Sennett, Heidegger, Flusser, Van Lier, Virilio on technology of photography

Richard Sennett writes about fixed-function, user-friendly objects that “ask for submission rather than engagement” (9), rendering their users passive, no longer curious about why and how things work. On the other end of the scale he places structures that do not hide their complexity and therefore do not “minimize the experience of mechanical resistance” (8) but instead “require interpretation because they are not legible, straightforward, easy” (9). In the context of photography, the philosopher Vilem Flusser evocatively describes the camera as a programmable apparatus that, paradoxically, programs the photographers (functionaries) who use it but who, nonetheless, always endeavour to find new possibilities within the program of the camera. A program is a set of possibilities, a “combination game based on chance” (69), with clear and distinct elements, that serves to animate the apparatus. As he puts it, “every photograph is a realization of one of the possibilities contained within the program of the camera. The number of such possibilities is large, but it is nevertheless finite” (26). 

In Heideggerian terms, the technology of photography can be said to turn reality into a standing-reserve of images, inasmuch as cameras are on ‘stand-by’ to ensure the possibility of taking a picture. Photography facilitates a ‘revealing’, but not in the sense of ‘bringing-forth’ that takes place when a craftsman gathers together matter, form and a view to the thing envisioned as completed (the four elements of causality in classical philosophy) (1977: 6, 13). Rather, this ‘revealing’ is a ‘challenging’ of reality into putting out images (1977: 14), it is a technology that transforms, stores and distributes them, characterized by regulating and securing itself (16) (the camera ensures the right degree of exposure and preserves the image). It is in this sense that, as the anthropologist and semiologist Henri Van Lier argues, the initiative of the photographer comes after the initiative of the technician (53) - photographs are routinely obtained through the automatic application of lenses, films, developers, and fixatives (each of which is a result of a global machine of designing, producing and marketing), the photographer’s intervention being purely optional. 
Van Lier calls photography “the most vivacious experience of what physicists call the black box, where one can clearly perceive the entrance (input) and the exit (output), without even knowing quite well what takes place between the two” (38) (photography always takes place in the dark: in film rolls, cameras, darkrooms). To use Heidegger’s terms, the camera “conceals itself as to what and how it is” (17). Flusser argues that it is “the obscurity of the black box which motivates photographers to take photographs”, “they creep into the camera in order to bring to light the tricks concealed within” (27). It is the camera that is the real subject of photographers’ interest, and one might argue this has been the case since the beginnings of the medium – in June 1827 Nicephore Niepce was reportedly so exhausted by making the first camera that he simply pointed it at his garden. 
Flusser proposes that a truly experimental approach to technique (a literal deconstruction of the apparatus) is necessary to short-circuit what could be called the limitations of the apparatus designed to be predictable. This is in tune with Paul Virilio’s explicit call to “penetrate the machine, explode it from the inside, dismantle the system to appropriate it” (74), or else the machine (in the most general terms of technology) functions as an idol, and contemporary art fails in representing and instead only presents. As in Sennett’s argument, this has to do with sensations, which become digitized or digitalized – reconstructed by technology that acts as a filter modifying perception (not only visual, but auditory, olfactory, tactile). Image is replaced by optics corrected by the machines, which work at the speed of light so that everything is experienced live, as it happens. This has to do with what Virilio sees as the failure of representation understood as reflective, durational - and auratic: “representation has a cult dimension, … presentation has no other value than in the moment. It doesn’t seek to endure” (46). Virilio urges artists to expose the artificiality of the optical code, similarly as some artists of the Renaissance (Piero della Francesca, Paolo Uccello) acted to subvert perspective – the ‘optical code’ of the time - by experimenting with multiplying vanishing points, or mixing depth of field and flatness (74). 
What is perhaps primarily at stake is the (in)ability of technology and the art that uses it to represent any more-than-human otherness. This is despite the automaticity of photography, its potential to record everything indiscriminately without assigning it meaning and irrespectively of photographer’s intentions, that for Van Lier is the reason why photographs “can profoundly affect us” (104) (and that prompted thinkers such as Roland Barthes or Jacques Ranciere to attribute to it particular contemporary importance). It is not only that, as Flusser writes, photographer’s intentionality operates within clearly delineated boundaries of the possibilities of the medium, which have been shaped by the conventions of communicating meaning that both the maker and the audience are familiar with. Rather, as Haidegger would have it, by turning the real into a standing-reserve of images, the technology of photography renders it “unautonomous”, unable to “stand over against us as an object” (1977: 17). It is therefore unable to represent what he elsewhere (1971) characterizes as withdrawing and unyielding - the earth as an irreducible elemental, as that which withholds itself from being known. 
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