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The  work  i s  an  essay  in  wh ich  the  au thor  d iscusses  the  chaos  in  

wh ich  we  f ind  ourse lves  today ,  ra i s ing  the  poss ib i l i t y  o f  a  fu tu re  

ba lance  be tween  man and  h is  env i ronment  wh ich  wou ld  a r i se  f rom 

the  emergence  o f  a  new sense  o f  rea l i t y .  

 

F lusser  beg ins  h is  tex t  seek ing  to  recover  the  o r ig ina l  concep t  o f  

"mat te r "  as  a  t rans i to ry  fu l f i l lmen t  o f  t ime less  fo rms in  o rder  to  

d iscuss  the  d ia lec t i ca l  re la t ionsh ip  be tween mat te r 1 and  fo rm 2.  When 

a  fo rm o r  mean ing  i s  p resen ted  in  an  energe t i c 3 and  no t  in  a  so l id  o r  

l i qu id  s ta te ,  i t  i s  o f ten  inappropr ia te ly  qua l i f i ed  as  immater ia l .  He  

c r i t i c i zes  the  use  o f  the  te rm " immater ia l  cu l tu re "  when  re fe r r ing  to  

the  con temporary  cu l tu re  o f  i n fo rmat ion ,  p re fe r r ing  to  ca l l  i t  

"energe t i c  cu l tu re " .  The  au thor  a lso  rescues  the  mean ing  o f  the  

concep t  o f  " in fo rm ing"  as  to  g ive  fo rms  to  mat te r .  For  h im,  fo rms  a re  

no t  d i scovered  bu t  mean ings ,  inven t ions  o f  mode ls .  

 

The  shap ing  p rocess  cons is ts  o f  fou r  s teps :  appropr ia t ion ,  

convers ion ,  app l i ca t ion  and  use .  The  h is to ry  o f  human i ty  i s  a  

"h is to ry  o f  manufac tu r ing"  and  i t  can  be  c lass i f i ed  in to  fou r  per iods :  

the  per iod  o f  hands ,  the  per iod  o f  too ls ,  the  per iod  o f  mach ines  

(wh ich  beg ins  in  the  Indus t r ia l  Revo lu t ion  approx imate ly  200  years  

ago) ,  and  the  per iod  o f  e lec t ron ic  dev ices .  

                                            
1 
Stemming from concrete and transitory nature. 

2
 Involving the intellect and whose meaning is timeless. 

3
 Or abstract. 



 

The  manufac tu red  ob jec t  comes  f rom the  sub jec t i v i t y  o f  i t s  c rea to r  

and  in  o rder  fo r  h im to  be  ab le  to  conce ive  i t ,  he  mus t  w i thd raw in to  

h imse l f ,  d i s tance  h imse l f  f rom the  wor ld  o f  th ings ,  and  en te r  the  

wor ld  o f  abs t rac t ion  so  he  can  access  h is  imag ina t ion .   Then  he  

mus t  descr ibe  th i s  ob jec t ,  f i nd  a  way  to  commun ica te  h is  idea .  I t  w i l l  

be  necessary  to  cod i f y  the  in fo rmat ion  in to  symbo ls 4,  then  d i f fuse  i t  

and  a lso  s to re  i t  i n  some memory .  Human commun ica t ion  i s  an  

a r t i f i c ia l  p rocess .  I t  p roposes  to  s to re  acqu i red  in fo rmat ion  and  

there fo re  behaves  in  a  way  con t ra ry  to  en t ropy .  In  na tu re ,  the re  a re  

o ther  p rocesses  tha t  a re  a lso  negen t rop ic .  One  example  i s  the  

comp lex i t y  reached  by  l i v ing  be ings .  Re la t ionsh ips  a re  in f luenced  by  

cu l tu re .  A f te r  we  lea rn  a  code ,  we  incorpora te  i t  as  second  na tu re ,  

and  we tend  to  fo rge t  i t s  a r t i f i c ia l i t y  and  the  " f i r s t  na tu re "  o f  the  

wor ld .  

 

We have  two  types  o f  med ia  to  t ransmi t  codes  o r  messages :  the  

l i near  one ,  in  wh ich  the  though t  i s  expressed  in  tex t 5,  and  the  one  

wh ich  invo lved  the  su r face ,  in  wh ich  the  though t  i s  made th rough  the  

image.  Bo th  wr i t i ng  and  images  a re  med ia t ions  be tween  the  wor ld  

and  the  human be ing ;  they  a re  in fo rmat ion .  They  become rea l  as  

they  de te rmine  our  l i ves ,  bu t  p rogress ive ly  move  us  away  f rom 

immed ia te  exper ience .  C iv i l i za t ion  in  i t s  beg inn ings  re l ied  on  the  

image to  commun ica te .  I t  can  be  embraced  in  i t s  en t i re ty  ins tan t l y ,  

a l l ow ing ,  as  i t  i s  dec iphered ,  spa t ia l  assoc ia t ions  and  mu l t ip l i ca t ion  

o f  mean ings .  The  image goes  f rom s ign  to  mean ing .  I t  be longs  to  the  

an imated  wor ld .  However ,  th i s  i s  a l so  a  wor ld  o f  my th .  A l though  i t  

has  the  purpose  o f  g i v ing  mean ing ,  i t  l eads  to  ido la t ry  and  t raps  man 

in  ha l luc ina t ion .  Our  ex te rna l  wor ld  i s  an  inan imate  wor ld .  I t  needs  

an  eng ine ,  wh ich  i s  our  w i l l .  Fo r  someth ing  to  move ,  the re  mus t  be  a  

cause .  Otherw ise ,  f r i c t i on ,  an  en t rop ic  fo rce  tha t  i s  cons tan t l y  

ac t i ve ,  cance ls  the  movement  and  leads  to  ine r t ia .  There in  l i es  a  

vo id  be tween  theory  and  observa t ion .  Wi th  the  deve lopment  o f  

abs t rac t ion ,  man has  inc reas ing ly  made use  o f  wr i t i ng  to  

commun ica te  h is  ideas .  The  wr i t ten  l i ne  re la tes  the  symbo l  to  i t s  

mean ing ,  rep resen ts  and  a lphabe t i ca l l y  descr ibes  the  th ree-

d imens iona l  wor ld  in  a  se r ies  o f  sequences  in  fo rm o f  a  p rocess .  I t  

was  ins t rumenta l  i n  p romot ing  a  h is to r i ca l  consc iousness  and  in  

p ro tec t ing  the  ind iv idua l  f rom the  ha l luc ina to ry  imag ina t ion .  

                                            
4
 Which represent the meaning of things. 

5
 In other words, in lines. 



However ,  i t  imposes  a  s t ruc tu re  when  dea l ing  w i th  a  l i near  code  and  

there fo re  tempora l i t y  i s  requ i red  fo r  i t s  apprehens ion .  Moreover ,  i t  

comes  f rom an  abs t rac t ion  tha t  a l iena tes  the  sub jec t .  

 

In  the  West  f rom the  n ine teen th  cen tu ry  on ,  men became rep laceab le  

and  began  to  be  sub juga ted  by  mach ines ,  s imu la t ions  o f  the  o rgans  

o f  the  human body  tha t ,  never the less ,  do  no t  have  the  capac i t y  to  

g ive  mean ing  to  th ings .  Men became more  and  more  a r t i f i c ia l ,  and  

the i r  re la t ionsh ip  v i s -à -v i s  the  too l  as  a  va r iab le  e lement  was  

inver ted ,  comp le te ly  mod i fy ing  the  ex is tence  impr isoned  by  cu l tu re .  

The  image 6 became scarce  amids t  i nc reas ing  abs t rac t ion ,  a l l  t he  way  

up  un t i l  t he  a r r i va l  o f  e lec t ron ic  dev ices .  Wi th  the  techno log ica l  

advances  th i s  p ic tu re  was  inver ted ,  ma in ly  in  the  con tex t  o f  mass  

cu l tu re ,  where  the  image recovered  i t s  impor tance  th rough  d ig i ta l  

med ia .  

 

C inema in t roduced  movement  w i th in  movement .  A l though  in  te rms o f  

image  p ro jec t ion  i t  can  be  regarded  as  a  su r face  med ia ,  i t  g i ves  

spa t ia l i t y  to  in fo rmat ion  th rough  sound .  Jus t  l i ke  a  wr i t ten  tex t ,  the  

f i lm  requ i res  an  in te rva l  o f  t ime  fo r  i t  to  be  apprehended .  Perhaps  

th is  i s  because  we s t i l l  don ' t  know how to  exp lo re  th i s  language  in  

the  fu l l es t  o f  i t s  resources .  

 

We a re  s t i l l  cond i t i oned  by  the  l i near  charac te r  o f  a  nar ra t i ve .  I t  i s  

necessary  tha t  the  " though t - in -su r face"  incorpora te  the  " though t - in -

l i ne" .  On ly  then  w i l l  we  be  mov ing  towards  a  new menta l  s t ruc tu re .  

Perhaps  f i lm ,  in  the  fu tu re ,  w i l l  be  a  much  more  independen t  med ia ,  

pa r t ia l l y  ab le  to  be  man ipu la ted  and  reversed ,  sub jec t  to  the  

reader ' s  des i re  to  ac t  on  the  nar ra t i ve  and  choose  i t s  ro le .  

 

The  way  the  wor ld  i s  s t ruc tu red  depends  on  how we cod i f y  i t .  For  the  

au thor ,  we  can  d iv ide  the  wor ld  in to  two  par ts :  the  "wor ld  o f  fac ts "  

con ta ins  the  "k ingdom o f  immed ia te  exper ience .  The  "wor ld  o f  

f i c t i on"  encompasses  the  "k ingdom o f  images"  and  t he  "k ingdom o f  

concep ts " .  The  type  o f  f i c t i on  de te rmines  a  s t ruc tu re  o f  d i f fe ren t  

codes .  Concep tua l  codes  re la te  to  fac ts  in  an  ob jec t i ve  and  

consc ious  way .  They  a re  c lea re r  and  more  no t i ceab le  bu t  requ i re  

                                            
6 Surface. 



erud i t i on ,  because  they  a re  par t  o f  an  e l i te  cu l tu re .  On  the  o ther  

hand ,  the  imagery  i s  sub jec t i ve  and  unconsc ious ,  r i cher  in  message  

and  can  be  apprehended  in  an  in tu i t i ve  way .  They  requ i re ,  however ,  

g rasp ing  o f  the i r  techn iques  fo r  the  e labora t ion  o f  messages .  The  

human be ing ,  in  t r y ing  to  descr ibe  the  wor ld ,  needed  to  quan t i f y  i t  

and ,  in  o rder  to  ach ieve  th i s  goa l ,  f ragmented  the  wor ld  and  

deve loped  a  numer ica l  code  tha t  wou ld  a l low a t tach ing  a  spec i f i c  

number  to  a l l  th ings  inser ted  in  i t .  S ince  the  numbers  were  

t rans la ted  in to  tones  and  co lo rs ,  the  ca l cu la t ion  found  a  way  to  

p ro jec t  f rom i t se l f  wor lds  no t i ceab le  to  the  senses .  Th is  med ia  was  

essen t ia l l y  i ncorpora ted  by  mass  cu l tu re .  

 

In  fac t ,  the  human be ing  has  th ree  wor lds :  tha t  o f  na tu re ,  tha t  o f  

cu l tu re  and  tha t  o f  ga rbage .  Des ign  a t  the  base  o f  any  cu l tu re  a ims  

to  dece ive  th is  na tu re  th rough  techn ique .  The  one  who p roduces  i t  

can  "see"  the  ac t ing  fo rces  in  a  comprehens ive 7 way ,  and  he  o r  she  

i s  ab le  to  an t i c ipa te  n iches  o f  poss ib le  demands  tha t  the  

t rans fo rmat ions  po in t  ou t .  Th is  percep t ion  a l lows  one  to  inven t  new 

func t iona l  ob jec ts .  Un fo r tuna te ly ,  des igners  have  no t  shown any  

mora l  concern  w i th  these  p roduc ts ,  pa r t i cu la r l y  as  they  tu rn  in to  

t rash ,  a f te r  l os ing  the i r  func t ion .  The  inc reas ing  complex i t y  o f  

ob jec ts  has  begun  to  requ i re  the  par t i c ipa t ion  o f  an  en t i re  team fo r  

the i r  manufac tu re .  As  the  resu l t  canno t  be  a t t r i bu ted  to  a  s ing le  

au thor ,  the  fee l ing  o f  respons ib i l i t y  has  been  los t  once  and  fo r  a l l .  I t  

can  be  cons idered  tha t  the  Second  Wor ld  War  i s  a  se r ious  example  

a r i s ing  f rom th is  fac t .  

 

Accord ing  to  F lusser ,  bo th  the  e l i te  and  the  masses  were  a l iena ted :  

the  e l i te ,  w i th  the i r  abs t rac t ion ,  d is tanced  themse lves  f rom rea l i t y ,  

wh i le  mass  cu l tu re  h id  the  f i c t i ona l  charac te r  o f  the  image.  The  idea l  

scenar io  wou ld  be  the  un ion  o f  the  two  med ia ,  wh ich  wou ld  p rov ide  

v i sua l  though t  w i th  a  g rea te r  capac i t y  to  e labora te  concep ts ,  

p reserv ing  the  sensor ia l  rep resen ta t ion  o f  fac ts .  The  syn thes is  o f  

bo th  m igh t  resu l t  i n  a  new c iv i l i za t ion .  

 

A l l  th ings  tha t  made up  the  wor ld  a re  be ing  rep laced  by  "non - th ings . "  

The  in fo rmat ion  i s  a lso  chang ing .  They  a re  decodab le  and  there fo re  

"unapprehens ib le " ,  and  g radua l l y  ga in  in  impor tance ,  rep lac ing  the  

                                            
7
 F l u s s e r  d e f i n e s  t h i s  l o o k  a s  t h e  “ s o u l ’ s  s e c o n d  e y e ” .  



ob jec t  i n  our  f i e ld  o f  i n te res t .  Th ings  a re  sh r ink ing  and  "non- th ings"  

a re  mu l t ip l y ing ,  mak ing  the  env i ronment  p rogress ive ly  impa lpab le .  

So f tware  i s  wor th  more  and  hardware  less  and  less .  Ins tead  o f  

p roducers  we  a re  becoming  emp loyees .  The  new man no  longer  

needs  hands ,  bu t  f i ngers  to  t ype ,  to  dec ide  and  to  choose .  He  

doesn ' t  wan t  to  have  i t ,  he  wan ts  to  exper ience  i t .  

D ig i ta l  techno logy  has  b rough t  a  new image,  e lec t ron ica l l y  

syn thes ized ,  resu l t i ng  f rom a  non-d imens iona l  o r  "quan tum"  code  

tha t  d i f fe rs  f rom the  p rev ious  one ,  represen ta t i ve  o f  the  wor ld .  I t  i s  

now fed  by  tex t  and  i s ,  the re fo re ,  a  p roduc t  o f  h i s to ry .  Accord ing  to  

the  au thor ,  the  goa l  o f  the  human be ing  in  the  pas t  was  to  " fo rma l i ze  

the  ex is t ing  wor ld " ;  today  he  a ims  to  "manufac tu re  the  des igned  

fo rms to  c rea te  a l te rna t i ve  wor lds " .  

 

F lusser  po in ts  ou t  to  two  bas ic  t rad i t i ons :  Wes te rn  and  Eas te rn .  The  

f i r s t  one  deve lops  f rom a  l i near  though t ,  f rom a  cod i f i ed  log ic ,  and  

advances  sc ience  w i th  the  in ten t ion  o f  con t ro l l i ng  na tu re .  The  

Eas te rn  t rad i t i on ,  on  the  o ther  hand ,  unders tands  man as  a  be ing  

tha t  emerges  f rom the  wor ld  to  exper ience  i t .  I t  has  an  aes the t i c  

approach  to  the  wor ld  and  i s  based  on  an  exper ience  where  bo th  

man and  the  wor ld  merge  in to  one .  

 

I t  i s  necessary  to  recogn ize  tha t  Wes te rn  sc ience  has  been  

advanced  thanks  to  a  d is tanced  approach  p rov ided  by  theory 8.  A  

syn thes is  tha t  b r ings  toge ther  Wes te rn  and  Eas te rn  perspec t i ves  

seems to  be  emerg ing ,  p rov id ing  the  rep lacement  o f  a lphanumer ica l  

codes  by  new,  hybr id  ones ,  such  as  d ig i ta l  compute r  codes .  Thus ,  

the  symb io t i c  re la t ionsh ip  be tween man and  too l  can  be  reversed .  I t  

i s  poss ib le  tha t ,  i n  the  fu tu re ,  fac to r ies  w i l l  become learn ing  p laces ,  

because  they  w i l l  i nc reas ing ly  depend  on  human be ings  to  ex t rac t  

someth ing  f rom the i r  techno log ica l  too ls ,  wh ich  in  tu rn  w i l l  requ i re  

inc reas ing  theore t i ca l  l ea rn ing  on  the  par t  o f  those  in  charge  o f  

them.  There  a re  hopes  tha t  a  new ex is ten t ia l  fee l ing  may  a r i se  in  

response  to  th i s  phenomenon,  tha t  i t  w i l l  man i fes t  i t se l f  w i th  the  

awareness  o f  the  ephemera l i t y  o f  a l l  c rea t ion  and  o f  ou r  

respons ib i l i t i es  in  re la t ion  to  the  su rv iva l  o f  the  p lane t .  Perhaps  i t  i s  

poss ib le  to  re -es tab l i sh  a  ba lance  be tween  human in te l lec tua l  

matu r i t y  and  na tu re .  

                                            
8 Or by reason. 



 

As  a  pess im is t i c  a l te rna t i ve ,  we  can  imag ine  a  fu tu re  in  wh ich  the  

incorpora t ion  o f  concep tua l  th ink ing  in to  imagery  i s  unsuccess fu l .  

Th is  wou ld  p rovoke  a  de te r io ra t ion  o f  the  human spec ies  as  a  resu l t  

o f  a  g row ing  depo l i t i c i za t ion  o f  the  consumer  soc ie ty ,  the  

to ta l i ta r ian ism o f  mass  med ia ,  and  genera l i zed  a l iena t ion .  

 

There  i s ,  however ,  the  poss ib i l i t y  tha t  v i sua l  though t  can  pos i t i ve ly  

incorpora te  concep tua l  though t  and  thus  p romote  a  more  e labora te  

t ype  o f  commun ica t ion ,  w i th  wh ich  man consc ious ly  assumes a  

fo rma l i s t i c  pos i t i on  tha t  es tab l i shes  a  new sense  o f  rea l i t y .  

 

The  ac t  o f  coun t ing  a ims  to  ach ieve  a  syn thes is .  The  ac t  o f  wr i t i ng  

does  no t .  Today ,  we  a re  l i v ing  th rough  a  cu l tu ra l  revo lu t ion :  f rom 

sub jec ts  o f  on ly  one  wor ld ,  we  a re  t rans fo rm ing  ourse l ves  in to  

p ro jec ts  o f  severa l  wor lds .  Perhaps  we need  to  lea rn  how to  coun t . . .  

 

F lusser ' s  cons tan t  p resence  i s  fe l t  th roughou t  the  work .  The  open ,  

we l l - s t ruc tu red  and  f lu id  tex t  i nv i tes  us  to  re f lec t  on  impor tan t  

cha l lenges  fac ing  human i ty .  Wi th  a  lo t  o f  v i vac i t y  and  insp i ra t ion ,  he  

t ransmi ts  h is  doub ts  and  ques t ions ,  wr i tes  assumpt ions  and  

apoca lyp t i c  p red ic t ions ,  as  i f  he  wan ted  to  shake  the  reader  be fo re  

o f fe r ing  h im some re l ie f .  On ly  then  does  he  sugges t  any  poss ib i l i t i es  

to  ex i t .  In  a  s l i gh t l y  debauched  and  sarcas t i c  tone ,  F lusser  c lea r l y  

deve lops  h is  way  o f  th ink ing ,  o f  see ing ,  and  te l l s  us  h is  

in te rp re ta t ions ,  ques t ions  and  doub ts ,  es tab l i sh ing  comp lex  

reason ing  and  c rea t ing  sma l l  t raps  and  p rovoca t ion .  Fa ta l i s t  and  

hope fu l  a t  the  same t ime,  the  au thor  perhaps  revea ls  a  ce r ta in  

impat ience  and  d isappo in tment .  A f te r  a l l ,  t hese  d i f f i cu l t i es  re la ted  to  

the  con temporary  wor ld  were  c rea ted  by  us .  

 

When fo rmu la t ing  a  ques t ion ,  the  au thor  deve lops  a  though t  f ree  

f rom censorsh ip  imposed  by  the  l im i t s  o f  l og ic .  A f te r  a l low ing  the  

f low o f  ideas  to  man i fes t ,  he  reorgan izes  and  de f ines  the  con tours  in  

an  a r t i cu la ted  and  coheren t  way .  We fee l  w i th in  the  p rocess  o f  b i r th  

and  con f igu ra t ion  o f  the  work ,  exper ienc ing  the  p rocess  o f  

i n te l lec tua l  c rea t ion  toge ther  w i th  the  wr i te r .  We have  the  impress ion  



tha t  F lusser  wr i tes  no t  on ly  to  share  h is  ideas ,  bu t  tha t  fo r  h im the  

ac t  o f  wr i t i ng  i s  a  way  to  lu re  and  shape  though t .  

 

The  au thor  sees  con temporary  c i v i l i za t ion  as  a  p robab le  resu l t  o f  a  

sp i ra l ing  p rocess  tha t  goes  f rom image to  concep t  and  then  back  to  

image.  Gather ing  dens i t y  and  l i gh tness ,  he  deve lops  h is  work  w i th  

an  ana logous  pa th .  Words  cons tan t l y  evoke  images  o f  h i s  though ts .  

Even  i f  he  does  subs tan t ia te  h is  ideas  by  mak ing  re fe rence  to  o ther  

au thors ,  he  –  none the less  –  revea ls  g rea t  e rud i t i on  and  some deep  

knowledge  o f  ph i losophy ,  be tween the  l i nes .  

 

Monique  A l la in ,  2009 .  
 


