VILEM FLUSSER Iwo Approaches to the FPhenomenon "Television®
For: "Open Cilreuits: The Puture of Televiaion®

The purpose of the present paper is to submit to discussion some of the
possibilities now open to theoreticians of communication, eritiecs and rhilo
sophers to influence the future of Television. The premisses of this paper
are as follows: (a) IV ims & deecisive factor in our cultural situation, and
it tends %o become even more so in the future., (b) TV, ms we now know it,
is not like it should be according to its original project. (e) Most of the
virtualities dormant in the TV project have not yet been realized, let alone
put into practice. (d) Idke with most other instruments, there is a process
of reification and mythification going on with TV which does not allow us to
see the project underiying it clearly. (e) A good method to re-descover the
project is to apply to IV what is called the "phenomenological vision®, (£)
Once that project is redescovered, it is possible, though difficult, to mo-
nipulate the phenomenon IV as we now know it, so that it might become more
like it should be. '

The thesis of thies paper is that "phenomenological vision" will revenl
the original project behind TV to have been to provide men with a new typo
of window to lcok through at the world and to talk through to others, There
fore two approaches %o the phenomenon offer thewselves: TV as a window to
look through, and TV as a window %o talk through. These two approsches will
be discussed theoreticelly in this paper. Illustrations foxr how the results
of such a theoretical discussion may be put into practice will be offered
after the reading of this paper. One will be an illustration how TV ocsn be
used as a window to look at Teami's work. The other will be en illustration
of how TV was used as a window to talk through to others during an experiment
at C.N,R.0 at Hydre in August 73 by Fred Forest and Jean-Phllippe Butaud, at
which the author was present. The theoretiecal discussion and the practical
illustrations are not meant to be exhaustive abalyses or instructyions for
use, but first sketchea and experimental suggestions,

At Description: The most. common form under which TV rresents itaself
at present is as follows: There is a box which atands among the furniture
of a private dwelling. This box has a screen on which ﬁ&vie-like plectures
appear, and radio-like sounds issue from it, if it is appropriately menipul
ated. The manipulstion is simple, but the reasons why it works are complex,
(The box is, to speak with Moles, a structurally ocomplex but functionally
simple syetem.) In order to see the pictures and hear the sounds the dwellex
of the room sit around the hox in semi-circles, (This is an important form
of family struocture at present.) The plctures and sounds thus received have
a meaning for those who rewveive them, and so has the box itself. Tt is
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mown to the receivers of those meanings that these messages do not origin

ate in the box, but the true origin of them is not ¢learly known. The re-
ceivers know veguely that the box is somehow conneated through some sort
of channel with a place where the messages are heing manipulated and broad-
cast, They know vagely that this is an expensive process, and that there—
fore those who finance it must have some sort of interest in it, an intered
that muat reflect itself in the messages the recaivers are gotting, But
thie vague lmowledge is suspended during the reception of the messages, and
an attitude is assumed by the receivers ass if the Pletures and sounds 1ésu—
ing from the box were messages from "his world". And this is the meaning
of the box for the receivers: it means communication of messages from the
world in the direction of priveate dwellings,

The receivers will distinguish betwaen two types of messages: those
that present events of the world, and those that represent events of the
world., The first type consists of piectures and sounds that issue more or
less directly from the events themselves, and in that sense "mean® those
events for the receivers. (This ie the case of newsreels end speeches by
voliticians.) The second type consists of pietures and sounds that issue
from phenomensa that represent eventd of the world, and in this second degre
sense "mean" those events for the receivers. (This is the case of TV playe
and filme.) The first type of messrges 1s taken by the receivers to be
"true", the second to be "fictitious". But this distinction batween pres-
entation and representotion is not very clear, nor is it very important,
for the following reasons: (a) The pictures and sounds themselves do not
allow the distinetfon, snd it is only made by a comment on the megsege
which is itself a TV message. {(For instance: The picture of an athlete
and of an actor representing an athlete look alike and ean be distinguished
ohly through the comment of an announcer who may himself be an actor re-
presenting an announcer.) (b) The pictures and sounds have sn "artificialn
and therefore "fictional® charqpter, whether they present or represent e-
vents of the world. (For instance: to wateh the landing on the Moon is
like watching science fiction, as far as the pictures and sounds are oon-—
cerned.) {(c) The vague knowledge that all messages have been manipulated
confers a fictional character to those pilctures and sounds that profess to
present events of the world., (For instance: a newsreel is vaguely felt to
be a film that represents the events it is showing.} (d4) The pickures and.
sounds that obviously represent evente are often more perfect than thomae
which present them and therefore look "truer". (For instance: an actor
representing a politielan often looks "truer" than the politician himself
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on television.) The result is that for the receiver of TV messages the
distinotion between reality and fiotion becomes both difficult and unim
portant., The criteria of distinction between messages tend o become ;
ver less ontologiesl, ("true" or "fictitious"), and ever more esthetié?
("sensational" or "boring").
The pictures and sounds that issue from the box do not betray,

either irough their quality or through thelr message, that they serve a
purpose which is in the interest of those who finance their reception,
with the exception of commerciels. The result is that the receivers are
lead,to believe that there are two types of messages: "subjective" ones
which aim at provoking a specific type of behavior in the receivers, (es
do the commercials), and "ohjective” ones which seem to aim at inform-
ing the receivers or at providing them with esthetic experience, (me do
plays end newsreels). Although the believe in the "objectivity" of some
of the messages is denled by the vague lmowledge of the manipulation of
all messages, it is still widely held by the receivers, because it is be
ing re~inforced constantly by the pictures and sounds issuing from the
box. The fact that all messages provide information and esthetic ax pexr
iences only as a memas to provoke behavior patterns that are in the in-
terdat of those who finmnce them, and that the difference between commer
cials and other messages is one of degree, not of kird, tends therefore
to be forgotten. One consequence is that the receivers become more or
less unconscious toola of those who pay those who manipulrte the sounds
and the pletures. Another consequence is that the receivers tend to for
get the existence of those who pay the manipulaters, and to some extend
even the existence of the manipulators, and tend to accept the box itself
to be the source of the messages they are receiving. The box thus gains
a magie quality, and the messages that dssue from it beecome myth-1like.

The box has buttons which allow the receivers a choice of var
fous channels, and also to inférrupt the flux of the message. This ocre-
ates the impression of control over the box and of a sort of mechanical
freedom. In fact, the cholce is highly iliusionary, becasuse all avail-
able channels serve the same kind of interest, and the possaibility to in
terrupt the flux is somehow 1llusionary, because it means to interrupt
one of the very few available communications between man and the world.
This illusion of control and freedom contributes to the manipulability of
the receivers by those who are interested in it.

The box emits messages but does not receive any. Although
some of the mesanges emitted seem to be'open to replies by the recaivers
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through other channels, (Mail, telephone and so forth), such sporadio

feed-back does not influence the flux of messages in any decisive way.
Therefore the receivers are conditioned to what amounts to passive re-
ception. The result is a pessive attitude to the events of the world,
accompanied by an illusionery impression of perticipation, which is due
to the constant flow of messages from the box, In faet, this is ohe of
the purposes of the messages: to create the illusion of partieipation,
while guaranteeing passive reception.

There is & great amount of boxes diastributed throughout society,
and a1l of them emit the same information. The result is that private
dwelllngs become linked closely to the public sphere and lose their priv
acy. On the other hand the publie sphere becomes closely linked to priv
ate dwellings through millions of univocal channels and loses its dialo-
glcal, ("pblitical“), character. (The publiec man is present in millions
of private dwellings, talks to them, but cannot be talked to.) The aon-
sequence of the invasion of the private realm by the publie, and of the
elimination of universal dialogue from the public, is the sbolition of
the distinction between the private and the public. Since this distinc-
tion is the basis of polities, it means de-politisation.

Although this description is incomplete and sketchy, it still
permits the follwoing conclusion: (1) The TV box occupied a specific
place in private dwellings and provokes & new family structure. (2) It
means communication with the world., (3) It makes the distinetion between
fiction and reality uninteresting, and 1s thus a powerful instrument for
alienation. (4) It provides esthetic criteria of a specific type. (5)

It emits models of behavior which are in the interest of those who fin-
ance it, either openly or covertly, and the receivers are more or less
subject to them. {6) It provides a false sense of freedom. {7) It hss

a magie charaacter. (8) It does not allow effective feed-back and condit
ions the recaivers for passivity, while creating the illusion of particip
ation. (9) It abolishes the border between private and public, thus tends
to eliminate politlces and establish totalitariaeaniam,

™ sharea‘many of these characteristics with other mass media, and
some are specific to it. But almost none of them were intended by those
who projected 1t as s meens of communication, Which means that they are
not "necessary", and that TV could become a different sort of means of com
munication in the future. This paper will now discusa two of the virtualit
ies inherent in the original TV projetd, which are covered up by its pras-
ent form,



VILEM FLUSSER
B: To look through TV: The box in the private dwelling Just described

ekits radio-like sounds and movie-like pictures. This is why it is felt to
be n successor of the radio and the film theater. O0Of course, there are dif
ferences which do not allow the TV box to be considered a true synthesis b;
tween radlio and film, As e radio, TV offers much less cholce and n far mo;E
restricted range of geographic extension. As a film theatre, TV offers far
less perfect pictures. This i1s why it does not "overcome" its parents, as a
true synthesis should. Nonetheless, some sori of synthesis seems to exist,
end 1t can be stated as follows: TV distributes films the way radio distrib
utes its programs, and it is therefore a movie theatre made private. 4And,
in fect, this is how TV is being as & rule considered by the receivers of
its messages, and handled by those who own it and manipulate it, But this
is not its true essence, if by "essence of a tool"” we mean the purpose for
which it was projected.

If we look clomely at the box, we can see that its sereen 1s not some
kind of wall, (as it is in movie theatres), but a kind of eye or of window.
It was not meant to be looked at and to provide a spectacle or show, but to
be looked through and to provide a view and & vision. This is an essentianl
aspect of the box,'and it appears in the above description, when 1t was said
that the box "means" communication with the world, Now this *"window eassencen
of Tv has not, so far, been duly put into practice, because it was covered
up, deliberatley or not, by the image of the "movie theatre made privater.
It is necessary to discuss more closely what is meant by "window essence",
if one wants to try and begin to out it into practioce.

A window is, of course, a hole in & wall, but so is a door, and 1t is
obvious that the two types of hole do not serve the same purpose. The pur-
pose of the wall is to orcate a private space cut out from the open puvlie
one, what the anclents called a "templum®, Thus the wall, (or, more exact-
ly, the four walls), provide man with a shelter in which he may become him-
self again, after having committed himself to the world. But Hegel says that
to find oneself means {o lose the world, The docor is & hole in the wall the
purpose of which it is to permit a rhythmic human motions a diastolic phase
in which man lesves himeelf to coﬁmit himself to the world, and a asystolice
one in which he comes to himself ngain without totally loeing the world., The
widow, however, is & hole in the wall the purpose of which it is to provide
men with a vision of the world which may serve as & map when he will leave
the door to commit himself to the world. Thus the purpose of the window is
linked with the purpose of the door, and that link has & dielecticnl nspect.
Were it not for the window, the door would lemd into chaos, and leaving it
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would be stupid. Were it not for the door, the window would provide m "purev

vision with no practieal purpose. The two tools, door and window, must be
coordinated. The door is a t00l which allows men to bransform window visions
into practice. The window is a tool which allows man to give his door commit
ments & meaning. To speak with Kent, the door is a tool of practical reason
and the window of theoretical reason, and their coordination is what gives
reason its meaning. This is the essence of door and window.

But this ie not the whole story. w®alls do not only have holes of the
type "door" and "window", but also blank surfaces which may be painted over
or covered with pictures. And ageinst which libraries can be put up. The
reintings and pilctures represent window visions and projects for door oommit
ments. So do the books in the library, only in a different sort of codifi-~
cation., The movie theatre is a late development of wall painting. This ig
its essence, and there are its theoretical and practieal problems., The 7TV
was projected to be a new type of window., It was meant to Provide men with
maps of the world to be used in subsequent commitments., This 1s what the
word "television" means: a better vision than is provided by conventional
windows. To use TV as a kind of wall painting is to abuse it,

Jet us ask how TV may become an improvement on conventional windows,
The obvious answer is that it allowe a wider vision. One can see more things
of the world through it. Kot only things that are fer for conventional
windows, but alse things that are too small, or too ephemerous, or whose mot
ion is too slow for conventional windows, This is an important improvement,
and if it were put fully into practice it would certainly chenge profoundly
man's vision of the world, and in consequence his practice. But this obvious
answer does not touch the truly radical aspect of that improvement. TV is a
window that mey be handled in a way conventional windows can not. This point
demands & somwhat more careful discussion,

The conventlional window is a fixed hole by which the stream of events
flows by, and 1t allows man to view that segment of the flux that corresponds
to the s!ape of the window., That shape cannot be manipulated. It is, to
speak with Kant, given "e priori", It forces all events'"categorically" into
itself, and the vision that results from conventional windowe is one of a
world that flows through the shape of a window. TV, on the other hand, althou
the shepe of its screen be just as fixed =as the shape of conventional windows,
has a suppleness which allows it to approach events, step back from them, look
et them from verious angles, and accompany them in their motion. Obviously
this is an improvement, and TV vision of the world is "categorically" differ-
ent from conventional wihdow vielon., It is a new sort of "theoretical remsson"
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But here lles the true problem. The basic techniques of manipulating TV

were pot developped within TV itself, but taken over from films. and in f1lms
the same techniques have a different purpose. There they amerve, not as cate-
gories of perception{gyhé¥zggg. ﬁas they should do in TV}, but as categories
of representation of eveﬁ#gbéhla i, m order to understand this difference,
we must first try to show why films are improvements on wall paintings.

Wall paintings are stabilized representatione of one single fleeting view
from the conventionel window., (Although that window may open on the transcen-
dent, like in Byzantine paintings, or the uncosncious, like in surealist paint
ings). This is what is meant by "image": & scene taken out of ite temporal
context, made timeless, But paintings are also spaceless, in the sense that
they transiate a vision which was felt to have three dimensions onto a rlene
surface, And this is also what is menat by ~Z§§§$?} a scene taken out of its
spacial context. Images are representations of the world in the sense that
they substitute a space-time reality through timeless and sapeceless gymbols,
namely through fixed two-dimensional symbols.

For thousands of years there existed another method to represent space-
time reality through symbols, namely writing. One of the differences betwaen
the two methods is in the organisation of the symbols. Images show their mean
ing instantly, but letters only if one follows their liemar sequence. Which
means that the reading of lmages involves a compact anﬂ_circular time, and the
reading of letters a diachronical sequence. But there is another important
difference between the two methods. Images translate the time-spmce reality
they mean on surfaces of walls, Which is to say that they intend always to
represent it., Writing may do the same, and is then called "fictional writing",
But it may also symbolize time-space reality as a kind of map, and it is then
an empoverished transoeription of window vision. 1% 1s then called "scientific
end so on" writing. Therefore books c¢an be either pictures or windows.

Kow films are improvements on paintings in the sense that they organize
images in sequences similar to sequences of letters. Which means that their
reading involves and sythesizes both image-lke and book-like time forms., They
are a synthesis of paintings and books of fiction. Therefore they represent
events "better” than do either paintings or books of fietion. The techn%ggga
mentioned above are the result of this synthesis, they are a kind of Mﬁ&gﬁk
writing®. They are techniques of representation. Tnaks to them fiction has
become more effective, richer and it offers more openings for esthetic realig‘
ations. The film is essentially a new art form.

The same technigques, if applied to TV, should however have a differert
purpose., Here too books should be absorbed into image, but not the painting-

dke booke of fiction, The window-like books of conception should be absorbed

L
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into the win ow-iike TV images of perception., The sanme techniques that in

Tilms serve to synthetize surface and line for the representation of the
world, should serve in TV to synthetize surface and line for the presentation
of the world. They should not provide men, (as they do in filme}, with new
categories of ethetic experience, but with new categories of understanding,
IV was projected to be, primerily, not a new art form, but a new form of
seeing and understending the world,
Two things must be stated immediately, to avoid a misanderstanding
of the posltion of this paper. One is that there is no intention to deny
the close and obvious link between representation and presentation, between
art and knowledge. One cannot exiat, obvioualy, without the other, and every
art has obvicusly an epistemological dimension, and every science an esthetic
dimension., The other thing to be said immediately is that there is no inten
tion to deny the ¢lose link between film and television., TV ows much to the
movies, and there are newsreels shown in movie theatres as there are movies
shown in TV progrems. This I1s as it should be. Also: good films, to be works
of art, must increase our knowledge of the world, and good TV vision, if it
comes shout in the future, must provide esthetic experiences to 1ts viewers,
The point this paper tries to drive is this: At the preesent gtage of its de-
velopment TV must try to free itself from film influence, if it is ever to
become what it should be. At this stage to stress the fundemental differences
betwoen the two seems to be more to the point than to stress the obvious siml
lerities that unite them. 1In short: TV must be seen as a window through which
one may look, among other things, at paintings, but not as a painting. This
is importent, because in its present stage it tends to transform everything
it looks at into & painting, and thus becomes & second-hand and bad quelity
movie theatre which provides false esthetic experience and false knowledge.
Iet us re-skate the problem. TV is potentially an improvement on
traditional windows, not only because it allows us to see through i+ more
things and different types of thinge, but also, and chiefly, becausa it pro-
vider us with new categories to sée them, These categories can be achieved
through techtiques that were eleborated in film making, but are different
from the categories that apply in film making. They have to do with the ayn
thesis of line and surface, (like in films), but they should serve a new kind
of seeing and understanding the world, Jet us now try and see how they may
achieve this purpose.
We have, at present, two memns, (or, ms one nov says, "media"),
to look at the events of the world. Traditional windows and printed letters,
The vision through traditional windows is growing ever less important for
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kts nerrowness, which is a pity. Because windows usually have doors oclose

by, so that window vision is easily follewed by door commitment. Not so
with printed letters. These window-like media, (like the press, magazines
and books), which provide a far wider vision than do traditional windows,
do not make it easy to find any doore through which readers might commit
themselves to the world. Also, they provide a different sort of vision.
Traditional window vieion is felt to be immediate, (although on analysis

it can be shown to be the result of complex mediation by the senses and so
forth). The vision provided by printed letters is being obviously mediated
by those letters. This 1s obvious, bhecause we must learn how to decypher
them before we ean use them, but need do nothing of that sort when looking
through a tradiftional window, The result of this double vision of the event
we haﬁe can be stated as follows:

The immediate vision of the events provided by traditionanl windows
can be called "perception”, It has the structure of windows, which means
the structure of a surface. There fore to perceive events is to be able
to imagine them, and what we see thus is an imegineble world. The vision
of the events provided through the mediation of letters can be ealled "con
ception”. It has the structure of writing, which means of lines thet fol-
lov each other, Therefore %o cdncelve events is to be able to order them
in saguences, and what we see thus is a logieally ordered world. There is
a growing abyss between perception and conception. The number of perceived
events remeins more or less constant, (given the narrowness of traditional
windows), but the number of concelved events grows constantly, (given the
linear and "discoursive" character of writing). Therefore the world we
live in becomes ever less imaginable, Since, however, lmogination is felt
to be the form of immedimte vielon, the world we live in becomes ever more
abatract. This 1s the remsson why the events as they appear through printed
letters do not seem to concern us ae much as they do if they can be imagin-~
ed, ond why newspapers for instance do not lead easily to doors for commit-
ment. They provide maps of the world which are felt to be too abstraoct.

This the media of printed letters try to overcome by inserting illus
trations into their texts, island of bi-dimensionality in a flow of lienar
sequence, A photograph of a street scene in a newspaper, or a sketoch of a
molecular structure in a book on blology is intended to allow the reader
to imagine what he is conoceiving through resding letters. But these two
exampleas show a fundamental difference., The photograph invites the remder
to recall that the letters of the newspaper are tranecriptions of traditio
nel window vision. The sketch however shows the reader that written dis-
course has exceeded traditional wihlow vision, snd that 1t now coneeives of
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events that cen no longer be seen through traditional windows. This differ

ence means that some written texts can fall back on traditional imagination,
and others have to take recourse to & newg sort of imaginstion.

But be it traditional or new, it does not work well through 111ustra3
ions inserted in written texts, because there is ne integration of line and
surface, The text so to speak flows around the pilctures, and the reader
8till has a double vision of the world. He cannot fully reiate the Pleture
to the text, and this has a structural reason. The text consists of symbols
which are point-like end form lines, and it is thus that 4t vconeeivesr of
the world, The illustrations represent space-time eventa a8 timeless and
flat surfaces, and are therefore not reelly window~like, but more like wall
paintings. As a result the text shows the eventa as concaived Processes,
and the illustrations represent them as fletions, Instead of making the
vision more concrete through imagination, (as they pretend to do), the illug
trations confer on the texts = fictional character, which is an important
aspect of mass media like magazines and posters. In short newapapers, ma-
gazines and poaters are unsatisfactory windows, beecsuse structurally, (and
for many other reasons), they tend toward fietion. 4and so are the 8o-call
ed "serlous" rublications, because they cennct succeed to make the events
they have conceived imeginable to the reador for lack of integration bet-
ween text and i1llustration. On the one hand, therefore, (on the hand of
printed mass medias), imagination tends to become fictitious, and on the other
hend, (the hend of the media for "serlous” learning about the world), con-
ception tends to become divoreed from imagination. All windows toward the
vorld seem to be closing, and we seem to be heading toward a situation where
everything is either immgined fancy or abstract concept, And where there-
fore there is no room for = commitment to change the world.

This is where TV should step in, if it were Properly handled, Tt
has a structure which allows it to present events both to imagination and
concentual thinking, To imagination because its screen is a surface, and
to conceptual thinking becnuse its messages flow like texts on that surface,
This does not only mean that it can allow ita readers to imagine events and
at the some time conceive them. It means also that it can allow 1t%s readers
to concelve images and imeagine oconcepts. MNow written texts also conceive
images, and this is what they were made for,. But no medium so far was in-
vented for the imagination of concepts., (Sketches of molekule structures
are examplea for failures in thisg direection). In this sense TV may become
a tool for a new type of reason, a radical improvement on windows,

TV as o tool to perceive concepts and thus be able to inmagine



o 1

VILEM FLUSSER
them sounds like a structuralist's dream or like a Platonic vision. But

there is nonetheless nothing fantastle about it, The invention of TV is
véry much like the invention of writing was, only on a different level.
Writing is a technique of transcribing image to line, and it therefore per
mits the conception of imagination. TV is a technique of manipulating 1m;ﬁ
es in lines, and it therefore permits the imagination of concepts. ¥riting
introduced a new, and previously fantastic, human situation: the historiesml
civilisationa. TV will introduce, 1f it is learned how to handle it proper
ly, an equally new situation, A situation in which men do not only use
models for the understanding of events and think about those models, but

in which they also perceive those models and their dynsmies, Writing was

n 8tep back from imagination, and therefore the use of imagination on behali
of conceptial thinking., The result was historical civilisation, including
polities, science and the arfs as we kmow them. TV is a step back from con
ceptual thinking, and therefore the use of concepts on behalf of imaginat-
iom, The results cannot yet be imagined, in view of the present lack of

a correct use of TV for that purpose.

One thing seems, however, toc be clear already now: the proper
use of TV demands & change in the attitude of the receiver. He muat come
40 understand that the box in his room wes not meant to be s traditional
window, but one that he can handle. The Tﬁﬁ;ﬁﬁifﬁthat issue from it are
not neccesarily ready-made products to be ‘consumed, but raw materisl to
be manlgéig%;aih This is the fundamental differen ce between the cinemsn and
| TV: that similar techniques serve a different purpose. The TV receiver
must lemarn that he stands outaside the program he is receiving, that he can
re-arrenge it, introduce himself into it, and control the flux of events . .
both in velocity and direoti%ﬁ%’ (Minkoff's experiences in Geneve, for in-
stance, point in this direction.) The receiver must learn that he is in
part responsible for his categories of the perception of the worl&f’and that
TV wes meant to provide him with a tool to assume this. Unless thia change
of attitude comes mbout, TV will never become as it should be, And, admit-
taedly, it 1s difficult to imagine how such a change could be brought abvout
in the present situation of passive consumption.

let me give you, however, one example of how this could be done,
I shall show you a videotape on Tsai's work., Now this work can be looked
at in an exhibition, that is: throu a traditional window. It can be reead
about and seen in illusirstions in catalogues and magazines of art. And
it can be filmed and registered on & video-tepe as here, Now Tsaal's work
are oybernetic models, They propose how artificial life might look like.

x Dok s’ Yo
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If we look at those works in an exhibition, we perceive them as things, not

es models, If we read about them in ari megazines, we conceive them to ba
models., If we look passively at them through video-tapes we percieve them
as representations of things, although these representations capture their
motion and are therefore good representations. But if we were able to ma-
nipulate the video~tape in such a way that we could eontrol the appearance
of the work, have their motion stopped or accelerated, re-arrange the se-
quence and so forth, we could perceive their being models. We could use
them as models for our understanding of them, =nd for our understanding of
their future use in art and culture. In fact: such a manipulation of the
videotape would amount to a new sort of eritique, no longer conceptunl, but
imaginative, It would amount to that critical "step back" of which I wap
talking. The techniques for such a manipulation of tapes are available
at present, What is lacking is the change of attitude in the receiver,
who is conditioned %o see his box as a cinema made private,

It goes without saying that if the change of attitude were to come
about, the video~tape iteelf would be different from what it is now. Tt
would have been made with a view to manipulation by the receiver. In fact:
the critique of Tsai's work would be a joint effort of those who make the
tapes and those who manipulate their reception. Thus Tsai's work would
really have become what it wae meant to be: a model widely dialogued a-
bout and used as such. I think this example shows well one of the esthet-
ic functions of future television: not so much %o provide esthetic eXper-
ience, as to provide the means to criticize it and interfere in its Pro-
cess. Art would be something different from what it is in our present
eituation. And so would, of course, be politics and science.

This example intends to show that television, if used properly,
would change the basic attitude of what is ecalled "mass man" and the "so-—
clety of consumption®, And other examples of very different types could
easily be given. In short: TV, as it is used now, has a potent influence
on progressive massification and passive consumption, But 1f used as it
was intended to, it might have an oppsite function. To-some extend it
depends on us how it is going to be used in the future. Although, of
course, our power of decision is very limited, but to change this fact
would require much more than Just thinking about television. We should
therefore try to act within the parameter of decision that is open %o
us, I belleve this is the reason why we are here together,

C: Lo look through IV on others: The box in the private dwelling
that emits movie-like piclures and radio-like soundglooks like a sort
of radio, but, if we look closer at it, it shows some telephone-like
characteris{ics as well, Lke the telephomn, and unlike the radio, 1t
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it demands our attention while it is working, and its name "televisionn

suggesta that it is a member of the telephone family rather than of that

family the radio belongs to. The fact ;ﬁat television demands more atten
tion than the rodio does im of coursedue to its avpeal to two instead SE
only nne of our senses, while the fact the the telephone demands more at-
tention than the radio does ims e to its appeal to our response to its

meesage. There seems thereford to be no similarity between the twof ap-
peals, ond TV seems to he an/intensified radio, not a telephone with ra-

dio-like aspects., But the/similerity is there, because to provoke atten

e~

tion wmeans to provoke redponse, which ie whet the telephone was mode for,
The fact is that TV is/a telephone-like tool which is being uvsed at preasent
its radio-like characteristics. (As if we were to
most exclusively for calling information,)

Kow the suggestion that television was projected to be a telepho-~
nevision demands that one analyses the telephone as a tool, which would ex
cead the scope of the present paper. TIet it therefore suffice to say that
the telephone is a tool for the amplification of the geographic narameter
of spoken linguistic communication, as far as its dielogilcal structure is
concerned, On the other hand the radio 1s a tool for the emplificetion of
the geograpvhic parameter of various types of suditive communications, in-~
cluding snoken linguistic ones, ag far as their discoursive structure is
concerned, Although the repertoire of the radie is wider than of the tele
phone, (it includes, for instance, musical messages), the two tools together
represent a geographic amplification of spoken linguistic communicetion in
hoth ite structures., One of the theggé-of this paper is that television
was meant to inject the visual espects of communication into both the tele-
phone end the radio systeme, and tﬁas achieve a richer tool for both dia-
logical and discoursive communightion. In other words: that TV was meant

to be a synthesis of teleophone’ snd radioc with a visual dimension, instaed

of being, as it is now, a splithesis of radio and cinema, (2nd a bad one at
that). It becomes necessaty to discues the difference between dinlogical
agd Aiscoursive communicabtion a little morc closely.

At the limit the process of commanication is structured by one of
two systems, by & network system or a broadeasting system. Although, in
fact, in most communication processes there is some overlapping of the two
gstructures, In the network struchure the channels of communication cross
on meny points, snd these pointe are where the particinants in the process
are located. They are therefore alternatively emittors and recentors of
messages, mMd Gthis iz called "dialogical communication". In the bronﬂbasg
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ing structure the chann~ls of communieation irrediste from one central point
toward many peripheriecal ones, the central point being the place of enmisesi
on of the messagas, and the peripherienl ones the places of ita rmceptioﬁT
This is called "discoursive comrwnication”. This structurel difference has
of course an important influence off the content of the messages communicat
ed, In the dialogical structure messages are exchanged between the partf;
inants with a2 view to &an elaboration of information. (In other words: eazh
of the participants disposes of a partial information which i1s being inte-
grgated into & more complete information during the dialogieal process,)
In the discoursive structure mesesages are emiltted from a psrticivant vho
holds an information toward participants whe do not own 1t. (In other
words: the discoursive brocess serves the distribution of pre-sxisting in
formation.) Aeg a whole, human communication can be seen as a dialectieal
rrocess in which information 1s elaborated through Jialogue, distributed
through discourse, re-elabornbted thro gh dinlogue and so forth, This is the
reason why it is a negatively entropie process. Through dialogue it pro-
duees information, through discourse it multiplies it snd also conserves
it in the memories of the reeeivers.

But there is also an existential aspect th¢ the difference ha-
twaen the two dialectical structures. In the dimlogical structure there
is a sense of metive participation in the elaboration of information by
all the partieipante of the process. JTn the discoursive structure there
is a sense of passive consumption of Information by sll the partieipants
of the process excepdt the emmittor. In other words: in discourse pudblic
information is communicated to the private person, ond in dialogue private
information is made publie. (Even and especially in the Greek sense of
vpublic® and "urivater: "politikés" and nridiotes®,) In consequence dia-
logue is closely linked with democracy, (radical rolitisation), and dis-
course with totnlitarienism, (radical invasion of the private by the wpublie)
of course, those are extremeg, and normally the two communieation struchturees
are linked dialectically. Fut there are times when one of the two siruc—
tures prevails, (like now the discoursive structure, due also to the present
use of television}. In such a time as ours thers is a danger of a totali-
tarian society in the meking, one that is poor in elaboration of informat-
ion and strong in its distribution. This is why telephonses seem t0 be more
important &hen radios at present.

At this point it must be nsked what is meant bu "Open Circuits

and Closed Cirecuite", If applied to the present use of TV, "Open Clrcuits®
means a discoursive broadeasting structure open to an ineressing number
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of receivers, and "Close Circuits” mesns a sonewhat dialogical network qtruo

ture restricted to a relatively small number of participants in the ppocess.
In other words: as [V is being used now, its telephone-like aspecgs are closg
od structures, and ite radio~like aspects are ppen structures. BPut of course
this is not necessarily 80, hor iz ik in aceordance with the original Tv pro
Ject, Conference rooms are ehamples of closed discoursive broadecasting 8ys
tems, and the televhone nebtvork is an example for oen dislogieal networks,

In fret: one of the problems of future TV is how to open vresently closed
dialogical networks. I heiieve that this is one of the reasons for the title
of our vresent meeting.

Let us suppose for & moment that plnsent closed ecircuits can he ren
derad even more dialogieal then they are now and then orened to include all
those millions of participants thot make part of the present open ayatems,
How would TV work in such & situation? To understand the impact of this
questiocn, let us go back to the basie idea of this paper that TV was hrojoct
ed to be an improved window, I said, when discussing the window "egsence”,
that 1%t is a mecans to percieve the world. DBut it 1=, of course, more than
this: it is also & means to meet others without touching them, One may
talk out of the window and speak to a erowd, (like Mussolini did at Pinzza
Venezia), or one may lean out of the window and talk to a neighbor, (like
thr village women did before cars entered the streets of the villege). The
Mussolini example show that the radio is & development of the discoursive
aspect of the window, and the women example shows that TV was meant 4o be
a development of both the dialogical and the discoursive aspects of windows,
If I underdtand Meiuhon corrvectly, he believes that TV will {tronaform scveciety
into a cosmic villege. This consideration shows that it will do so only if
rresent closed circults are improved on and then opened. (It is important
to reeall in the present context that '"'village" menas "pollsn, and"ecosmie
village™ means *“universal politisation~,)

The importawnt thing o keep in mind, if one considers talking out
of the window to others, is the fact that there is no physical contact between
the partners. It is a case of "telecommunication"., One gbes and heaps the
partner without touching him "concretely™., Wwhat one sees is the "Gestalt"
of the partner in its context, nnd his gestures which aim at transmitting
some message. What one hears is the worde the rartner formulates, and the
intonation through which he is formulating them. It is an "audio-visual te—
lecommunication”, How the enalysis offered inpararraph B of this paper he-
comes useful, But it must be reformuiloted to suit this. problem,

"hile looking out of the window tdﬁard the other person one
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"percieves" his message, in the sense that one sees imeges, and thus can

imagine what he is emitting. While listening through the window to what

he is saying one "conceives" his message, in the sense that one receives
verbal symbels which obey a similar structure to the one written letters
iollew. Kow here comes & point which has been intentionally ommitted from
the paragraph B discussion. Written letters are tremsceriptions from window
vision onto a line in the sense that they "represent" the sounds of a spok
en language. The spoken language itself is a Srangeription of window vis-
ion onto a time flux, Therefore while listening to a person through the
window I am receiving a conceptual comrentary to what I am seeing if look
ing at him. And i% is in this sense that written texts are an improvement
on windows+ they nermit to listen te more speech than traditional vindows
doy i to do so with merce atbention, This is the reason also why books
and newspavers are not true "visual® media, and why their messages connot
be imegined. They are essentially "auditiver media, in the sense that they
ere heing re-transleted into sounds through loud or silent reading. In
short: while looking a: somebody through a window and listening to him,

I percieve his message "immediately", and I conceive it through the medium
of linguistic symbols which I must learn in order %0 be able to rend them,

Books, newspapers, magazines and other printed media are develop-
ments of the discoursdéve aspects of sound communicaiions through windows,
S0 is the radio. The Post office is s development of the dialogical as-
pect of sound communication through windows, and so is the telephone sys-
tem, The TV is, Lo some extend, 2 development of the discoursive nmapect
of visual communication through windows, although it is a bad development, ,
because 1t confuses perception with fietion. But there is so far no de~
velopment of the dialogical aspect of visual communication through windows,
If TV were to become as it should be according to its rrojeot, it would
work like an improvement on both the discoursive and the dialogical aspects
of hoth the visual and the auditive communicabtions through tralitional win
dors. It would become an audiovisual comrunication medium in the full
sense of the term, dn the sense that it would allow its users to perceive
and to coneeive reality, to perceive and conceive the messages of others,
and to respond to those messages with a view to elaborating new informuat-—
ion. Lo doubt, such a tool would change our situation profoundly.

The differeyce between auditive and sudicvsual dialogue is diffienlt
to grasp, because e Imow how an auditive dislogue works in advanced tech-
nigques, but not how a visual one would be working. We have letters and the
telephone, which ere advalced menns for auditive dialogue, but we have no
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more advanced methods of visual dialogue than are traditional windows, The
IV, if properly used, would jump this stage of development and provide an
audiovisual dislogue method. But even if it is Aifficultt to sey how such
a dialogue would work, we can be sure that it vould aschieve the same aynthes
sia between line and surface, between imegination and coneept, of which I -
spoke in paragraph B of thie paper. Only in that paragraph I discussed the
synthesis as a new sort of "understanding the world", and in the present pa
ragraph the synthesis must be seen as a new sort of"recognition of the otﬁgf
persony. This must be considered more closely,

It is a common place to speak of the loneliness of the mass man, of
his Lipossibility of "communicatingy (which means in fact "dieloguing") with
others. Now this lack of dialogue may have a great number of reasons, and
some of them very profound ones, but one obvious and not very nrofound reas
on is that mass man has no means to dialogue with others. What he ean do,_
in fach, is either shout at thewm through traditional vindows, talk to them
over the phone, or vrite them letters. The first method is erchaic, and
does not work well in the present situation full of "noise", (in everv senss
of that term, inecluding the one given it by theory of information), The te-
lephone is not a wvery good method, because it was projected to be a tool of
conceptual dialogue, not of en existential one, hecause it does not trans—
mit images, ("Gestalten" and gesbures of the other person). Pubt in his des
peration the mess man, (ond woman), abuses the telephone to try and foree it
to become & tool for existentiaml dinlogune, which is one of the reasons why
the telephone network is no longer working efficiently. Vriting letters is
not a very good method, because it is almost as conceptual as the telephone
is, nnd because 1t is a slow process and therefore correspondence does not
hove the rhythm of traditionanl dialogue through windows, In short: we live -
lonely in a lonely mass, becasuse our tools tend to seperate us from cach O
ther, and we have no good tool to unite ue.

TVy if used diasloglcally in open circuits, might become just such a
tool, for the following reason: it would allow us to "recognize" the other
person, in the sense of percieving and conceiving his méaaage, and 1t would
allow the othexr person to "recognize® ourselves in the same way. A dislogue
through such a medium would permit an inter-subjective relationship which has
both an "intelectual" and an “existenftial" dimension., Which means that the
participants would be linked %o emch other both intelectually and existential
1y, woudl form a true "polis", and would no longer be lonely. To put it more
technically: such & tool would allow all of us to elaborate new epistemologi-
cal, ethical and esthetlice information. Whiech means that our society would
acqulire the struecture of a coemic village.
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Lo furblier ccmment is necessury to prove bthat o Tuture use of T as aon
audio-vistdol window for discoursive eommunication with the world an1 Aialesz 71
eal communication with the oiiner person would chinga our situation, hy Provi
ding ue with a new type of veason ond a nev type of socinl structure, The
problem is not n keelintenl one, premre TV wins projechad Lo vepk in that wny
and therefore can be muldpuiobted thnt way, if we learn to see it ns *telavie
sio", «nid not as "einema made privater. The problem is the resistences vhich
both the owiers and the users of TV 0pJoge %o such a use of televis sien. Tt
must be adimitted that it is not casy to see how thic rrsistence may bhe broken.
tut I shall show you, after the reading of this paper, o few video-~tapes whieh
vere mad2 in a home for the aged ot the CdLe 4rAzur last summer., 1iev were

made by the aged persons themselves under tha guldance of a sgeinl scientist,
Jean-Ithilippe Butaud, cnd an artist, Fred Foreat, und those of you who ~re in
terested in the details may censult the theoreticnl discussion of the axnerim
ent by Butaud. As you will see, TV was being consclously used as g madium for
dialogue, with & view of btraoking loneliness and achieve what may bhe ealled "es
thetle information". Of course, vou mery object not only to the resul%s, {that
would not be & fundamental objection), but to the fact thot this is the result
not of an open, but of » closed circuit. Tut then congider thoat the home were
the exyperiment was made is part of a chain belonging to a synliente, snmd that
therafore the circuit con be grodually opened, “ossinly it in exweriments
like these that can be used as ztarting pointe for a Progressive onening of
closed circuits and a progressive manipulation of TV in the sense here sug-
gested, Kot a very impressive starting point, but an interesting one, because
it starts from a situation where loneliness is very characteristic, T suogest
that vie discuss its inherent possibilities dvring this meeting, Toasibly, what
vie can do within our limited parameter of decisions, is to promote and improve
such sort of experiments all over the varicus levels of society, with a view
to elaborating all sort of information.
D: Conclusion: TV was projectaed to be an improved window. Vhich

meens tc be a medium for understonding the world and dialoguing with others,
If it were used that way it would radiecally change our eituation., It is not
used thas way at present, because it is covered :p with the myth" einema made
private”. Such a myth suits well the purposes of those who owvn it, snd 1%t is
ececepted without resistence by its users, because it 1liberates them from res-
vonsabilities and allows them to lead a life of consumption of messages and of
the geods those messages propagate. The result of suclhra use of TV is n ten-
dencyg toward a totalisarian gociety, in whieh man becores a lonely tool moni-
pulcs ted by those who hold the povers of decision., Ye mig zht contrihute th =
better use of TV.



