
Bearing Witness, Bringing Change, or Trauma Porn? 
 In 2019, The New York Times received thousands of photographs taken inside an Alabama prison and 
depicted appalling living conditions, gruesome injuries, and death. The Times initially published just five of these 
photos in an article opened with the question: “Would we fix our prisons if we could see what happens inside 
them?”  In support of the decision to publish the photos, some have argued that showing these horrific images 1

brings attention to the costs of social problems like mass incarceration, which are often hidden from public 
view and scrutiny.  Graphic photos, on this view, have the capacity not only to inform the public, but to make 2

them care about those depicted. Images can elicit a response by making the situation feel more real and urgent 
to onlookers, resulting in demands for change. Filmmaker and professor Ariella Azoulay goes even further, 
arguing that photographs of suffering and injustice actually create a moral obligation on the part of the viewer.  3

Azoulay claims that photographers and people who allow their pain and suffering to be photographed assume 
that one day the pictures will find an audience who will do something about it. If pictures fail to bring about 
change, it is because audiences have failed to live up to their obligations.  

 Even if an individual viewer cannot help to bring about change, some suggest there might be value in 
“bearing witness.” Refusing to push unpleasant realities out of one’s mind might be a sign of moral strength or 
evidence of compassion. In a 2003 essay, Susan Sontag points out that the existence of the Holocaust Memorial 
Museum and the lack of a similar museum chronicling slavery in the U.S. enables Americans to conceive of evil 
as something committed by other people in other countries.  It would be more honest to recognize our own 4

history, even if it cannot be changed. Even if one can do nothing more than observe films or photographs of 
tragedy and atrocity, paying attention to it is a way of recognizing it as wrong and affirming the humanity of 
those who suffer. Nobel laureate Elie Wiesel, a writer, advocate, and Holocaust survivor said “We tell these 
stories because perhaps we know that not to listen, not to want to know, would lead you to indifference, and 
indifference is never an answer.”  5

 Some criticize the publication of images like these, and see depictions of gruesome or tragic events as 
exploitative. Critics suggest that these depictions may harm a victim of injustice or their family members. One 
blogger suggests that many view shocking images or share them on social media to feel politically engaged 
without actually taking action or reflecting on injustice.  Others argue that it is unfair for victims of trauma to 6

shoulder the additional burden of sharing their pain publicly in order to garner public concern.  To some, the 7

way images of violence and injustice are perpetuated only seems to further dehumanize oppressed groups. 
These images are shared in ways that seems more like an awful kind of entertainment than something of 
ethical import.    8

STUDY QUESTIONS  

1. What moral value, if any, is there in viewing photos or videos of tragedy and injustice? To what extent does 
this value depend on whether the viewer can do, or actually does, anything about it?  

2.  Does viewing an image of pain, suffering, or injustice make a person responsible for doing something about 
it? 

3.  What moral considerations ought someone be mindful of when creating, publishing, viewing, or sharing 
images of tragedy and suffering? 
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