
Afterword

This, I think, shows what being free means. Not cutting off
one's ties with others but making networks out of these con-
nections in co-operation with them. Emigres become free,
not when they deny their lost homeland, but when they
come to terms with it. V I L & M F L U S S E R

A philosophy of photography is necessary because it is the
only form of revolution left open to us. Vilem Flusser's
book, first published in German in 1983, constructs the
first steps towards a philosophy of photography, or rather
towards the question of whether or not all philosophy
nowadays must be dedicated to thinking in terms of a
photographic universe - in other words, committed to the
paradox of philosophizing about the end of Becoming at
the Coming of the end. The range of Flusser's major work,
from his Geschichte des Teufels (History of the Devil), pub-
lished in Brazilian Portuguese in Sao Paulo in 1965, right
through to his numerous posthumous fragments, displays
a phenomenological commitment. Flusser's writing is
'nomadological'; it reflects the fate of being an emigre in
the twentieth century, the 'rootlessness', the 'groundless-
ness' and the basic insecurity of human destiny. Thus, to
understand his writing and, above all, the motivations of
his writing, it should be remembered that Flusser grew up
as a child of Jewish intellectuals in Prague, that he began
studying philosophy in 1939 at the age of nineteen, that in
1940 he emigrated to London with Edith Barth (whom he
married in 1941) and that up to his death in a road

accident in 1991 he led a life of 'groundlessness' (this is the
title of his philosophical autobiography), of'homelessness'
in Brazil, then in Italy and finally in France. His mother
and sister were murdered at Auschwitz, his father beaten
to death at Buchenwald.

In London in 1940, as he says in one essay, 'in this - by
continental standards — somewhat inscrutable England',
'freed' from Prague by having been forced to leave,
nonetheless aware of 'the coming dislocation of humanity',
he formulated the basic question of his writing:

Changing the question 'free from what?' into 'free
for what?'; this change that occurs when freedom has
been achieved has accompanied me on my migra-
tions like a basso continue. This is what we are like,
those of us who are nomads, who come out of the
collapse of a settled way of life.

In the same way that, in the process of photography,
things lose their place, are 'displaced' and go on a journey
made up of countless experiences, and that telematic
images capture and encircle displaced people, Flusser's
thought should be seen as a process of wandering that
does not come either to a 'clearing' (in Heidegger's sense)
or to any transcendental place. The forward movement of
this way of thinking consists much more of the deliberate
repetition of every step that nevertheless fails ultimately to
indicate the way out. Perhaps it is thanks to this migra-
tion, as experienced and reflected upon, that Flusser, in his
best essayist manner, is able to show us everyday things
with precisely the urgency and sharp analytic focus that
characterizes the great philosophers and theorists of the
twentieth century (Nietzsche, Husserl, Heidegger,
Wittgenstein and Kafka).
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Flusser's thinking proceeds by means of etymological
statements, perceiving language very much as the 'home of
being' — as movement, as media communication - whose
capacity to integrate experience is being altered increas-
ingly by technological media. Since he always wrote in a
number of languages and translated them back and forth
- Portuguese, English, French, German and Czech - the
idea of translation is at the heart of all of his works, of his
way of thinking. However, translation means not so much
the formal linguistic act of translation as the human act of
leaving and then rediscovering an area of language. Thus,
in this continual state of being on the move like nomads,
languages acquired for Flusser the original character born
out of elemental difference or separation and out of the
desire to be on the move, to build bridges, to communi-
cate. The demand for translation originates from all those
migrations that did not arise out of persecution and the
need to seek refuge elsewhere; at the same time, Flusser's
writing demands that one learns the lesson of translation
by looking at catastrophes and human degradation caused
by political persecution. Every translation signifies the
space-between, the gap, the historical chasm or the repres-
sion of history; translation is the most cautious form of
communication since there is always the inherent admis-
sion of a certain departure and an uncertain arrival. In
this sense, Flusser's philosophical writing must be seen as
a departure — attempting to grasp the transition from a
world view characterized by humanism to a world of the
'techno-imaginary* springing from nowhere — and viewing
the artificial paradises of'digital fog' as the end of the
grand projects of the philosophy of history.

Flusser has been called the philosopher of new media;
his name is often mentioned in the same breath as Jean

Baudrillard and Paul Virilio. Flusser's thought is neverthe-
less far removed from the eschatalogical dimension of
Virilio's theory of the media and from the 'criminological'
dimension of Baudrillard's theory of simulations. Flusser
pinned his hopes on the potentiality of the Now that is
based neither on human vigilance nor on social progress -
of the late Marxist or the late capitalist variety - but on a
nameless, post-historical universe of technical images.
Flusser is no apologist for new media, yet it is with deep
melancholy that he sees in the disappearance of historical
references a devastation of the territory of history and an
ushering in of a dislocated world view. In this respect, his
philosophy of photography is very much a philosophy of
translation continually moving towards the philosophy of
emigration that was the aim of his writing:

The universe of technical images emerging all
around us, represents the fulfilment of the ages, in
which action and agony go endlessly round in cir-
cles. Only from this apocalyptic perspective, it seems,
does the problem of photography assume the impor-
tance that it deserves.

This book can be seen as a work of philosophy in which
photography is elevated to an allegory of post-industrial
and post-historical thought. Thus one should not be sur-
prised that there are no descriptions of photographic
images nor are there any photographs included by way of
illustration. Flusser is not concerned here with the history
of photography, but rather with presenting a way of
thinking about history post-photography. Neither is he
concerned with describing current 'redundant' or 'inform-
ative' photographs, nor with the art of photography or
even photography as art. Towards a Philosophy of



Photography is a work of doubt and concern, a work of
indecision characteristic of the photographic universe in
which one still has to come to terms with a history
steeped in photographs and the 'collective memory going
endlessly round in circles'. It argues for a way of thinking
about concepts in which criticism of the primary medium
of technical images has to be broadened into general cul-
tural criticism. The philosophy of photography is 'a criti-
cism of functionalism in all its anthropological, scientific,
political and aesthetic aspects'; the act of photography,
according to Flusser, is one of 'phenomenological doubt'.

This book is of prune interest to anyone studying the
effects of the information society on the basic structures
of human existence. The original edition was followed by
Ins Universum der technischen Bilder (Entering the
Universe of Technical Images), a book which was pub-
lished two years later, and the essay Die Schrift (Writing),
published in 1987. These should become set texts for read-
ers today who feel the lack of a Buckminster Fuller,
Harold Innis or Marshall McLuhan, who feel they can no
longer fall back on Kant's Critique of Judgement and who
do not feel fully stretched by Neil Postman. Flusser's argu-
ments can be taken as a plea for a radically different kind
of education in which the domination of technical images
must be counter-balanced by a critical program of educa-
tion on image-programming. Education is challenged,
both to continue the struggle against illiteracy and also to
uphold the warning - proclaimed in the 19205 by Moholy-
Nagy — that those who are ignorant in matters of photo-
graphy will be the illiterates of tomorrow.

The first essay in this book explores the replacement of
the culture of linear writing by the culture of technical
images due to the invention of photography in the first
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third of the nineteenth century. Flusser considers the
invention of photography to be as earth-shattering an
event for the history of humankind as the invention of
writing in the second century BC. If the relationship of the
subject to the text (textolatry) and to the image (idolatry)
was determined by magic and ritual, in the universe of
photography this relationship is characterized by the func-
tionalism of the apparatus and the operator. Whereas
transcendence once occupied the field of meaning in the
form of myth, and gods - like authors - stood at the
centre of the hermeneutic circle, the interpretation of the
technical image becomes an act of grasping the transdes-
cendent — functional and circular interactions between the
four essential and non-causal determinants of the photo-
graphic universe: image, apparatus, program and informa-
tion. The gods have, as it were, been turned into
'functionaries' who put their efforts into the processes of
communication - i.e. 'manipulated information' - that
they think they have under their control, but whose
'computative' logic they are nevertheless subject to.
Photographers are functionaries, they make use of appara-
tuses using programs linked to them and produce
information. The industrial evolution of apparatuses and
programs has to be ordered in such a way that photo-
graphers' abilities are exceeded and yet program capabili-
ties are not exhausted. To a certain extent, the 'black box*
as the hermeneutic residue of magic must still be able to
offer its functionary a guarantee of meaning. This is the
measure of individuality and the degree of information
provided by the photographic image; in the end, Flusser
identifies these two things only as experimental photo-
graphy, i.e. the literal deconstruction of the whole appara-
tus and the overall program of photography.
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Photography initiated the transition from the industrial
and historical to the post-industrial and post-historical
age. This was determined, according to Flusser, by the shift
or 'redirection' of power 'from the material to the sym-
bolic' and replaced matter and work with the twin pillars
of information and play - 'Instead of having to work, the
human being is able to play.' The apparatus, the black box,
the hardware represent a form of'robotization' and
automation of cultural production (not therefore to be
confused with the debate about apparatus in film theory
since the 19605); as a work-thing (Werkzeug) it is a play-
thing (Spieheug) that simulates a way of thinking and cre-
ates images according to the combinations offered by the
program (the software). Flusser was no Luddite; he did,
however, press for a criticism of apparatuses whose
production serves the interests of social power and whose
aim was that 'the human being would be ruled out'. He
differentiated his criticism of apparatuses from humanis-
tic criticism which continued to invoke human responsi-
bility and denied the fait accompli that the human being
had been excluded from the world of apparatuses. The
paradox he formulates about the 'photographic criticism'
that is needed is, to use his words, 'uncovering the terrible
fact of this unintentional, rigid and uncontrollable func-
tionality of apparatuses in order to get a hold over them*.
In this way, photographers as critical functionaries are
charged with the responsibility of informing by means of
images, of imposing information onto a surface. Whether
photography is being employed in the service of art, sci-
ence or politics, photographers have a duty to analyze
their own intentions. The aim of any single photograph is
- as Adorno says - the disclosure of the 'logic of being
produced'. Thinking about photography means denning

Dtained within the apparatusthe playful combmatii
and seeing the pmguui as a concept of freedom. The onrf
names mentioned by Flusser, initially just in passing -
Kafka and Kant - determine the ethical motivation of this
social philosophy. 'Freedom is playing against the camera,'
even though the human beings taking the photographs
cannot escape the state of dependence that they have
brought upon themselves, their positive 'theatre of the
absurd'. Their job must be to use images to create spaces
running counter to those that are programmed within
apparatuses.

In the information society, questions of property and
social emancipation common to both capitalism and
socialism have evolved into problems of the 'programming
and distribution of information'. The solution to these
problems in the 'post-historical' and 'post-ideological' age
is no longer aimed at a social situation that can be
achieved historically. Any such teleological model has now
been transformed into the circular model of self-reflexive,
autopoietic apparatus. 'As long as the photograph is not
yet electromagnetic, it remains the first of all post-indus-
trial objects,' Flusser wrote in 1983. 'Even though the last
vestiges of materiality are attached to photographs, their
value does not he in the thing but in the information on
their surface.' The act of photography, in which informa-
tion is encoded and subsequently decoded by the receiver,
signifies an awareness of how things are devalued by then-
photographic representation. The moment of loss in
creating a photographic image - interpreted by philo-
sophers from Walter Benjamin to Roland Barthes as being
a precondition for 'phenomenological doubt' - must not
lead to the fetishizing compensation of lost objects by
their symbolic replacement; it must instead educate us
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into an awareness of this translation within the image.
Admittedly, Flusser does not present any program for this,
makes no reference either to directions in style and art or
to ideal photographers; instead, by pointing in the direc-
tion of experimental photography, he indicates that this
'informative' photography has to be distinguished from
'redundant' photography which exhausts itself stylistically
and venerates apparatuses and programs. Experimental
photography must expose these cracks in representation,
the absurdity of any 'post-historical' technical representa-
tion.

Flusser's work on the philosophy of photography
should be read as a treatise on the crisis of history that
can no longer be resolved. The reader will be unable to
avoid being confronted over and over again with the
melancholy reason behind the observations presented
here. When texts were no longer able to form narratives,
'technical images were invented'. Their job was 'to make
texts comprehensible again, to put them under a magic
spell - to overcome the crisis of history'. There is a con-
nection between the invention of photography and
Gustave Flaubert, whose dearest wish is said to have been
to write a book about Nothing. After reading Flusser, one
sees that the end of the story turns out to be the basic
information of any 'informative' photography. The
obscuring of the aesthetic component of the program of the
twentieth century formed the dark apocalyptic background
to the indescribable catastrophe of human history against
which Flusser formulated his philosophy of freedom.

* Vilem Flusser,' Wohnung beziehen in der Heimatlosigkeit' (Finding a Home
in Homelessness), in Von der pTeiheit des Migranten: Einsprtiche gegen den

Nationalismus (On the Freedom of the Migrant: Objections to Nationalism)
(Mannheim, 1994), p. 17.
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