


INTRODUCTION

WE HAVE GROWN accustomed to thinking of the camera as an aggressive de-
vice: an instrument for shooting, capturing, and representing the world. Since 
most cameras require an operator, and it is usually a human hand that picks up 
the apparatus, points it in a particular direction, makes the necessary technical 
adjustments, and clicks the camera button, we often transfer this power to our 
look. The standardization of this account of photography marked the begin-
ning of a new chapter in the history of modern metaphysics—the history that 
began with the cogito, which seeks to establish man as the “relational center” 
of all that is, and whose “fundamental event” is “the conquest of the world 
as a picture.”1 It did so by fixing a problem that had emerged in the previous 
chapter: the problem posed by human perception. In order to replace the sky 
and earth with his mental representations, Descartes had to “call away all of 
[his] senses” and “efface even from [his] thoughts all of the images of corpo-
real things.”2 His camera-wielding successor could picture the world—or so he 
claimed—without closing his eyes.

When we challenge this account of photography, it is usually by appeal-
ing to the medium’s indexicality. Since an analogue photograph is the lumi-
nous trace of what was in front of the camera at the moment the photograph 
was made, we argue, it attests to its referent’s reality, just as a footprint attests 
to the reality of the foot that formed it. The philosopher from whom the 
concept of indexicality derives—Charles Sanders Peirce—uses it to describe 
both signs that are linked to an unfolding situation or event and those that 
are linked to a prior situation or event. “I see a man with a rolling gait. This 
is a probable indication that he is a sailor . . . ,” he writes in “What Is a Sign?” 
“A weathercock indicates the direction of the wind. A sun-dial or a clock 
indicates the time of day . . . [and] a tremendous thunderbolt indicates that 
something considerable happened, though we may not know precisely what 
the event was.”3
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Discussions of photographic indexicality, though, always focus on the 
past; an analogue photograph is presumed to stand in for an absent referent—
one that is no longer there.4 A photograph is “in no way a presence,” Roland 
Barthes writes in “Rhetoric of the Image,” an influential and widely read essay 
from the mid-sixties. “Its reality is that of the having-been-there.”5 Although 
Barthes associates the photographic image more with the future perfect than 
the past in Camera Lucida, he does not temper the image’s finality. Look-
ing at Alexander Gardner’s 1865 photograph of Thomas Payne, one of four 
conspirators hung for the attempted assassination of members of Abraham 
Lincoln’s cabinet, he writes: “I observe with horror an anterior future of which 

Figure 1. Alexander Gardner, Washington Navy Yard, D.C. Lewis Payne, in sweater, seated and 
manacled, 1865. Albumen print from collodion wet-plate negative. Courtesy of the Library of 
Congress. 
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death is the stake. By giving me the absolute past of the pose (aorist), the pho-
tograph tells me death in the future . . . I shudder . . . over a catastrophe which 
has already occurred.” Barthes then extends this bleak claim to all photographs. 
“Whether or not the subject is already dead,” he concludes, “every photograph 
is this catastrophe.”6

Many leftist artists and writers have gravitated to this account of the photo-
graphic image. For some, like Walter Benjamin and the young Hans Haacke,7 
it seems to give photography an evidentiary power—the power to expose what 
might otherwise escape justice. “It has justly been said that [Atget] photo-
graphed [the empty streets of Paris] like scenes of crime,” Benjamin writes 
in section 7 of “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproduc-
ibility.” “A crime scene, too, is deserted.”8 Others attribute a memorial value 
to the photographic image, engaging with its “pastness” in ways more melan-
choly than accusatory. For Ana Mendieta, who photographed the ephemeral 
traces left on the landscape by her absent body, and W. G. Sebald and Eduardo 
Cadava, whose work never fails to move me, an analogue photograph is the 

Figure 2. Hans Haacke, Shapolsky et al. Manhattan Real Estate Holdings, A Real Time Social System, as of May 1, 1971. 
Photographic installation. Reprinted with permission of the artist. © Hans Haacke/Artists Rights Society (ARS). 
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umbilical cord connecting us to what we have loved and lost, to what is gone 
because we failed to save it, or to what might have been, but now will never be.9

But although there have been pitched battles between those who champion 
the evidentiary value of the photographic image and those who emphasize its 
constructedness, the former is only another way of overcoming doubt. If a pho-
tograph can prove “what was,” then it is the royal road to certainty—the means 
through which we know and judge the world. And if what we see when we look 
at a photographic image is unalterable, then there is only one thing we can do: 
take “what is dead” or “going to die” into our “arms.”10 Barthes’s mobilization 
of the future perfect in this and other passages in Camera Lucida renders the 
future as unchanging as the past. This account of the photographic image con-
sequently both expresses and contributes to the political despair that afflicts so 
many of us today: our sense that the future is “all used up.”

In 1931, Benjamin wrote an essay about this malaise, which he calls “left-
wing melancholy.” It is “the attitude,” he writes, “to which there is no longer, in 
general, any corresponding political action.” It affects those who are “remote from 
the process of production.”11 Although Benjamin is merciless in his condemna-
tion of those who have succumbed to left-wing melancholy, he was on the verge 

Figure 3. Ana Mendieta, Untitled (from the Silueta series), 1980. Silver-gelatin print. © The Estate of Ana Mendieta 
Collection, L.L.C. Courtesy of Galerie Lelong, New York. 
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of capitulating to it himself. Not only was he an unemployed Jewish intellectual 
living in a country that he would soon be forced to flee, but he, too, was “remote 
from the process of production,” since he was a member of the bourgeoisie.

As I show in The Promise of Social Happiness, the companion volume to this 
book, Benjamin had been searching for years for a way of defining himself as a 
left-wing intellectual, but he could not get past Marx’s dictum that “revolution-
ary ideas” can come only from the “revolutionary class,” i.e., the proletariat.12 
The events that followed—the fall of the Weimar Republic, Hitler’s rise to 
power, the implementation of the “Final Solution,” the signing of the Hitler-
Stalin Pact, and the increasing Stalinization of the Soviet Union—rendered his 
personal situation more and more desperate. They also showed that a proletar-
ian revolution does not automatically lead to a classless society, and that com-
munism as Marx defines it is not a reliable bulwark against fascism. Unable to 
answer the question “What is to be done?” Benjamin had no protection against 
the “fatalism” he had earlier excoriated, so in 1935 and 193613 he tried to find 
a “cure”—to imagine an action that would be capable of defeating fascism and 
fulfilling Marx’s agenda, and to which he himself could also contribute. He 
turned for this purpose to photography, and the result is an even more melan-
cholic account of the medium.

Since photography is able to replicate a work of art “many times over,” 
Benjamin argues in “The Work of Art,” it permits everyone to own a copy 
of something that was previously available only to an elite institution or a 
privileged individual.14 Photography and film can also “captur[e] assemblies of 
hundreds of thousands,” allowing multitudes of people to see themselves as a 
collectivity.15 They thus replace a “unique existence” with a mass existence, and 
proletarianize our perceptions.16 And this is only the beginning of what these 
technological images can do for us. With their help, we can “liquidate” the 
“cultural heritage” from which fascism derives its power, resurrect it in a new 
form, and renew humanity. We can also seize the “totality of the instruments 
and forces of production,” and usher in a classless society, whose members will 
“develop” all of their “capacities.”17

But far from undermining the cult of the fascist leader, industrial photog-
raphy and film helped to establish it. Hitler descends godlike from the clouds 
in Leni Riefenstahl’s Triumph of the Will, and National Socialism used film and 
photography to promote many of its other goals. And in the case of neither 
National Socialism nor capitalism did exhibition value “drive back” cult value. 
It was through the ubiquitous display of his photographic image that Hitler 
assumed cult value, and it is through a similar display that the commodity as-
sumes its otherworldly luster. Finally, instead of helping capitalism to destroy 
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itself, industrial film and photography have prolonged its life. They are the shop 
windows in which most commodities gleam, and they operate according to the 
same logic.

A successful capitalist transaction begins with the illusion that a commod-
ity is uniquely wonderful, and ends with the “discovery” that it is identical to 
millions of others.18 Ideally, the consumer moves with lightning speed from the 
first stage to the second, so as to be ready for the next iteration of this two-stage 
process, but each disillusionment weakens his capacity to believe in the next 
commodity’s uniqueness, and eventually he may lose it altogether. This can be 
a salutary loss—one that prompts him to look for another way of relating to 
the world around him. However, the disillusioned consumer can also hunker 
down in commodity fetishism’s depressive position. His goal will then be to 
show that everything is the “same.” He may claim to be working on behalf of 
the masses, but this equalization has nothing to do with democracy. The Great 
Leveler proves that everything is identical the way commodification has taught 
him to do: through a de-idealizing appropriation. This is a destructive act, and 
disillusionment is its motor force.

“Aura” means many different things in “The Work of Art.” One of them, 
although Benjamin would dispute this, is the glow with which objects shine in 
the first stage of commodity fetishism, a glow created through exhibition value. 
When he calls for the destruction of the aura, it is also in the terms dictated by 
commodity fetishism. “The present day masses [want] to ‘get closer’ to things . . . ,” 
Benjamin proclaims. “Every day the urge grows stronger to get hold of an ob-
ject at close range in an image or, better, in a facsimile, a reproduction . . . The 
stripping of the veil from the object, the destruction of the aura, is the signature 
of a perception whose ‘sense for sameness in the world’ has so increased that, by 
means of reproduction, it extracts sameness even from what is unique.”19

When Benjamin writes that the “cult of the movie star” preserves “the 
magic of the personality which has long been no more than the putrid magic 
of its commodity character,”20 he shows that the logic of commodification had 
already invaded the sphere of human relations, saturating them with the same 
disillusionment. It’s difficult to embrace seriality when it takes the form of a 
million copies of the same fanzine, or a film sequence with a mise-en-abyme of 
identically dressed women sitting at identical grand pianos, like those in Busby 
Berkeley’s Gold Diggers of 1935. It becomes even more difficult when we think 
of the aggression behind these reiterations.

This account of photography is also as shadowed by absence as the other 
two. The medium allows us to view works of art in absentia and to create cop-
ies that have no original, Benjamin argues in “The Work of Art.”21 It  performs 
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 activities that were previously performed only by human beings, thereby render-
ing the latter superfluous.22 It also “sucks” the aura “out of reality” by “ purging” 
images of their aesthetic value,23 and it “detaches” the film actor’s image from 
his “person,” thereby dispensing with the need for his presence.24 Benjamin 
buttresses this last claim with a passage from Luigi Pirandello’s The Turn. “The 
film actor feels as if exiled,” this passage reads, “exiled not only from the stage 
but from his own person. With a vague unease, he senses an inexplicable void, 
stemming from the fact that his body has lost its substance, that he has been 
volatilized, stripped of his reality, his life, his voice, the noises he makes when 
moving about, and has been turned into a mute image that flickers for a mo-
ment on the screen, then vanishes into silence.”25

Benjamin’s attempt to turn this passage into another paean to technologi-
cal reproducibility falls miserably short, and his follow-up remarks in the next 
section ring even more hollow. “The representation of human beings by means of 
an apparatus has made possible a highly productive use of the human being’s self-
alienation,” he enthuses in the first sentence.26 If the reader pursues this train of 
thought to the end of the section, as I have often done in the past, although I 
am now incredulous at my own credulity, he will arrive at a chilling description 
of the spectatorial economy to which this separation leads. “When [the screen 
actor] stands before the apparatus,” Benjamin writes, “he knows that in the end 
he is confronting the masses. It is they who will control him. Those who are not 
visible, not present while he executes his performance, are precisely the ones 
who will control it. This invisibility heightens the authority of their control.” 
It would be hard to imagine a more compelling argument for presence than 
this celebration of absence, with its one-way windows and unopposable power.

As I will demonstrate in the last chapter of this book, Benjamin offers a 
very different account of photography in “Little History of Photography.” In 
the first half of this 1931 essay, he privileges pre-industrial instead of indus-
trial photography, and associates it with a disclosive rather than an evidentiary 
truth. He also attributes it to the world, instead of to technology, treats it as 
an analogy, instead of an index or a copy, and associates it with development, 
instead of fixity. Even more astonishingly, Benjamin suggests that the photo-
graphic image is propelled by a mysterious kind of intentionality toward a par-
ticular look—one that has the capacity to recognize it, and thereby to redeem 
it. It travels through time and space to reach this look, and when it arrives, 
something extraordinary happens. The present discovers itself within the past, 
and the past is realized within the present.27 

All these concepts resurface in Benjamin’s later account of messianic his-
tory. “The past carries with it a secret index by which it is referred to redemp-



8 Introduction

tion,” he writes in “On the Concept of History.” “There is a secret agreement 
between past generations and the present one . . . our coming was expected on 
earth . . . like every generation that preceded us, we have been endowed with 
a weak messianic power, a power on which the past has a claim.”28 The power 
described in this passage is the capacity to perceive the similarities between 
our generation and a previous generation. It is “messianic” because recognition 
precludes repetition—because if we see that we are on the verge of reenacting 
an earlier generation’s mistake, we will adopt a different course of action. This 
messianism is “weak” because there are no final solutions, because every gen-
eration “must strive anew to wrest tradition away from the conformism that is 
working to overpower it.”29

At moments of danger, Benjamin argues, earlier generations alert us to the 
mistake that we are on the verge of making through an image that bursts out 
of the continuum of time and travels toward us. They do so because we are in 
a position to “change the character” of their “day.”30 If we recognize the present 
in this image from the past, and also understand that it is “intended” for us,31 
we will redeem both the past and the present. At the moment in which this 
redemption occurs, which Benjamin calls “Jetztzeit” or “now-time,” “what is” 
becomes co-present with “what was,” just as it does in “Little History.” “It’s not 
that what is past casts its light on what is present,” he observes in The Arcades 
Project, or that “what is present casts its light on what is past; rather . . . what 
has been comes together in a flash with the now to form a constellation.”32 If, 
however, we ignore a previous generation’s warning, we doom it, as well as our-
selves. It is because of the reversibility and reciprocity of this relationship that 
the past has a “claim” on our weak messianic power.

Not only does the image described here “behave” like the photograph de-
scribed in “Little History,” but it also resembles a photograph in several other 
ways. Benjamin repeatedly associates it with a “flash,” and at a key moment in 
The Arcades Project he quotes the following passage from André  Monglond: 
“The past has left images of itself in literary texts, images comparable to those 
which are imprinted by light on a photosensitive page. The future alone pos-
sesses developers strong enough to reveal the image in all its details.”33 Strangely, 
though, photography is not the vehicle through which the past addresses the 
present in “On the Concept of History” and The Arcades Project; that role is 
reserved for language, with its “non-sensuous similarities.”34

Benjamin turns to language because he has stripped the photographic 
image of its redemptive properties. If it is one of a potentially infinite num-
ber of identical and industrially generated copies, it cannot be the bearer of a 
mysterious intentionality, nor can it help us see the similarities between pre-
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vious generations and our own; it promotes repetition, not recognition. And 
although language also houses similarities, they are nonsensuous,35 and non-
sensuous similarities are “only a faint residue of the magical correspondences 
and analogies that were familiar to ancient people.”36 They also “flash up fleet-
ingly out of the stream of things only in order to sink down once more.”37 
Finally, nonsensuous similarities seem to originate within us—to be a mental 
construct, rather than a call from the world or a historical summons. They con-
sequently can’t do for us what the concentration camp photographs that landed 
on Gerhard Richter’s “doormat” in the mid-sixties did for him: persist as “un-
finished business” until he was able to respond to them.38

THE IDEA THAT PHOTOGRAPHY MEANS “CAMERA,” and that the camera 
is an instrument for mastering the world, emerged early in the history of the 
so-called medium. In a chilling passage in his 1859 essay “The Stereoscope and 
the Stereograph,” Oliver Wendell Holmes not only characterizes the world as a 
picture, whose essence inheres in its photographic representability, but suggests 
that once this essence has been extracted, the world itself can be thrown away. 
“Form is henceforth divorced from matter,” this passage reads. “In fact matter 

Figure 4. Gerhard Richter, Six Photos. May 2–7, 1989 (c / 4 May 1989), 1991. Silver-gelatin print on resin-coated paper. 
Courtesy of the artist.
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as a visible object is of no great use any longer . . . Give us a few negatives of a 
thing worth seeing, taken from different points of view, and that is all we want 
of it. Pull it down or burn it up, if you please.”39

The notion that a photograph is a trace of its referent—and therefore both 
evidentiary and memorial—is every bit as old. In 1857, Lady Eastlake declared 
the medium’s “unerring records in the service of mechanics, engineering, geol-
ogy, and natural history” to be “facts of the most sterling and stubborn kind,” 
and therefore “the sworn witness of everything presented to [its] view.”40 And 
since “every form that is traced by light is the impress of one moment, or one 
hour” in the “great passage of time,” she writes in another passage in the same 
essay, photography also “give[s]” us our child’s “shoes” or his “inseparable toy” 
with a “strength of identity that art does not even seek.”41

However, Holmes’s and Eastlake’s essays contain many passages that an-
ticipate Benjamin’s first account of photography—that foreground the limits 
of human vision, that attribute the photographic image to the world, and that 
suggest that photography’s truth is disclosive, rather than evidentiary. Both 
authors also call it a “gift,” and identify us as the recipients of this gift. Lady 
Eastlake repeatedly characterizes the photographic image as an emerging 
image: one that approaches us from the future, and that arrives in the present. 
Finally, both Eastlake and Holmes suggest that photography may have impor-
tant ramifications for human relationality. She maintains that those involved 
with photography form “a kind of republic,” and he makes similar claims when 
talking about the stereoscopic image.42

Many of these ideas figure prominently in other early descriptions of the 
photographic image as well, particularly in those provided by William Henry 
Fox Talbot. “It is not the artist who makes the picture, but the picture which 
makes itself,” Talbot observes in an 1839 letter to the editor of the Literary 
 Gazette; and Journal of the Belles Lettres, Arts, Sciences, etc. “All that the artist does 
is to dispose the apparatus before the image he requires . . . At the end of the 
[allotted] time he returns, takes out his picture, and finds it finished.”43 They 
also appear in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century descriptions of the camera 
obscura, and when they vanish from photography, they resurface elsewhere: in 
painting, sculpture, literature, philosophy, psychoanalysis, cinema, and time-
based work. They invite us to think anew about photography.

This book is a response to that invitation. As I hope to show, photography 
isn’t a medium that was invented by three or four men44 in the 1820s and 1830s, 
that was improved in numerous ways over the following century, and that has 
now been replaced by computational images. It is, rather, the world’s primary 
way of revealing itself to us—of demonstrating that it exists, and that it will 
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forever exceed us. Photography is also an ontological calling card: it helps us 
to see that each of us is a node in a vast constellation of analogies. When I say 
“analogy,” I do not mean sameness, symbolic equivalence, logical adequation, or 
even a rhetorical relationship—like a metaphor or a simile—in which one term 
functions as the provisional placeholder for another. I am talking about the 
authorless and untranscendable similarities that structure Being, or what I will 
be calling “the world,” and that give everything the same ontological weight.

These similarities are authorless and untranscendable because there is no 
metaphysical agency to which they could be imputed, and no other domain to 
which we might retreat, in order to be alone. As Walt Whitman writes in an 
inexhaustibly rich passage, “A vast similitude interlocks all / All spheres, grown, 
ungrown, small, large, suns, moons, planets, . . . / All distances of place however 
wide, / all distances of time, [and] all inanimate forms.” It also includes “all souls, 
all bodies though they be ever so different, or in different worlds, / All gaseous, 
watery, vegetable, mineral processes, the fishes, the brutes, / All nations, colors, 
barbarisms, civilizations, languages, / All identities that have existed or may 
exist on this globe, or any globe, / All lives and deaths, all of the past, present, 
future.”45 It is also only through this interlocking that we ourselves exist. Two is 
the smallest unit of Being.

Most of us are willing to acknowledge some of these similarities, but ex-
tremely reluctant to acknowledge others, particularly those that call our au-
tonomy, agency, unity, and primacy into question. Photography is the vehicle 
through which these profoundly enabling but unwelcome relationships are 
revealed to us, and through which we learn to think analogically. It is able to 
disclose the world, show us that it is structured by analogy, and help us assume 
our place within it because it, too, is analogical. A negative analogizes its refer-
ent, the positive prints that are generated from it, and all of its digital offspring, 
and it moves through time, in search of other “kin.” As I discovered over and 
over again while writing this book, photography also analogizes the analogies 
that reside at the heart of human perception: those through which we see and 
are seen. Since it almost always does so in a visual way, it gives them a second 
power; it holds open the perceptual “open,”46 helping us recognize what we 
might otherwise foreclose.

Every analogy contains both similarity and difference. Similarity is the con-
nector, what holds two things together, and difference is what prevents them 
from being collapsed into one. In some analogies these qualities are balanced, but 
in others similarity far outweighs difference, or difference, similarity. One of the 
most miraculous features of an analogy is its ability to operate in the face of 
these imbalances: to maintain the “two-in-one” principle even when there is 
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only a narrow margin of difference, or a sliver of similarity. In the last chapter of 
Flesh of My Flesh, I suggested that there is something inherently photographic 
about analogies in which there is only a little difference.47 The analogies that link 
one print of a negative to all of the other prints of the same negative turn on 
variations so slight that we have a hard time seeing them, and we sometimes find 
it difficult to distinguish a photograph from its referent, even though we know 
very well that they belong to different registers.

I explore this kind of analogy here as well, and explain why some photo-
graphs—like the famous “Winter Garden” portrait of Barthes’s mother in  Camera 
Lucida—seem ontologically connected to their referents. But I also address anal-
ogies in which there is an overwhelming amount of difference, which is bridged 
through reversible reversals, or what Maurice Merleau-Ponty calls “ chiasmus.” 
This, too, is a quintessentially photographic kind of analogy.  Photography 
 models it for us through the inversion and lateral reversal of the camera ob-
scura’s image stream, the positive print’s reversal of the reversal through which 
its negative was made, the two-way street leading from the space of the viewer 
to that of the stereo scopic image, cinema’s shot/reverse shot formation, and the 
cross-temporal practices of some contemporary artists. I say “model” because we, 
too, are bound to each other through reversible reversals, and because it is there, 
and only there, that the promise of social happiness can still be glimpsed.

Not only is the photographic image an analogy, rather than a representa-
tion or an index, but analogy is also the fluid in which it develops. This process 
does not begin when we decide that it should, or end when we command it to. 
Photography develops, rather, with us, and in response to us. It assumes histori-
cally legible forms, and when we divest them of their saving power, generally by 
imputing them to ourselves, it goes elsewhere. The earliest of these forms was 
the pinhole camera, which was more “found” than invented. It morphed into 
the optical camera obscura, was reborn as chemical photography, migrated into 
literature and painting, and lives on in a digital form. It will not end until we do.
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CHAP TER 1
1. Geoffrey Batchen provides a very helpful account of this history in his im-

mensely learned book, Burning with Desire, 24–53. See also Helmut Gernsheim and 
Alison Gernsheim, The History of Photography from the Camera Obscura to the Beginning 
of the Modern Era (London: Thames and Hudson, 1969), 30–64.

2. So, we will see, did Niépce. I draw throughout this section on Gernsheim and 
Gernsheim, The History of Photography, 17–29; John H. Hammond, The Camera Ob-
scura: A Chronicle (Bristol: Adam Hilger, Ltd., 1981); Martin Kemp, The Science of Art: 
Optical Themes in Western Art from Brunelleschi to Seurat (New Haven: Yale University 
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