
Overview:

"On Photography" by Susan Sontag that talks about how photographs affect our lives and the world around us. 
She looks at how photography in�uences our thoughts, feelings, and understanding of reality. It's a book that 

makes us think differently about we photograph.

 Book Summaries

Photography

On Photography Susan Sontag



Her book makes some really interesting points about photography. She says that while photos can show us 
important things and make us feel connected to others, they can also change the way we see the world. 

Sometimes, photos can make us feel distant from the reality they capture, like we're just looking at objects 
instead of people. Sontag helps us to be more aware of how photos shape our views and emotions.

Even though "On Photography" was written decades ago, its ideas are still in�uential today. It has become a 
classic in the study of photography and visual culture. Sontag's book continues to inspire photographers, artists, 
and thinkers to re�ect on the power of images and how they shape our lives.

Photography as Representation: Illusion vs. Reality

In the opening chapters, Sontag delves into the proliferation of images in modern society and its implications for 

how we perceive and understand the world. She explores the role of photography in shaping our collective 
memory and constructing narratives of history. She challenges the notion of photography as an objective record, 
highlighting its inherent subjectivity and susceptibility to manipulation.

Takeaway: Recognize the in�uential role of photography in shaping perceptions and understand the 
responsibility that comes with wielding this power.

Action Step: Before capturing an image, consider the potential impact it may have on viewers and society, 
aiming to convey truth and authenticity.

 

The Ethics of Seeing: Voyeurism and Empathy

One of the central themes of the book is the ethical implications of photography, particularly in relation to issues 
of privacy, consent, and exploitation. Sontag critiques the voyeuristic gaze inherent in much of photography, 

arguing that images often objectify and commodify their subjects. However, she also acknowledges 
photography's potential to foster empathy and understanding, urging readers to engage with images critically 
and compassionately.

Throughout the book, Sontag examines the role of photography in mediating our relationship with the past. She 
discusses how photographs serve as mementos of lost time and loved ones, imbued with a sense of nostalgia and 

longing. Sontag explores the tension between the permanence of photographs and the inevitability of change, 
re�ecting on the melancholy inherent in the act of preserving memories through images.

Takeaway: Re�ect on the ethical implications of photographing people and situations, considering issues of 

consent and exploitation.

Action Step: Seek to establish trust and empathy with your subjects, ensuring they are comfortable with being 

photographed and portraying them in a digni�ed manner.

 

The Heroism of Vision



Sontag critiques the romanticization of photography as a heroic pursuit, challenging the notion that photographs 
possess an inherent truth or authenticity. She discusses how photographs can be manipulated to serve political 

agendas or perpetuate stereotypes, calling into question the ethics of representation. She also examines the 
fetishization of images and the cult of celebrity in contemporary culture.

Her re�ections on photography's role as a tool for preserving memory and constructing narratives of history. She 
warns us against the pitfalls of nostalgia, cautioning that photographs can sometimes hinder our ability to 
confront the present and envision the future.

Takeaway: Question the authenticity of images and recognize their potential for manipulation and distortion.

Action Step: Practice critical thinking when consuming and creating photographs, scrutinizing the narratives 

presented and striving for honesty and integrity in your work.

 

Photography in Culture: Photography as Activism

Sontag continues to explore the commodi�cation of images and the fetishization of photography in modern 

society. She discusses how photographs have become objects of desire, traded and consumed like commodities. 
Her re�ections on the cultural obsession with images, particularly in the age of mass media and consumer 

culture, has had a profound impact on our perception of self and others.

She explores the ways in which photography has been used as a tool for social reform and activism. She discusses 
the power of images to raise awareness, provoke empathy, and inspire action, citing examples of documentary 

photography that have helped expose injustice and galvanize public opinion. 

Takeaway: Be mindful of the in�uence of culture on perceptions of photography and resist the temptation to 

prioritize aesthetics over substance. Harness the power of photography to raise awareness and effect social 
change.

Action Step: Use your photography skills to document important social issues and advocate for positive change, 

amplifying the voices of marginalized communities and promoting empathy and understanding. Focus on 
creating meaningful and impactful images that transcend trends and consumerism, prioritizing authenticity and 

storytelling.

Toward a Critical Engagement with Photography

Sontag concluding chapters call for a more critical and re�ective engagement with photography. She urges 

readers to question the narratives presented in images, to interrogate their own assumptions and biases, and to 
recognize the power dynamics inherent in the act of photographing. Ultimately, "On Photography" invites 

readers to reconsider their relationship with images and the world they represent, challenging them to see 
beyond the surface and delve into the complexities of human experience.

Takeaway: Understand that photographs can both reveal and distort reality, depending on factors like framing 

and perspective. Appreciate the emotional power of photographs in preserving memories and evoke nostalgia.



Action Step: Experiment with capturing moments that evoke emotions and memories, aiming to create images 
that resonate with viewers on a personal level. Explore different angles and compositions to convey your 

intended message clearly, being mindful of how your choices in�uence the viewer's perception.

In Conclusion

Adopt a critical mindset when engaging with and creating photographs, questioning narratives and power 
dynamics inherent in the medium. Continuously educate yourself on ethical and cultural considerations in 
photography, striving to create work that challenges assumptions and prompts meaningful dialogue about the 

human experience.

By implementing these takeaways into practice, photographers can not only improve their technical skills but 

also deepen their understanding of the ethical, cultural, and philosophical dimensions of photography.
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