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M I S R E A D I N G F E U E R B A C H:
SUSAN SONTAG,
PHOTOGRAPHY AND THE
IMAGE-WORLD
Sarah Sentilles

Attention to Susan Sontag’s (mis)reading of Ludwig Feuerbach’s Essence of
Christianity reveals her agenda in On Photography: to depart from ‘the new
age of unbelief’ and return to ‘something like the primitive status of images’
in which an image participates in the reality of the object depicted. For
Sontag, photography has reduced the world to its image, yet it is photography that can get us back to ‘reality’. Sontag’s project is more similar to
Feuerbach’s than she allows. Like Feuerbach, Sontag argues that human
beings have mistaken the copy for the thing itself and, as a result, have
created a false division between the copy and the ‘real,’ devalued both the
copy and the thing itself, and overlooked the profound ways images affect
the world.

The other world is to be found, as usual, inside this one.1

A well-known proponent of photographic objectivity, the physician and
Harvard Medical School professor Oliver Wendell Holmes believed
photography was a process of visual representation that separated the form
of objects from the physical objects themselves.2 For Holmes, photography
was a purely mechanical procedure that copied the world and in which
human beings played no role. In ‘The Stereoscope and the Stereograph’,
published in the Atlantic Monthly in 1859, Holmes reminds his reader of
Democritus of Abdera who believed that ‘all bodies were continually
throwing off certain images like themselves’, which strike ‘our bodily
organs’ and give rise to our sensations.3 Epicurus and Lucretius then followed
Democritus, writing about forms, or ‘ﬁlms’, as if they were shed from the
surfaces of solids ‘as bark is shed by trees’.4 These ﬁlms are visible in mirrors,
on the surface of a calm body of water, and ‘by the consciousness behind the
eye in the ordinary act of vision’, but, Holmes notes, they have no real
existence apart from their source, and they ‘perish instantly when it is
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withdrawn.’ For Holmes, the genius of the daguerreotype is that it ﬁxes ‘the
most ﬂeeting of our illusions’.6 He writes, ‘The photograph has completed the
triumph, by making a sheet of paper reﬂect images like a mirror and hold
them as a picture.’7 He calls this new invention ‘the mirror with a memory’.8
The notion that the photographed object gives off something that is then
captured on paper is not so far off the mark in describing the actual process of
reﬂecting light onto chemically sensitive surfaces by which images were ﬁrst
made. As Alan Trachtenberg describes, during the later 1820s, Joseph
Nicéphore Niepce and his brother Claude used the camera obscura and
sensitised paper to produce pictures for a lithography press they designed.9
These early experiments produced ‘tonally inversed pictures’, what would
now be called negatives. The process of turning negatives into positives was
so time-consuming and the resulting images so poor, that Niepce searched for
another image making technique. He discovered that a certain kind of bitumen (asphalt) that was usually soluble in lavender oil became insoluble when
exposed to light. He covered a bitumen-sensitised pewter plate with a translucent engraving. He then exposed it to light, followed by a washing with
lavender oil. The area exposed to light became insoluble, while the area
hidden by the engraving’s lines was washed away. The picture was tonally
reversed, but the plate could easily be etched to create a positive print.
At the same time, Louis Jacques Mandé Daguerre was also looking for a
way to produce illusionistic images from reﬂected light.10 A mutual
acquaintance put Niepce in touch with Daguerre. They began a correspondence, sharing ideas about their image making attempts and eventually
becoming partners. When Niepce died in 1833, his son Isidore took his
place in the partnership. By 1837, Trachtenberg writes, Daguerre had perfected Niepce’s process to produce a highly detailed, positive picture of a
corner of his studio. He considered it his own invention and labelled his
pictures daguerreotypes. He made the images by polishing and cleaning the
silver-coated side of a copper plate. He coated the plate with iodine to create a
layer of iodide of silver. The plate was then placed in a camera obscura
window before being exposed to a scene or landscape. After ﬁfteen minutes,
the blank plate was removed and hot mercury globules were formed over the
surface. The plate was then washed with distilled water or soda, and a clear,
detailed picture of the scene or landscape would appear. Daguerre writes, ‘The
DAGUERREOTYPE is not merely an instrument which serves to draw
Nature; on the contrary it is a chemical and physical process which gives
her the power to reproduce herself.’11
Although the ‘instruments’ and processes of photography have changed, the
legacy of the view of photographs as traces of the subjects that stood before
the camera and as images made by machines without human intervention,
remains.12 This legacy runs throughout photography discourse and continues
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to fuel the myth of indexicality, which is the (often mistaken) idea that
photographs have a natural, even physical, relationship with their referents.13
Even as many theorists of photography recognise that photographs, from
the very beginning, have been doctored, fabricated, altered, falsiﬁed, and
manipulated,14 the ontology of the photograph as trace continues to shape
how photographs are understood and viewed and how the relationship
between reality and images is theorised: Walter Benjamin, for example,
describes reality as ‘seared into the character of the picture’;15 André Bazin
calls the photograph a ‘decal or transfer’, writing that the photograph and the
object itself share ‘a common being, after the fashion of a ﬁngerprint’;16
Roland Barthes portrays the photograph as ‘literally an emanation of the
referent’ that proves the subject of the photograph ‘has indeed existed’;17
and the list of examples could go on and on. The supposed ‘objective
nature of photography’—deﬁned by Bazin as the result of the indexical
status of photographs and the dominant role of a machine in making the
image—confers on photography a ‘quality of credibility absent from all
other picture-making’.18 Bazin writes, ‘We are forced to accept as real the
existence of the object reproduced, actually re-presented’, and then goes so
far as to argue that the ‘re-presentation’ of the photographed object effects
a ‘transference of reality from the thing to its reproduction.’19 In other words,
the image becomes the object, freed from the limits of time and space that usually
govern it.20
The belief that photographs both ‘capture’ and ‘free’ their subjects in ways
other forms of images do not creates the sense that photographs, in Susan
Sontag’s terms, ‘can be used as memento mori’.21 In Regarding the Suffering
of Others (2003), Sontag writes, ‘Ever since cameras were invented in 1839,
photography has kept company with death. Because an image produced with
a camera is, literally, a trace of something brought before the lens, photographs were superior to any painting as a memento of the vanished past and
the dear departed.’22 Photographs, she writes, function ‘as secular icons’,
‘objects of contemplation’ that ‘deepen one’s sense of reality’.23 Although
Sontag calls photographs secular icons, when photography theorists—including
Sontag, as I will explore in this article—write about the relationship between
photographs and death, they often appeal to religious language and metaphors
to describe that relationship. For example, in Camera Lucida, Barthes’s
meditation on his mother’s death and on his own mortality, Barthes writes
that photographs appeal to the ‘religious substance out of which I am
molded’.24 They function as an ‘experiential order of proof’, ‘the
proof-according-to-St.-Thomas-seeking-to-touch-the-resurrected-Christ’. 25
They are like ‘icons which are kissed in the Greek churches without being
seen’.26 Ultimately, Barthes compares looking at photographs to a kind of
private meditation practiced by believers in the Middle Ages, what he calls
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‘under-the-breath prayer’. For Bazin, a ‘religious desire’ is at the center of
photography: photographs soothe the ‘mummy complex’ at the origin of
painting and sculpture, which is the desire to transcend death through the
‘continued existence of the corporeal body’.28 Photographs, according to
Bazin, make possible ‘the preservation of life by a representation of life’.29
Photography theorists often appeal to theological language to describe photography’s ability to cross boundaries—to make the dead present, to allow
viewers to ‘time travel’ and visit the past, to make visible what would
otherwise remain invisible. This language emerges when they posit certain
kinds of claims about photography that attempt to push beyond ﬁnite human
experience. A special representational status—indexical, transcendent,
revelatory—is reserved for photographs.
Given this context, it is no wonder that Susan Sontag engages Ludwig
Feuerbach’s The Essence of Christianity (1843) in her book On Photography
(1977) when she wrestles with the relationship between images and reality,
articulates her concern that images have become reality, and explores her desire
to make reality itself signiﬁcant again. Sontag’s and Feuerbach’s projects are
similar: both examine ‘the implications of an activity by which members of
industrialised society try to appropriate reality, but instead contribute to the
alienation of their kind’.30 In The Essence of Christianity, a philosophical and
theological text ﬁlled with visual metaphors, that ‘activity’ is religion, and
Feuerbach endeavours to combat this alienation by reuniting reality with
itself—in particular humanity with itself—by reﬁguring the relationship
between humanity and God.31 Feuerbach reverses the view that human
beings are the image of God; instead, God becomes humanity’s image.32
The secret of theology for Feuerbach is anthropology: God is the projection
of humankind’s objectiﬁed nature.33 The I-Thou relationship is not between
the human being and God, but rather between the individual human being
and the human species. The ‘Thou’ of the ‘I-Thou’ relationship is ‘human
nature externalised and reiﬁed’.34 In religion, however, the distinction
between the individual and the species is misapprehended as a distinction
between the individual and God.35 Feuerbach describes God like Bazin
describes the photograph: ‘The divine being is nothing else than the human
being, or, rather, the human nature puriﬁed, freed from the limits of the
individual man, made objective.’36At some points in The Essence of
Christianity, it is almost as if ‘God’ is like the ‘ﬁlms’ described by Epicurus
and Lucretius, shed from humans and projected onto a screen.
Sontag turns to Feuerbach’s The Essence of Christianity in the sixth essay of
On Photography, ‘The Image-World’.37 Sontag’s concern with the ‘real’ in On
Photography is fundamentally an ethical concern—photography’s ability to
make violence and suffering experienced by ‘others’ real—and it is to this
issue that she will return (and turn critically against) in her later book about
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photography, Regarding the Pain of Others (2003).38 Sontag engages Feuerbach
as part of her exploration of the complicated relationship between images and
reality, and I argue in this article that she misreads him. Although Sontag uses
Feuerbach as a theorist to think against, I contend that their projects are more
alike than she allows. In On Photography, Sontag understands photography in a
similar way to how Feuerbach understands theology in The Essence of
Christianity: we have mistaken the copy for the thing itself, and, as a result,
we have created a false division between the copy and the ‘real’, devalued
both the copy and the thing itself, and overlooked the profound ways images
can and do affect the world.
I think it is important to investigate Sontag’s criticism of Feuerbach for
three key reasons. First, Sontag has a tendency to make arguments about
photography in general rather than arguments about speciﬁc photographs in
particular contexts, and this occasionally causes her to move too quickly past
information that might trouble her position and, in some cases, to misread
texts she uses to make her point. Ironically, some of the texts she misreads—
like Feuerbach’s—if read more accurately, would often support what Sontag is
claiming. Looking carefully at how she misreads these texts brings her own
project into relief. Second, I do not think it is an accident that Sontag chooses
to engage the work of a theologian to explore what she understands to be
photography’s unique representational relationship with the subject of the
photograph. Her choice of Feuerbach reveals something about how she
understands photography and what she hopes photography might be able to
accomplish. There is something ‘magical’ about photography for Sontag, and
she thinks it might deliver us from ‘the new age of unbelief’, from the ‘process
of desacralization’ in which image and reality are separated, and return us to
‘something like the primitive status of images’ in which ‘an image was taken to
participate in the reality of the object depicted’.39 Her project in On
Photography seems, at times, to be a quasi-religious one, so it makes sense
that she would appeal to a theologian. As I demonstrated earlier, she is not
the only theorist of photography to make an appeal to theology. My analysis
of Sontag’s use of Feuerbach is part of a larger project exploring how theological language functions in the work of several theorists of photography, and
I think this is an area where scholars in religious studies and theology can make
a contribution to visual studies, art history, and photography criticism.40
Third, and most important for my purposes in this article, attention to
Sontag’s (mis)interpretation of Feuerbach’s text uncovers something about
how Sontag understands photography and its relation to ‘the real’, which
might otherwise remain hidden. An examination of Sontag’s misreading of
Feuerbach reveals her surprising agenda for photography in On Photography: to
reinvest photographs with signiﬁcance so that reality itself might become
signiﬁcant again. Like Feuerbach, Sontag argues that by reclaiming
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our ‘images’, we might reclaim ourselves and, she hopes, our responsibility to
one another. It is necessary to look carefully at how Sontag theorises photography given that so many theorists—in particular those exploring viewer
responsibility in the face of images of violence—continue to engage her
writings as resources to think with and against.41

Insofar as photography does peel away the dry wrappers of habitual seeing, it
creates another habit of seeing: both intense and cool, solicitous and detached;
charmed by the insigniﬁcant detail, addicted to incongruity. But photographic
seeing has to be constantly renewed with new shocks, whether of subject matter
or technique, so as to produce the impression of violating ordinary vision. For,
challenged by the revelations of photographers, seeing tends to accommodate to
photographs.45

Even as Sontag is critical of the changes in seeing that have been induced
by photographs, she clings to the notion that photographs can change
how people see, and, as a result, she writes ambiguously about photography’s
relationship with the real. She debunks the myth of the photograph as
unmediated copy, but it is the legacy of the photograph as a physical trace
of the pictured subject that supports her view that photography is revelatory,
that it discloses what viewers otherwise would not be able to see. It is ﬁtting,
then, that Sontag engages the work of a theologian with a critical relationship to theology. Both Sontag and Feuerbach are highly critical of the
subject about which they write (W.J.T. Mitchell has suggested On
Photography should have been titled ‘Against Photography’),46 but both
recognise that there is something essential in their subjects that they wish to
keep.
Sontag examines the ‘surrealism’ that ‘lies at the heart of the photographic
enterprise:’ ‘the very creation of a duplicate world, of a reality in the second
degree, narrower but more dramatic than the one perceived by natural
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In On Photography, Sontag writes, ‘Photography has the unappealing reputation of being the more realistic, therefore facile, of the mimetic arts.’42 She
notes that the earliest photographers talked about the camera ‘as if the camera
were a copying machine’; they understood that people operate cameras, but
believed it was the camera that sees.43 The photographer was described as ‘a
scribe, not a poet’, but then photographs began to be understood as evidence
of what ‘an individual sees, not just a record but an evaluation of the world’.44
Cameras began to change how human beings see. While Sontag does not
(usually) treat photographs as duplicates of reality, she recognises that they
have functioned and been understood as such, and she examines the impact
this understanding has had on the world. Sontag writes,
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vision’. Unlike paintings, photographs are created not only by a human
being but also by a machine. Sontag writes,
Photography has powers that no other image-system has ever enjoyed because,
unlike earlier ones, it is not dependent on an image maker . . . [T]he process itself
remains an optical-chemical (or electronic) one, the workings of which are
automatic, the machinery for which will inevitably be modiﬁed to provide still
more detailed and, therefore, more useful maps of the real.48
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Because photographs are created, in part, by machines, it is possible to cling to
the illusion that the photographer plays almost no role in the creation of the
image. Photographs don’t seem ‘deeply beholden to the intentions of an
artist’.49 They are a result of a ‘loose cooperation (quasi-magical,
quasi-accidental) between photographer and subject’, mediated by ‘an ever
simpler and more automated machine’.50 This ‘tireless’ machine can never be
‘entirely wrong’.51 Sontag writes, ‘In the fairy tale of photography the magic
box insures veracity and banishes error, compensates for inexperience and
rewards innocence.’52 Photographs seem to ‘have a more innocent, and therefore more accurate, relation to visible reality than do other mimetic objects’.53
Photographs that appear to be less ‘less doctored’, ‘less patently crafted’, and
‘more naı̈ve’, are often the photographs considered ‘more authoritative’.54
Because of the role played by the camera in generating the image, photographs have been considered ‘found objects,’ ‘unpremeditated slices of the
world’, rather than simply art.55 Sontag writes, ‘They trade simultaneously
on the prestige of art and the magic of the real.’56 While Sontag acknowledges
that photographs have been changed, altered, retouched, and manipulated
since their invention (and that everyone has always known this), she contends
that the consequences of lying are more central to photography than to painting: if a painting is a fake, it falsiﬁes the history of art, while a ‘fake photograph
(one which has been retouched or tampered with, or whose caption is false)
falsiﬁes reality’.57 Even when photographs distort, their connection to the
‘real’—the presumption that photographs prove that ‘something exists, or
did exist, which is like what’s in the picture’—remains.58
The essential role played by the machine (the camera) in photography
creates an unusual relationship between the photographer and his or her art,
and between the photograph and ‘reality’. Sontag reveals that photographers
use theological language to describe this special relationship. In Sontag’s ﬁfth
essay, ‘Photographic Evangels’, she documents the theological metaphors to
which photographers appeal to describe what photography is, what it does,
and their own role in that art. Here, Sontag traces a belief shared by some
photographers that they are not simply copying reality, but revealing it, disclosing it, as if the world is something hidden waiting for the photographer to

SARAH SENTILLES

45

Downloaded from http://litthe.oxfordjournals.org/ by guest on November 2, 2016

appear, camera in hand, to make it visible. Photographers have described
photography ‘as a heroic effort of attention, an ascetic discipline, a mystic
receptivity to the world which requires that the photographer pass through
a cloud of unknowing’.59 She quotes Minor White’s description of the photographer: ‘the state of mind of the photographer while creating is a blank . . .
when looking for pictures . . . The photographer projects himself into everything he sees, identifying himself with everything in order to know it and
to feel it better.’60 Sontag reports that French photographer Henri
Cartier-Bresson ‘likened himself to a Zen archer, who must become the
target so as to be able to hit it; ‘thinking should be done beforehand and
afterwards,’ he says, ‘never while actually taking a photograph’.61 Ansel Adams
described the camera ‘as an ‘instrument of love and revelation’.62 Then,
Sontag herself describes photography in theological language. Noting that
photographs are more able to ‘usurp reality’ than other images because of
their ontological status as ‘trace, something directly stenciled off the real, like
a footprint or a death mask’, and that a photograph is an ‘emanation . . . a
material vestige of its subject in a way that no painting can be’, Sontag presents
her reader with a choice: would you rather have had Holbein the younger to
have lived long enough to paint Shakespeare, or would you rather that the
camera had been invented in time to photograph him?63 Most people, she
believes, would choose the photograph, and she uses a Christian image to
explain why: ‘Having a photograph of Shakespeare would be like having a
nail from the True Cross.’64 It is not clear, however, whether Sontag would
choose the relic, the painting, or something else altogether.
As I described in the beginning of this article, the supposed special representational status of photographs (as opposed to paintings or drawings) results
from the legacy of attributing to photographs an ontological status as traces
of the object or person that once stood before the camera. Throughout On
Photography, Sontag wrestles with this view of photography. She is at times
critical of it, disparaging the tendency to see images as more real than the
world itself and arguing that the confusion between the image and the thing—
mistaking the image for the thing and the thing for the image—has turned the
world itself into an image. Sontag aims to correct this ﬂawed understanding of
photography, but she does so by depending on a version of the very claim she
is criticising: the photograph as a trace of the real. Although it seems Sontag
would like to leave behind the understanding of photograph as trace, ultimately
it is the relationship between the photographed subject and the photograph that
drives her project. In On Photography, Sontag critically analyses what she calls
the ‘fairy tale’ of photography and yet she ends up participating in its logic.
Sontag’s version of the fairy tale is her belief that photographs are revelatory. Whether photography has been claimed as ‘true expression’ or as ‘faithful
recording’, there has been a presumption that photography is a ‘unique system
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Feuerbach observes about ‘our era’ that it ‘prefers the image to the thing, the
copy to the original, the representation to the reality, appearance to being’—
while being aware of doing just that. And his premonitory complaint has been
transformed in the twentieth century into a widely agreed-on diagnosis: that a
society becomes ‘modern’ when one of its chief activities is producing and
consuming images, when images that have extraordinary powers to determine
our demands upon reality and are themselves coveted substitutes for ﬁrst hand
experience become indispensable to the health of the economy, the stability of
the polity, and the pursuit of private happiness. Feuerbach’s words—he is writing
a few years after the invention of the camera—seem, more speciﬁcally, a
presentiment of the impact of photography.71

Sontag argues that Feuerbach, writing soon after the invention of the camera,
predicts the situation in which we ﬁnd ourselves—dependent on images,
preferring the image to the thing, the copy to the real, appearance to reality.
Sontag understands Feuerbach’s contention that theology is anthropology to be
an example of another historical moment in which human beings mistook the
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of disclosure: that it shows us reality as we had not seen it before’.65 Sontag
argues that photographers’ fascination with photography’s ability to reveal, to
disclose reality, exposes something profound: the belief that reality is hidden,
and, because it is hidden, it must be unveiled by the camera.66 Sontag
writes, ‘Whatever the camera records is a disclosure—whether it is imperceptible, ﬂeeting parts of movement, an order that natural vision is incapable of
perceiving or a ‘heightened reality’ . . . or simply a way of seeing . . . Just to
show something, anything, in the photographic view is to show that it is
hidden.’67 Sontag suggests that photography creates the sense that reality is
hidden. When something is photographed, it becomes visible and implies
that before the photograph, it was invisible. But invisible to whom? Sontag
troubles this notion of hiddenness, asking key questions about why certain
realities are hidden from others, or why we tell ourselves that they are hidden,
and whether seeing a photograph of something actually makes that thing
visible (and to what effect).68 And yet, even as she argues that photography
creates a false sense of hiddenness, she ultimately depends on its revelatory
powers to make the invisible visible, to make the ‘unreal’ real.
In On Photography’s sixth essay, ‘The Image-World’, Sontag uses
Feuerbach’s The Essence of Christianity to explore this relationship between
images and reality.69 She opens ‘The Image-World’ with the claim that
‘Reality has always been interpreted through the reports given by images;
and philosophers since Plato have tried to loosen our dependence on
images by evoking the standard of an image-free way of apprehending the
real.’70 Feuerbach, for Sontag, is one of these philosophers. She writes
(quoting The Essence of Christianity),
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Man—this is the mystery of religion—projects his being into objectivity, and then
again makes himself an object to this projected image of himself thus converted
into a subject; he thinks of himself is [sic] an object to himself, but as the object of
an object, of another being than himself. Thus here. Man is an object to God.79

Using the language of projection, Feuerbach accuses theologians of doing
exactly what Sontag accuses Feuerbach of: mistaking the image as something
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image (God) for the real thing (the human species). She engages Feuerbach to
demonstrate our dependence on images, but she then argues that he misguidedly devalues the image by preferring the real.
Sontag claims that Feuerbach falls prey to a naive separation between the
image and the thing itself. According to Sontag, Feuerbach belongs to a long
line of ‘defenders of the real’ inaugurated by Plato and, as a defender of the
real, Feuerbach equates ‘image with mere appearance’ and presumes that an
image is ‘absolutely distinct from the object depicted’.72 Sontag maintains that
Feuerbach subscribes to too static a deﬁnition of reality and image. She writes,
‘[This view] assumes that what is real persists, unchanged and intact, while
only images have changed . . . But the notions of image and reality are complementary. When the notion of reality changes, so does that of the image,
and vice versa.’73 Sontag charges Feuerbach with reducing what was once
regarded as real to mere fantasy by calling religion ‘the dream of the human
mind’ and dismissing theological ideas as psychological projections.74 She
accuses him of participating in a process of ‘desacralization’ that ‘separates us
irrevocably from the world of sacred times and places in which an image was
taken to participate in the reality of the object depicted’.75 She insists this
‘venerable naı̈ve realism’ is a mistake, that it is not possible to separate with
such ease the image (copy) and the thing (original).76
Is this an accurate reading of Feuerbach?
I contend that Sontag misreads Feuerbach much in the same way as did critics
who believed he dismissed religion as mere illusion and sought to destroy God
and Christianity.77 Feuerbach does not devalue the image. Rather he argues
that mistaking the copy for the thing itself clouds human vision—making it
impossible to see that the images we make not only tell us about ourselves and
shape who we are, but are who we are. The image plays an essential role in The
Essence of Christianity. Feuerbach writes, ‘In the object which he contemplates,
therefore, man becomes acquainted with himself; consciousness of the objective is the self-consciousness of man. We know man by the object, by his
conception of what is external to himself; in it his nature becomes evident;
this object is his manifested nature, his true objective ego.’78 There is no clear
division between the image and the real thing; in fact, it is the presumed division between human beings and God that Feuerbach criticises. He writes,

48

MISREADING FEUERBACH

This philosophy has for its principle, not the Substance of Spinoza, not the ego of
Kant and Fichte, not the Absolute Identity of Schelling, not the Absolute Mind
of Hegel, in short, no abstract, merely conceptual being, but a real being, the true
Ens realissimum—man; its principle, therefore, is in the highest degree positive and
real. It generates thought from the opposite of thought, from Matter, from
existence, from the senses.82

Feuerbach identiﬁes himself as a ‘natural philosopher’ attached to ‘realism’
and writing in direct opposition to Hegelian philosophy, speculation and
idealism.83 His work is not speculative, but rather his ideas are ‘conclusions,
consequences’; even more, his ideas are not ‘mere ideas, but objective facts either
actual or historical’.84 He insists he differs ‘toto coelo from those philosophers
who pluck out their eyes that they may see better’, writing, ‘for my thought I
require the senses, especially sight; I found my ideas on materials which can be
appropriated only through the activity of the senses. I do not generate the
object from the thought, but the thought from the object; and I hold that
alone to be an object which has an existence beyond one’s own brain.’85 Like
photographers who insist they get out of the way and let the camera do its
work, Feuerbach insists he simply lets ‘religion itself speak’.86 He writes, ‘I
constitute myself only its listener and interpreter, not its prompter. Not to
invent, but to discover, ‘to unveil existence’, has been my object; to see
correctly, my sole endeavour’.87 Feuerbach casts himself as the faithful (and
correct) translator ‘of the Christian religion out of the Oriental language of
imagery into plain speech’.88 His task is to ‘destroy an illusion’ that has had
a ‘profoundly injurious effect’.89
The arguments driving The Essence of Christianity are that theology is anthropology and that religion has alienated human beings from their true nature,
taking everything good about humanity as a species and projecting it onto God.
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essentially separate from and different than the thing itself, when in fact, there
is no such separation, no alienation. Feuerbach writes, ‘In the perceptions of
the senses consciousness of the object is distinguishable from consciousness of
self; but in religion, consciousness of the object and self-consciousness coincide.’80 His stated intention is ‘to show that the antithesis of divine and human
is altogether illusory, that it is nothing else than the antithesis between the
human nature in general and the human individual; that, consequently, the
object and contents of the Christian religion are altogether human’.81
In the same way that photography has been separated from other image
making activities because of its physical connection to the object (the trace)
and its use of a machine (the camera), Feuerbach separates his theological
project from others: While they deal with mere images, he deals with the
thing itself. He writes,
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Feuerbach’s task is to return humanity to itself, and he uses religion to do so. He
criticises the impoverishing function of religion as it has been conceived:
Religion is the disuniting of man from himself; he sets God before him as the
antithesis of himself. God is not what man is—man is not what God is. God is
the inﬁnite, man the ﬁnite being; God is the perfect, man imperfect; God eternal,
man temporal; God almighty, man weak; God holy, man sinful. God and man
are extremes: God is the absolutely positive, the sum of all realities; man
the absolutely negative, comprehending all negations.90

revives—in wholly secular terms—something like the primitive status of images.
Our irrepressible feeling that the photographic process is something magical has a
genuine basis. No one has taken an easel painting to be in any sense co-substantial
with its subject; it only represents or refers. But a photograph is not only like its
subject, a homage to the subject. It is part of, an extension of that subject; and
a potent means of acquiring it, of gaining control over it.98

Sontag’s project in On Photography is nostalgic. Citing E.H. Gombrich’s
idea that the further back you go in history, the ‘less sharp is the distinction
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He ﬂips revelation on its head, insisting that ‘Consciousness of God
is self-consciousness, knowledge of God is self-knowledge’.91 For
Feuerbach, the contents of ‘divine revelation’ are of ‘human origin’.92 They
proceed from and are determined by human reason and human want. In
revelation, Feuerbach argues, ‘man goes out of himself, in order, by a circuitous path, to return to himself!’93 He writes, ‘Whatever is God to man, that is
his heart and soul; and conversely, God is the manifested inward nature, the
expressed self of a man—religion the solemn unveiling of a man’s hidden
treasures, the revelation of his intimate thoughts, the open confession of his
love-secrets.’94 What is revealed in theology is not God’s nature, but human
nature. Religion, according to Feuerbach, ‘can be nothing else than the
consciousness which man has of his own—not ﬁnite and limited, but inﬁnite
nature’.95 He insists he is not arguing that there is no God, no Trinity, no
Word of God, but rather that theology has turned them into illusions, treating
them as foreign from humanity, rather than as ‘native mysteries, the mysteries
of human nature’.96
A close reading of Feuerbach’s text makes clear that Sontag is wrong to
accuse him of subscribing to too strict a division between reality and image.
In fact, it is this very division, this alienation that he criticises in The Essence
of Christianity. Her misreading of Feuerbach, however, reveals her hopes for
photography: that photography can be a counter-force to the ‘increasingly
secular history of painting when secularism is entirely triumphant’.97
Photography, Sontag writes,
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