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Criteria—Crisis—Criticism

The Greek verb krinein corresponds to English “to divide,” “to separate,”
or “to break.” We recognize this verb in nouns such as criterion, crisis,
criticism, or criminality. If we translate it with the words “to judge,” “to
decide,” or “to perpetrate,” rather than with the words “to divide,” “to
separate,” or “to break,” we come closer to its true meaning. It signifies an
action that splits oneness, breaks it down, breaks in half: it casts doubt on
oneness. This is not a comfortable doubt, but rather the sort of doubt
that makes judgments, decisions, and perpetrates crimes. At this meet-
ing, we bring these doubts to bear on photography.1 This is not a meeting
that takes place on Mount Olympus, but rather, it takes place in a con-
crete situation, and this particular situation is stuck in a crisis. We are
presently coming to a fork in the road: we must come to a decision, and
we are bathed in a criminal attitude. I am calling these things to mind be-
fore I take up the task of talking about a critique of photography. We
should not forget the criminal undertone, the basso continuo of criminali-
ty, that accompanies all our thoughts, deeds, and sufferings.

Critical Thinking

Our ability to break oneness in two in a disciplined way is the result of a
very specific praxis, just as all our other talents result from specific ac-
tions. Critical thinking results from the praxis of linear writing. It can be
proven that linear writing was invented in the second millennium B.C.
with the intention of counting. Counting is the act of tearing things out
of their context, to arrange them in rows. Counting is the core of critical
thinking. We have developed our critical capacity to the extent that we



have mastered writing. We have achieved a high degree of critiquing in
the form of logical and mathematical analysis, especially in the domain
of calculation. We have developed the capacity to divide, to separate, and
to break down into dot elements all the phenomena of the external and
internal world, all objects, processes, thoughts, feelings, and actions.

At this meeting, it is important to remember that linear writing is
both the origin of critical thinking and its tool. Its original purpose was
not to critique objects in the world out there or the phenomena of the in-
terior world, but rather to critique images. The first critics were critics of
images. The prophets were critics of the images of gods (idols), and the
pre-Socratics were critics of mythical imagination. The reason for the in-
vention of writing as a tool for the criticism of images is found in the in-
ternal dialectic of the images themselves. Images conceal the world they
are supposed to represent. If images are the preeminent intermediary be-
tween human beings and their world, as they were at the origin of writ-
ing, then it is a necessity of life to critique them and reveal the access to
the world concealed by them. For example, if I only had pictorial repre-
sentations of the drinking pitchers in my storeroom, I would have to de-
tach the represented drinking pitchers from the surface of the image one
by one, to organize them in numbered rows. I must critique images.

Originally, critical thinking meant the criticism of images. It was direct-
ed against the image, it was directed against pictorial thought: it was icono-
clastic thinking. Its intention is to emancipate people from the mythical
power of images and, thus, to replace the magical praxis following from it
with another, “rational” one. Critical thinking divides images—separates
them into elements—judges them—makes decisions about them—breaks
them apart—perpetrates crimes against images—because it casts doubt
on myth and magic. The result of critical thinking is Western history, with
all its triumphs and its barbarities. Essentially, this means Western science
and technology.

In this essay, I want to defend the following thesis: If we consider how
the criticism of images has been elaborated during the course of our histo-
ry, then critical thinking cannot be applied to photography or other tech-
nical images, because these images are based on science and technology—
produced by apparatuses—and are therefore themselves based on critical
thinking. Photo criticism, including the criticism of other technical im-
ages, is therefore essentially a critique of critical thinking. Technical im-
ages force critical thinking to turn against itself. If people believe they can
critique photography the way they critique traditional images (paintings,
mosaics, or stained-glass windows), then they are mistaken. In terms of
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photography and other technical images, critical thinking is in crisis. It is
being pressured to elaborate new criteria, to critique the myths projected
into the world by photographs and the particular magic that results from
photography. For these myths and this magic have themselves been pro-
duced by critical thinking. They are based on scientific techniques. In
short, my thesis is: critical thinking is presently experiencing its own cri-
sis, because it does not possess the appropriate criteria allowing it to cri-
tique its own products.

Criteria

One has to possess criteria—the units of measurements and rules—to
be able to critique: the yardstick that one applies to the thing one cri-
tiques, to judge and decide over it. The tradition knows three kinds of
measurement standards: the epistemological (“true-false”), the ethical
(“good-bad”), and the aesthetic (“beautiful-ugly”). The critic is a “mea-
surer” (Messer)—not to call him a “carper” (Beckmesser).

He carries these three measurement standards around in his pocket
the way a tailor might, applying them to his material and cutting the ma-
terial according to these standards. This tradition is, indeed, sanctified
(for example, the “true,” the “good,” and the “beautiful”), but it can no
longer be sustained. It has always been dubious, but it falls apart when
confronted with photography and other technical images. Whoever
judges and decides that a photographic image is true, good, or beautiful,
that it is either a document or a code of conduct or even a work of art, is
simply speaking nonsense. But this is exactly what the media that distrib-
ute photographic images are doing. The media are presently the real crit-
ics. As I just mentioned, they apply criteria that fall apart in the face of
technical images.

The three traditional measurement standards have always been suspi-
cious. A Stone Age knife only cuts well when it is true—mechanically
correct—and it is beautiful because it is made well and cuts well. Critics
believe they can distinguish between the search for the true, the good,
and the beautiful. However, an examination of the blade reveals the
manufacturer’s intention to cut something. The criteria “true,” “good,”
and “beautiful” are simply aspects of the intention to cut. Finally, these
criteria can only be distinguished from a critical distance.

So long as the critic maintains this distance, there is nothing wrong
with his criteria. They are of no consequence to the Stone Age knife itself.
If, however, the critic engages the manufacturer in conversation, then this
sort of criteria can have disastrous consequences. To name only the most
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impressive example: The Platonizing criticism of the Renaissance be-
lieved that man was searching for perfect beauty. Those who were influ-
enced by this idea became pure artists. Consequently, museums, exhibi-
tions, and academies amassed beautiful objects that were neither true
nor good for anything. On the other hand, the daily life of industrial so-
ciety was flooded with a great number of scientifically true insights and
good machines and products that were inhuman, because they were
robbed of their beauty. The critics have expelled beauty from daily life.
Thus, they have not only inundated industrial society with ugliness, they
have also dehumanized everything good, true, and beautiful.

Certainly, the three traditional measurement standards have always
been suspicious. The traditional division of man’s involvement in the
transformation of the world into science, politics, and art has always
been a mutilation of the unity of existence, a crime against humanity.
But, this division of “true, good, and beautiful” has lost all meaning in
the face of photographs and other technical images. Based on science,
photography is a technical gesture toward the production of aesthetic
phenomena. It is true to the extent that science is true, good to the extent
that the camera works well, and beautiful to the extent that the media,
which distribute the photographs, allow photographs to model the expe-
rience of the observer. The photograph has one thing in common with
the Stone Age knife: in photography, the epistemological, ethical, and
aesthetic parameters fuse together after having experienced their fateful
division in modernity. However, there is one difference between the
Stone Age knife and photography: in photography, the criteria precede the
photograph. In comparison to the Stone Age knife, photography results
from critical thinking.

In the first stage, represented here by the Stone Age knife, something
is produced. The critic does not arrive until after the fact to make his
judgment. In the second stage, called the “modern,” there is a conversa-
tion between the manufacturer and the critic during production. This is
true even if the critic is the manufacturer. In the contemporary stage,
criticism precedes production. Criticism accompanies the production
and distribution of manufactured objects, so that we receive the manu-
factured object as something that has already been thoroughly critiqued.
This means that we, as the addressees of photographs, have to critique
the criteria according to which photographs have been produced: that is,
those criteria according to which the apparatus that produced them has
itself been produced and programmed, and through which they have
been distributed, until they finally reach us.
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When I think about the scene of photo criticism, I do not have the im-
pression that we have worked out the criteria necessary for a criticism of
criteria, these “metacriteria.” Instead, I have the impression that we are
holding on to the traditional criteria, despite the fact that they are no
longer operative. If we apply criteria such as “true,” “good,” and “beauti-
ful” to the photograph—documentary photography, politically engaged
photography, artistic photography—we have not criticized it, but rather,
we have been taken in by the criteria that have been foisted onto the pho-
tograph. Armed with these criteria, which are no longer operative, we
confront the photograph uncritically—with all the unforeseeable conse-
quences that an uncritical reception of technical images brings.

Our critical blindness can be explained by the fact that human beings
are involved in the production of photographs, whenever the means of
production is not fully automated. We call them photographers—not
just scientists, technicians, and camera operators, not just the apparatuses
of science, technology, and the media, but also individual beings with
their own individual intentions. We confuse these individual beings,
these photographers, with the makers of Stone Age knives or the produc-
ers of modern images. Thus, we often critique photographs as if they
were Stone Age knives or oil paintings. Unlike the producer of Stone Age
knives or oil paintings, the photographer does not struggle with the ob-
ject (with stone or oil), but rather, he struggles with the criteria of scien-
tific, technical, and media apparatuses. As long as we do not recognize
that we need to critique photography’s struggle against criteria—against
programs—we remain incapable of working out newer and more appro-
priate criteria. Our critical capacity will find itself in a crisis vis-à-vis the
photographic images that program us.

Crisis

Normally, this concept describes the point on a curve where it changes
identity. To suit my own purposes, I use this concept to describe the criti-
cal point where critical thinking begins to turn on itself. At this point,
one begins critiquing criteria. It is just that “point” is not the right ex-
pression. As a “point,” the crisis lasts too long, because we have been
caught up in it at least since Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. This entire
project requires a tiresome revaluation of all values, because “criterion” is
nothing more than the attempt to say something less controversial than
“value,” and “criticism” is nothing more than evaluating. The criteria
“true,” “beautiful,” and “good” are the so-called highest values. And, if
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they fail in photographic images, then even the highest values will find
themselves in crisis. In the face of photography, the highest values show
how they fail. They become meaningless.

Let us assume that I ask whether a given photograph is true. Truth is a
relationship between a statement and its meaning. For example, a scien-
tific statement is true if and only if it agrees in some way with its mean-
ing. It turns out that it is incredibly difficult, if not impossible, to formu-
late this “in some way agreement.” The term truth is experiencing a
moment of crisis in the scientific realm (see Popper). But, in a photo-
graph, the relationship between a statement and its meaning is even
more opaque than in scientific propositions. An entire complex of appa-
ratuses and their criteria as well as photographers and their intentions,
about which I have already spoken, is interpolated in the space between a
photograph and its meaning. This complex is practically opaque. There-
fore, it makes little sense to ask if a photograph is true or false, for ex-
ample, “posed.” Theoretically, there are methods to answer this question.
But these methods are meaningless, because photography turns the rela-
tionship between statement and meaning completely around. The pho-
tograph does not discover meanings, but rather, it gives them. It does not
matter if they are true or false—even if this could be established. The
critical question is, Which meaning does it intend to give according to
which criteria? The criterion “true”—the value “truth”—is no longer op-
erative in photography and must be abandoned.

It goes without saying that the criteria “good” and “beautiful” must
also be abandoned. It makes little sense to ask if a photograph is good the
same way we think of bread and butter—or, for example, noble actions—
as good. Instead, the critical question is, Why does it desire the good, and
according to which criteria? In addition, it makes little sense to ask if a
photograph is beautiful the same way we think of a girl—or, for example,
Beethoven—as beautiful. Once again, the critical question is, Which ex-
periences does it desire to program into the addressee, and according to
which criteria?

Photographs did not originate in their search for truth, goodness, and
beauty, and these values are not unattainable ideals that stand above
them. Photographs originate in apparatuses and are distributed through
apparatuses whose intention it is to preserve themselves and multiply.
The true, the good, and the beautiful are pretexts in the service of this in-
tention. They are not unattainable ideals but criteria for programming.
In photography, values have been demoted to criteria for programming.
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The beauty of an advertising sign serves as an example here. If a critic es-
tablishes its beauty, then he has not critiqued the sign, but rather, he has
uncritically accepted a criterion of the sign. This is called a “crisis”: the
so-called highest values are in the service of programs, and we do not
have the criteria that allow us to say in the service of which higher values
the programs are. Unless we say that they are absurd—which is precisely
what we do.

Photographers try to defend themselves against the absurd and the
value-free inertia endemic to apparatuses. They try to defy the crisis of
criteria. This attempt is recognizable in a number of photographs. In de-
fiance of absurdity, photographers try to produce true or good or beauti-
ful photographs. It is a charming undertaking that is sure to fail. For
nothing can compete with the programmed truth, goodness, and beauty
of photographs created automatically (for instance, by NASA). If one
wants to overcome this crisis, new criteria must be developed. This is not
the task of the photographer but of photo criticism. It is the task of criti-
cal thinking directed against itself and its own criteria.

Photo Criticism

Considering what has been said, we need to differentiate between two dia-
metrically opposed definitions of this term. On the one hand, “photo
criticism” signifies a critical, judgmental, decision-making activity that
programs photographic apparatuses and directs the photographs pour-
ing from them into channels through which we receive them. On the
other hand,“photo criticism” signifies the attempt to critique photo criti-
cism in the first sense. This is not yet completely successful. Owing to our
situation, the distinction we have here arrived at is unfortunately difficult
to put into practice.

The one who decides which photographs will appear and which will
not appear in the media—in newspapers, magazines, on signs, on canned
goods, in exhibitions—is a functionary of the media apparatus. He not
only censors photographs, but he also decides through which of the
available channels they should appear—whether as documents, whether
suitable for politics or advertising, or as art. The judgment calls and deci-
sions of the media functionary are directed back into the photographic
industry through feedback channels, such as specialized publications and
market research institutes. There, functionaries use them for the repro-
gramming of photographic apparatuses to be developed in the coming
year. This cybernetic feedback loop between media and industry func-
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tionaries produces ever truer, better, and more beautiful photographic
images, that is, photographs that always fit more exactly the program-
ming criteria of the apparatuses. This is photo criticism in the first sense
of the word. Photographers are caught in its gears and are crushed by it.

Media functionaries are often those people who practice photo criti-
cism in the second, opposite sense of the word. They write articles and
books that are supposed to reveal criteria hidden from the view of the
photograph’s addressees. The articles and books that critique photo-
graphic criteria are a form of self-criticism or a form of public confession
for media functionaries. However, the conclusiveness of their findings is
doubtful, not just because every confession is necessarily dishonest, but
because it is extremely difficult to achieve critical distance from oneself.
To achieve the distance necessary to observe the apparatus criteria, photo
critics in the second sense of the word would have to be people who nei-
ther are employed by the apparatus nor work for newspapers, museums,
or advertising agencies. Yet, it is not clear how such photo critics in the
second sense of the word should make a living. This explains our inabili-
ty to critique photographs.

As apparatus functionaries, photo critics can theoretically be pro-
grammed and automated just like any other apparatus function. One can
imagine boxes that sort photographs automatically, throwing out some,
marking others with labels, such as “true,” “good,” and “beautiful,” and
directing them into their respective channels. For example, these auto-
mated photo critics could be programmed with equations drawn from in-
formation sciences and function according to the principle of Maxwell’s
demon. If we look at the work of most photo critics, we truly get the im-
pression that the automation of photo criticism is close at hand. How-
ever, the same cannot be said for photo criticism in the second sense of
the word. Because the criteria here are lacking for the time being, it is dif-
ficult to foresee how they could be automated. Moreover, the function of
this sort of photo criticism consists in critiquing apparatus functions.
Therefore, it is first necessary to invent an anti-apparatus, to program this
sort of antifunction. The thought process that we are pursuing here indi-
cates just how much we need a photo criticism in the sense of a critique of
photographic apparatuses and photographic distribution apparatuses. It
has to uncover the apparatuses behind the apparatuses that program ap-
paratuses. Through photographs, it has to critique the entire apparatus
culture and all its totalitarian tendencies, including the apparatuses that
program us. In doing so, it will discover a type of photographer who
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fights directly against the photo camera and the media—and, through
them, totalitarianism. Thus, the task of this sort of photo criticism is to
emancipate the photographer and, through him, to contribute to the
emancipation of society as a whole.

(1984)

Note by the Editor

1. Bielefeld Symposium on Photography in November 1984.
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