also the fact that his view of suffering is rooted in religion, as Sontag also noted. It
is a way of seeing suffering and pain as something that can connects the human being to God,
trough sacrifice; suffering is not seen as a crime and as something that needs to be refused at

all costs, like in our modern way of thinking. For Bataille — for the religious thought of Bataille
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— suffering and pain are connected to sacrifice (also intended as religious sacrifice), and
sacrifice is connected to exaltation. Looking at this pain, therefore, is a way of looking at
something sacred. “Through this violence (...) I was so stunned that I reached the point of
ecstasy”, Bataille writes (7he Tears 206), explaining that what captivated him in this photo,
which was at the same time his source of anguish and what freed him form it, was the perfect
contrast between “divine ecstasy and its opposite, extreme horror” (The Tears 207). It is
possible, with this quote, to see how, for the philosopher, pain is a way to bring the man closer
to God — he talks about “divine” ecstasy. This is true not only for those who are experiencing
the pain, but also for those who are watching it. Bataille says that by looking at this photo he
reached a point of ecstasy. This is why sacrifice, in Bataille’s view, is so important; because
when one person is experiencing pain and death, his death is not a revelation only for him,
but also for those witnessing the sacrifice. For this reason, if one wants to truly understand
Bataille’s philosophy it is necessary to go deeper into the topic of sacrifice and see what
Bataille thought about it.

This concept of death and pain as something linked to sacrifice is something that interested
the philosopher throughout all his life. He has investigated this idea in different works before
The Tears of Eros. In 1955 he published an essay entitled “Hegel, Death and Sacrifice™, in
which he investigates Hegel’s “philosophy of death” and the Hegelian concept of Man’s
negativity. Building on Hegel’s philosophy regarding death, Bataille elaborates and explains
his own thought on sacrifice and death. This essay is therefore useful because it presents to
us Bataille’s point of view regarding sacrifice. The essay begins with an analysis of Hegel’s
philosophy on the human being. For Hegel, man is a ‘spiritual’ being, but what assures the
existence of a ‘spiritual’ being is death. Hegel states that “spirit attains its truth only by finding
itself in absolute dismemberment” (qtd. in Bataille, “Hegel, Death” 14). Man is a spiritual
being, but his spirt can reach its truth only through death. Death here is not intended as the
death of the body, but perhaps as the disappearance of the human being (when the human
being develops the concept of individuality, the idea that each human being is unique and
irreplaceable, when he dies, he disappears, since he was the only one of his kind). According
to Hegel, “true death supposes separation and (...) the consciousness of being separated”
(Bataille, “Hegel, Death™ 16). The idea is that in order for the human being to truly die he
needs to be conscious of his own death. This is where Bataille connects his own ideas to
Hegel’s philosophy. Bataille claims that “Man has, in a sense, revealed and founded human

truth by sacrificing” (“Hegel, Death” 18). Bataille points at a contradiction he finds in Hegel’s
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philosophy, and this contradiction is what leads to Bataille’s own view of sacrifice, which I
shall here quote:

The privileged manifestation of Negativity is death, but death, in fact, reveals

nothing. In theory, it is his natural, animal being whose death reveals Man to

himself, but the revelation never takes place. For when the animal being

supporting him dies, the human being himself ceases to be. In order for Man to

reveal himself ultimately to himself, he would have to die, but he would have to

do it while living — watching himself ceasing to be. In other words, death itself

would have to become (self-) consciousness at the very moment that it annihilates

the conscious being. (Bataille, “Hegel, Death” 19)
The idea that man finds his truth in death only makes senses in theory because, in practice,
Bataille says, when the man dies death reveals nothing to him, since he has already ceased to
be. The only way in which Man could reveal something to himself would be by splitting
himself in two and watching himself die. This, Bataille writes, can happen only “by means of
a subterfuge” (“Hegel, Death” 19) and this subterfuge is precisely sacrifice. In sacrifice, the
person committing the sacrifice can identify himself with the victim being sacrificed and, in
this way, see himself die. This is the only way in which Man can become conscious of his
own death without actually dying. The difficulty of this contradiction - death is what reveals
Man to himself, but in practice it cannot reveal anything to him precisely because he is dead
— Bataille writes, “proclaims the necessity of spectacle, or of representation in general,
without the practice of which it could be possible for us to remain alien and ignorant in respect
to death, just as beast apparently are” (“Hegel, Death” 20, emphasis is original). According
to Bataille, spectacles of death is what allow us to develop a consciousness of death because
we identify with the person that is dying in the representation; therefore, we die while being
alive. This is important because, Bataille explains, Man need to be conscious of death because
otherwise he will live with the impression that death is not destined to reach him. And the
way in which Man can acquire consciousness of his own death is by looking at others dying.

To conclude, according to Bataille, we need to see the pain of others because it is the only

way in which we can become conscious of our own death. Bataille’s view is that the desire to
look at the suffering of others does not only come from the pleasure we find in in them, but
because pain is a way to get closer to God, and looking at the pain of others is a way to become

conscious of our own fragile nature as human beings.
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CHAPTER 2

WAR SEEN THROUGH IMAGES

In the previous chapter I have analysed the human attraction to images of suffering and
shown that this attraction is what makes us want to look at images and representations of pain
and death. With the help of scholars and writers like Sontag, Plato, Gorer, and also considering
the words of Wordsworth and Baudelaire, I have demonstrated how there is in the human
being an attraction to the macabre and to death. Analysing Burke and Bataille’s philosophy,
I have then tried to explain what the reason behind this attraction is — the reason why the
human being is attracted to the pain of others. Lastly, through the use of different examples,
such as Goya’s series of etchings The Disasters of War and the “Here is New York” exhibition
on 9/11, I have shown that representations of suffering are not rare but a very common theme
both in art and photography.

This chapter focuses particularly on war photography. My intention is that of looking at
photographs of war, trying to understand the controversies and diverging opinion on the topic,
and, through the use of photographs as examples, analyse the main issues surrounding
photographs of atrocities. More precisely, I am going to take the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
as my case-study. The photographs of war that I am analysing will be photographs coming
from Gaza. My aim with this chapter is to understand the role of photographs of war; are they
necessarily a bad thing? What are the issues surrounding images of war? These are the
questions that lead the chapter. To understand if photographs of atrocity are a bad thing, we
first need to understand what role do they play in our society; are they just a way to satisfy
our desire to look at the suffering of others or do they have other functions, such as that of
informing us about the tragedy they represent? I am going to answer this question with the
help of Susan Sontag’s ideas. After having found the reason behind the wide circulation of
images of war and atrocities, [ am going to address the main controversial issues that surround
war photography. [ have in fact found, during my research, three major recurring issues among
scholars when discussing images of war. Mitchell (1994). Sontag (2003), Butler (2005),
Moller (2009), Hariman and Lucaites (2011), Hansen (2015), and Kedra (2017), all highlight
and discuss the same problems and dilemmas. The first debate is about whether photographs
need an explanation and, as a consequence, an explanatory caption. The second issue is that
of iconic photographs that become representative of a whole war. Although this may not seem

like a problem at first, I will explain how it can also become an issue. And thirdly, probably
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the most common critique moved to images of suffering — that these images should not be
“beautiful”. Of these three issues I would like to offer an analysis in this chapter. For the first
one | am using a more theoretical approach, presenting different scholars’ points of view
regarding the capacity of images to speak for themselves and the relationship between image
and text; while, for the other two topics, my analysis is going to be accompanied by pictures
from Gaza to show how the problems I am analysing are not just theoretical problems but real
ones which arise with many images of war. I feel it is important to address them and try at
least to summarise them here since this thesis, and this chapter in particular, aims to analyse

images of atrocities and, by omitting these main issues, the analysis would be incomplete.

2.1 The Necessity of War Images

Starting from the beginning, the main question of my thesis is: why do we see so many
images of war? Which is different from “Why are we attracted to the pain of others?” that is
what I have explored in the first chapter. The answer to the question “Why do we look at the
suffering of others?” is what I have provided in the first chapter. It appears, as it is recognised
and accepted by many scholars, that there is in the human being an attraction to the sight of
pain and atrocities. To explain the reason behind this attraction I have brought the
interpretation of two philosophers — Edmund Burke, who concluded that we have an
attraction for the pain of others because we need to feel sympathy for other human beings
who are suffering, and Georges Bataille, who developed his theory that looking at the death
of others is what makes Man conscious about his own death and that pain brings Man closer
to God. But understating why we are shown so many images of war requires another
explanation. This explanation is offered by Susan Sontag.

Sontag says we have a “camera-mediated knowledge of war” (Regarding the Pain 19), and
she is right. We know about a war because we see images of it, and what we know about a
war is what images show to us. “Something becomes real — to those who are elsewhere,
following it as ‘news’ — by being photographed”, she writes in Regarding the Pain of Others
(17). Thus, photographs of distant wars are what make these wars “real” to us, who, luckily,
are not experiencing it directly. However, precisely because we are not directly involved in
the war, there is the risk that photographs of a specific war result in a generalisation of the
horror of all wars. Sontag starts her book Regarding the Pain of Others with a reference to
Virginia Woolf’s Three Guineas (1938) in which Woolf was looking at a picture showing

victims of a bombardment in Spain and trying to answer the question of “How in your opinion
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are we to prevent war?” (Woolf qtd. in Sontag, Regarding the Pain 1). Sontag criticises
Woolf’s usage of this picture. While Virginia Woolf was taking this picture as an anonymous
universal picture that shows the terrible consequences of war, thus implying the fact that when
seeing a picture of this kind everybody would have the same reaction, and that is that “war
must be stopped” (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 2), Sontag underlines the fact that the picture
is not of anonymous victims and that, especially in war, identity is important. Sontag points
at how images of war cannot be generalised, in the way that Woolf does, to be simply seen as
a proof of the abhorrence of war. When there is a war there are opposing sides and pictures
of this kind can even be seen as proof that the fighting must continue (Sontag, Regarding the
Pain 7). “Photographs of an atrocity”, Sontag explains, “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” (Regarding the Pain 9-10). The
reaction to a picture of an atrocity depends on our position and our involvement with what we
see represented. For Woolf, that photograph was a denunciation of war. For us, who are used
to a non-stop circulation of pictures of faraway wars, this kind of pictures are just another
reminder that terrible wars are happening in the world.

Photographs can also function as evidence of something, and they can show things that
someone might have preferred to ignore or keep hidden. When it comes to war crimes, for
example, photographs are essential. Sontag goes so far as to argue that “the very notion of
atrocity, of war crime, is associated with the expectation of photographic evidence”
(Regarding the Pain 72). Photographs of war crimes are what testify that a war crime has been
committed. In the case of the Abu Ghraib tortures, for instance, it was the circulation of
photographs that brought the world’s attention to the case. The Abu Ghraib photos are
photographs of the torture inflicted on detainees in the Abu Ghraib prison, Iraq, by members
of the United States Army during the Iraq War. Taken by the American soldiers themselves,
who were eagerly posing with their victims, the photographs were “souvenirs” or “trophies”
to be collected and displayed, Sontag explains in her last essay “Regarding the Torture of
Others” (2004). When these photographs were published by the CBS News in 2004, the whole
world was provided with evidence that the USA Army was indeed committing war crimes in
Iraq, although,

Reports compiled by the International Committee of the Red Cross, and other
reports by journalists and protests by humanitarian organizations about the

atrocious punishments inflicted on “detainees” and ‘“‘suspected terrorists” in
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prisons run by the American military (...) have been circulating for more than a

year. (Sontag, “Regarding the Torture™)
But these reports were easy to ignore. “Words”, Sontag writes in “Regarding the Torture”,
“are easier to cover up (...) and so much easier to forget”; photographs are not. “The pictures
will not go away”, she writes (“Regarding the Torture”). “Indeed, it seems they were
necessary to get our leader to acknowledge that they had a problem on their hands”, adding
that ““it took the photographs to get their attention” (Sontag, “Regarding the Torture’). When
photographic evidence of war crimes appears and start to circulate, it is almost impossible to
ignore it. Photographs serve as proof; they serve as a documentation that a crime has been
committed. Moreover, especially in this era of rapid communication and in which we are all
always connected, once they are out on the internet, it is impossible to stop them. They will
forever be a trace of what happened.

It is possible to conclude, therefore, that images of atrocities are not only there to satisfy
people’s pleasure in looking at other people’s pain, but, according to Sontag, because they are
necessary. What she is saying is that these pictures have an aim, and their aim is to be the
reminder for those who are safe of how many atrocities are still being perpetrated in the world.
When seeing a photograph of a war one is obliged to face reality, that is that there are still
people dying in wars around the world. Photographs are a continuous reminder that even if a
war is not touching us, it still exists, and we cannot ignore it. Even if one turns away from a
photograph, the photograph continues to exist as a reminder of all the suffering that human

beings are capable of inflicting on other human beings.

2.2 A Photograph to “Say It All”?

Photographs are proof that something has happened, that a war crime has been committed,
and they are necessary to remind us of the sufferings and wars that are happening around the
world. This is what has been stated in the previous pages; however, it is not that simple. War
photographs are a much more complicated phenomenon, and therefore they require a more
in-depth analysis.

The picture of the bombardment in Spain that Woolf was commenting in Three Guineas,
for example, was perceived by Woolf as a universal representation of what war does, as [ have
mentioned above. For Woolf, the photo was “simply a crude statement of fact” (qtd. in Sontag,
Regarding the Pain 21) —only death and destruction; this is what war does, and the picture

is a proof of it. This was Woolf’s view. To which Sontag promptly answers, “the truth is
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[photographs] are not ‘simply’ anything, and certainly not regarded just as facts, by Woolf or
anyone else” (Regarding the Pain 21). Sontag expresses a clear point of view: never take the
meaning of a photograph for granted and never assume a photograph has only one meaning.
It is important not to ignore this, especially when looking at images of war. In many cases
photographs tend to be taken as a “simple” representation of facts, but, as Sontag reminds us,
they are not simple. Therefore, before moving on to look at war photographs, it appears to me
necessary to spend some time remarking on this concept — a photograph cannot be taken
simply as a proof of something.

It is true that photographs (at least in the case of photojournalism) capture reality, however,
they also frame reality. As Sontag reminds us, the subjectivity of the image-maker cannot be
ignored (Regarding the Pain 21). Photographs are a transcription of reality, but they are also
“an interpretation of reality” (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 21). When a photograph shows us
a certain event, it is both a proof of the event, but also “the view of someone” (Sontag,
Regarding the Pain 26, emphasis in original). The person who took that photo decided what
to capture in the photo and what to leave out, on the basis of what he/she believed to be
important or necessary to show, thus ending up framing reality according to his/her own view
of it. And, as Sontag reminds us, “to frame is to exclude” (Regarding the Pain 39); therefore,
when seeing a photo, even though it is a trace of reality, we need to remember it is never really
an objective trace. Perhaps it would be correct to say that we are seeing a part of reality.

This argument is supported by other scholars. Judith Butler, for example, agrees with
Sontag on the fact that photographs frame reality by interpreting it. She states that photographs
are interpretative, in that they alone can give us an interpretation of reality (824), because
their very composition — their angle, the focus, the light —, Butler argues, is already offering
us an interpretation of the reality they are trying to document (823). This is true; however, the
issue with Butler’s view is that she believes that the interpretative function of the photograph
is enough to make us understand everything. She believes we do not “need captions and
written analysis to supplement [the image]” (823). According to her, photographs alone can
make us understand. Surely, photographs “can count as evidence”, as Sontag puts it
(Regarding the Pain 40), “but evidence of what?”, she asks (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 40).
What Butler is thinking about in her article when she writes that we do not need explanatory
captions are images that serve as proof for war crimes — she mentions the Abu Ghraib
photographs as an example — and that is why she states that photographs alone are enough.
I have mentioned before how photographic evidence can be essential to ascertain war crimes

and I am not going to deny it now. Sontag also recognises the importance of photographs to
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function as evidence of war crimes or human right violations (Regarding the Pain 72).
However, to draw from this the conclusion that photographs alone are enough to make us
understand everything would be incorrect.

From time to time, some photographs emerge that gain the status of “iconic” images. I will
discuss the topic of “iconic” photographs and of their role later in the chapter. For now, it is
enough to know that “iconic” photographs are images of a certain event that, due to their wide
circulation, are widely recognised and seen as representative of the event itself (Hansen 271).
To give some examples, “The Falling Man” captures the man falling from the North Tower
of the World Trade Centre, “The Hooded Man” becomes representative of the Abu Ghraib
tortures, or the photographs from the Nazi concentrations camps. These photographs are
instantly associated with the major event they represent and are often used to “summarize”
the event itself. David D. Perlmutter says, talking about iconic images, that they “do more
than transmit ‘what happens’. (...) They are believed to ‘say it all’” (qtd. in Hansen 265).
However, even in the case of iconic images, to state that they “say it all” would be incorrect.
Iconic images certainly recall instantly the events they represent, but the fact that they are
widely known and recognised does not mean that people really know everything about the
event.

Furthermore, more often than not, photographs to not stand on their own. Or perhaps it
would be more correct to say that it is not possible to control the way in which people will
view the photo or how it will be used. In the last chapter of Regarding the Pain, Sontag decides
to address precisely this problem. Photographs of atrocities can be seen in private in a photo
album, in a book, in a newspaper, on television (and I would add, now on social media as
well), or in a public space, such as a museum, an exhibition, an art gallery and so on (Sontag,
Regarding the Pain 105-106). Each setting is different and seeing a photograph of atrocities
in one setting rather than another could give rise to different feelings. The point is, “that there
is no way to guarantee reverential conditions in which to look at these pictures” (Sontag,
Regarding the Pain 106), nor is the intention of the photographer enough to guarantee that
the photograph will be interpreted in a certain way (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 33).
Interpretation of the same photograph can change depending on many factors: the context in
which we see the photo, our relationship with what we see represented, any pre-beliefs we
may have about the event represented, and, most importantly, the caption accompanying the
photo.

Thus, photographs can offer us a window on the reality they capture but it is important to

keep in mind both that the photographer is already interpreting that reality for us, and that,
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even this way, the photo does not “tell us everything we need to know” (Sontag, Regarding
the Pain 78). The photograph can show us something, but it does not do much more than that.
For, as important as photographs may be, the explanation of reality they can offer is always
limited. The photograph is not “supposed to repair our ignorance about the history and causes
of the suffering it picks out and frames”, Sontag rightly writes (Regarding the Pain 102).
Photographs show something to us, but they do not really explain things to us. Information
that might be important for a full comprehension of the event depicted (such as date, actors
involved, and so on) — i.e. information that enable us to understand the whole situation, from
which the picture is just a fragment — need to be found elsewhere, or given to us in another

way. And the way information is given to us is usually through text.

2.3 The Paradox of Photography and Language

The relationship between photography and text is one of the main topics in photography
studies and one that attracts many concerns and diverging opinions. One of the main
contributions on the topic of the relationship between text and image is given to us by W. J.
T. Mitchell, one of the major exponents of visual culture. In the book Picture Theory: Essays
on Verbal and Visual Representation (1994), he proposes a new theory — which he calls
“Picture Theory” — that, according to him, should be applied when studying the
interconnection between image and text. His overall point of view is that there is not a division
between words and picture and that text and images are always interconnected. However,
Mitchell’s analysis of this interconnection between images and text is wide and crosses many
and varied fields, and I do not have the time nor the space here to analyse every aspect of it.
[ 'am going to limit myself to a brief analysis of two essays contained in the book, which can
help further my discussion.

In the essay “Beyond Comparison: Picture, Text, and Method”, Mitchell wants to show
that not only can image and text exist together, but his aim is to prove to the reader that they
are inseparable from each other. “Texts explain, narrate, describe, label, speak for (or to) the
photographs”, Mitchell writes (94), while “photographs illustrate, exemplify, clarify, ground,
and document the text” (94). To be precise, Mitchell is referring to photographic essays when
writing this; nonetheless, what he says, I think, can be valid for any photograph. He is saying
that the text speaks for the photo and the photo, for its part, clarifies and “document[s] the
text” (94). Therefore, it is possible to see how image and text seem to be interconnected. And

not only this. It seems that they can complement each other. The photograph shows something
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to us and the text gives us additional information about what we are seeing; or, on the contrary,
the text tells us something and then the photograph shows this thing that we have just read
about so we can have a more complete view of it. Hence, a joint use of both text and image is
not only possible but preferable since when used together they can offer us a complete picture
of a situation. Following this, it appears beneficial to add a text next to a photograph. As a
matter of fact, Mitchell writes that “all media are mixed media” (95), suggesting that this is
the standard way in which photographs (or visual representations in general) are presented to
the public (i.e. accompanied by a text, or, more generally, by a written or verbal explanation).
Consequently, to say that photographs alone already tell us everything, as some people claim,
would now appear inaccurate. Mitchell recognises this opposition and tries to prevent it. He
writes, “surely, the objection will run, there are purely visual and verbal media, pictures
without words and words without pictures” (95, emphasis in original), and will continue by
arguing that “there are visual representations in which no writing appears and verbal
discourses (especially oral) which need never be written down” (95). Mitchell explains how
the opposition that could be moved to the previous conclusion — that image and text always
coexist — is that it is false. Those opposing the idea would argue that visual forms of
representation exist that do not need to be explained neither by a text nor in a verbal form;
simply, some forms of representation do not need an explanation. This is the opposition that
Mitchell predicts could be moved. Judith Butler, whom I mentioned earlier, was indeed saying
just this; she was remarking on the fact that some photographs (particularly, those that serve
as evidence of war crimes) do not need to be explained. Woolf as well, with the picture of
rubble and victims she was commenting on Three Guineas, puts pressure on the fact that the
photograph perfectly exemplifies and summarises what war does. Therefore, it is possible to
see that it is not an abstract critique but a real one. And it is this belief that Mitchell wants to
disrupt — the belief that visual and textual can stand on their own. He believes that they can
never stand on their own, for, he argues, even visual representations that are not accompanied
by any text “incorporate textuality in a quite literal way” (95), when writing (or writing
marks), for instance, enters the visual representation (95). To offer an example, a film can be
considered a pure visual form of representation but in the moment that there are subtitles here
it is the text entering the visual representation. In the same way, he argues, a “purely” verbal
discourse always evokes some images in the listener/reader (96). He writes that just because
an image is “figuratively conjured up in a verbal discourse does not mean that the conjuring
fails to occur or that the reader/listener “sees” nothing” (96, emphasis added). When reading

a text (that is purely textual and does not contain any image) images can be evoked in the
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mind of the reader and, Mitchell argues, no matter that the image is only a figurative image
and not a real one, it is still an image. As a conclusion Mitchell is arguing that it is not really
possible to separate visual representation from verbal/written discourse (and vice-versa).
Consequently, the objection that visual representation needs to stand on its own appears now
pointless as the two things cannot be divided.

In another essay contained in the book, entitled “The Photographic Essay: Four Case
Studies”, Mitchell interrogates the relation between photography and language. The
difference from the essay that I have just analysed (“Beyond Comparison™) is that while the
previous one was an analysis of the inter-relationship between image and text, in this essay
the focus is on photography as language (on the power of photographs to say something, to
communicate). This topic connects to what I have previously said that photographs are
sometimes believed to say everything because they frame reality and, consequently, interpret
that reality for us. The argument put forward by those who support this idea is that
photographs can speak for themselves because they already give an interpretation of reality
by framing that reality; and the idea is that by analysing the photo carefully, the viewer can
deduce information because the photograph speaks for itself. This is a common belief. For
this reason, I thought it useful to propose an analysis of this belief, and Mitchell offers a
theoretical and exhaustive analysis of it.

He begins by saying that the relationship between language and image is “fundamentally
antithetical” (281) — i.e. photography is perceived in two different ways, and these ways are
opposed to each other. Either photograph is remarked to be something different from language
and it is seen as a “purely objective transcript of visual reality” (281), or photography is turned
into a language (282). There are opposing views with regard to photographs: on the one side
are those who sees photographs as faithful transcriptions of reality, and on the other side stand
the supporters of the importance of the idea that photographs are never an objective
representation of reality. These two sides, as Mitchell notes, are antithetical. Or so it seems.
In fact, Mitchell tries to offer a possible solution to this contradiction: “What if the only
adequate formulation of the relation of photography and language was a paradox”, he asks
(283-824), what if “photography both is and is not a language?” (284). Trying to explain this
dilemma he resorts another scholar, Roland Barthes, and what he calls the “photographic
paradox’ (284). The photographic paradox suggests the “co-existence of two messages” (284)
within a photograph. The paradox proposes accepting the fact that a photograph can be both
a trace of reality and, at the same time, transmit a message. Barthes divides the photographic

messages into “denotation” and “connotation”, where denotation is “associated with the (...)
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nonverbal status of the photograph” (Mitchell 284), and connotation with the “readability (...)
of the photograph” (Mitchell 284) — in order words, what we can read in the photograph. To
make things clearer we can look at the definition of these two words.Denotation is, according
to the Oxford English Dictionary, “the action of denoting, marking, noting”®, while
connotation means “inclusion of something in the meaning (...) besides what it primarily

denotes; implication”’

. Therefore, the “denotation” of a photograph means to accept the fact
that a photograph is the record of a part of a reality, while the “connotation” of a photograph
is how we decide to interpret the photograph. Mitchell writes that “one connotation always
present in the photograph is that it is a pure denotation” (284). It means that when attributing
a meaning to a photograph it is always considered that the photograph is a representation of
reality. At the same time, “the denotation of a photograph, what we take it to represent, is
never free from what we take it to mean” (Mitchell 284). What he is saying here is that it is
not possible to look at a photograph without attributing a meaning — any meaning — to it,
and the meaning that we attribute to a photograph is tied to the fact that it is a trace of reality.
The two things are interconnected. Therefore, the two aspects, or “messages” as Barthes calls
them, of a photograph cannot be really divided or separated. Mithcell claims that it is not
possible to attribute a meaning to a photograph without considering that it is a trace of an
event, and in the same moment we recognise that the photograph is a trace of an event we are
already attributing a meaning to it — that of being a representation of reality.

As a conclusion, photographs can be a trace of reality and at the same time they can speak
to us. Thus, trying to see the photograph as a pure representation of reality, and nothing else,
would be incorrect. I have already talked about how all photographs are, to a certain degree,
subjective; therefore, it is never possible to see a photograph as a pure portrait of reality. In
the same way, whatever interpretation one can attribute to a photograph is never free from the
undeniable fact that the photo captures a reality. It is an interesting paradox that Mitchell
proposes, but it seems to be the only way to really understand photographs. Susan Sontag
seems to accept this paradox as well, even though she does not call it by this name, when she
writes that, “photographs [can] be both objective record and personal testimony, both a
faithful copy or transcription of an actual moment of reality and an interpretation of that
reality” (Regarding the Pain 21). Even though she is using different words she is trying to tell
the same thing. She is remarking on the fact that photographs cannot be only one thing — a
pure copy of reality or pure interpretation. To conclude, it seems impossible to divide the pure
meaning attributed to a photograph from what it depicts, and perhaps this is the strength of
photographs.



Peschiutta 42

2.4 Misleading Captions

Captions and explanatory texts accompanying a photograph are a powerful tool, however,
they also have a negative side. They can be very useful to explain the photograph and give us
additional information that can make us understand, but, on the other hand, they can also be
used to direct the narrative and, consequently, our perception of the situation. Captions are
useful; however, when they are not completely objective, and this is common with images of
war, they can completely change our perception of the photograph. I say it is common with
images of war because photographs of an attack, of victims, or of destruction are often used
by the opposing sides to show what the enemy has done. “The destructiveness of war”, Sontag
writes, “is not in itself an argument against waging war” (Regarding the Pain 9), meaning
that a picture showing the destruction of war is, for those fighting in that war, not a sign to
stop the fighting but, instead, an incentive to fight against the enemy who caused that
destruction. When images of war are spread by the parties they are often, if not always,
accompanied by a caption. But this caption is hardly neutral. Sontag makes the example in
Regarding the Pain of how during the fighting between the Serbs and the Croats the same
photographs of death children were “passed around”, as she says (Regarding the Pain 7), by
both Serbs and Croats as propaganda. “Alter the caption, and the children’s deaths could be
used and reused”, she concludes (Regarding the Pain 7).

It seems difficult now to see photographs as “simple” facts since the way in which they are
presented to us can push us to read in the photo a certain message rather than another. To give
an example connected to my case-study, I remember that following Hamas’s attack on Israel
on 7 October 2023, to which Israel promptly responded by attacking Gaza, a photograph of
destroyed buildings started to circulate on social media with the writing “Pray for Israel” . It
was soon found out that the photograph was not of Israel, but it was a photograph taken in
Gaza City some years before, in 2021, showing destroyed buildings following an Israeli air
strike (Kumar). These are just two cases, but the meaning is clear; photographs, and especially
photographs of atrocities coming from war zones, can be altered by their caption and transmit
different meanings. Photographs of war are, in the majority of the cases, presented to us with
a text, but, as the examples have shown, the text might not always tell the truth.

Are captions, therefore, a bad thing, since they can give us false information? Would not
it be better to see the photograph without being influenced by any misleading caption? These
are the questions that could arise now. There are, indeed, scholars who support the idea that

it is always better to look at photographs without the interreference of a text. Chaplin, for
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example, argues that captions are limitative (qtd. Kedra 6). She argues that images are
polysemic and, therefore, captions limit “the possibility of multilevel visual interpretation”
(qtd. in Kedra 6). Chaplin believes images to have many different interpretations. And it is
true. I will not deny the fact that images can be interpreted in more than one way, as Chaplin
states. My goal is just to show that captions are not a limitation. Without a caption, surely, the
photograph is opened to a variety of interpretations. Sontag writes that “what a photograph
‘says’ can be read in several ways. Eventually, one reads into the photograph what it should
be saying” (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 24, emphasis in original). With just the photographic
image one has a certain freedom that comes from not having a text that directs one’s view of
the photograph. As a consequence, everyone can interpret the photo in their own way, and a
photograph of specific victims of a specific bombardment in a specific country can become a
general call for peace, as Woolf decides to see her picture in Three Guineas. Yet, “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”, Sontag
writes (Regarding the Pain 6). Even though it is easy, when seeing a tragic war photo, to just
think “this is terrible” or “this war must stop”, it is necessary to recognise who holds
responsibility for that war and its history.

I believe that, especially in the case of war crimes and human rights violations photographs,
captions are not a limit; they are necessary. It is true that captions can direct the narrative or
give false information, but not for this reason it would be better to avoid them completely.
Attention needs to be paid to the caption, and a critical view is necessary to avoid falling
victims of propagandistic captions. My personal opinion is that photographs can be a powerful
instrument to shed light on injustices going on in the world, and definitely fundamental to
“force” people to acknowledge them, for, once the photographs emerge, it is almost
impossible to ignore them. A photograph can be important evidence that the crime has been
committed; the caption tells us everything else. It can give us important information about
who committed it, why, when, under what circumstances, it gives us information about the
victims, and so on. In short, it is the caption that makes us understand the whole situation.
The photograph just tells us “this happened”. To use Sontag’s words once again, “narratives
can make us understand. Photographs do something else: they haunt us” (Regarding the Pain

78).
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2.5 “Iconic” Photographs

Photographs do indeed hold a power to “haunt us”, as Sontag says (Regarding the Pain
78). Or, if “haunt” seems too strong of a verb, it needs to be recognized that photographs do
at least have an ability to stay in our mind even for a long time after the event depicted has
passed. Photographs seem to be the best way to remember an event. In On Photography,
Sontag writes that:

Photographs may be more memorable than moving images, because they are a

neat slice of time, not a flow. Television is a stream of underselected images, each

of which cancels its predecessor. Each still photograph is a privileged moment,

turned into a slim object that one can keep and look at again. (13)
Photographs have an ability to stay in our mind better than moving images because a
photograph capture a precise moment in time; it freezes time and turn it into a picture that can
be possessed and that one can look at again and again. This allows photographs to be
remembered, and, as a consequence, to the event they depict to be remembered, to the point
that, nowadays, the very notion of remembering seems to be inseparable from pictures. In
Reading the Pain, Sontag writes that pictures are what “allow us to remember” (77). This
statement suggests that without pictures we are not able to remember. And, indeed, this is to
some extent true. “Of course”, Sontag writes in Regarding the Pain, “atrocities that are not
secured in our minds by well-known photographic images (...) seem more remote” (73-74).
Atrocities and events of which we are unable to recall an image appear more distant and are
more likely to be forgotten. It appears that photography plays a crucial role in times of war;
not only does it serve as evidence and as proof that an atrocity has been committed and not
only is it a mean to inform us about the war, but it is also fundamental in the process of
remembering a war or an event.

Some photographs hold the power to make us remember more than others. These
photographs are what can be defined as “iconic” photographs. Iconic photographs are photos
that could be said to “summarise” a whole historical event. Lene Hansen explains them by
saying that they condense “the meaning of major events like World War II, Vietnam, and the
War on Terror” (265). One photograph is enough to evoke these major historical events.
Perlmutter writes that, “wars, for examples, become memorialised trough a set of iconic
photographs that symbolise a much larger body of carnage, destruction, and glory” (qtd. in
Hansen 271). This is the power of iconic photographs; they personify the event, making it

easier to remember. To give some examples, the famous photographs taken in the Nazi
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concentration camps showing piles of corpses and skeletons enter the category of iconic
images; the photograph of “The Falling Man”, capturing a man in the exact moment he is
falling from the North Tower of the World Trade Center, is another example; the famous Time
Square kiss, showing a U.S. sailor kissing a woman in Time Square during celebration for the
end of World War II, is another. The list could go on, but these examples are enough to give
an idea of what an “iconic” photograph is. Wanting to provide a definition, one accepted by
many scholars of the field is that provided by Hariman and Lucaites. They define
photojournalistic icons as

Photographic images appearing in print, electronic, or digital media that are

widely recognized and remembered, are understood to be representations of

historically significant events, activate strong emotional identification or

response, and are reproduced across a range of media, genres, or topics. (Hariman

and Lucaites 27)
The definition lists a series of requirements that a photograph must meet in order to be
considered an “icon”. Firstly, it needs to be “recognized and remembered” (Hariman and
Lucaites 27) by people; secondly, it should represent a significant historical event; thirdly, it
needs to be able to evoke strong emotions; and, lastly, it should be largely reproduced by
media or fit into a variety of genres and topics. Photographs that meet all four of these
requirements are not many; maybe “twenty [or] thirty at the most across a span of generations”
(6), as Hariman and Lucaites observe.

The fact that photographs allow us to remember is a positive thing, and, up to this point, I
have highlighted the positive aspects of iconic photographs; they “summarise” a major event,
they are what allow us to remember the event, and they will not go away. However, iconic
photographs also hide a negative side. These photographs form our collective memory, and
this is where the issue lies. Sontag writes that “there is no such thing as collective memory
[as] all memory is individual” (Regarding the Pain 74). She is saying that what we call
“collective memory” is a constructed concept. There is no such thing as collective
remembering; we remember what we are encouraged to remember. She states that our
“collective memory” is not really an act of remembering but of “stipulating: that this is
important, and this is the story about how it happened, with the pictures that lock the story in
our mind” (Regarding the Pain 74-75, emphasis in original). We remember what we, as a
society, choose to remember; this is what Sontag is saying. The “collective memory” is
meticulously created. Think about, for example, the Holocaust memory museums; there is

one in Jerusalem, one in Washington DC, and one in Berlin (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 75-
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76). Sontag says that these memory museums are “a product of a way of thinking about (...)
the destruction of European Jewry” (Regarding the Pain 75). These memory museums are
“proliferating”, using Sontag words (Regarding the Pain 75), because we have decided that
we want to remember this — we, as a society, have decided that this is important, and we
need to remember it. Memory museums are a place where people can go every time they want
to “refresh” (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 76) their memory. Therefore, it is true that
photographs make us remember, but it is also true that having a place that keeps and displays
certain photos so that people can go and look at them again and again help this remembering.
Sontag says that victims usually want a memory museum that allows generations to come to
remember their sufferings, therefore, she asks “why there is not [in Washington DC], which
happens to be a city whose population is overwhelmingly African-American, a Museum of
the History of Slavery?” (Regarding the Pain 76). The answer is predictable: because to have
a Museum of Slavery in the United States would mean to acknowledge the fault of the United
States (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 77). These few examples are enough to highlight the
problem of what is usually called “collective memory”. Without denying that photographs
allow us to remember and remain in people’s memory, it is still possible to recognize that
collective memory is shaped by society and governments deciding which atrocities we need
to pay more attention to and must not to be forgotten, and which, on the contrary, we can
forget (or would, in some cases, even be desirable that we forget). Interestingly, Hansen
proposes a similar idea even though she is not directly referring to the concept of “collective
memory”. She says that iconic images do not really gain their status solely “by virtue of [their]
composition” (271) but because there are “agents — editors, journalists, politicians,
commentators — who constitute the image as having iconic power” (271). It is not enough
for photographs to be well composed or have a particular kind of beauty; photographs cannot
become iconic — and thus form our collective memory— without someone who decides that
these pictures are worth our attention. Using Sontag’s words, “photographs lay down routes
of reference, and serve as totems of causes” (Regarding the Pain 74). These “iconic” images
become symbols because someone has decided that we need to remember them, and they are
used to make us remember.

This was just a general view on the topic of iconic photographs, which could be explored
further. My intention, though, was just to show that photographs of war and atrocities are
more than a satisfaction of the human desire to see pain and death. Surely, it could be said
that it is all connected to the human attraction for the pain of others because, without this

attraction, if one was not willing to look at images of war and pain, no photograph would
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capture our attention to the point of becoming iconic. However, we also must have a critical

sense when looking at them.

2.6 A Palestinian Woman Embraces the Body of Her Niece

After this theoretical introduction on the role of iconic photographs, I am going now to apply
the theory to my case study — the war in Palestine. Considering that it is a conflict that was
and is still highly photographed and documented and considering the great number of
photographs of this this war that are circulating on a daily basis and the fact that I do not have
here the necessary time nor space to analyse them all, I thought it would be better to present
and examine in this section only one photograph that will serve as the basis of my analysis to
show how the issues of war photographs that [ have so far analysed only theoretically manifest
themselves in practice. The difficult question was, which photograph? To find photographs
of Gaza nowadays is not difficult; it is enough to go on the internet, search something like
“photographs from Gaza”, and links will appear that show us “810.840 Gaza Photos™’ or a
list of newspaper websites that propose to show us the war trough images. The first thing I
noticed was that all these links opened into websites that show hundreds of photographs, all
displayed next to each other, and with barely any caption accompanying them. We could
return to the discussion about photographs and their power to say it all or their need to be
explained, but I have already taken some time to explain it and proposed my view on the topic.
What one can deduce, though, is that for these newspapers at least images seem to be enough
to explain a whole war; they fill hundreds of photographs in the same place and entitle it
something like “The War in Gaza” '°. Of course, one can take their time and go through all
the hundred photos. In the process, the viewer will see destroyed buildings, rubble,
explosions, displaced people living in improvised tents, children waiting for food,
ambulances, wounded and dead, pain and destruction. But, in the end, what do all these
pictures tell us, “except that war is hell” (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 79)? And, of course,
after going through hundreds of pictures one may feel overwhelmed and would hardly
remember any of them. However, it occurred to me that there was a photograph of this war
that [ remembered more than others, and this is the photograph I want to use as my case-study.
It was the picture that won the title of World Press Photo of the Year in 2024. It is entitled “A
Palestinian Woman Embraces the Body of Her Niece”. Taken by the Palestinian photographer
Mohammad Salem in Khan Younis, Gaza, on 17 October 2023, the photograph shows a
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woman, Inas Abu Maamar, squatting on the floor, crying and embracing the body of her five-

year-old niece, Saly, who was killed in an Israeli strike (Deutsch) (figure 6).

Figure 6. Mohammad Salem. “A Palestinian Woman Embraces the

Body of Her Niece.” Khan Younis, Gaza. 17 October 2023. Reuters.

The photo was taken at the Nasser Hospital morgue, in South Gaza, “where residents were
going to search for missing relatives” (Deutsch). Inas, as the World Press Photo explains, had
reached the morgue when she learned that the family home had been hit (“A Palestinian
Woman”).

There were probably two main reasons why this photograph managed to linger in mind for
so long, notwithstanding the quantity of images from Gaza we see every day. Firstly, it is a
beautiful, eye-pleasing photo; secondly, there is a similarity between this photo and an older,
more symbolic, and more famous subject in the history of art that we are all familiar with —
the subject of the Pieta. These two reasons, however, and even though they are what allowed
the photo to be remembered while hundreds of other photos are forgotten, can represent a
problem when it comes to photographs of war. In the next section I will offer an in-depth
analysis on photographs of war that are considered to be beautiful. For the moment, what I
want to focus on here is the composition of the photo — the position of the subjects and the
colours — because it is by looking at these details that the problems with this photograph can
be understood. The position of the woman’s body, bent, almost kneeling on the ground, with

her head down, grieving her loss, and holding with both hands the dead body of a child, and
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the position of the dead body as well (the head and upper body raised and kept in the embrace
while the feet touch the ground); everything in the composition of the photo seems to recall
the classical subject of the Christian Pieta. So much that this photograph has been also known
with the name of “the Pieta of Gaza”. The Pieta is a recurring Christian art subject that shows
the Vergin Mary holding and embracing the body of her dead child, Jesus Christ, after his
deposition form the Cross. It is a subject that is widely represented and reproposed in Christian
art and, for this reason, easily recognisable by, at least, Christians and those who have some
knowledge of Western art history. The difference between this photograph and the original
subject of the Pieta is that while the Virgin Mary embraces the body of her own son, in this
case the child is not the woman’s’ daughter, but this information is not given by the picture.
The defining elements of the Pieta can be easily found in this photo. As a result, for those who
are familiar with the subject of the pieta, it will not take long to see the similarity with the
Palestinian woman embracing her dead niece.

I have to admit, though, that this reference was probably not among the photographer’s
intention when he took the photo, as I have not found any information directly referring to
this similarity and it was not stated anywhere that this was Salem’s direct intention.
Nonetheless, and even though this reference was probably not a photographer’s intention, it
needs not to be underestimated. References of this kind can play an important role when it
comes to remembering a photograph. Sontag writes that “photographs echo photographs” (73)
to explain how one picture can recall in our mind another, perhaps more famous, picture that
we are familiar with. And even though in this specific case the resemblance is not to another
photograph but to a general subject in art, what remains is the fact that one image can echo
another. The human mind is naturally inclined to seek similarities and to create connections
between new things and familiar things. Burke also offers some interesting thoughts on this
topic in his book 4 Philosophical Enquiry. He says that “a pleasure is perceived from the
resemblance” (17), and that “the mind of man has naturally a far greater alacrity and
satisfaction in tracing resemblances than in searching for differences” (18). He is saying that
the human mind is naturally inclined to find similarities instead of searching for differences.
Interestingly, he states that not only is the human being more attracted by similarities than
differences, but that there is a pleasure in finding similarities. He explains:

When two distinct objects are unlike to each other, it is only what we expect (...)
and therefore they make no impression on the imagination: but when two distinct

objects have a resemblance, we are struck, we attend to them, and we are pleased.

(18)
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When we find resemblances “we are pleased”, Burke says (18). It seems that this is the reason
why the photo in question is easier to remember than others; because we see the photo and
we are pleased (because of the resemblance that we unconsciously perceive). Indeed, it is
worth noticing the words Burke choses; he states that when two things are simply different,
they do not leave an “impression on the imagination” (18). As a consequence, it can be
deduced that to leave an impression the new thing needs to have some degree of similarity to
what we already know. In this sense, the similarity that one can find between the picture of
the woman embracing her niece and the subject we already know, that of the Pieta, can be
helpful to fix the image in our mind and allow us to remember it. Perlmutter observes how
iconic images may gain some power by referring to familiar elements that can easily be
identified by the public (qtd. in Hansen 269), for example, references to religious elements.
The idea of one picture referring to other previous, more well-known and easily recognisable
image is called by Kristeva “the concept of inter-iconicity” (qtd. in Hansen 269)!!. Whatever
the name one wants to attribute to it, the idea is the same —familiar elements can help a
photograph gain iconic status.

Another key element that needs to be noted in the composition of the photo is that the face
of the woman is hidden. The fact that the subjects of the photo are not recognizable contributes
to giving this photo a universality. The body of the child is wrapped in a white sheet, while
the woman’s face is not visible either, as she is crying with her head down. As a confirmation
of what I have said before, what explains this photo to us is the description, the text. The
caption gives an identity to the woman and the child in the picture, it gives us their name, their
age, and their kinship, it tells us under what circumnutates it was taken, and how Saly was
killed. Without all this information, the picture remains of unanimous victims. And, as [ have
previously explained, the universalisation of photographs of war is a main problem.
Photographs of war should not be universalised because, as Sontag reminds us, especially in
war, identity is important (Regarding the Pain 7). However, this photo seems to have been
chosen as the winner of the World Press Photo, precisely because it universalises. Suelry, it
is a powerful picture that evokes strong feelings and transmits the grief of every Palestinian
who has lost someone they loved during this war. Salem, the photographer, described this
photo as a “powerful and sad moment that sums up the broader sense of what was happening
in the Gaza Strip” (““A Palestinian Woman”). The grieving woman becomes the symbol of the
grief of all the Palestinian people; the dead child becomes the symbol of all the innocent
children who are killed every day. O’Brien commented on the photo by saying that “it is an

image that resonates, as ancient as human history”. The jury of the World Press Photo, in
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explaining why they chose this photo as the winner of the context, told that “the image is
multi-layered, representing the loss of a child, the struggle of the Palestinian people, and the
31,000 deaths in Palestine. Symbolic of the toll of conflict, the image makes a statement on
the futility of all wars” (“A Palestinian Woman”). With just two sentences the jury says a lot;
first, it tells us that it is representative of the general experience of losing a child; then, that
the picture is representative of the Palestinian people’s pain and of the thousands of
Palestinians’ deaths; concluding by saying that it is a symbol of the futility of a// wars. This
proves, perhaps, that it is true that pictures are subjected to multiple visual interpretations. But
it also comes back to what Sontag was saying — that eventually, one reads in the picture not
what it says, but what it should be saying (Regarding the Pain 24). What this picture says is
that Saly was killed by an Israeli strike and that her aunt is crying her loss. What this picture
should be saying, depends on the interpretation one wants to attribute to the picture. Salem
himself described it as a “sum” of what is happening in the Gaza Strip, and perhaps it was his
intent to present the photo as representative of all Palestinian peoples’ grief, since he chose
not to show the woman face in the picture. In fact, another picture, taken just moments before
or after the first one (we are not given this piece of information) exists, in which the woman
face is clearly visible (figure 7), but it seems that the first picture was chosen on purpose,

precisely because of the anonymity.

Figure 7. Mohammad Salem. A Palestinian Woman embraces her dead niece. While in the
previous photo the face of the woman was not visible, in this one it is. The photograph was

taken in Khan Younis, Gaza,17 October 2023. Reuters.
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The photograph I am analysing (figure 6) seem therefore to have all the elements to be
defined as an “iconic” photograph, with the problems that follow; it has become representative
of an event, and it is easy to remember. There remains, however, still another reason why one
could feel reluctant to call this photo an icon and that is because its circulation was quite
limited compared to more famous iconic photographs. Perlmutter offers a solution even in
this case. He says that there was a shift in the 2000s and that in today’s media history is being
“speeded up” and so are its photographs (qtd. in Hansen 272). I would argue that things have
speeded up even more since the 2000s; the flow of news and information to which we are now
exposed on social media is so rapid that once we see an image it is immediately replaced by
another one. It is more difficult now for images to be able to stay before our eyes for long
periods of time. Perlmutter calls them “hypericons — they pass by fleetingly”, he writes,
“gain attention, and then are replaced quickly by new icons” (qtd. in Hansen 272). They do
not have the time to fix in our mind. Therefore, when we talk about “icons” today we need to
keep in mind that they will probably have a shorter life than other, older, iconic photographs.
I would not say that the photo of my example immediately crystallised in every person’s mind.
However, in the constant flow of new contents we see every day, I think this photograph

managed to be remembered.

2.7 Do We Really Remember?

In this last part of the chapter iconic photographs have been analysed and particular
emphasis had been put on the power of photographs to make us remember an event, a war,
and atrocity that has been committed, and so on. It appears that it is a good thing that
photographs allow us not to forget. All the major events in contemporary history have what
can be called a “representative” photograph, and these photographs contribute to the creation
of what we call “collective memory”. The photograph “remains in the public eye while almost
all of the other documentation of the period disappears into institutional archives” (11),
Hariman and Lucaites write. Things put this way, photographs seem fundamental to
remembering. Even more than fundamental; the very notion of remembering seems to be
connected to the existence of photographic images. Sontag writes that “to remember is, more
and more, not to recall a story but to be able to call up a picture” (Regarding the Pain 78).
She 1s suggesting that we recall events mainly through the pictures of these events.

The problem that arises, however, with “iconic” photograph that makes us remember is

well enunciated by Susan Sontag. The fact that photographs make us remember is not a
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problem per se; the problem, Sontag explains “is not that people remember through
photographs, but that they remember only the photographs™ (Regarding the Pain 77). When
people recall an event in their mind, they are very likely to recall a photograph of that event,
not the event itself. After years from the event people will eventually forget and the only thing
that would remain in their mind would be pictures. Even in the case of iconic images, Hariman
and Lucaites note, it is normal that “people don’t know a great many circumstantial details
regarding any iconic photograph such as its date, specific location, names of the participants,
original medium of representation, photographer, and so forth. Nor do you” (6). By seeing the
photo again and again we remember the photo; after a while, the details will start to be
forgotten. Iconic photographs become ““abstract representations” (Hariman and Lucaites 6).
They tell us everything but, somehow, they do not. This, I feel, is the paradox of photograph;
they make us feel like they are telling us everything while, in reality, they are telling us
nothing; they are showing us that something has happened, but what exactly, needs to be

explained to us.

2.8  War as Spectacle

By looking at photographs of war it is difficult sometimes not to find a kind of beauty. This
has not really to do with the pleasure that comes from looking at the suffering of others
analysed in chapter one. That pleasure and that desire can, of course, play a role; however,
the fact of finding a photo beautiful is something that has to do primarily with the composition
of the picture. I am sure it is a thing that has happened to many people to look at a picture that
comes from a war (it could be any picture) and experience a sort of pleasure, as it could be
the case with “A Palestinian Woman Embraces the Body of Her Niece” (figure 6) just
analysed. It is not a pleasure that arise because of the brutality of the war or the happiness of
its existence. The beauty one can find in an image of a war comes from another kind of
pleasure. It comes from the very composition of the photo, from the lighting, form the angle,
and so on; it comes from the fact that the photo is eye-pleasing. This has nothing to do with
the atrocity depicted in the picture. A picture can show something terrible and still be eye-
pleasing. “Photographs tend to transform, whatever their subject”, Sontag writes in Regarding
the Pain, “and as an image something may be beautiful (...) as it is not in real life” (66). A
photograph of an atrocity can be beautiful, this is what Sontag is saying, even though the
atrocity depicted would never be defined as “beautiful” if it was to be witnessed in real life.

In On Photography, Sontag uses the term “beautify”. She says that photography beautifies
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the world (On Photography 65); photography can make something that in real life is not
beautiful, beautiful, simply by capturing it in a photo. Sontag goes so far as to say that “there
is probably no subject that cannot be beautified; moreover, there is no way to suppress the
tendency inherent in all photographs to accord value to their subjects” (On Photography 22).
She is stating that everything can be beautified through photographs and that by
photographing something an importance, a value, is attributed to the subject depicted (and
photographs usually do so by presenting the subject in a more beautiful way that it is in real
life).

It happened to me personally that while doing research for this thesis and searching for
photographs of the war in Gaza I found pictures that, when I first saw them, I thought they
were beautiful. At first, I felt guilty for thinking it because, of course, war is not beautiful,
people suffering and dying is not beautiful, and innocent children being killed is not beautiful.
Then, I remembered Sontag’s words that images can be beautiful even though the event they
depict is not beautiful in real life, and I thought that maybe it is possible to recognise that a
picture can be beautiful, precisely because we are aware that it is a picture. By saying that a
photograph is beautiful one is not saying that the atrocity it shows is beautiful.

To prove this point I would like to propose here three photographs as an example. By
looking at the photographs I am proposing the reader can, then, draw his or her own
conclusions and judge whether photographs of war can be “beautiful” in the way that
photographs can be beautiful. An example could already be the photo I have considered of
the woman embracing the body of her dead niece, but since that has been sufficiently
analysed, I am proposing hereafter three other photographs.

The first photograph is a photo of two little Palestinian girls playing with lanterns that are

decorations for the Ramadan (figure 8).
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Figure 8. Belal Khaled. “Ramadan Preparations on Gaza in the Shadow of War”. Two Palestinian

girls play with lanterns during Ramadan in Rafah, Gaza. 29 February 2024. Anadolu/Getty Images.

Not much information is provided about this photo. We are told it was taken in Rafah, Gaza,
on 29 February 2024, with just a brief explanation of the photo. On the Getty Images website,
it is possible to read:

RAFAH, GAZA - FEBRUARY 29: Palestinian children taking refuge in Tel al-

Sultan region due to Israeli attacks decorate their tents with Ramadan lanterns and

illuminate lights ahead of the holy Islamic fasting month of Ramadan in Rafah,

Gaza on February 29, 2024. (“Ramadan Preparations”)
We also know that the photo was taken by Belal Khaled (“Ramadan Preparations™). The CNN
World only adds to the description of this photo, that “The United Nations estimates that
nearly 2 million people in Gaza (...) have been displaced again, at least once, since October
7,2023” (“The Defining Images”™). A piece of information that is not really an explanation of
the photo. With the little information that is given to us we can understand that millions of
Palestinian people are currently displaced and living in tents in Internally Displaces Person
(IDP) Camps in Gaza and that, despite the war, they are trying to celebrate the Ramadan. We
are not focusing, however, on the history of the photograph in this section but on the
photograph itself. It would be impossible to deny that this picture is not somehow “beautiful”
in its own way. The composition of the photo brings all the attention to the light of the lanterns,
which contrasts with the darkness of the evening, lightening the surprised and playful

expressions on the two little girls’ faces.
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Now, one could argue that yes, this is a photograph of war, but it does not really show the
brutality of war. It could be argued that this photo is beautiful because it shows a moment of
celebration, that of the Ramadan, and it shows the resilience of children and their ability to
always find joy in small things; it is a photo that transmit a sense of hope. But how could a
photograph that shows the destructiveness of war still be considered as beautiful? To answer
this, we can look at another photograph. It is a photograph showing a family breaking the fast

of the Ramadan in front of the rubble of what was once their house (figure 9).

Figure 9. Ali Jadallah. A Palestinian family breaks the Ramadan’s fast among the rubble of
their destroyed house. Deir al-Balah, northern Gaza. 11 March 2024. Anadolu/Getty Images.

In this photograph the destruction of the war is clearly visible, not like in the previous picture
in which it was only hinted at or could only be deduced by the tents and the fact that the
picture was taken in a IDP Camp. Here the rubble is everywhere, it is not possible to ignore
it. Again, the description of the photo provides us with more information; we know the photo
was taken “on the first day of Ramadan in Deir al-Balah, in northern Gaza, on March 11
[2024]” (Haq), and that the family’s house was destroyed during an Israeli bombardment
(Haq). The power of this photo comes mainly from two elements; the colours and the scene
depicted. The colours are all at the centre of the picture creating a clear contrast with the grey
of the rubble surrounding the family on all sides. Two of the women are wearing strong
colours, blue and red, which accentuate this contrast even more. The second thing that
contributes to giving this photo its beauty is the scene it captures, a scene that is universal and

that can be felt by everyone; a family gathered for a meal during a festive occasion. In this
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case the destruction of war is present in the picture, nonetheless it is still possible to recognize
that the picture holds a sort of beauty. But, as in the previous case, the photo transmits a sense
of hope, a glimpse of normal life among the horrors of war. Is this message of hope that gives
the photo its beauty? It would be the case, then, to look at a tragic photograph, one that
captures the essence of the pain of war, living little space to hope and celebration, if one wants
to really understand how photographs of war can be beautiful. There is, therefore, one last
photo I want to analyse that I personally consider to be the most powerful — and painful —
of'the three. It is a photograph showing an injured child while he is being treated at the hospital
(figure 10).

Figure 10. Ali Jadallah. An injured boy is treated at al-Agsa Hospital, Deir al-Balah, Gaza.

Anadolu Agency.

The photograph is a strong one, and the pain that war brings every day to the people in Gaza
emerges undoubtedly from this photo. If in the previous two cases the information the viewer
was given about the photo was not much, in this case it is even less. We only know the
photograph was taken by the photographer Ali Jadallah at al-Aqgsa Hospital, in Deir al-Balah,
Gaza, “after an Israeli attack on Al-Maghazi IDP camp” (“Gaza Under Israeli Attack”).
Looking at the photograph, it is immediately understandable that the photo was taken by a
professional photographer and not by an amateur one. The composition, the focus, the details,
everything makes the professionality of the photographer emerge. And it is indeed the
photographer’s skill probably the only thing that gives this photograph its beauty. In some

cases (as in the example cited in chapter one of the “Here Is New York™ exhibition)
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photographs taken by amateurs can be just as beautiful as photographs taken by professional
photojournalists, one just needs some luck and a digital camera. In this case, however,
Jadallah’s skills played a major role in capturing the moment. The same question— is this
photo beautiful? —would probably not even arise were this same scene had been captured by
a person passing by with a cell phone. That said, the crucial question remains: would someone
define this photograph as “beautiful”, now that we do not have a positive message of hope
supporting the photo? Certainly, it does not transmit positive feelings. Truth being told, it is
even difficult to look at the photo because of the sight of the wounds and the blood, and
because of the feelings of sadness or anger it arouses in us. One almost feels like wanting to
look away from the picture because the pain shown is too much. At the same time, and in a
sort of contradiction, one cannot look away from it. The big, dark, sad, and tearful eyes of the
boy restrain the viewer. They hold all the attention at the centre of the picture. They transmit
a feeling of infinite sadness and pain. But they also make the picture “beautiful”. Wanting to
cite Sontag, “the photograph gives mixed signals. Stop this, it urges. But it also exclaims,

"’

What a spectacle!” (Regarding the Pain 66). Of course, the photograph is a “representation
of the industrial scale of violence experienced daily by Gazans” (“Gaza Under”), but it is a
photograph and, as such, subjected to that “beautification” that photographs offer to all their

subjects.

2.9 Facing Criticism

The beauty that can be found in images of war meets, predictably, many critiques. The first
among all is that photographs that are beautiful distort the attention from the atrocity they
depict. “Photographs that depict suffering shouldn't be beautiful”, Sontag writes (Regarding
the Pain 66), because “in this view, a beautiful photograph drains attention from the sobering
subject and turns it towards the medium itself, thereby compromising the picture’s status as a
document” (Regarding the Pain 66). One of the aims of photography is that of documenting,
provide proof, serve as evidence, as it has already been said. When a photograph presents its
subject by framing it in a way that it attributes beauty to it, photography is blamed of not
fulfilling its end of documenting. For this reason, and this is another criticism moved to
aesthetic war photographs, they are perceived as they are losing their ability to convey their
political message. Mdller talks a lot about this “depoliticization”. He writes

Such images are said to depoliticise the viewers by directing their attention from

the depicted conditions of suffering to the quality of the image and the beauty of
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what it depicts. It is often assumed that there is a (...) nexus between an image’s

formal structure and beauty on the one hand and the viewer’s lack of critical

engagement with its subject on the other hand. (Moller 784)
Continuing by saying that the “supposition is that less aestheticised approaches to
photography would automatically (...) avoid the viewer’s depoliticisation and increase their
degree of empathy and response” (Moller 784). When a photograph is beautiful the viewer
admires its composition, its lighting, the photographer’s skills, and all of this diverts attention
from the subject; this is the critique that is being moved. However, it is worth noticing that
Moller uses the word “assume” — “It is often assumed that there is a nexus between” the
beauty of a photograph and the “lack of engagement” (he means it as political engagement)
of the public (784). That word indicates that it is not a certain and documented nexus; it is an
assumption that people make.

I argue that the beauty that can be found in a tragic photo is precisely what keeps us from
turning away, as in the example above of the injured child. Looking at that photograph is
painful, but one looks at it anyway because there is also beauty. It is a similar idea to what
Burke was saying in A Philosophical Enquiry — that strange pleasure that one feels when
looking at the suffering of others is what restrain us form ignoring their suffering (75). Now,
I argue, the beauty that can be found in a photograph of a tragedy is what makes us look at
the photograph. I do not think it makes us respond less; perhaps, it makes us respond more,
because we are not ignoring people’s sufferings.

As it had been said, the very activity of photographing something attributes an importance
to it and the beauty that can be found in the photo is a consequence of it (Sontag, On
Photography 22). In On Photography, Sontag says that it is impossible not to beautify (22).
But not just that; she says that when taking a photograph of something one has already decided
that he or she sees some kind of beauty in that thing. “Nobody ever discovered ugliness trough
photographs. But many through photographs, have discovered beauty”, she writes (On
Photography 65), and what she means is that nobody takes a photograph of something because
its ugly, unless in that ugliness a person sees some kind of beauty (On Photography 65). But
photographs that document should not be looking for beauty in things, their aim is just that of
documenting, one could argue, and they could be right. Maybe documentary photographs do
not specifically look for beauty but, in my opinion, when a professional photographer takes a
picture, even if it is with the aim of documenting, he or she certainly does not want his/her
photo to be ugly. The photo will inevitably tend towards some sort of beauty. Maybe we

should accept that it is in the very nature of photography to tend towards beauty and that even
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“blurred, unfocused and grainy photographs that do not [try to be beautiful] are also aesthetic
because ‘representation stylises’ [and] representation cannot not aestheticise” (Moller 784-
785). Even if a photo does not aim at beauty, it will inevitably tend toward it. To admit that a
photograph of a tragedy is beautiful would be strange. However, this is what Sontag writes in
Regarding the Pain of Others:
That a glory battlespace could be beautiful (...) is a commonplace about images of war
made by artists. The idea does not sit well when applied to images taken by cameras: to
find beauty in war photographs seems heartless. But the landscape of devastation is still
a landscape. There is beauty in ruins. To acknowledge the beauty of photographs of the
World Trade Center ruins in the months following the attack seemed frivolous,
sacrilegious. (...) But they were beautiful, many of them. (65, emphasis in original)
A distinction must be made between the tragedy depicted in the photo and the photo as an
object in itself. Then, one can recognise, as Sontag does, that photographs of a tragedy can
indeed be beautiful. “The history of photography could be recapitulated as the struggle
between two different imperatives: beautification (...) and truth-telling”, Sontag wites in On
Photography (66). It seems, therefore, that this is a debate as old almost as the invention of
photography. Thus, one might think that since this debate on the role of photography is so old
maybe is because there is not one “right” answer — whether photographs should be an art
and therefore aim at beauty, or whether they should be documentary and therefore not be
beautiful at all. But maybe the function of photography needs not to be separated; a
photograph can document and be beautiful. Sontag defines the two things as “the dual powers
of photography—to generate documents and to create works of visual art” (Regarding the Pain

66). Photography can do both.
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CHAPTER 3

PEOPLE’S PERCEPTION OF DISTANT SUFFERING

3.1 Photographs of Atrocities as Art

Throughout chapter one and two a lot of topics have been analysed, including: the human
attraction for the suffering of others from a philosophical perspective (with the ideas of
Sontag, Plato, Burke and Bataille), and some of the main issues surrounding war photographs,
namely, the capacity of photographs to communicate and the necessity for explanatory
captions, the tendency to universalise images of atrocities, and the tendency of photographs
to beautify. This last topic, however, requires further exploration since it is a widely discussed
topic in the field and strictly connected to the main question of my thesis, that is, the reason
why people are attracted to images of war and atrocities. In fact, what I want to explore with
this third and last chapter is whether the beauty in photographs of tragedies has something to
do with the desire of people to look at these images. Chapter two shows that images of war
can be beautiful, and it has done so by presenting different examples — the photo of the
woman embracing the body of her niece, the two little girls playing with their lanterns, the
family gathered in front of the rubble of their house, and the injured boy at the hospital. By
looking at these photos it is undeniable that there is beauty also in war photographs. With this
chapter, [ want to investigate the implication of this affirmation, and I also want to understand
what the consequences of it are. Someone could argue that we can only appreciate the beauty
of these photos if we do not care about the tragedy; or perhaps, is it the beauty that makes us
insensitive and makes us overlook the tragedy to admire only the beauty of the photograph?
This is what this chapter will explore: is there a possibility that the beauty in such photographs
can divert our attention from the tragedy? I think that it is possible. However, and in equal
measure, | argue that this distortion of the reality cannot be blamed all on the visual aspects
of the photograph. The way in which these pictures are treated by the media and the way in
which they are presented to the public plays an equally important role. For instance, if
photographs of war are displayed in exhibitions, or submitted in photography competitions,
such as the World Press Photo one (as the photograph analysed in the previous chapter — “A
Palestinian Woman Embracing the Body of Her Niece” (figure 6) — indeed was), they will
be treated as works of art and therefore, the public will admire them as works of art; i.e.

without really paying much attention to the tragedy depicted and paying, instead, much more
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attention to the artistic characteristics of the photo, because this is what is highlighted by
assigning a photographic award to it. This example will be further explored in the chapter,
also analysing the World Press Photo Foundation (WPPF) as an organisation and how the jury
operates in its decision-making process to choose the winning photos. My research will shed
light on the fact that the visual characteristics of the photos play indeed a major role.

Another example will be then brought to analyse how war images are used by the media;
in particular, I want to understand the way in which Western mass media choose which images
to broadcast or publish and which not, and how the way in which they are used can influence,
in the end, our perception of the tragedy. I will be doing so by bringing as an example one of
the most famous American newspapers — the TIME Magazine — and how it used a picture
from Gaza as its front cover on the August 2025 edition, “The Gaza Tragedy”. These
examples will show how pictures alone, even if beautiful, are not enough to make us either
think about (or forget) the tragedy that they show; what determines how they are perceived
by the public is the use that mass media makes of them.

Indeed, as Hansen remind us, the composition of a photo alone is not enough to define how
we are going to perceive it or whether we are going to remember it or not; there needs to be
agents (editors, journalists, politicians, and so on) that decide that a photo is worth looking at
(Hansen 271). This same concept can be applied to the media. If in chapter two it has been
said that a photo without an explanation and without a context is open to multiple visual
interpretations, the media wants to avoid precisely that. The media insert the image into a
specific context — as it will be possible to see well with the example of the TIME Magazine’s
cover —, thus leaves very little space to personal interpretation. For this reason, it is important
to understand how the media frame the pictures that they show to us. Micheal Griffin (2010)
writes that, “a full consideration of any image of war must include an analysis of the
conditions under which the image is produced and the institutional practices by which the
image is distributed, selected for display or publication, and reproduced across media format”
(8). This is what I intend to do with this chapter. If chapter two looks at standing-alone images,
this chapter wants to understand the importance of context and how the image’s perception
can change depending on it.

Relying on Sontag, I have suggested that photography will inevitably tend towards beauty
and that it cannot not beautify (Sontag, On Photography 22). I have explained that the main
critique that is moved to photographs of atrocities that are also beautiful is that, by being
beautiful, they are shifting the viewer’s attention away from the tragedy they are documenting

and directing it towards the medium — i.e. the photograph as an object, as a piece of art
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(Sontag, Regarding the Pain 66; Mdller 784). In the following pages I propose a continuation
of this analysis of “beautiful” photographs. In particular, I want to understand to what extent
the beauty in atrocity photographs can get in the way of our perception of the tragedy shown
and whether it is possible to reach a point in which the aesthetic characteristics of a photo can
completely cancel its documentary function; that is, can we arrive to a point where
photographs of atrocities are considered as “art”? It has already been asserted that photographs
cannot be considered only as documents because they naturally tend towards beauty, but, |
think, one thing is to tend towards beauty, and another is to be considered art. We do not place
expectations on art to be in a certain way, and, certainly, we do not expect art to bring us news
from the world. For this reason, my concern is that to consider war photographs as “art” would
be a bigger problem than to just recognise their beauty. An answer to this question will be
given considering Sontag’s ideas in On Photography, Joanathan Firday’s study on what he
calls “documentary art”, and Méller view on aesthetic photographs as compared to paintings.

It is a common belief that beauty and aesthetic qualities of a photograph can distort the
viewer’s perception of the tragedy, and one that worries many scholars of photography.
Moller, for example, writes that in the context of war photography, aesthetically pleasing
photographs are believed to have “desensitising potentialities” (784); in other words, the
aesthetic qualities of a photograph are believed to make the viewer insensitive to the suffering
he is seeing. Altenmiiller and Gollwitzer write that, “aestheticized war photographs might
lead to romanticizing and glorifying war (...) and decrease rather than increase anti-war
sentiments” (5). They as well believe that aesthetically pleasing photographs can decrease the
viewer’s sentiments toward the suffering depicted. Mark Reinhardt’s worry, expressed in
“Picturing Violence: Aesthetics and the Anxiety of Critique” (2007), is that “the beauty of a
picture [will] transmute the sorrow of the subject into the pleasure and satisfaction of others”
(29). He is worried that the beauty of photographs of atrocities will cancel the original
intention of denunciation of the atrocity and that the viewer will use this image of atrocity as
a source of pleasure. Interestingly, he blames this all on the picture, stating that “the aesthetic
satisfaction of the images is a source of the pictures’ failures to provide genuine understanding
of the situations and suffering of those pictured” (22). He talks about the “picture’s failure”
to provide an understating, as if the picture acts alone, without people, organizations,
journalists, and so on, that attribute a context to it, which influence our understanding of the
tragedy.

To study this phenomenon, the photograph considered in chapter two, “A Palestinian

Woman Embraces the Body of Her Niece” by Mohammad Salem (figure 6), can serve us
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again as an example. It is a beautiful photograph, and I have already mentioned how the
reference to the religious subject of the Pieta plays a role in giving this photograph its power.
The subject of the Pieta is a subject that is recognisable by anyone familiar with Western art
and, therefore, immediately recalled to mind when seeing the photo. This associating the new
photo we see — in this case that of the woman and the child — with a familiar and known
subject is not something unusual but, on the contrary, something innate in all human beings,
as Burke says (17-18). The reference to the Christian Pieta certainly contributes to giving the
photo its beauty. But it does more than that. It pushes the photo to the level of art. The perfect
composition of the photo — the same of the most famous Pieta we can think about — makes
us see the photo almost as a work of art. This eventually can end up distorting our perception
of the suffering depicted, as the scholars cited above claim. However, the fact that the photo
won the World Press Photo award as “Photo of the Year” in 2024 is part of the problem. It
contributes to giving this photo art status, which, as a consequence, contributes to the
distortion of our perception of the tragedy. It is not only the photo per se which, with its
beauty, weakens our perception of the suffering; it is also the fact that by being awarded by a
famous organization people start to see it as a work of art rather than a documentary photo.

I want to go deeper into this topic by looking at the role of the World Press Photo
Foundation as an organisation and the way in which documentary photographs can become
pieces of art. The World Press Photo Foundation (WPPF) is a non-profit organization that
aims to “‘champion[s] the power of photojournalism and documentary photography to deepen
understanding of the world’s complexities”, as it can be read on their website (“About us”).
They claim that they attribute great value to documentary photographs as they are a tool for
understanding the complexities of the world. Surely, most of the times, if not always, the
photos the WPPF chooses to prize, or those that receive the title of “Photo of the Year”, are
photographs of contemporary, important, and pressing causes such as on-going wars,
humanitarian causes, or major natural disasters. Elisabeth Biondi, while talking about her
experience as a juror for the World Press Photo, said that the jury looks at thousands of photos
to choose the more iconic ones, and she explained how “political issues and market-driven
issues (like copyright accessibility) also play an important role in an image’s iconicization”
(qtd. in Moore 378). She clearly said that the jury is influenced by political issues in its choice.
Furthremoe, in the WPPF website there is a section dedicated to clarifying how the jury
chooses the photographs it praises. In the page it can be read that the jury “always take into
account a combination of factors [including] the importance of the topic” (“How different”).

The fact that the photo “A Palestinian Woman Embraces the Body of Her Niece” won in 2024
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shows that the importance of the topic is indeed considered by the jury. “A Palestinian
Woman” is not just any photo; it is a photograph of one of the major humanitarian tragedies
of the last years and of a war that is at the centre of international interests. It is probably
because of the war it represents that the photo was chosen. As a matter of fact, the photo that
won the title of “Photo of the Year” this year, in 2025, was another photograph from Gaza —
a photo by Samar Abu Elouf, a photographer for The New York Times, showing a boy with
mutilated arms. The photograph (figure 11) shows Mahmoud Ajjour, a 9-years-old boy, who
lost his arms during an Israeli attack on Gaza City in March 2024 (“Mahmoud Ajjour”).

Figure 11. Samar Abu Elouf. “Mahmoud Ajjour. Aged Nine”. Refugee Camp in Doha, Qatar.
2024.The New York Times.

As in all the previous cases analysed, the explanation of the photo is limited (the WPPF
website gives additional information such as statistics regarding injured and evacuated people,
but not much about the photo or its subject) and the photo is well-composed.

For two years in a row, the winning photo was a photo from Gaza (and in 2023 it was a
photo from Ukraine'?), so the World Press Photo certainly tries to give attention to
contemporary events. These are all issues that require our attention, and the photographs does
precisely that — it directs our attention to that issue.

But to choose photographs of current issues is not really do document these issues. The
photographs they chose are chosen because of their artistic characteristics, beside the political

relevance of the event they depict; thus, the beauty of the photographs distracts us from the
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photos’ show rather than providing us with an understating of it. In the case of figure 11 above,
“the Jury found this portrait, with its strong composition and attention to light, to be
contemplative” — this is what can be read on the World Press Photo webpage (“Mahmoud
Ajjour”). The beauty of the photo makes us “contemplate” it, rather than think about what we
are seeing and the implications of it.

But it is not only because of their beauty that these photographs start to be seen as art; it is
the way in which these photographs are used. Joanna Kedra, a scholar of visuality, writes that:
Due to their aesthetic values, some journalistic photographs may be perceived as
art and displayed in museums, books, screenings, or become the subject of
specialised photography festivals and contests, for instance, the World Press Photo
Contest and Award Days. (...) Both these events display journalistic images with
just a caption, with the addition of background music, or a short oral commentary.
Thus, they remove photographs from their textual/visual surrounding in the press
by limiting the context either to the caption (or label), or by removing it entirely.

(Kedra, 2)
Photographs that are beautiful are often treated like works of art — that is, exposed in
museums or exhibitions or submitted to contests, as in this case I am analysing. When
photographs are submitted to contests it means they enter a competition, and what determines
the victory of a photo in a photography competition is the artistic value of the photo. The
subject — the suffering it depicts — takes the second place.

As a confirmation of this, in the same webpage mentioned above (the WPPF page in which
it is explained how the jury chooses its photos) it is stated that, beside the importance of the
topic, what is being considered is also “the visual language of the image — the method the
photographer uses; the author’s voice or vision; (...) and the technical quality of the image”
(“How Different”). Of course, the visual quality of the image plays a role; moreover, if we
consider that thousands of photos are submitted every year and that among these thousands
there are presumably many photos of the same war, from the same region, or denouncing the
same catastrophe. Therefore, what determines the recognition of one photograph instead of
another is not, or not only, the issue it represents, but its artistic qualities.

To validate this, we can look at the testimony of someone who sat on the World Press Photo
jury: the visual editor Elisabeth Biondi. Biondi has a long career as visual editor for important
magazines such as Vanity Fair and The New Yorker, and was a juror for many international
photo contests, beside the World Press Photo one. During her talk at the conference “Picturing

Atrocity: Photography in Crisis” held in New York in 2005, of which we have a detailed
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summary provided by Allison Moore (2006), Biondi shared her experience as a member of
the World Press Photo jury in 2004. What is more interesting about Biondi’s talk is the way
in which she expressed herself on certain photos (of tremendous atrocities) prising them for
their beauty. I quote Moore’s words:

[Biondi said] one of her ‘favourites’ was a picture by Stephanie Sinclair,

captioned: ‘Marzia Bazmhoamed, 15, screams in pain while having her burns

cleaned. The painful but necessary ritual is performed daily by the nurse as part of

the recovery process. Mariza set herself on fire because she was afraid of her

husband’s reaction to her breaking the family television set. Aug. 30,2003’.

(Moore 378)
Biondi’s comment on the photo'?, and probably the reason why it was one of her “favourites”,
was that “the young woman’s scarlet skin horrifically matches the pink bow in her hair”
(Moore 378). As a visual editor and juror, Biondi was looking beyond the subject depicted in
the photo. She was not commenting on the atrocity she was seeing, the suffering of Marzia or
her tragic condition. She was not even commenting on the general situation of women in
Afghanistan (Marzia is Afghan) and their oppression. Biondi’s attention was drawn by the
colour match between the bow and the burned skin; that is, by the artistic, visual elements of
the photo. There was also another photo that Biondi commented on during the conference, a
photo by Carolyn Cole (2003) showing “several dead men’s heads and torsos dusted with
sand, looking as beautiful and serene as ancient bronze Ife sculptures” (Moore 378). Here
again the atrocity is bypassed; it is hidden behind the beauty of the photograph. Maybe even
more than in the previous example. In this case the resemblance to the bronze sculptures
almost cancels the violence; the viewer tends to see only the art of the photo and forget the
violence. It is the same thing with the photo of the woman embracing her niece: the
resemblance to an artistic subject makes us view the photograph not as a documentation of a
tragedy, but as an artistic object.

Furthermore, and going to back to the Kedra citation, she explains how these photos are
not only recognised and praised on the basis of their beauty and aesthetic values, but they are
then displayed in exhibitions, just like works of art. And, like works of art displayed in
museums, they are accompanied only by a label or a very short caption (when they are).
However, as it has been already explained in the previous chapter, photographs alone are not
enough to make us understand, which is true especially in the case of complex humanitarian
issues and wars. Photographs need to be explained by a text. As a consequence, if we limit or

completely remove any text, we are removing the possibility to truly understand the
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photograph in the context in which it was taken and the situation it wants to show us. Thus,
the aim of the World Press Photo to “deepen the understanding of the world’s complexities”
is something that cannot be done with photographs alone. Yet, their photographs are usually
presented without an explanatory caption or, when there is a caption, it is usually short and
only gives essential information (such as the photographer, the date, the place and very little
information about the subjects). It seems that the World Press Photo believe photographs alone
to be enough to provide us with an understating of the world’s most complex issues. Indeed,
Broomberg and Chanarin (2008) point out that “in the tradition of the World Press Photo
awards, a photograph that relies on its caption to create meaning is impotent” (qtd. in Kedra
7). In the view of the World Press Photo, photographs should be enough powerful to be able
to stand on their own and transmit their message without the need for a text. This creates an
internal contradiction with the aim of the organization; it removes the explanatory and
documentary function from photographs and presents them primarily as art.

On the other hand, Photography is a versatile tool. Friday writes that, “documentary
photography (...) is rightly thought of as an art when it manages to aesthetically transform the
human evils it depicts into valuable meaning” (358). He states that even documentary
photographs can be art when it attributes meaning to the suffering it shows by aestheticizing
them. Maybe, we cannot have photographs that are only documentary and photographs that
are only art, because, as Sontag reminds us, “photography has the peculiar capacity to turn all
its subject into works of art” (On Photography 116). Notice how Sontag says, “all its subjects”.
Maybe even documentary photographs can be art, as Friday also claims. It all depends on how
photographs are treated and on how one decides to see them. They can be treated as art, but if
one explains them, studies them, and presents them as a document, they can return to serve

their documentary function.

3.2 An “Unresolvable” Paradox

Having analysed the example of “A Palestinian Woman Embraces the Body of Her Niece”,
the major critique moved to photographs of atrocities — that if they are beautiful the viewer
will not perceive them as an important documentation of the atrocity but simply admire them
for their artistic composition — appears to be true. It would be difficult to deny it with the
examples I have brought. Looking at the photograph of the woman embracing her niece one

cannot not admire its artistic value.
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It is difficult, however, to determine whether this artistic value really erases completely the
power of the photograph to serve as proof, to communicate, to inform us about the war. It is
important to remember that even when one looks at the photograph because of its beauty, the
tragedy it represents is still there. This connects to what Mitchell says that it is impossible to
look at a photograph and attribute a meaning to it — and even considering it at the level of
art still means attributing a meaning to it — without considering that a photograph is always
a trace of a reality. It is a paradox that is difficult to resolve, and the aestheticization of images
of atrocities strengthens this paradox.

There are critics that even go as so far as to claim that it is impossible to admire a photo of
a tragedy, even if it is beautiful. Roger Scruton, for instance, writes that “it is worth reflecting
on why there could not be a photograph of a martyrdom that was anything other than
horrifying” (qtd. in Friday 36). This is because photographs are a representation of the real
world in a way that paintings are not, and when we are looking at a photograph we are looking
at “real horror and suffering” (Friday 367). Then, to have an interest in the aesthetic aspects
of the photo would be “impossible (...), morally corrupt, [or] inappropriate” (Friday 367). As
it is possible to see from these last pages, the critique is always the same, even though it is
moved by different scholars. Or at least, the various critiques are quite similar to each other.
They all have one thing in common and that is that it is offensive when photographs of real
atrocities are aesthetically pleasing.

It is no coincidence that it is always the photographs that are criticised for being beautiful.
No painting, even if a representation of a war or of an atrocity, has ever been criticised for its
beauty. This is because a photograph is always expected to be an objective trace of reality,
and to transmit nothing more than that. While paintings, even in the case when they show war
or atrocity, do not have expectation of realism placed upon them, photographs do. Paintings
claim, “things like this happened” (Sontag, Regarding the pain 40, emphasis in original),
while photographs are “supposed not to evoke but to show” the scene exactly as it is in reality
(Sontag, Regarding the Pain 40). The idea at the base of photography is that “of course the
photographer saw [what is being represented in the photo]. And unless there’s been some
tampering or misinterpreting, it is the truth” (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 39). But the
beautification of the subject also tampers it and, as a consequence, the power of photography
to show the truth is thought to diminish if the photo is beautiful. Photographs are expected to
document, to offer a completely objective representation of the realty they are capturing. For
this reason, when they capture suffering, death, and war, people expect to see “realistic”

representations of it, and when a photograph of war frame it in a way that shows a certain
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beauty, they are criticised because war is not beautiful and neither should be the photograph,
if it wants to be a faithful representation of reality. “For the photography of atrocity, people
want the weight of witnessing without the taint of artistry, which is equated with insincerity
or mere contrivance” —this is what Sontag writes in Regarding the Pain of Others (21). When
a photo is beautiful, it seems to betray the tragedy it portrays. Moreover, when it presents
artistic traits, it is associated with insincerity — i.e. a photograph that is beautiful is often seen
as inauthentic. Moller writes that “aesthetic representations of suffering in photographs are
more problematic than similar representations in paintings or etchings” (784), using the
example of how Goya’s The Disaster of War has never been “accused of aestheticization and
desensitivisation” (784). Méller point is certainly correct — paintings and etchings are not
criticised if they are beautiful while photographs are. However, the example of The Disasters
of War is not the best one to prove his point. Goya’s work is never accused of
“aestheticization” precisely because it does not aestheticize. This is exactly what Goya wants
to avoid, as I have explained in chapter one. Goya does not represent the war in a way that is
artistically pleasing, and he does not want the viewer to find beauty in his work. The opposite
is true; he voluntarily avoids every artistic element that could make his work pleasing,
eliminating the colour, the background, and the details. Goya is denouncing the representation
of war as a spectacle and as something to be admired. Maybe, Goya’s works, even though
they are etchings and not photographs, transmit the violence and the horror of war more than
some photographs we can see nowadays. All of the photographs I have proposed in chapter
two can be admired for their beauty. Goya’s work, on the other hand, needs to be admired
precisely because of its lack of beauty.

What Sontag reminds us, however, is that even though “photographer-witnesses may think
it more correct morally to make the spectacular not spectacular (...), the spectacular is very
much part of the religious narratives by which suffering, throughout most of Western history,
has been understood” (Regarding the Pain 69). Suffering and the spectacular have always
gone together, at least in Western history. An incredible number of masterpieces of art depict
suffering, if one thinks about it. And to say that photography should not aspire to beauty would
be to limit the medium of photography. Walter Benjamin, an important German philosopher,
thought that photography ‘“had ‘succeeded in transforming even abject poverty — by
apprehending it in a fashionably perfected manner — into an object of enjoyment.’” (qtd. in
Reinhardt 20). This view is similar to what Sontag says in On Photography where she writes

that, “photography is, after all, a noble and exalted activity — in short, an art” (102). Both
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recognise that photography can be an art. Thus, we cannot ask photographs not to be works
of art.

Of equal importance is to remember that those who claim that photography should limit
itself to recording reality should not forget an important point, already touched in chapter two;
that just because the photographer saw the scene depicted in the photograph, it does not mean
that the photo is a complete object transportation of reality. As I have previously shown, the
subjectivity of the photographer cannot be ignored. When a photographer takes a picture, he
or she is already framing reality by deciding what to capture in the photo and what to leave
out (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 39). When we see a photograph, we are seeing reality through
the eyes of the photographer; we are seeing what they have decided to show us. To wish to
see photographs as “pure” transcriptions of reality is an idealized view of photography.
Photographs will always be traces of reality, but they will also always be interpretations of
reality. In On Photography, Sontag says that “the conflict of interest between objectivity and
subjectivity, between demonstration and supposition, is unresolvable” (106). Photographs
will always have multiple interpretations because they are versatile.

We should not be worrying so much about restraining the role of photographs to either
documents or art, to pure and faithful transcriptions of reality or the subjective view of the
photographer; it can be a lot of things and can serve different uses. I would like to quote
Sontag’s words once again because I think they offer a perfect conclusion for this long-
discussed paradox of photography. Sontag writes:

Any attempt to restrict photography to certain subjects or certain techniques,
however fruitful these have proved to be, is bound to be challenged and to collapse.
For it is in the very nature of photography that it be a promiscuous form of seeing,
and, in talented hands, an infallible medium of creation. (On Photography 100)
Photography transcripts reality and beautifies it; and any attempt to restrict the nature of
photography is destined to failure. It is intrinsic to photography to be able to do both,
simultaneously. We do not need to solve this paradox but just accept photography as it
is. What we should do, is to always have a critical view of photographs of atrocities; we
should ask what is the reality that is being shown behind the beauty and how does this
beauty influence our perception of it. It is of no need, however, to try to stop these
photographs from being beautiful because they will probably not stop being so. Beautiful
photographs of horrific tragedies will continue to exist. Our defence against them is our

critical sense; we need to be able to separate the event form the object of the photograph,
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and, in this way, we can appreciate the beauty of the photography and be horrified by
the tragedy.

3.3 Neutralising the Atrocity

Drawing on Burke’s philosophy that the delight we feel when looking at the misfortunes
of others is necessary to keep us from turning away from it, I started wondering whether this
beauty that characterises so many war photographs is also a way to allow us to bear the sight
of it. The idea is that, if the photo were not eye-pleasing, its weight would be too much to
handle. I cited Sontag earlier and how she stated that in the case of atrocities people want the
weight of witnessing without the interference of artistic elements (Regarding the Pain 21).
But perhaps, without the artistry of the photograph we would turn away from it, if the tragedy
is too terrible or the image too macabre. Otto Karl Werckmeister, art historian,
argued that the subjective aesthetic strategies of war photography were key to its
success (Werckmeister, 2005): He assumed that an aesthetically appealing
depiction might draw viewers’ attention to a photograph and, thus, make them
engage with its content rather than turn away in dismay. Such aestheticizing would
then prevent perceivers from being overwhelmed and pushed away by negative
emotions and rather allow them to engage with a picture’s content. (Altenmiiller
and Gollwitzer 5)

Werckmeister support the idea that for a photo to be eye-pleasing is a positive, rather than

negative, thing, because it allows the viewer not to be overwhelmed by negative emotions,

and thus to bear the sight of the photograph even if it shows something disturbing.

In chapter two I have bought the example of the photo by Ali Jadallah of the injured boy
being treated at the hospital (figure 10), and I have written that what attracts us to the photo
is the beauty of it, because certainly it is not the suffering of the boy or the wounds or the
blood. And I want to keep that photo in mind through this section because that photo is, in my
opinion, among all the photographs that I have up to now presented in this thesis, the most
unbearable but also the most beautiful. It is unbearable because it shows physical injuries and
pain, and the extreme and inhuman conditions in which the wounded are being treated in Gaza
(on the floor of the hospital and with insufficient tools and medicines); but it is also the
photograph that attracts me the most for its beauty: the composition of the photo directs all

the attention at the centre, towards the eyes of the boy.
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This leads me to the aim of this section. The question that I want to answer here is: how,
even when the atrocity present in the photograph is so cruel, are we still able to see beyond it
and are we still able to call that photo beautiful? In the photo of the boy there is no message
of hope (as in figure 8 and 9 — the two girls with the lanterns and the family eating together),
nor is there the “artistic” value that could be present in “A Palestinian Woman Embraces the
Body of Her Niece”. Yet, we still can agree that it is beautiful. How can we be so insensitive
in the face of so much suffering? But we are not. Sontag says, as I have already mentioned,
that something can be beautiful in a photograph as it is not in real life (Regarding the Pain
66). It does not mean that we are insensitive to the suffering, but that we are appreciating the
photo as a photo (and not as its subject).

This mechanism is better explained in Remus Breazu’s work “The Aestheticization of
Violence in Images” (2022). His essay arises precisely from the fact that violence cannot be
pleasing when experienced in person, but it can be when “experienced in images” (1). His
essay studies this “asymmetry”, as he calls it (1), offering technical answers to understand
why we do not perceive the violence (or the suffering, or the pain, and so on), when we see it
through an image that is also beautiful.

Breazu’s analysis starts form a point that I have already mentioned and that Sontag remarks
on several times — what I have until now called the subjectivity of the photographer. A photo
is the view of the person who took that photo, and, of course, photographs that are beautiful
are so because the photographer decided to capture the scene attributing beauty to it. Breazu
writes, “the creator of the image can modify the appearances of the depicted subject to such a
great degree that the viewer can simply forget the depicted subject, looking only at its manner
of appearing” (47). Breazu states that the creator of the image (the photographer in the case of
my discussion) can “modify the appearance” of its subject so much that we forget about the
subject and only look at its “manner of appearing”, that is, the way in which we see it. In other
words, when a scene is captured in a way that beautifies it, the viewer focuses on what he is
seeing — that is, the photograph — and not on the atrocity contained in the photograph. These
two things are defined as the “image-object” and “image-subject”. What is called “image-
subject” is the subject of the photograph — the person, the scene, the existing thing that is
being captured by the photograph —, while the “image-object” is the image as an object per
se, 1.€., in the case of photography, the picture one takes of the real subject. The two things are
interconnected, as “appearances of the image-subject are given by the image-object itself [and]
the latter acts as the appearances of the image-subject” (Breazu 47). We can have a picture of

something because this thing exists in reality, but then, how this thing appear to us depends
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on how it was captured in the photo. What Breazu is saying here is that we perceive the subject
depicted only trough, or only thanks to, the image of it. And it makes perfect sense in our era
of internet and globalisation in which, as Sontag was saying, we only know what is going on
in the world thanks to the images we have of it (Regarding the Pain 17). Breazu’s words can
be interpreted, in my opinion, as if there is a sort of dependence of the real subject on
photography; we cannot know about and we cannot see, say, distant wars if no one
photographs them for us. This confirms what Sontag says that the way in which we get to
know about distant wars is through photographs (Regarding the Pain 17).

Therefore, photographs of distant wars are a positive thing as they allow us to see these
wars, but the problem is always that we see it through the eyes of the photographer. This
dependency of the real subject on photography gives power to the photographer as, as Breazu
writes, “the creator can depict the image-subject in such a way that violence is neutralised by
its mode of appearing, that is, by the beauty of its appearances” (47). It is the image-maker
that decided how to depict the scene, and if he/she presents it in a way that is alluring, the
violence that is there in reality will not be transmitted fully trough the image. This is exactly
the case of all the photographs from Gaza I have discussed in this thesis; they are beautiful
because the photographer has framed them in a certain way, and their beauty neutralises, at
least in part, their dreadfulness.

But this is not the end of this discussion, for, as Breazu notes, surely the beauty of the
photograph can neutralise the violence of its subject, but still, the power of beauty “is not
comparable to the power of violence, which will anytime impose itself in face of the beauty”
(47). Beauty holds a power to soften its subject, nonetheless, Breazu says, since violence
evokes stronger emotions, it should be stronger than beauty. Beauty alone is not enough to
completely neutralise violence and horror. How can violence be neutralised? The answer lies
in the very medium of photography. What makes it possible to neutralise violence is that it is
an image of violence. I explain what I mean; firstly, I have already clarified how there is a
distinction between the image-subject and the image-object, and how the subject is dependent
on the object. Thus, when we see a photograph of an atrocity, we know we are seeing a
photograph of it; we know the violence is not threatening us directly, and this contributes to
distancing us from it. And this is what allows us to temporarily divide the image-object and
the image subject; it is what Breazu calls “aesthetic-consciousness”. In short, the aesthetic-
consciousness (or aesthetic attitude) makes us perceive the object only “in its way of
appearing” (42). It means that when looking at an object (which could in this case be the

photograph) we are not interested in the depicted subject but only in how this object appears
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(thus, the composition of the photograph, the light, the colours, and so on), and this happens
because we recognise that, even if interconnected, the real thing and the photograph of it are
two distinct things. Applied to the case of photographs it could be said that the “aim” of the
photograph, or the subject, is temporarily not considered because we look at it as nothing more
than an image, and if it is a beautiful image we admire it simply as a beautiful image. It could
be said that there is a sort of temporary blindness to the photographic subject, because we are
perceiving the photograph only as an object.

Similar to this one is the view offered by Jonathan Friday in his article “Demonic Curiosity
and the Aesthetics of Documentary Photography” (2000). In the article he compares
“documentary art” and documentary photography. With “documentary art” he means all the
paintings that were created with a documentary aim and that, therefore, represent real scenes
or events. He brings the example of Géricault’s famous painting The Raft of the Medusa
(1819) based on the real shipwreck of the French ship Medusa. Friday states that this painting
shows to the spectator a real and tragic event, but it is admired for its artistry nonetheless. He
wants, therefore, to understand how the same thing is possible for documentary photography
— 1i.e. how is it possible that also documentary photography can be admired as art. He talks
about “aesthetic interest”, which is a very similar concept to Breazu’s ‘“aesthetic
consciousness”. By “aesthetic interest” it is meant attention directed towards “the qualities of
an object in virtue of which it is a work of art” (366); in other words, the aesthetic qualities
of a photograph that can make it a work of art. Among these, Friday cites “representation,
expressiveness, form, composition, beauty, symbolic meaning, style, novelty, and the
sublime” (366). He explains how artists try to create works of art that contain these properties,
and how spectators, to their side, notice these properties. However, “when such properties
capture and absorb attention, such that the only reasons for this interest constitute descriptions
of those properties, the attention is distinctively aesthetic” (366). When the aesthetic
properties of an image capture too much the attention of the spectator, the object will start to
be seen only for its beauty. It is enough to think about the comments that the jury of the World
Press Photo made on the winning photos, or Biondi comment on Sinclair’s photo cited above,
to understand that this is true. The “aesthetic attention” has to do with the representation of
an object and nothing to do with its subject. (Friday 366, emphasis in original). Again, as in
Breazu’s theory, it appears that the spectator is able to temporary divide the photograph from
its subject, and this is what allows a purely artistic contemplation of a photo even if it shows

something unpleasing.
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To conclude, the answer to why we are able to admire a photo of an atrocity for its beauty
is not because we do not care about the atrocity but because we are able to divide, in our mind,
the photograph as an object from the subject it shows. It is something natural, that happens in
our mind anytime we see a photograph. We cannot avoid it, but we can know that this is the
reason why suffering has no effect on us as we admire a beautiful photograph. Importantly,
Breazu concludes his essay by saying that “what is crucial here is the fact that violence does
not disappear as such but is preserved in a neutralised form™ (50). The violence, the atrocity,
the suffering, the war, all these things are still there, even though we can temporarily ignore

them.

3.4 Atrocities in the Media

Having seen how beautiful images can neutralise the violence they show, and having
understood that this is the reason why we can look at a photograph of atrocity without feeling
pain or disgust, I argue that there is still another reason why we are able to see an image of
suffering and not feel deeply moved; this reason is the way in which the photo is used. It is
an issue that is strictly connected to what has been said above that if beautiful photographs
are treated as art (that is, submitted in artistic competitions, evaluated mainly on the basis of
their artistic values, exposed in exhibitions with little or no caption) they will also be easily
perceived as art, hence, the weight of the atrocity will disappear.

This section goes to the core of the thing that first sparked my idea for this thesis: the fact
that nowadays we are surrounded by pictures of atrocities and tragedies, wars and destruction
(in newspapers, on television, on social media), but it seems like people enjoy watching them.
I have come to the conclusion that this has to do not only with the natural human attraction
for the sight of pain and that it cannot be completely blamed on the beauty of some of this
photographs which neutralise the tragedy depicted; part of the problem is also the way in
which these photographs are presented to us, which contributes to somehow “soften” the
atrocity we see. I think that the reason why people seem to have become insensitive in front
of tragedies lies in very way in which these tragedies are presented to us by the media; the
very media which should have the purpose of informing us appear to use atrocities to increase
audiences.

In chapter two, the section entitled “The Necessity of War Images” says that images of war
are a way to make wars real to those who are not experiencing it, to those seeing it as “news”

(Sontag, Regarding the Pain 17), that they are a way to document and serve as proof (in cases
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of war crimes), and to inform us about the tragedy they show. Can this be said to be true in
the case of mass media? When we look at television news, for example, do we feel we are
being informed, or do we feel like tragic news are just being thrown at us one after another
(sometimes even narrated in a way that seems to make them more tragic on purpose), and at
a speed so high it is difficult to process them? This is what I want to understand in this section,
as we get closer to the conclusion of this thesis.

The reason why I feel this issue is important and cannot be left out is that I have remarked
several times the “dual” power of photography, as Sontag calls it (Regarding the Pain 66) —
to be a source of information but also to tend towards beauty and art — and the fact that it
cannot be resolved. What I find interesting is that the media, such as newspapers and
television news, should have as their main aim that of informing us and, therefore, one expects
images to be used by them mainly as sources of information, even though photography holds
this doble characteristic. In this last part of my thesis, I want to prove that this is not always
true. Photographs of atrocities are drained of their power to communicate, to inform, to
denounce, by the media as much as they are when exposed in an art exhibitions.

When the media show images of war or of tragedies to us, there is probably a lot of work
going on behind the scenes; they need to carefully select what to show to us, how to show it,
and how to narrate the story. As Griffin writes in his article “Media Images of War” (2010):
“Depictions of war that are published, posted or telecast, as opposed to the vast stores of
photographs and motion picture footage that never reach the public eye, are invariably the
product of a complex combination of political pressures, negotiation with governments (...),
negotiations with military censors, negotiation between photographers and editors” (35) and
so on. This gives an idea of the selection process that there is behind the images that the public
sees in the end.

First of all, what needs to be understood is that television news and newspapers need
audiences If the public wants to know about tragic accidents, they will offer tragic accidents.
Think about Wordsworth’s words cited at the very beginning of chapter one: that people crave
extraordinary incidents and that “the rapid communication of intelligence hourly gratifies”
this desire of the public (qtd. in Sontag, Regarding the Pain 93). It means that human
attraction for the pain of others plays a role; people want to see tragedies and wars, they want
to see the pain of others. This is the topic that has been studied in chapter one, so I am not
going to investigate again the reason why people want to see it. For this chapter we just need
to keep in mind that they do. And this is the first reason why we are given so many tragic

news — if the audience wants tragic news, because there is a human attraction to them, the
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media will give the audience tragic news. Bataille says this same thing in a more poetic way,
which I shall hereafter quote. He writes:
The meaning of the horrible things which take place on the surface of the Earth
lies in secretly weakening, to the point of sickness, the most delicate and the purest
amongst us. And every morning, the crowd of human beings awakened by the sun
above the city demands the share of horrors which, despite the puzzlement and
even the protestations of the moralizing editorialists, the main newspapers deliver
without fail, omitting no detail: for what one wants to know above all else is what
atrocious thing has happened. (Bataille, “Dali Screams with Sade” 83)
His words are so poetic that the critique emerges clearly. A certain degree of irony can be
perceived in Bataille’s words here. He is criticising people for being so thrilled to read about
the latest horrors happened in the world, and he is also criticising newspapers for publishing
so many atrocities “omitting no detail”. Interestingly, Bataille, just like Wordsworth,
recognises that the fault for the constant flow of tragic news cannot be blamed only on
newspapers; it is the people, the readers, who “demand the share”, using Bataille’s words, of
these horrors. The mechanism is still the same as today: newspapers (or the media in general)
offer to the public what the public wants.

Secondly, it needs to be considered that, precisely because they are shaped to attract
audience, they cannot show every tragic image. Newspapers, as well as television, cannot
really show extremely atrocious or macabre images. If images were too atrocious no one
would want to look at them, and this would go against what I have just said — that media
need audience. Therefore, because the media have to appeal to the public, they need to choose
carefully what is ““proper’ to air”’ (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 59), and what is not. Atrocious
images would not be of any use if they are too terrible because everyone would turn off the
television, switch channel or turn page. We can criticise this decision of the media and even
call it self-censorship, but at the same time one could ask: “But do people want to be horrified?
Probably not” (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 72); so, it is normal that images that are too
atrocious are left out.

With this very brief introduction we can already understand why images of atrocity are
everywhere, and why people are not disgusted by them. The answers are: because people want
to see atrocities, but, at the same time, because the media do not show atrocities that are really
repugnant (because the public do not really want to see images that are too macabre; these

images would be repulsive and impossible to look at). The media need to find a sort of balance
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since, even if it is true that people want to look at atrocities, these atrocities do not have to be
too atrocious, otherwise no one would look at them.

This opens what seems to be yet another contradiction in the realm of images showing the
pain of others — a realm which appear to have more contradictions and debates than answers.
An answer to this one, however, I can easily try to give, and it has, in my opinion, more to do
with the way in which the public looks at these images than with the philosophy of the human
attraction for the suffering of others. How does the public look at these images? In
newspapers, on magazines, on television, and even through social media. At the beginning of
chapter one I cited Baudelaire and how he said that every newspaper (already in the mid-
1800s, at the time he was writing) is “an orgy of universal atrocity. And it is with this
loathsome appetizer that civilized man daily washes down his morning repast” (qtd. in Sontag,
Regarding the Pain 94). Men used to read tragic stories in newspaper as the first thing in the
morning while having their breakfast, and I noticed how it is not different from what people
do nowadays, except that now they probably prefer television news instead of newspapers.
People watch the news during their meals, and it is enough to look at the times when the news
is broadcast on TV to have a confirmation of this. Therefore, these images are nothing more
than an entertainment during meals, and it is now understandable why people do not want to
see images that are too tragic or that show, for example, death or blood too explicitly. As
Sontag writes, “indeed, mayhem is entertaining rather than shocking to many people in most
modern cultures” (Regarding the Pain 88). Tragic news is entertaining. It is a macabre
entertainment indeed, but still entertainment. And if it is an entertainment, it cannot be too
extreme or too repulsive. Biondi said that Sinclair’s photo — the one I mentioned above,
showing the girl with burnt skin, which was her “favourite” photo (Moore 378) — “was
censored on television because it was not considered fit for breakfast viewing” (qtd. in Moore
378, emphasis added). There is a limit to the horror that can be shown on tv or on newspapers;
images that are shown need to be suitable for a “breakfast viewing”.

War images that are shown by the media are carefully selected and evaluated just like any
other image in TV news, in newspapers, in magazines. “What can be shown, what cannot be
shown — few issues arouse more public clamour”, Sontag writes in Regarding the Pain (60).
War images, for the media that presents them to us, are just another content; a content that
needs to be evaluated on the basis of two thing: what the public wants to see and what can or

cannot be shown.
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3.5 Keeping the Attention High

The argument can be moved forward because, if images of atrocities are just another
content, then they are subjected to the same treatment of every visual content. In Regarding
the Pain, Sontag says:

The whole point of television is that one can switch channels, that is normal to
switch channels, to become restless, bored. Consumers droop. They need to be
stimulated, jump-started, again and again. Content is not more than one of these
stimulants. (92-93)
Contents are a way to get viewer attention. And in an era in which we are constantly exposed
to contents that tries to get our attention, in which is “normal to switch channels” if we start
to get bored or disinterested in what we are looking at, these contents need to be always more
and more shocking to get, and keep, our attention.

It could appear a contradiction because I have just said that these images should not be too
terrible because otherwise the viewer would not look at them. However, two thing needs to
be considered. Firstly, that there is in our mass culture a “mounting level of acceptance
violence and sadism” (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 88); i.e. that images needs to be really
atrocious in order to be too violent to disgust us, since there is an increasing accepted level of
violence in our culture, fuelled by films, television, and video games, and therefore we are
less impressionable. “Imagery that would have had an audience cringing and recoiling in
disgust forty years ago is watched without so much as a blink by every teenager in a
multiplex”, Sontag notices (Regarding the Pain 88). Images need to be shocking if they want
to attract the viewer’s attention, and even more shocking if the viewer is already used to seeing
violence on the screen. This leads to the second thing; that “the haunt for more dramatic (...)
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” (Sontag, Regarding
the Pain 18). Images need to be increasingly dramatic if they want to get the viewer’s attention
and, indeed, journalistic images are “expected to arrest attention, startle, surprise” (Sontag,
Regarding the Pain 18). Journalistic images need to be shocking, while also being
entertaining. As Griffin states, “dramatically charged images are (...) valued by organisations
for their capacity to grab and hold the viewer attention” (9). One of the main aims of mass
media is to hold the public’s attention, and dramatical images are good for this purpose.

Buke can help us here once again if one wants to understand this phenomenon from a more

theoretical, philosophical, perspective. In A Philosophical Enquiry, he talks about the human
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feeling of curiosity, which, according to him, is the “first and simplest emotion which we
discover in the human mind” (41). Burke’s analysis of curiosity is indeed quite simple:

By curiosity I mean whatever desire we have for, or whatever pleasure we take in,

novelty. (...) But as those things which engage us merely by their novelty, cannot

attach us for any length of time, curiosity is the most superficial of all the

affections: it changes its object perpetually; it has an appetite which is very sharp,

but very easily satisfied (...). In short, the occurrences of life, by the time we come

to know it a little, would be incapable of affecting the mind with any other

sensation than those of loathing and weariness, if many things were not adapted to

affect the mind by means of other powers besides novelty in them, and of other

passions beside curiosity in ourselves. (41-43)
It is a relatively long passage, but easy to be understood. What Burke is saying is that curiosity
is the pleasure we take in novelty, and this means that when the element of novelty is gone,
we do not feel this pleasure anymore. In other words, if an object loses its element of novelty,
which is what attracted us in the first place, we no longer feel attracted to this object and after
a while we will start to feel only tiredness and even disgust. However, Burke also says that
curiosity is the easiest emotion to satisfy; in order for an object to keep our attention high and
not arouse weariness this object needs to attract our minds in other ways besides novelty and
give rise to other passions besides curiosity. What does this mean? It means that the element
of novelty attracts us first, but when this novelty is no longer there what keeps our passions
alive are the other emotions that this object evokes in us. What are these emotions? Burke
writes, “it seems then necessary towards moving the passions of people advance in life to any
considerable degree, that the objects designed for that purpose, beside their being in some
measure new, should be capable of exciting pain or pleasure from other causes” (43-44). If the
element of novelty is minimal, the object in question should be capable of making us feel “pain
or pleasure” if it wants to arise emotions. Which is interesting because it means that not only
positive emotions are desirable, but even negative emotions can play a role in keeping our
passions alive and therefore holding our attention.

Burke’s theory can be applied to the discourse about the media’s usage of images of
atrocities. Firstly, he says that when an object loses its novelty — thus, when it starts to become
familiar — it also loses our attention. In the discussion on images of atrocities this could mean
that when the spectator becomes accustomed to the horrors he sees every day on the media he
also starts to become insensible in front of these horrors. This was the view supported by

Sontag in her first work on photography in which she writes that “photographs shock insofar
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as they show something novel. Unfortunately, the ante keeps getting raised — partly through
the very proliferation of such images of horror” (On Photography 14). To shock — and thus
to get the viewer’s attention — photographs need to have a degree of novelty, but in an era in
which we are overly-exposed to images of horrors the bar is getting higher and higher. This
means that in order to shock the viewer, images need to be more horrific than before, and then
even more, and so on, which leads to a proliferation of atrocity images. But after a while, this
was Sontag’s view in On Photography, these images start to lose their power to shock us, to
move us, precisely because we are overexposed to horrific images (15). She writes:

The shock of photographed atrocities wears off with repeated viewing (...). The

vast photographic catalogue of misery and injustice throughout the world has

given everyone a certain familiarity with atrocity, making the horrible seem more

ordinary — making it appear familiar, remote (“it is only a photograph”),

inevitable. (On Photography 15)
After repeated exposure to such images of atrocity and of suffering, the public starts to see
them as something inevitable, gains familiarity with them and, as a consequence, is no longer
touched by them. This was Sontag’s view in On Photography.

Thirty year later, in Regarding the Pain of Others, Sontag herself challenges this view by
writing, “what is the evidence that photographs have a diminishing impact, that our culture
of spectatorship neutralizes the moral force of photographs of atrocities?” (92); to which she
answers that: “an image 1s drained of its force by the way it is used” (Regarding the Pain
92), stating that it is the “leaching out of content [by the media which] contributes most to
the deadening of feeling” (Regarding the Pain 93). What Sontag wants to say here is that it
is not the image per se which, if seen repeatedly, makes us indifferent, but the way in which
this image is used by the media (and in particular television for, as she notes, “what looks
like callousness has its origin in the instability of attention that television is organised to
arouse (...) by its surfeit of images (Regarding the Pain 92).). It is the media that, according
to Sontag, organize their contents in a way that, in the long run, makes us insensitive.

My personal belief at the beginning of this chapter was that people are not moved by the
horrific images they see very day on the media not because they are insensible or because
the image is so beautiful that it cancels completely the atrocity, but because of the way in
which these images are used and presented to us by the media. Sontag’s view seems to
confirm this, as she remarks that it is not the image itself which make us less responsive, but
the way in which images are used. She notices that “habituation is not automatic” (Regarding

the Pain 71) and that “still, there are pictures whose power does not abate” (Regarding the
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Pain 72). Images alone do not “anesthetize” us, as she believed in On Photography (15)'.
Atrocity images are powerful, and it is difficult that they do not arouse feelings; but the way

in which they are used can deprive them of their power.

3.6 War on the Front Cover

Having explained how atrocity and war images are for the media nothing more than a
source of entertainment to offer to the public, and having proposed Sontag’s view according
to which it not the image in itself that extinguishes feelings if seen repeatedly but the way in
which they are used by the media, I want to offer here the example of the August 2025
Edition of the TIME Magazine and how it used a photograph from Gaza for its cover in a
way that almost completely cancels the tragedy, to prove this point.

It is not rare to see war photographs used on covers of magazines or newspapers. And what
is the aim of front pages? To capture our attention. Big headlines and powerful photographs
are there for the sole aim of capturing the viewer ‘s attention. When atrocities photographs
are used by the media they become something more than a tool to inform us about the war;
they become an instrument to attract the public.

A war photograph used as a front cover of a magazine will not tell us about the war; it will
attract our attention onl/y for its visual characteristics and artistic strength. Perhaps, even more
than when displayed in an exhibition because if the exhibition can offer an explanation,
however short or insufficient, the headline is as much a way to attract the reader as the photo
is. This means that the role of the headline is not that of explaining the photo to us but it is
created ad hoc to serve as a hook (maybe even to dramatize the photo). This is why, in my
opinion, when photographs of atrocities are instrumentalised by the media it is even more
serious than when it is done by organisations such as the World Press Photo mentioned above.
The WPPF proposes to deepen our understanding of world’s complex issues by using
photograph, but it is still an organization focused on photography. It is not surprising that they
give value to the artistic aspects of the photos beside the tragedy depicted. Means of
information, on the other hand, should be primarily informative. For this reason, I find it even
more offensive when they instrumentalise the suffering of others for their own purposes. If
atrocity photographs are treated as art, they will be perceived as art; but if atrocity photographs
are used as a front cover, they will be seen as front covers, which is possibly even worst since

at least art is held in high regard for being art.
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Very recently, on August 2025, the TIME Magazine used a photograph of Gaza as its cover
with the title “The Gaza Tragedy”. The photograph, taken by Ali Jadallah, shows a group of

women waiting with their pots for food (figure 12).

Figure 12. “The Gaza Tragedy”. Photograph by Ali Jadallah (4dnadolu/Getty Images)
showing a group of women waiting for food distribution, Gaza. The image is used as the
TIME Magazine cover (1 August 2025), “South Pacific” Version, Vol. 206, No.5, 18
August 2025.

In the lower left corner one can read: “crowds line up in Gaza City to receive food” '°; and
this is all the information we are given. Of course, it is a cover, which means that it cannot
give us the whole story behind this picture and, furthermore, the TIME Magazine is famous
precisely for its cover that consist of big images with very little text. Therefore, it is not
surprising that no information is given here on the cover.

What I found more outrageous is not mainly the fact that no explanation is provided here,
but the very fact that this photo was used as the cover. I say “outrageous” because if there is
one thing that the TIME is famous for is its artistic, beautiful covers, which are something that
goes beyond the TIME as a magazine with the articles and stories contained in it. 7IME’s
covers are a product in themselves. As a matter of fact, TIME’s covers are sold on the “TIME
Cover Store” in the form of prints, and the costumer can choose his print in the option he

prefers (canvas print, framed print, acrylic print, and so on)'. Things put this way, it feels
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dystopian to think that someone would want to buy this cover, frame it, and hang it on the
wall.

This, I think, goes beyond the issue of art analysed above. If to display a photograph, such
as the one of the woman with her niece, in an exhibition with just a label appears offensive,
what about a picture of Gaza’s people starving and desperately trying to get some food, sold
to people through an online shop as if it was just any picture, and where the main concern of
the buyer is choosing between the print on canvas or the one on metal? For this reason, I state
that it does not matter here whether further information on this photo is given inside the
magazine. Certainly, if this is the cover of this issue there would be an article inside talking
about Gaza and maybe with a focus on the Israeli’s food blockade on Gaza. But since this
cover is also sold just as an image, we can consider it as a thing in itself. As Sontag reminds
us, “sentiment is more likely to crystallize around a photograph than around a verbal slogan”
(Regarding The Pain 74). This is why photographs like this one hold so much power for
magazines. They use them as “totem of causes”, just like Sontag says (Regarding the Pain
74); they take a picture which, used as the cover, is supposed to evoke a whole war.
Furthermore, as in this case, magazines are likely to frame the picture they chose, with the
outcome of transmitting a very precise message about the event the photo shows.

This is just one example, but it can show well how everything that I have said above can
be found in practice. To sum up, I said that for the media war images are just contents and
contents are carefully chosen to attract audience, and I sad that to get the attention they need
to arouse emotions (it is the same if positive or negative emotions, since negative emotions
are also emotions and therefore that make people feel something). This image is a powerful
image that certainly attracts the viewer’s attention and curiosity. It is also, going back to the
previous topic, a beautiful image, which certainly helps to catch people’s attention.

One last thing needs to be said regarding this image; that this is not the original image. The
original image is larger (figure 13); which means that the 7/ME excluded part of the original

image framing here only what they considered the most catching part of it.
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Figure 13. Ali Jadallah. “Food distributed to Palestinians battling hunger in Gaza”.
Crowds line up in Gaza City, Gaza to receive food distributed by a charity. 22 July 2025.
Anadolu/Getty Images.

This is the original photo, which was cut to fit in the TIME’s cover.

Of course, the girl is at the centre of the image and she and the girl next to her (the one holding
her bowl over her head) are the only ones looking directly into the camera; the photo could
probably not have been cut in any other way. Nonetheless it is possible to see how the two
images (figure 12 and 13), even if they are technically the same image, somehow, they are
not. The original one (figure 13) shows much more chaos and desperation, women crying and
screaming while trying to come forward with their pots and get some food. Much of this chaos
is left out in the 7/IME’s image. As a consequence, the original image — while still
maintaining that beauty that I have shown war photographs can have — conveys stronger
feelings of anguish and urgency and the tragedy of war, that are left out in the second image.
As if that was not enough, the iconic red and white 7IME’s border and the giant writing
“TIME” inserted into the image contribute to emptying the second photo of its tragedy and
accentuate the instrumentalization of atrocity photographs as a tool for our entertainment.
Hence, it is true that the beauty of atrocity photographs can cancel the atrocity we see,
which is the main critique moved to war images — that they should not be beautiful —, but
of extreme importance is also the way in which these images are treated by the media. If a
war photograph is beautiful, and even if the atrocity is tempered by the beauty, the “violence
does not disappear”, as Breazu reminds us (50). Where the violence has disappeared, instead,

is on the TIME’s cover. And in a literal way since it was left out of the frame. Surely, it is still
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possible to see other women crying or struggling to get to the front where food is about to be

distributed, but the 7/ME’s image makes the scene appear much less chaotic and less tragic.

3.7 Passivity and Helplessness

Finally, I would like to conclude this chapter by looking at one last point that cannot be
left out since in this chapter presents a complete picture of the reasons why people can
become indifferent in front of images of atrocities and what are the causes of this; i.e. what
are the aspects of the photo, or the things that influence our perception of the photo to the
point that we become insensitive in front of war horrors. Another central point, mentioned
by many scholars in the field (Sontag, On Photography; Mitchell; Chouliaraki), is the
concept of passivity. The idea is that it is not the quantity of images we see — as Sontag was
stating in On Photography — nor the beauty of the photos and neither the way in which they
are presented to us by the media that makes us lose feelings. Or rather, it is all these things,
plus another fundamental one — the fact that we can do nothing to help those who are
suffering. This feeling is usually defined as “helplessness” (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 87,
Moller 786).

When one sees atrocity images on TV, in newspapers, or on social media, the crucial
question is always the same: “what to do with such knowledge as photographs bring us of
faraway suffering?” (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 86). We can think about their suffering,
inform ourselves, try to understand, but, in the end, what can we do to help them? Not much.
And this feeling of not being ablet to help is, according to many scholars, what makes us lose
feelings and become apathetic. I would like to bring the views of various scholars, who, in the
end, reach all the same conclusion: that it is our helplessness and our passivity that make us
insensitive.

I start with Mitchell who says something that I find particularly illuminating. In Picture
Theory, Mitchell writes: “everyone knows that television is bad for you and this badness has
something to do with the passivity and fixation of the spectator” (2). I want to emphasize how
Mithcell says that everyone knows that television is bad and this badness has to do with the
passivity of the spectator. When we look at television, we are passive spectators; this means
that we absorb passively every piece of information that is given to us, without thinking about
it or evaluating it, or questioning its truthfulness.

But passivity can also have to do with the fact that we cannot act on what we see. If

television shows us atrocities and wars, we cannot really do something to stop those wars or
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stop the suffering of people involved; we can just watch. Berger says atrocity photographs
pose one question to the spectator and that is, “what are you, the viewer, going to do about
what you see?” (qtd. in Moore 379). And indeed, this is how war images make us feel; they
seem to invite us, beg us, to do something. But at the same time, as Chouliaraki notes,
television does not give us any option to act. She writes, “[television] make us witnesses of
human pain without giving us the option to act upon it” (2); and she explains, “the mass media
(...) constantly confront us with realities that occur too far away from everyday life for us to
feel that we can make a difference” (2). Therefore we are trapped in a limbo; when we see the
suffering of others we feel we must do something to help them, to stop their suffering (we feel
sympathy, just like Burke was saying in 4 Philosophical Enquiry; that when we see other
human beings suffering it is necessary that we feel sympathy) but we cannot really help them
because the mass media present to us suffering that is too far away from us for us to really be
able to help. “The ethics of public life insist that suffering invites compassion”, Chouliaraki
writes, “[that] must be acted on and on the spot if it is to be an effective response to the urgency
of human pain” (2). We are expected to feel compassion for people who are suffering because
otherwise we would appear completely heartless. But compassion implies that there must be
an immediate action to help those in need and this, Chouliaraki notes, cannot be done because
we need to consider “the dimension of distance” (2). Our compassion, therefore, cannot be
acted on the spot, as she says, to help those in need, and therefore it starts to disappear. Sontag
writes:

Compassion is an unstable emotion. It needs to be translated into action, or it

withers. The question is what to do with the feelings that have been aroused, the

knowledge that has been communicated. In one feels that there is nothing ‘we’ can

do - but who is ‘we’? - and nothing ‘they’ can do - but who is ‘they’? - then one

starts to get bored, cynical, apathetic. (Regarding the Pain 89)
And this is the explanation; because compassion is unstable, if it cannot be translated into
action, it withers, and we feel that if there is nothing we can do to help it is useless to have
feelings of compassion, pity, or so on (since they cannot help neither us nor those who are
suffering), and we start to become apathetic.

It can all be summarised in a more linear way: we see distant sufferings on TV, and we feel
sympathy or compassion for people suffering, because this is what is innate in human beings.
Therefore, we feel we want to help them or stop whatever is causing their suffering, and, as
Chouliaraki says, compassion needs to be acted on the spot to be effective. This can be

translated in an urgency to help. The problem is that the pain we see is distant from us, since
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mass media show us tragedies happening all around the world. We cannot act on the spot to
help them. Our compassion, as it cannot bring help to those who need it, appears to us useless,
it vanishes, and we become insensitive.

To conclude, there are many factors that plays a role in the apparent intensity of the
spectator. The eye-pleasing characteristics of the image can make us temporally see through
the tragedy and admire the photo for its beauty; the quantity of these images we see every day
create a certain familiarity and makes these distant sufferings appear inevitable; the continuity
with which the mass media show us these tragedies make us feel overwhelmed and we
sometimes prefer to switch channel instead of keep looking at sufferings that we cannot stop.
I think it is a mix of these factors that sometimes makes us feel like people do not care anymore
about the suffering of others.

This is an explanation, and it could appear to be the final one. But one more thing still needs
to be said. Our switching channels arises from not being able to bear the sight of all these
horrible tragedies, and the helplessness we feel arises from a feeling of wanting to help.
Therefore, I think, we are not completely insensitive. Sontag writes that, “the states described
as apathy, moral or emotional anaesthesia, are full of feelings; the feelings are rage and
frustration” (Regarding the Pain 89, emphasis added). It is a strong position that Sontag takes,
but a very interesting one. She says that what is usually seen as apathy, as absence of feelings,
is, in fact, “full of feelings”. And, in a sense, she is right. Anger and frustration are feelings.
As Burke was saying, an object to move our passions needs to arise in us either “pain or
pleasure” (44), and negative emotions are still emotions. Therefore, even if when we look at
images of atrocities, we feel powerless, and this powerless makes us feel angry or frustrated,

we need to remember that we are still feeling emotions.
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CONCLUSION

This thesis started from the main question: How is it possible that people watch so eagerly
images of suffering and tragedy every day on television, newspapers, magazines, and social
media? Should not the normal reaction in front of the macabre be that of turning away from
it? But instead, people in contemporary society seem to be attracted by these images rather
than being repulsed by them. This was the question that pushed me to write this thesis. I
have, therefore, decided to study the human attraction to the pain of others, starting from
Sontag’s essay Regarding the Pain of Others. The findings were that, first of all, this
attraction to the sight of pain and death is not something limited to our contemporary society.
Wordsworth and Baudelaire were already criticising, in the IX century, newspapers for the
excessiveness of tragic news they were publishing to satisfy the desire of people to see about
the latest horrors. Plato has already understood, while studying his “tripartite theory of
mental function” (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 84), that there is in the human mind a part that
is attracted to this macabre sight. With the help of Saldafia, it has been explained that it is the
appetite that is responsible for this desire. It is also important to remember, however, that
this desire, as it has been noted by several scholars including Sontag, Plato and Burke, is not
a pure source of pleasure for the human being; the human being has a desire to look at
atrocities, but this desire is in contrast with the rational part of the brain. Therefore, when the
appetite wins, we look at the atrocity, but we do so with “no small uneasiness” (Burke 75).

To show that the representation of suffering has always been a theme in the history of art
and photography, I have brought practical examples. Particular attention has been given to
Los Desastres de la Guerra, as Goya’s work represents a “turning point” in art history for
being one of the first artist to avoid the spectacularizing of war and suffering (Sontag,
Regarding the Pain 38). Regarding photography, the first attempt to record the atrocities of
war was with Mathew Brady’s photographs of the American Civil War (Sontag, Regarding
the Pain 44), and I have explained how, at first, this choice has been largely criticised. Lastly,
the “Here is New York™ exhibition on the 9/11 terrorist attack has shown how one of the
most common reaction of people in front of a tragedy is that of taking a photo of it.

It is undeniable, therefore, that there is in the human being an attraction tragedies and
death. What I wanted to understand at this point was the nature of this attraction. Edmund
Burke (1728-1797) proposes his own theory in A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of
Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757). Burke rises two important points; the first is
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that he remarks that it is necessary, for being able to look at tragedies, that the life of the
person looking is not directly threatened. The second point is that, according to Burke, it is
necessary that we have a desire to see other people suffering and that we feel a degree of
pleasure in doing so, because it is this pleasure that restrain us from looking away. When we
look at other people who are suffering, Burke states, we feel delight, and this delight is
needed so that we do not turn away and ignore these sufferings.

A completely different view is offered by Georges Bataille (1897-1962). In Bataille’s
view, expressed in his last work The Tears of Eros (1961), suffering is something that goes
beyond the mere suffering of the body; pain is a mediator between life and death (4). For this
reason, Bataille is mainly attracted by the last instant before death and by the concept of
sacrifice. The photograph of the man undergoing the Chinese torture of the Hundred Pieces
(figure 5), exemplifies well the whole Bataille’s view on sacrifice and pain. Sacrifice is the
only way in which Man can become conscious of his own death because by identifying
himself with the victim he can see himself dying. Different explanations therefore are
provided as to the reasons behind the human attraction for the sight of pain, but they are all
valid and interesting, and one view does not exclude the other.

In chapter two the focus shifted to the topic of war photography. Since we see the suffering
of others through images, a central part of this thesis was dedicated to the study of images.
Photographs of distant wars are the way through which we, who are not experiencing the war
can get to know about the war. Photographs are, furthermore, an important instrument in the
case of war crimes because they can serve as proof that a crime has been committed.

However, there is also a number of issues surrounding the topic of war photography; the
first is the question of whether the photo alone is enough to transmit a whole story or whether
it needs to be explained by a written or verbal explanation; to which I have answered,
supported by Mitchell’s ideas, that photographs and text always go together and the two
things are inseparable. Another important issue is that war photographs are easily generalised
and can end up becoming representative of a whole event. These photographs are called
“iconic” photographs. However, even if they appear as something good because they can
recall a whole major event, Sontag remarks how photographs of war cannot be generalised
because, in war, identity is important, and to generalise an image of specific victims would
be “to dismiss politics” (Sontag, Regarding the Pain 6).

It is in chapter two that the majority of the photograph analysed in this thesis are. All the
photograph analysed are photograph from Gaza, as I have decided to take on of the major

contemporary conflicts — the Israeli-Palestinian War — as my case study. The photographs
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have been used to highlight one of the most debated topics on war photography: that images
that shows suffering should not be beautiful. But all the photos that can be seen in this thesis
are beautiful. This is because, as Sontag reminds us, something that in real life might not be
beautiful, can be beautiful in photographs (Regarding the Pain 66).

The beauty in war photographs does not come without issues. The most important one is
that if photographs that show atrocities are eye-pleasing the attention of the viewer will be
captured by the beauty of the photograph which can cancel the atrocity shown. This is not,
however, a consequence that can be blamed all on the visual aspect of the photograph. The
way in which the photo is used determines the way in which it is perceived by us, by the
public. If war photographs are treated as works of art — exposed in exhibition, submitted to
photography contests such as the World Press Photo one — they will lose their documentary
function.

This opened the way to consider what is perhaps the most irresolvable debate on
photography: what is the role of photography? Should it be strictly documentary, and
therefore objective, or is photography an art, and therefore subjective? The only solution to
this debate is to acknowledge that it cannot be resolved; photography “trade simultaneously
on the prestige of art and the magic of the real (Sontag, On Photography 54). Photographs
can serve as documents, as proof, but they will also inevitably beautify their subjects. The
only way to accept this is to recognise that the photograph is an object separated from its
subject, and that to admire the beauty of a photo it is not to admire the suffering it shows.
Breazu explains this concept well in his essay “The Aestheticization of Violence in Images”
(2022). The image-subject and the image-object, he explains, are connected, but when we
admire a photograph for its beauty, we are admiring the image-object (i.e. the photo as an
object). The image-subject is “neutralised” by the photograph, because when we see an
atrocity trough a photo we know it is a photo and, therefore, we are able to focus only on the
aesthetic value of the photo without perceiving the violence in it. According to Breazu, this
is the explanation of why people can be insensitive when faced with images of suffering or
war.

I have shown, nevertheless, that the artistic value of a photo is not the only thing that
makes people lose feeling towards the suffering depicted. A central role is played by the
media, who can empty images of their power trough the way in which they present them to
the public. Mass media use images as “totems of causes”, it means that they use a single
image to represent or summarize a whole event, and it also means that this precise image is

chosen because the media wants to present that event in a specific way.
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A significant example is that of the picture of the women in Gaza waiting for food used
as the cover of the TIME Magazine (figure 12). I have shown that the picture used as a front
cover is not the original image, but a crop of it. The image has been framed so that it lefts
out part of the chaos and of the tragedy. As a consequence, the tragedy of the situation
appears softened. Even more serious is the fact that, with this example, we can see how
distant sufferings have converted into an entertainment for us who are safe.

This is a really important issue, which requires a few more words. The fact that distant
wars are used as entertainment highlights that our position, in relation to the images we see,
is a position of privilege. Sontag talks about “imaginary proximity” (Regarding the Pain 89),
because when we see distant suffering on TV, for example, if we feel sympathy and this
sympathy makes us forget that “our privileges are located on the same map as their suffering”
(Regarding the Pain 90). Chouliaraki as well recognises this “asymmetry of power between
the comfort of the spectator in their living rooms and the vulnerability of sufferers on the
spectators’ television screens” (4). We have the privilege of being spectators. The fact that
we can worry about our “breakfast viewing” (Biondi qtd. in Moore 378), or that images that
are too atrocious are kept out of our sight, is a privilege that we cannot forget. During the
“Picturing Atrocity” conference held in New York (2005), Pollok argued that photographs
that are unbearable, because too atrocious, should not be shown to the public because they
“perpetuate violence against the viewing subject” (qtd. in Moore 379). But what about the
violence perpetuated against people living war? We are in a privileged position because we
see it through a screen and, if images become unbearable, we can switch channel or turn the
TV off. But people in Gaza cannot turn it off. As Plestia Alaqgad, a Palestinian journalist,
said:

Whenever you watch the news and feel like you can’t even keep watching
remember that people in Gaza are living this reality with no option to turn it off.
What feels like a headline to you is someone’s home. The bulging you see collapse
in seconds is someone’s whole life being bomber away. (Alagad)
Indeed, Sontag recognise this, and in Regarding the Pain of Others, she puts emphasis on
the fact that is important to remember than when we “speak of reality becoming a spectacle”
we are universalising, because it assumes that everyone is a spectator (Regarding the Pain
96-97).

Our best weapon, therefore, against the media who convert these suffering into

entertainment, is our thought. When we see images of war on television, on newspapers, or

on social media, we must think about what we are seeing (and, equally important, think about
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what we are not seeing); we must remember our position of privilege; and we must remember
that if we feel overwhelmed, or angry, or frustrated, because we can do nothing to help and
to stop all the suffering and wars that there are still going on in this world, that anger and
frustration are still feelings, even if negative ones. It is not necessarily true, therefore, that
we can become completely insensitive in front of so much suffering. And this is the most
important thing.

Beauty can make us forget temporary about the atrocity, newspapers can cut atrocities out
or instrumentalise them for their own personal gain, television can assault us with so many
tragic images that we feel like switching channel because we are overwhelmed by all the
pain that there is in the world and that we can do nothing to alleviate. But what we can do is
think. We must form our own opinions, be aware of how sufferings are instrumentalized by
the media, and if we then feel angry, so be it. Anger is still an emotion, and it indicates that
we still care, that we are not completely anesthetised. I would like to conclude this thesis by
citing Mitchell’s important words:

In short, though we probably cannot change the world, we can continue to describe
it critically and interpret it accurately. In a time of global misrepresentation,
disinformation, and systematic mendacity, that may be the moral equivalent of
intervention. (425)
When we feel frustrated because we cannot help, we need to remember that think and
interpret critically what we are seeing (and what we are not seeing), is the “moral equivalent

of intervention” (Mitchell 425).
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NOTES

I “Craving”, Oxford English Dictionary, 26 July 2025

<www.oed.com/search/dictionary/?scope=Entries&q=craving>

2 The book which contains the story of Leontius is The Republic, as I have said. The
author of the book is Plato, but who “speaks” in the book is Socrates. It could be said that
Socrates is the character of the book who tells the story of Leontius (in the book).
However, to avoid confusion I decide here to cite Plato because he is the author of the
book.

3 Yo lo vi (I Saw It) is the 44" etching of the series. It shows a group of people fleeing
their homes fearing a raid of French troops. At the centre of the image a woman is holding
a child by his arms while the child looks back at the town unwilling to abandon it. The
practice of abandoning the towns in order to avoid the raids of the enemy troops was a
common practice in times of war; in this way, “the enemy could take the supplies they
needed from the abandoned towns without inflicting harm on the inhabitants” (“T saw it
(Yo lo vi).” Fondacion Goya en Aragon, 2023, fundaciongoyaenaragon.es/eng/obra/yo-lo-

vi/791, Accessed 11 Jul. 2025).

* Sontag is not referring to one photograph but to the general exhibition, and the New
York Times journalist (which I quote some lines below) is commenting on the exhibition as
well. Therefore, I cannot know if there is a photograph in particular that caught his
attention and provoked the comment, to include it here. Both Sontag and the New York
Times journalist talk about lines of corpses, however, there are multiple photos showing
corpses form different angles and distances. To see the photographs of the exhibition visit
www.nps.gov/media/photo/gallery.htm?pg=2735161&i1d=2412F92B-1DD8-B71C-
0728A9DF066D2649.

> The essay 'Hegel, Death and Sacrifice', translated by Jonathan Strauss, can be found
in Yale French Studies, On Bataille, No. 78, 1990, pp. 9-28. doi.org/10.2307/2930112. The
essay originally appeared in Deucalion, No. 5 of 1955.

6 “Denotation”, Oxford English Dictionary, 16 August 2025

<www.oed.com/dictionary/denotation_n?tab=meaning_and use&hide-all-

quotations=true.>
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7 “Connotation”, Oxford English Dictionary, 16 August 2025

<www.oed.com/dictionary/connotation_n?tab=meaning_and_use&hide-all-

quotations=true#8563185 >

8 The image was published on Instagram by an account named “Churchome”, but
gained visibility when it was reposted by famous celebrities, such as Justin Bieber. See:
“Justin Bieber uses Gaza photo in ‘pray for Israel’ story on Instagram, deletes it.” Alt

News, Oct. 2023, www.altnews.in/justin-bieber-used-an-old-picture-of-gaza-while-

praying-for-israel-deletes-later/ . Accessed 19 Sept. 2025.

? This is the second link that appeared to me when I googled “photographs from Gaza”
(on the 20™ Aug. 2025). It is a link to the Getty Images website, which opens to a page full

of photographs of Gaza (www.gettyimages.com/photos/gaza).

19 Another link that appeared to me among the firsts was a UNRWA page entitled

“The War in Gaza: 100 Days in 100 Photos” (www.unrwa.org/newsroom/photos/war-

gaza-100-days-100-photos). The page presents just a brief introduction that is then

followed by a gallery of 100 photos, each with just a line or two of explanation (usually
saying when the photographs was taken and where).

! Hansen writes that “iter-iconicity refers to the way in which an icon supports its
claim to iconic status trough referencing older icons” (269). Mortensen calls this process
“icon’s iconicity” (Hansens 269). Different scholars decide to call it with different names,
but the idea remains the same: a photograph that references back to generic elements, and
this helps the photograph to gain iconic status.

2The photo, by Evgeniy Maloletka, can be seen at: “Mariupol Maternity Hospital
Airstrike”, www.worldpressphoto.org/collection/photo-contest/2023/Evgeniy-Maloletka-

POY/1. Accessed 18 Sept. 2025.

13 The photograph is not available on the World Press Photo website due to privacy
reasons. However, further information about the photo can be found at:

www.worldpressphoto.org/collection/photo-contest/2004/stephanie-sinclair/1. Accessed

19 Sept. 2025.

4 In On Photography, she writes that “Images transfix. Images anesthetize” (15).
15 It is probably difficult to read it in the picture here. To zoom in and see the details

of the photo visit: www.timecoverstore.com/featured/desperate-hope-in-gazas-streets-ali-

jadallah-anadolu-getty-images.html. Accessed 16 Sept. 2025.

16 See: www.timecoverstore.com/. Accessed 16 Spet. 2025.
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