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Ecole Nationale de la Photographie, Arles, ke ,
Third lecture on April 2, 84: Photo reception. : i;
EVer'since ‘the compulsory school system was introduced, evegggﬁhows how

to write, and produces some texts or similar writingse. This implies that every=

~ body knows how to read, and can decipher easy texts 1ike newspapers or novels. Ever

f¥produces photos of on.‘sort or another, This does not imply, however,'

e i—'-;".-

| programme
“e1l", (che
“‘because t e
. to the teed—back with which it is fed by the behavior of. the camera consumers. Very
-.efficient channels exiet to provide the industry with this feed-backo specialized

fsince photo cameras have become cheap and automated, almoat everybody ownsone, and

,t”every.

~-body knows. how to decipher photos. What is here in cause is not only photo illit-

}feracy, but the whole idea of "democratisation"

o

P pl”ﬁhuy cameras, (or get them for a present). because publicity has

o do ‘80. The camera acquired will tend to be of the "latest mod-
”*smaller, more automated and more efficient than the previous model),
oéram of. photo industry improves as it advances. It improves thanks

f{magazines, market research, public opinion polls, and so forth. This is ﬂdemocracr'
in the post-industrial situation: society functions as a feed-back for automatic
.. program improvements. The feed-back channels must be seen as the reverse of the dist

“ribution channels, and together they channel what may be called "social metabolism",

Cameras are structurally complex toys, but they are easy to play withe In

.this they are the opposite of games like cliess or the French language, which are

;fstructurally rather simple. (few rules), but functionally complex, (it is difficult

. to play chess well or to speak good French), The ‘snap shooter can make excellent

' photographs, without being aware of the complex processes he is provoking while

;lpressing on ‘the releaser. And he does not wish to be aware of them. The more the

f‘camera is automated, the less he is obliged to bother about camera function, the

. better. The automated structural complexity of the camera inebriates some snap

“.shooters, and clubs for photo amateurs are opium dens of post—industrial society,

utwhere people drug themselves with automation.,.

In fact, to snap photos is very like drug addiction. People end up feele

:'ing naked uithout a camera, and they cannot look at the world except throu the came

~-era structure. even when the camera is absent, The camera seduces its "owner", (the

~.one who is possessed by it), to constantly press upon the releaserﬁ. A steady flow

of photos ia the result, and this stream innundates albums and other stores of '"priv

ate" photos. He who. inspects such an album, however, (one that registers a trip to.

:LItaly, for instance), will find that there is nothing "private" about it. It shows
" the places in Italy where the camera was, and how it sedueed its owner there to pres
. the button, The album is in fact a camera memory, where the photographer is an eX=

tended automatic releaser. The album shows the victory of apparatus over human ine

. -tention,. Except in "bad" pictures, where human intervention has changed the program

The history of photography may be seen as a prccess of emancipation from

" this drug addiction. In its beginnings, people aimed at’ photographing ever new

'Lsituations, (the Florence cathedral, trees, cows, other people), vith always the

iisame methods a8 they are inscribed within the camera pregrame They wanted to "docw



i e : "‘-2@
ument" the world. In the end of photo history, people became avare that documentat-
ion is better achieved by fully automatized cameras, (like in satellites), and that
human intervention disturbes documentation. What they now aim at is at photographing
eVer the same situatione with always new methods which are somehow not inecribed in

the camera program. They aim at "informative" photos, "information" being what is
surprising, not seen before. unexpected. Photo history is a proceae of becoming G
ware of the meaning of "information"e This is the difference between a snap ehooter
and a true photographer: the one loves automation, the other one etrugglea aginst it,
since the enap ehooter knows how to make excellent photos. (by Juet preaeing

the releaser). he is convinced that there is nothing in them to have to be deciphered
They are images which have been produced automatically, preeumably becauee the -world
"out there" hae impressed itself automatically into the picture. since he doee not
know anything ‘about what goes on within the black box, he is convinced that there is
no need for photo criticiem. Thus the more people snap photoe. the more photo Al1lite
eracy is commcn. But thie is not all to the illiterate "democratic" reception of
photos. People do not try to decipher photos, because they despise them. Not only
because anybody ‘can make’ them. but also because they are cheap leaflets. A photo/in
a newspaper can be thrown avay, crumpled, or one may wrap a Sandwich in it. It‘te of
no value. Now this illiteracy of photo reception is a danger. e v

' Take the newspaper photo as an example, and suppose it is one cf:a scene in
the Lebanon war. What one sees is a situation where each element gives a meaning to
each other element and receives its own meaning from all the.others., A "magical" sit
uation charged with mythical meaningse The tanks are "bad", the children are "good"
Beirut in flames is hell. the doctors clad in white are angels. uuperhuman "powere"
circulate within the situation, some of them with names like "imperialiem" "zioniem"
"terrorism". and others are nameless, Now the photo has a linear text capture. and i
is inserted in a newspaper text which has a linear structure. Which means that in th
se texts the war scene is being "explained" by an enumeration of causes and effecte.
The scene there is not "magical", (neither ""good" nor "bad"). but it is a historical
event, However. the text does not really explain the photo. it is on the contrary
illustrated by the photo. It serves the photo and it euetaine it. (and need not be
read at all)s This invereion of the relation "photo-text'", this dominance of image f\
over text, ia characteristic of our situation, The text is a photo pre-text. There-'
fore we are no longer intereeted in causal explanations; we can eee what the war is
like, and we can see that it 1s & magico-mythical situation, : i

2 Take another examples Suppose you see a poster advertizing a tooth brush.
It shovws a magic eituatibn where the mythical "power" oavitiee roeme and 1urke as a
devilish danger. It invites you to buy a tooth brush and exorcise that evil sod by
ritually bruehing your. teeths. Now of course you may look up "cavities" in your en=
cyclopedia, in order to."explain" the situationes But you ehall buy the tooth brush
whatever be uritten in the encyclopedia, because its text hae become a preutext for
the poster, This is the programmed function of photos: to emancipated people from
the necessity to "explain", to use reason, and to have them behave in a ritual manner.



Now of course we etill know how to read and write, will Btill have a crit-
ical faculty which we can uee to criticize photoe. We can diecover, in the Lebanon

photo. the newspaper program, and we can find out that the "powere" called "1mper1.
alism" "zionism" or “terrorism" are inscribed in the program of the pclitical party
vhich has elaborated the newepaper programe Ve can discover, in the tooth brush post
er, the program of the publtcity agency, and we can find out. that the "power" called
"cavitiee" is inecribed in the program of the brush 1nduetry which haa eld:orated the
publicity program.v still: it ‘would be inconvenient if we did critize the phdns. ~Hor
are we then to behave. hold o%fons about the Lebanon, buy tooth brushes, and in gen-
eral, how are we to function? If we explained everything, how are we. to file papers,
go to work. watch TV, take holidaye. retire, and perform all those abeurd gestures?
Photos, (and all the technical 1magee), are precisely meant to suftocate our critlc-
al’ reason. and to program ue fcr our absurd function within apparatus.‘; '

: Which ehows what is eo uncanny about illiterate photo reception. If we dee-
piae the photoa, because enyhody can make them, and because they have no value, they
w111 progran our lives for the sake of apparatus function. - And they will program
not -only our behavior, but our experiences, our knowledge and our values as well.

An’ every growing part of our experiences is due to uncriticized photos, we know about
the world and our poeition in it through photoe. and we evaluate the world in functe
ion of phctos. In fact, uncritical photo reception resulte in robotieation.'"
Although photos, (like every image), irradiate a magical fascination. they
are. clear and distinct surfaoes. The photo universe, as it surrounds ue. is a mosaic
compoaed of. clear and distinct little stones, ("calculi"), which conatantly are ree
placed one by another. -This chameleon~like character of the. photo universe. (it cdhar
es constantly 1te appearance and color. without ever changing ite structure). is what
programs use Every morning new photos appear on our breakfast table. every week new
photos on building walls and shop windowse Now this constant programmed change is t!
opposite of information. Ve expect that change, it does not surpriee us, and the
thing that would really "inform" us, shock us, would be a audden standstill'every mox
ing the same photos. "Progrese" has become redundant, uninforming, and there 15 notl
’ing more reactionary than tc be progressive, Now this flood of ever changing redund-
ant photos is our. program: each experience of ours may be analysed intc a aeriee of
photoe, and s0 may each.knowledge, and each value of ours. And each act of ours may
be analyzed intc a seriea of "acbomes" based on a series of photos. And this reduct-
ion of all the phenomena of life to "bits of 1nfcrmation" be those phenomena phyeioo
1ogica1 or mental, is of course characteristic of robots. The universe of uncritic-
ally received photoe is about to change us into robots, and we may already cbserve th
robctiaation: in our geaturee, (at bank counters, in dancing, in voting), and 1n the
remoteat corners of our conscioueness. (in the way we think, ‘we fecl. we desire).

If it is true that we are being programmed by photoe, (and by all: the other
teohnical 1mages). that they hold power over us, then this question arieee: uhat is
there to be done, (if anything can indeed be done), to arouse a critical attitude in
the photo receivers? This queetion has two sides to it: one that conccrns photo prod
uction, the other one that concerns photo criticism, I shall be concerned with the
eecond side 1n ny next lecture. and shall concentrate here on the firet eide. Let me
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recall what I said about photo production in my fist lecture. A true:nhotographer
is one who handles his camera against camera automation. He does so in‘search of.
unexpected images, in search for information, Therefore' in as far as he succeeds
in his purpose, his images will pose problems for illiterate receivere. They will
nor "recognize" them as the images they are accustomed to, they will have to try
and 1nterpret them, = They will have to assume a critical. attitude towards them,
And if a receiver is led to say to himself, in the face of a given photo: M'what
.~ i8 this?":'then one may suppose that he will extend this criticism of his to all
the photos 4in the photo universe that surround hime Thus a true photographer uill
contribute tb the awakining of a critical attitude towarés photos in general. and
help to bring about a .level of consciousness in the recelvers, one that is appropQ
riate to his own 1eve1 of photo production, o : Sk
But this struggle of the photographer's againet automation. (which is, as
I am trying to argue, a Btruggle for human freedom within an apparqtue context),
requires a short consideration of the problem of automation. The following reason-
ing standa'behind automation: The world is composed of pebble-like elements, (atome
quanta, bita and the like), and these elements combine by chance to form structure:
(objecta, thoughts and the like), Thus, if left to chance, it takes an astronomic-
ally long time for a desired structure, (aft information.aimed at); to come about
spontaneouely. For. instance- it took billions of years for the human brain to come
about by chance, and if a ﬁggggnxxnx were to type this typewriter by chance, it
would take hia billions of years to type the text I am now writing. Now apparatus
accelerates enormously the rhythm of element combination,. (of "computingo. A word
processor. ie very much quicker than a chimpgnzee is in typing. Therefore an appar-
atus may accelerate structure production, by reducing the aetronomical time requir-
ed for it to human time dimensions. The problem is thia° construct apparahue whio}
i compute the elements fed into them with a very great speed, and have them stop the
it moment - the desired‘”tructure has come aboute The rapld computation ie "automation“
and the 3topping at the desired moment is "program', In this way man is exempt

from "work ‘:(from.produoing information), and he is free for atoPping the autom-'

1

aton at “he'eeeired mo'ent, (he is free for "deoisione").

which had not

been foreseen by its inventors. "Automation" of courae means eli_ination of hume

However. eomething happened to the automatic apparat

an intery ntion during the computing process., But computing geee’on in euch a

pace th .is impoesible for humans to follow it. and therefor‘ to have it etop

at the de ired moment. . The apparatus will roll on, autonomous any human deoie-

ion, A éoo& example of such an automaton over which we have 1 ,t'controll is the

nuclear war apparatue, but there are other examples, - Apparatusntend to go on, _
- driven by their own inertia, and to produce structures which have not been desired
by the people who built theme As for human decision, it can no 1onger control :
such apparatus, (have it stop at will), and it is now. heing taken as a funotion \,?
of apparatus progress. Thus apparatus, meant to free men from work and for deoie-‘

ion meking, end up eliminating human decisions, and aubmitting Bociety to the
i

inert. etupid chance combination of the elements fed into them.,ﬁ




If one looks at ploto reception from this angle, the manipulation of society

by the photos will® be ‘seen as a result of camera and distribution autonation. Both
cameras and distribution channels have escaped from human decision making, they Jjus:
:gblindly realize all the virtualities fed into them, and there ie no room left for
-?decisions to be taken, for human freedom., This would be the "deeper" reason for
ifthe geﬁerel illiteracy of society with regard to photos:’ there is no purpose in
;;trying to control them.. If you add to it, that people are‘inebriated by automet-
%ion. and that”the photos emanate a magical fascination, yeu will not be surprised

: “which photos, (and all the other technical images).
knowledge'and desirbs.

hold over our acts

rue. photographer may show us, however. that it is possible for us to
iiemancipateg urselves from this domination, By showing us the sheer stupidity of
:apparatus.
;troduce human intention into the blind computinge Each photo which goes agaist

: automation.feach "unexpected" photoy is a proof of human intelligenceand imagin-‘\:

1By ehowing us that it is possible to play against automation. .To ine

~ation being'superior to automatic computations In this sense it is no exaggeret-‘”
dion to say that the true photographer is one engaged in opening a space for human
freedom w1thin a context which is ever more automated. And that each photo prod-
uced in such an engagement is a window within our photobuniverse open toward free=
}dom. e : ; , . :
= I shall resume what I tried to say in this lecture: The_photo uniVerse, as
it surrounds us from all sides, is a mosaic of pictures producedleutomaticelly ace
: cording to e program which has human origin, but which has become eutonomous from
;.human decisionse It is received by people who cannot decipher the individual image
les, nor the whole universe of pictures., The receivers despise the images, because
ithey believe that they know how to make them by simply pressing on a releaser, and
because the images are leaflets of no value. And this is why the images program
':society for a function which is in effect a feed-back for further automatic improve
:ment of appparatus function. But true photographers show us that it is possible

: to outsmart this inert process of domination. Thus they may open up a new consciou
_ness in the receivers of photos, one that permits them a critical reception. In

~ short: freedom within an automatically programmed universevas is the photo universe
"is a game egeinst automationes Once we have learned this‘stretegy;.we shell no long
ter be illiterate as far as photos are concerned. '



