Guilty Landscapes
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Episode 1: Hangzhou
People sometimes ask me about the how and why of a work. But when I hear myself talking, I
realise that which is ambiguous in the piece suddenly seems unambiguous through my words,
too simple, maybe even a veiled appeal for approval. I have therefore decided to keep my
mouth shut more often and from now on, to share texts that have inspired me in the creative
process. Viewers who want clarification could possibly be guided on their way.
For Guilty Landscapes, I invite you to read two fragments from ‘Regarding the pain of others’ by
Susan Sontag (2002). It is not to be read as an explanation but as thoughts existing at the
periphery of the work, written down long before the internet took over our news services.
Dries Verhoeven
p. 90-93
Parked in front of the little screens—television, computer, palmtop—we can surf to images and brief
reports of disasters throughout the world. It seems as if there is a greater quantity of such news than before. This is
probably an illusion. It's just that the spread of news is "everywhere." And some people's sufferings have a lot more
intrinsic interest to an audience (given that suffering must be acknowledged as having an audience) than the
sufferings of others. That news about war is now disseminated worldwide does not mean that the capacity to think
about the suffering of people far away is significantly larger. In a modern life—a life in which there is a superfluity
of things to which we are invited to pay attention—it seems normal to turn away from images that simply make us
feel bad. Many more would be switching channels if the news media were to devote more time to the particulars of
human suffering caused by war and other infamies. But it is probably not true that people are responding less.
That we are not totally transformed, that we can turn away, turn the page, switch the channel, does not
impugn the ethical value of an assault by images. It is not a defect that we are not seared, that we do not suffer
enough, when we see these images. Neither is the photograph supposed to repair our ignorance about the history
and causes of the suffering it picks out and frames. Such images cannot be more than an invitation to pay attention,
to reflect, to learn, to examine the rationalizations for mass suffering offered by established powers. Who caused
what the picture shows? Who is responsible? Is it excusable? Was it inevitable? Is there some state of affairs which
we have accepted up to now that ought to be challenged? All this, with the understanding that moral indignation,
like compassion, cannot dictate a course of action.
The frustration of not being able to do anything about what the images show may be translated into an
accusation of the indecency of regarding such images, or the indecencies of the way such images are
disseminated— flanked, as they may well be, by advertising for emollients, pain relievers, and SUVs. If we could do
something about what the images show, we might not care as much about these issues.
Images have been reproached for being a way of watching suffering at a distance, as if there were some other way
of watching. But watching up close—without the mediation of an image—is still just watching.
Some of the reproaches made against images of atrocity are not different from characterizations of sight
itself. Sight is effortless; sight requires spatial distance; sight can be turned off (we have lids on our eyes, we do not

have doors on our ears). The very qualities that made the ancient Greek philosophers consider sight the most
excellent, the noblest of the senses are now associated with a deficit.
It is felt that there is something morally wrong with the abstract of reality offered by photography; that
one has no right to experience the suffering of others at a distance, denuded of its raw power; that we pay too high
a human (or moral) price for those hitherto admired qualities of vision—the standing back from the aggressiveness
of the world which frees us for observation and for elective attention. But this is only to describe the function of
the mind itself.
There's nothing wrong with standing back and thinking. To paraphrase several sages: "Nobody can think
and hit someone at die same time."
p. 80-81
(…) People don't become inured to what they are shown—if that's the right way to describe what
happens—because of the quantity of images dumped on them. It is passivity that dulls feeling. The states described
as apathy, moral or emotional anesthesia, are full of feelings; the feelings are rage and frustration. But if we
consider what emotions would be desirable, it seems too simple to elect sympathy. The imaginary proximity to the
suffering inflicted on others that is granted by images suggests a link between the faraway sufferers—seen close-up
on the television screen— and the privileged viewer that is simply untrue, that is yet one more mystification of our
real relations to power. So far as we feel sympathy, we feel we are not accomplices to what caused the suffering.
Our sympathy proclaims our innocence as well as our impotence. To that extent, it can be (for all our good
intentions) an impertinent—if not an inappropriate—response. To set aside the sympathy we extend to others
beset by war and murderous politics for a reflection on how our privileges are located on the same map as their
suffering, and may—in ways we might prefer not to imagine— be linked to their suffering, as the wealth of some
may imply the destitution of others, is a task for which the painful, stirring images supply only an initial spark.
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